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Our story so far…

In Knights of Alcea the kingdom was
awakened from its peaceful slumber when the Alceans discovered a
growing rebellion, a rebellion unlike any other. Mysterious priests
swore allegiance to Balmak, a previously unknown god, and were
spreading seeds of discontent throughout Alcea. As the danger grew,
the Knights of Alcea were drawn back into the king's service, and
they soon discovered that the rebellion was tied to other ominous
events. Elves attacking human villages, and humans attacking
dwarves were events unheard of since the forming of Alcea, and
together with the rebellion, they seemed designed to bring Alcea to
the brink of disaster. Yet, the picture was still not clear enough
for Alexander Tork. While all of the problems put together might
bring chaos to Alcea, he knew that there had to be more to the
sinister plot. Eventually it was discovered that a massive army
from an unknown land across the waters was waiting for Alcea to be
weakened before attacking.

The Knights of Alcea destroyed the Temples of
Balmak and ensured that no division would exist between the races
of the kingdom, but they knew that their actions were not enough to
ensure that the attack by foreign forces would be stopped. King
Arik set out to reorganize and bolster the forces of Alcea to meet
the coming invasion, but that was not enough for Alexander Tork.
During the course of battles against the mysterious priests, Alex
stole a Zaran ship, the Remora. He pressed the king for permission
to go to the unknown land and determine the weakness of the enemy.
King Arik, believing that Alex would go regardless of permission,
finally gave his blessing, but he limited the party to only five
Knights of Alcea.

In Final Voyage of the Remora, Alex
enlisted the aid of three Alcea Rangers and three elves of Glendor
to join with the five Knights of Alcea. He hired a captain and crew
and set out across the ocean with only a rough chart to guide them
into the unknown. The journey was troublesome from the beginning.
Two Zaran spies had managed to get themselves included in the crew,
and the enemy was waiting for their arrival. Driven by strange
dreams, Alex unwittingly outmaneuvered the Zarans and landed in the
Endless Swamp. The landing turned out to be fortuitous as the
Knights of Alcea made many important contacts including Haditha,
the water witch, Sidney Mercado, the merchant, and Morro, the elven
thief. Prince Rigal also made contact with the Dielderal elves and
discovered that the Federation holds them as slaves. To ensure the
Federation's control over the Dielderal, all elven children are
taken out of the Elfwoods and kept in reeducation centers in the
major cities of the Federation.

Volume two of the Demonstone Chronicles ended
with the destruction of the Zaran invasion fleet. It also ended the
chances for our heroes to return home to Alcea. Captain Gomery,
Haditha, and two sailors were not rescued along with the others.
While Captain Gomery and Haditha made it to safety, Loman and
Tyroma were never found. The rest of the heroes, knowing that each
day of delay would buy Alcea more time to prepare for war, vowed to
continue to wage covert actions against the Zarans, but they were
confined to the lost city of Aranak, which is deep under the sands
of the desert.

In Council of War, the Alceans in Zara
split up. Garth and Kalina are joined by Tedi, Natia, and Morro as
they journey to the major cities of the Federation to learn more
about their enemy. Karl Gree leads the rest of the Alceans in an
attempt to reach the safety of Tyronia, but his plans are foiled by
the Federation as they block Sebastian Pass and send thousands of
troops to hunt the Alceans. With nowhere else to turn, Karl leads
the group into the Forest of Death, and they are eventually
captured by the Zaroccans as spies.

Garth and his party earn the appreciation of
the Rhodans by saving three of their women from the Federation
army, but those actions demand a retreat to the safety of Tyronia.
As the nation of Tyronia falls to the Federation, Garth leads his
people to the horse countries on unicorns, but not before
substituting Clint for a traitorous Tyronian general. While Clint
is sent to Despair as a representative of Tyronia, Garth finds
himself involved in a struggle to free Karl's group and establish a
Council of War to fight the Federation in Zara. To gain the support
of the horse countries, Garth must find twenty thousand fighters to
stand against the Federation. In a frenzied tour of the continent,
Garth unites the elves, dwarves, and humans of various countries
into a strange alliance to battle the Federation. Only time will
tell if the alliance stands, and if it will prove to be enough to
affect the outcome of the destructive war coming to two
continents.

In Demonkin, Book Four of the
Demonstone Chronicles, the Alceans covertly attack four cities of
the Federation, freeing the elven children from the education
centers built to hold the elves captive. King Elengal leads the
Dielderal through the dwarven tunnel to the sanctuary on the Island
of Despair, while making it appear that they have fled to sea in
ships.

Meanwhile, the demons create a new breed of
demonkin, the Claws of Alutar. These four powerful creatures are
designed to extract revenge from the Alceans for the plight of the
Great Demon. Their singular goal is to eliminate the Heroes of the
Mage, starting with the Warrior King.

Clint, posing as General Forshire, builds his
small Federation army and discovers the true nature of Camp
Destiny, a massive valley holding the portals to be used in the
coming attack on Alcea.

The Mage, traveling as Fakir Aziz, continues
to gather powerful mages to his side. The destination of the group
remains a secret, and the mysterious purpose of such immense power
is never spoken of.

In Heirs of the Enemy, the Knights of
Alcea gathered the heirs to the thrones of the Federation and
sequestered them in a private level of Herinak Castle in Korocca.
Zack Nolan, the Alcean spymaster, began a campaign of
disinformation intended to not only deceive the Federation, but
also to create dissention among the ranks of the enemy army.

Meanwhile in Alcea, King Arik’s faithful are
designing traps to ensnare portions of the invading armies. While
this strategy will lessen the impact of the invading hordes, the
Alceans will still be woefully outnumbered.

 



Chapter 1

Sowing Fear

The sergeant opened the door to the tavern in
Valdo and stepped into the dimly-lit room. He paused for a moment
to let his eyes adjust to the darkness as he scanned the tables
looking for a likely target. As was customary, many of the patrons
glanced towards the door to see who had entered the establishment.
More than a few eyes lingered on the newcomer far longer than
necessary to determine if a friend had arrived. Some of the patrons
noted the long, nasty scar that ran from the sergeant’s temple to
his jaw. Others smiled knowingly at the sergeant’s full beard,
recognizing it as an obvious attempt to lessen the visual impact of
the man’s scarred flesh. There was a twinge of sympathy from some,
but most were apathetic to the sergeant’s misfortune. But it was
neither the scar nor the beard that set the sergeant apart from a
normal visitor to the tavern. It was the patch on his uniform. The
patch of the 15th Corps of Ertak was seldom seen in the
city of Valdo. In fact, there had always been a bit of a rivalry
between the soldiers of Spino and those of Ertak.

The sergeant ignored the stares, and locked
his eyes on a table where two corporals belonging to Spino’s
21st Corps sat talking quietly. He made his way across
the room and sat across the table from the two corporals. The men
were among those few who had not bothered to gaze upon the
newcomer, and they were so deep into their discussion that they did
not even acknowledge the sergeant’s arrival at their table. The
sergeant sat quietly, listening to the conversation that centered
on the coming war. He did not offer his own thoughts. Indeed, he
purposely appeared not to be listening, a man lost in his own
thoughts. The serving girl came by, and the sergeant ordered a
pitcher of mountain ale. That simple act caught the attention of
his two table-mates. The corporals looked across the table,
seemingly noticing the sergeant for the first time.

“Gold to burn?” asked one of the
corporals.

“What’s an Ertakan doing in Valdo?” asked the
other.

The sergeant raised his eyes from the table
to look at the two corporals. He smiled thinly at their
comments.

“Valdo has always had the best ale,” he
commented. “Besides, the gold is not mine. Why shouldn’t I enjoy
the best?”

The serving girl returned with the pitcher of
special ale and set it down on the table. The sergeant filled his
mug and casually waved towards the pitcher.

“You are welcome to share my ale if you
wish,” he offered.

The two corporals looked at each another with
skeptical expressions.

“What’s the catch?” one of the corporals
asked.

“No catch,” smiled the sergeant. “I travel
frequently from Farmin to Despair, and the colonel gives me a
generous travel allowance. I always try to stop in Valdo on the way
through. Drink up and enjoy yourselves.”

Both of the corporals smiled broadly and
filled their mugs.

“We don’t often meet friendly Ertakans,”
offered one of the corporals. “Be careful or you will spoil your
country’s reputation.”

The sergeant laughed and nodded. “Truth be
told, I was born in the Bloodwood. It might have been on the Ertak
side of the border, but not by much. I probably have more in common
with the men of Spino than my own countrymen. Ertakans actually
think the Dark Forest is beautiful. They have never enjoyed a good
romp in the Bloodwood.”

“Here, here,” one of the corporals heartily
agreed.

“What takes you to Despair so often?” asked
the other corporal.

“Intelligence,” the sergeant answered.
“General Montero wants to be kept up-to-date on the Alceans. He
doesn’t like surprises in the field.”

“Really?” the corporal responded with
interest. “So you know a lot about Alcea and what it is like? Can
you share what Despair has told you?”

The sergeant frowned heavily and hesitated to
answer.

“You can’t be asking the sergeant things like
that,” scolded the other corporal. “You’ll get him in trouble.
Drink his ale and be happy.”

The sergeant sighed and smiled slightly. “The
truth is, Despair has little to offer about Alcea. I carry a lot of
information about troop strength and matters concerning the
disposition of the 15th Corps, and I cannot speak of
that, but they say little about Alcea.”

“Perhaps they don’t know much about it,”
suggested one of the corporals. “I heard they sent some colonels
there just a little while ago.”

“That is true,” replied the sergeant, “but
they were not the first scouts we sent to Alcea. I spent over a
year in Alcea, and that was two years ago. We have been planning
this invasion for some time.”

“Really?” one of the corporals asked
excitedly. “Tell us about it.”

Again the sergeant hesitated, but this time
the other corporal did not interrupt with any admonishments about
the need for secrecy. When the sergeant still hesitated, the first
corporal pushed further.

“Two years ago is a long time. Surely, there
can be no reason for secrecy at this point. Tell us about Alcea.
What are their armies like?”

“And their women?” chuckled the other
corporal. “What are they like?”

The sergeant made a point of glancing around
the room to see if anyone else was listening to the conversation.
While there was no one else listening, his gesture accomplished
what he had desired. Both corporals were suddenly aware that they
were about to become privy to something secret.

“Their armies are small, but formidable,” the
sergeant said softly. “Our generals will stress the small part of
that, but we are in for a fight when we get there. The Alceans are
a warlike people. Remember, Alcea is about the same size as all of
Zara, and it is a single country. That didn’t happen peacefully.
Think about the years of warfare something like that would require
right here in Zara.”

“The Federation almost covers the entire
continent,” frowned one of the corporals. “Isn’t that the same
thing?”

“Hardly,” scoffed the sergeant. “The rulers
here in Zara are meek compared to the Alceans. They fought bloody
wars over there for years. About four years ago, they ended the
last war. Hundreds of thousands of soldiers from all over the
continent were pitted against one another. Say what you will about
the Alceans, but they know how to fight. Even if we do outnumber
them, they will give us a decent challenge.”

“Well, we are up for any challenge,” boasted
one of the corporals. “The world has never seen an army the size of
the Federation. Nothing can stand in our way.”

“I would agree with that,” sighed the
sergeant, “if it were not for…”

The sergeant suddenly stopped talking and
looked around the room again. He returned his eyes to his mug of
ale and stared into it. Several long moments passed by in silence.
Eventually, the corporals could not stand the silence.

“Were not for what?” probed one of the
corporals.

The sergeant looked up and stared blankly
into the face of the questioning corporal. He did not speak.

“Yeah, what is it that you fear to talk
about?” pushed the other corporal.

The sergeant’s eyes flicked towards the
questioning corporal and then glanced around the room again.

“You will not repeat what I am about to say,”
the sergeant said in a soft, but stern voice. “If the officers hear
you repeat my words, they will take steps to punish you severely.
There are some things about Alcea that they do not want the
soldiers to know.”

“We will keep your words to ourselves,”
promised one of the soldiers.

The sergeant sighed and hesitated again, but
eventually he leaned towards the corporals and spoke softly.

“Beware the dwarves!

One of the corporals blinked as if not
believing his ears. “What? What are you talking about? There are no
dwarves. There haven’t been any for hundreds of years.”

“He’s playing with us,” the other corporal
offered, his voice wavering between humor and fear.

“No one in Zara has seen dwarves for hundreds
of years,” the sergeant continued, “but in Alcea it is different.
There the dwarves have flourished, and they are the most ferocious
of opponents. If you learn nothing else from our chance meeting,
learn this. Beware the dwarves!”

“How bad can they be?” asked one of the
corporals. “There are only so many things you can do with a sword,
and the 21st Corps has many a good swordsman. I don’t think we need
to fear dwarf or man. We will have the numbers to overpower
anything they can throw at us.”

“Dwarves do not fight with swords,” corrected
the sergeant. “They throw axes that will split your armored head in
two, but their main weapon is the battleaxe, and most humans
couldn’t even lift one. It is a fearsome weapon that can cleave a
horse in two, but even worse is their armor. Dwarven armor is
magically enchanted to withstand the mightiest blows. Try as you
might, you just can’t harm the dwarves. They wade into your ranks,
swinging those huge battleaxes around, and there is nothing you can
do but run.”

“Surely, that is an exaggeration?” posed one
of the corporals.

“I do not think so,” the sergeant replied
with a slight shaking of his head. “The stories told in Alcean
cities are that King Arik counted each of his dwarves as one
hundred men. I didn’t believe those stories at first, but they were
repeated in every major city in Alcea. Still skeptical, I visited
one of the war burial grounds and asked to see a dwarven tomb. The
groundskeeper laughed at me as if I was making a joke. When I
assured him that I was serious, he explained to me that not a
single dwarf had died during the Great War.”

“A hundred to one?” gasped one of the
corporals. “Ten dwarves could take on a whole company? A hundred
dwarves could defeat an entire army? I cannot imagine a creature so
invincible.”

The sergeant remained silent, his grim face
giving credence to the warning. He could see the fear rising across
the table from him, and he knew that it was time to move on. He
waited patiently for the question that he knew would eventually be
asked.

“I hope we don’t run into any of them,” the
other corporal said, his voice quaking with fear. “Which lands over
there are dwarven?”

“The dwarves are usually found in Sordoa,”
answered the sergeant, “just south of Trekum.”

The corporals swallowed hard and stared at
each other in alarm.

“That is where we are going!” exclaimed one
of the corporals.

Zackary Nolan nodded sympathetically and
stood to take his leave. His message was meant explicitly for the
men of the 21st Corps, and he smiled inwardly having delivered it
properly. He leaned down and whispered once more before turning and
leaving.

“Beware the dwarves!”

The sergeant left the tavern and headed for
another to continue sowing fear of the dwarves, dwarves that he
knew would one day soon be pitted against the men of the
21st Corps. The sergeant had only walked two blocks
before a young corporal from the 15th Corps fell in
alongside him. The young corporal was one of Zack’s Zaran
confederates, and he was also spreading fear about the dwarves.

“How did it go?” the sergeant asked the
corporal.

“It went well,” grinned Bork. “By morning the
whole garrison will be talking furtively about the possibility of
going up against the dwarves.”

“As long as the tales do not make their way
to the ears of the officers,” cautioned Zack. “You did warn them
that their officers would punish them?”

“I did,” Bork assured the Alcean
spymaster.

“Excellent,” smiled the sergeant. “Be off
with you to another tavern.”

“There is something else that requires your
attention this night,” stated Bork without breaking away from the
sergeant’s side. “Cobb thinks he has found that special someone
that you have been looking for.”

“Oh?” Zack halted and turned to face the
corporal. “Tell me about it.”

Bork looked around to see if anyone was
within hearing before speaking softly.

“The man is a sergeant in the 16th
Corps under General Vladin. He makes numerous trips into the Royal
Palace as part of his duties.”

“That works for the plan,” stated Zack. “What
is the hook?”

“He has a gambling problem,” answered Bork,
“a big gambling problem. He has been borrowing gold out of the
paymaster’s funds when no one is looking. He has always managed to
replace the stolen funds before the soldiers returned from the
field, but things have gotten out of hand. He lost big today, and
tonight he learned that the soldiers will be returning tomorrow,
several days ahead of schedule. He does not have the gold to
replace what he stole.”

The Alcean spymaster frowned as he stared at
the ground. Bork knew Zachary well enough not to interrupt. He
waited patiently for Zack to contemplate the next move.

“He must have been drunk to share that
information with Cobb,” Zachary eventually said. “Stealing from the
paymaster earns a very public hanging in the Federation.”

“He is very drunk,” admitted Bork, “and very
scared, but you taught Cobb and me well. The man holds a slim hope
that Cobb can come up with a plan to save his neck.”

“How much does he need?” asked Zack.

“Five thousand.”

Zack whistled softly. “Our thief has
expensive habits. That is actually a plus. It shows that he has
been living on the edge for some time without getting caught. He
must be fairly good at hiding his emotions. Take me to him.”

Bork nodded and led the sergeant through the
streets of the city until they came to the Journey’s Rest Inn, a
modest inn for the budget conscious traveler. Zachary had rented
rooms there for his military persona, while he also had rooms at
the Greystone Inn for his Lord Zachary persona. Bork led the
spymaster up the rear stairs and knocked softly on the door to
Cobb’s room. Cobb immediately opened the door and admitted his two
confederates.

Sitting on the couch was a rumpled sergeant
wearing the patch of the 16th Corps. He rose unsteadily
as the two men entered the room, fear etched into his face. Zachary
smiled at the man and crossed the room. He sat in a chair facing
the couch and waved for the man to sit down.

“I understand that you have a problem,”
opened Zachary. “I might be able to help you, but my help doesn’t
come without conditions.”

The Spinoan sergeant swayed unsteadily and
sort of fell into a sitting position on the couch, his head turning
from side to side trying his best to focus on the new arrivals.

“I will not deal with a drunk,” scowled
Zachary. “Get this man sobered up.”

“I have been trying,” sighed Cobb as he
shoved another cup of coffee at the drunk sergeant.

Zack stood and removed his pack. As he
rummaged through the pack he ordered Bork to get some cold water
and an empty bucket. The former caravan warrior returned moments
later with two buckets, one filled with icy cold water. Zack took
the empty bucket from Bork’s hands and handed it to the drunk
sergeant.

“Hold that between your knees,” Zachary
scowled at the drunk, “and swallow this.”

Zachary roughly tilted the man’s head back
and poured the contents of a small envelope into the man’s mouth.
He grabbed the cup of coffee from the table and poured enough into
the man’s mouth to make him swallow. The drunk sergeant offered no
resistance. Zack released the man’s head and stepped back. He
walked to the door leading to the corridor and motioned for his men
to gather around him.

“I am going to another tavern for a while,”
Zachary said softly to his two comrades. “When he vomits, make sure
it gets into the bucket. When he is done, toss half the bucket of
water into his face and use the rest to clean up. One of you come
get me when he is sober enough to talk. I will not be far
away.”

The Alcea spymaster left the room and headed
for the closest tavern that catered to soldiers. He had no success
in getting anyone to talk about Alcea and decided to try yet
another tavern, but Bork found him when he stepped out onto the
street. The two men returned to the Journey’s Rest Inn. Zack eyed
the Spinoan sergeant and found the man glaring back at him.

“I’m sure glad you are not one of my normal
drinking friends,” growled the Spinoan. “What was that stuff you
forced down my throat?”

“I do not drink with thieves,” Zachary shot
back, “especially thieves that talk freely when they are
drunk.”

The Spinoan sergeant rose to his feet, anger
and fear forcing the drunkenness from his mind.

“I thought I was talking to a friend, but
obviously I was wrong.” He turned and glared threateningly at Cobb
as he started making his way towards the door to leave the
room.

“Sit!” Zachary commanded with an
authoritative tone. “If I wanted you dead, I merely had to report
your little indiscretion to the paymaster. I am sure that there
would have been a reward for such a deed.”

The Spinoan sergeant hesitated and glanced at
the Ertakan sergeant.

“Why didn’t you report me?”

“I can make your troubles go away,” Zachary
replied with slight smile. “Sit down,” he said in a softer
tone.

The Spinoan sergeant stood unmoving for a
moment and then returned to the couch and sat down. Zachary reached
into his purse and extracted five one-thousand-gold coins and
placed them on the table. The Spinoan’s eyes widened at the sight
of the small fortune sitting on the table. His eyes darted around
the room as if to gauge the potential for grabbing the coins and
bolting out the door. With a sigh, he nodded and returned his
attention to Zachary.

“Who do I have to kill?”

“I will get to that in a moment,” replied
Zack. “What is your name?”

“Batt,” answered the Spinoan, “Sergeant Batt,
16th Corps.”

“I have been told that five-thousand will
save you from the hangman, is that correct?”

“That’s the truth of it,” sighed Batt, “but I
don’t know about killing someone to get the gold. I am a soldier,
not an assassin.”

“Well,” shrugged Zachary, “that is your
choice, but I am not giving you the gold just to be friendly. If
you take my money, you will do as I say, or you will die a most
painful death. If you have any intention of trying to cheat me,
hanging would be the much wiser path for you to take.”

“Not saying that I would even think of
cheating you,” probed Sergeant Batt, “but I can’t help noticing
your Ertakan patches. You can’t possibly believe that you would
ever find me if I chose to hide in this city. I would only have to
hide until your unit is called up for the war.”

“I won’t be going to Alcea,” smiled Zachary.
“I am on special detail to the Royal Palace in Farmin. As for
finding you, I would have no trouble at all. I have probably spent
as much time in Valdo as you have. Besides, with enough gold, I can
buy anything, including the location of your hiding spot.”

“If you had enough gold,” Batt grudgingly
conceded. “You can buy anything in Valdo with gold, even
friends.”

Zachary reached into his purse and placed
another five one-thousand-gold coins on the table. Batt’s eyes
widened at the show of wealth.

“That will be your bonus for completing the
task assigned to you. It is enough money to take you wherever you
want to go, but you will not receive the second pile until you have
been successful.”

“Ten thousand in gold?” joked Sergeant Batt.
“What do you want me to do, kill the queen?”

No one laughed at the joke, and Sergeant Batt
suddenly felt a knot in the pit of his stomach. He started shaking
his head vigorously.

“Forget it! I may be a thief, but I am not a
raving lunatic. That would be suicide. Forget it! I might as well
be hanged now and get it over with.”

“You have access to the Royal Palace,” Zack
said softly. “You can do it and get away easily.”

“Easily?” balked Batt. “Are you crazy? Do you
have any idea what security is like around the queen?”

“Actually,” smiled Zack, “I do know. If I had
easy access to the palace, I would not be here talking to you. I
would just do it myself. I can tell you how to do it, when to do
it, and most importantly, how to get away with it.”

Sergeant Batt’s gaze alternated between the
door and the piles of gold. The wealth on the table eventually
intrigued him enough that he chose to stay.

“Tell me how I can do this and get away with
it.”

Zack smiled and revealed his plan. While the
Spinoan was initially skeptical, he soon started nodding in
agreement to the plan. Several hours later, Sergeant Batt picked up
his gold and an Ertakan military patch and left the room. Zachary
took the second pile of coins and returned them to his purse.

“I don’t get it,” frowned Bork. “I can’t
possibly see Batt getting away with this. Oh, you made it sound
easy, but I know from earlier discussions with you that things will
not go as smoothly as you laid them out. Why waste the
five-thousand in gold?”

“We can’t lose on this one,” chuckled Zachary
Nolan. “There are only three possible outcomes. If he succeeds, we
pick up our things and move on to Ertak. If he tries and fails,
Queen Samir will have him tortured only to learn that the Ertakans
hired him to assassinate the queen.”

“What if he just never even tries?” asked
Bork.

“Then we feed enough information to Queen
Samir to have Sergeant Batt arrested and interrogated. It will
produce the same effect as if he had tried and failed.”

“So the only way he gets to live is if he is
successful?” asked Cobb.

“No,” Zack shook his head. “If he succeeds,
we let General Vladin know who the assassin was. We want Spino
blaming the assassination on Ertak. Sergeant Batt was already a
dead man when you found him, Cobb. All we have done is made his
death serve a purpose.”


Chapter 2

Mistaken Valor

Theos stood in the shadows in the center of
the city of Ur. The firebrand mage gazed across the street at the
Old Keep where King Mectin lived. Because the king never left the
confines of his stronghold, the Tyronian patriots were going to
have to find a way to get inside when the time came for the
rebellion. Storming the Old Keep could easily result in thousands
of patriot deaths, so Theos was searching for an easier way.
Infiltrating the enemy ranks had been ruled out as access to the
fortress was tightly controlled. Only the most loyal followers of
the young king were allowed entry.

When Theos had first arrived back in Ur,
after being dismissed by Fakir Aziz, he would have boasted of his
magical abilities and how he could easily breech the walls of the
old fortress, but spending time with Karl Gree had changed him. The
fiery, untamed temper that burned within Theos was now kept under
control, most of the time. It was a constant struggle for the mage,
but he knew that the stakes were high. As he had promised the
Knight of Alcea, Theos tried to alter the plan each day to save one
additional patriot life. As the days flew past, that task became
harder and harder.

Today, Theos was looking for some flaw in the
keep’s design that could be exploited. Perhaps he would find a
secret exit designed to allow the monarch to flee under siege, or
maybe a weakness in the methods the keep’s commander used to rotate
his guards.

Theos had already circled the keep three
times since dawn, and he had found nothing. To continue to linger
in sight of the keep would only draw unwanted attention to himself,
so the mage decided to take a break and walk around the city for a
while. Perhaps getting his mind off of the keep for a few minutes
would clear his head.

Theos sighed as he turned and walked away
from the keep. His task would be so much easier if he could just
get inside and look around. He had discussed this with Karl and
Captain Marez, the leader of the Tyronian Patriots, but it had been
ruled out as unworkable. Anyone who managed to get inside the Old
Keep would surely die before coming out again and describing the
layout of the fortress. Theos had suggested sending a fairy in to
spy, but Karl had rejected that as well. In addition to the magical
black-cloaks quartered inside the Old Keep, K’san, a demonkin, also
lived inside. If a fairy were to get caught spying, more would be
lost than the life of one fairy. If the Federation learned of the
Alceans’ use of fairies, the little people would not be able to
accomplish a tiny fraction of what they were doing. The existence
of the fairies was one of the biggest secrets in the Alcean
arsenal, and Karl was not about to endanger that advantage.

Theos wandered the streets of the city
without a destination in mind. Time and direction had no bearing on
the mage as his mind was locked in concentration on the vision of
the Old Keep. Had the shouting not been so loud, Theos would never
have been alerted to the commotion. The mage blinked and
instinctively stepped into the shadows of a nearby alley. Less than
a block away, two Federation soldiers had seized a civilian, and
the citizens howled in protest. A large crowd started to form as
citizens flowed towards the commotion. A whistle blew loudly and
soon the sounds of approaching soldiers echoed off the walls of the
alley. Theos felt his anger building as a squad of Federation
soldiers raced by the alley, but he concentrated on holding his
temper in check. It was difficult for the hotheaded mage as these
were his people and he had taken a vow to eradicate the Federation
and its soldiers.

The crowd shouted loudly as the soldiers
formed a cordon around the captive and the two soldiers who had
arrested him. Theos pulled his hood over his fiery red hair and
eased out of the alley. It was not his intention to interfere, even
though the sight of the brutal soldiers taking one of the citizens
would have normally set him off, but his mind had been wrenched
from its focus on the Old Keep, and he was curious about the
commotion. By the time he reached the crowd, the citizens had
quieted down, fearful of the soldiers taking their wrath out on the
bystanders. Theos sighed in sympathy and was prepared to circle
around the crowd and be on his way. That was when he heard the word
patriot mentioned by one of the arresting soldiers. Normally the
Federation called them rebels, not patriots. For the soldiers to
use the word patriot indicated that the captive was a high-ranking
officer in the rebel organization. Theos halted and turned to stare
at the captive, who was facing away from him.

“Are you sure he is a patriot?” asked the
sergeant of the squad of soldiers.

“We are positive,” replied one of the
arresting soldiers.

“We will get him into the Old Keep
immediately,” declared the sergeant. “King Mectin will be
pleased.”

“The king will most certainly be pleased,”
retorted one of the arresting soldiers, “which is why my partner
and I will be taking him in. We did what was necessary to capture
him. No one else is going to take the credit.”

The sergeant glared at the arresting soldiers
for a moment before shaking his head. “Neither of you are
authorized to enter the Old Keep. I will take the prisoner, but you
can be assured that both of you will get credit for his
capture.”

“You just run ahead and tell King Mectin that
we are bringing a patriot in,” countered one of the arresting
soldiers. If he doesn’t trust us inside the Old Keep, he can just
come out and fetch the prisoner himself. We are not turning him
over to anyone but the king. This patriot probably knows the entire
rebel organization. His capture is worth a great deal, and we mean
to enjoy the benefits of his capture.”

“I will have you working as sentries in the
Barrier for this,” spat the sergeant.

One of the arresting soldiers laughed.
“Sergeant, I will outrank you before the sun sets. You won’t be
assigning me anywhere. If I were you, I would be careful about
giving me such ideas.”

The sergeant growled in defeat and turned to
one of his subordinates. He sent the subordinate to the Old Keep to
announce that his squad was bringing in a patriot. As soon as the
chosen man was dispatched, the sergeant ordered his men to escort
the two arresting soldiers and their captive. While the arresting
soldiers would get the credit for the arrest, the sergeant planned
to be included when the rewards were handed out.

As the arresting soldiers led the prisoner
away, Theos finally got to see the prisoner’s face. He knew the man
to be a close confident of Captain Marez. A shiver raced up the
mage’s back as he thought about the implications of Artum’s arrest.
Artum certainly could lay out the entire patriot organization for
King Mectin, and Theos knew that the prisoner would eventually
talk, no matter how loyal he was. K’san had the ability to reach
into people’s minds and simply take what he wanted. Theos could not
let that happen, but neither could he openly intervene. It was just
that sort of intervention that he had been fighting against inside
of him since he first arrived in Ur. If he did anything to stop the
arrest, he would never get the chance to join in the rebellion, and
the patriots would need his magical skills to succeed. Numbed with
indecision, the mage cautiously followed the procession of soldiers
towards the Old Keep.

The mage’s wanderings had taken him almost to
the city gates, and the trip back to the center of the city was
slow. At each intersection, Theos looked around for any patriot
that he could find. He desperately wanted to get word to Captain
Marez, Karl, or Althea, but he saw no one that he could trust. The
closer they got to the city center, the more agitated Theos became.
By the time the Old Keep came into view, Theos was agitated beyond
measure. If he was to make a decision, the time had arrived. In the
end, he found the decision to be remarkably simple.

As the group of soldiers leading the prisoner
started up the walk towards the gates of the Old Keep, Theos halted
and brought both arms up before him. Sheets of fire leapt from his
fingertips, and he directed the twin attacks to the soldiers
flanking the prisoner.

“Run to me, Artum!” Theos shouted. “Run to
me!”

The flames immediately engulfed the two
arresting soldiers, and Theos slowly spread his arms apart, moving
the walls of flame away from Artum. This tactic forced the squad of
soldiers to move away from the prisoner and the burning corpses of
his captors, leaving Artum a clear path of retreat to Theos. Artum
was momentarily dazed by the unexpected attack, and he looked
around in wonder. When he finally realized what was happening,
Artum started running towards Theos, but he never made it to
safety. An archer on the walls of the keep let his arrow fly, and
the shaft sunk deep into Artum’s back. In a fit of rage, Theos
swept his arms apart, engulfing the entire escorting squad in
flames.

Horns blared from the towers of the Old Keep,
and soldiers rushed out through the gates to attack the mage. Theos
knew that his acts had broken his promise to Karl, and he knew that
meant that he would not be involved in the rebellion of his
homeland. That knowledge brought with it a level of rage that Theos
had never felt before. Instead of retreating and running for his
life, Theos stood his ground. He pointed his arms towards the
soldiers pouring out of the Old Keep, and fire once more flared
from his fingertips. Sheets of flame soared towards the keep and
the charge halted. The soldiers scrambled to get out of the way,
but few were fortunate enough to escape the onslaught. The stench
of searing flesh and burning leather filled the air, and a cloud of
smoke rose eerily skyward.

Unexpectedly, a powerful magical projectile
flew past the mage’s head so close that it ripped the hood off of
his head, exposing his fiery hair for all to see. Theos
instinctively erected a magical shield of defense and gazed through
the smoky air towards the keep. In a crenel on the wall stood a
black-cloak, and his face was masked with anger at having missed
his target. Theos smirked as he raised one arm and let loose a
spell of power. He knew that the black-cloak would have already
erected his own magical shield, but Theos knew how to play this
game. A powerful invisible force slammed into the wall just to one
side of the black-cloak. A bystander might have scored the blast as
a near miss, but it hit exactly where Theos had aimed it. The blast
slammed into the stone wall with a force so powerful that it
smashed a portion of the wall into small chunks of rock. Those
small chunks of stone flew outward with the force of an explosion.
While the black-cloak did indeed have a magical shield surrounding
him, he had not planned on a physical attack. That failure cost the
black-cloak his life as hundreds of chunks of stone tore into his
body.

The firebrand’s own shields were suddenly
peppered with all sorts of magical projectiles. Theos scanned the
ramparts again and located seven black-cloaks, well spaced out. His
eyes also detected fresh troops rushing out of the keep to
physically attack him. Knowing his magical shields were strong
enough to weather the onslaught for a few minutes, he turned his
attention to the rushing soldiers. He sent sheets of flame at the
soldiers, but they had been instructed to use their shields to
deflect the flames. While some of the soldiers fell, not all of
them did. Theos quickly corrected his tactics and sent a small
burst of invisible power towards the advancing troops. The bolts of
energy smashed into the columns of soldiers, sending the head man
of each column flying backwards with enough force to topple the
entire column. Theos immediately returned to sending sheets of fire
at the enemy. With the soldiers’ bodies crumbled in heaps, the
shields were no longer effective in stopping the flames from
reaching their targets. Screams and howls of agony split the air as
the soldiers burned to death. As Theos returned his attention to
the black-cloaks on the ramparts, a tiny weight landed on his
shoulder.

“Karl demands that you retreat immediately,”
Thimble said with a sense of urgency. “There are soldiers
responding to the horns from every sector of the city. You have
only moments before they are upon you. Flee now.”

“I might as well finish what I started,”
scowled Theos. “I am no longer useful to the patriots, but I can
save quite a few of them by diminishing the ranks of those they
will have to fight later.”

“It was not a request,” retorted the fairy.
“Karl is not willing to trade your life for a handful of soldiers.
Retreat now!”

“And go where?” argued the raging mage. “They
will hunt me down and that will imperil every single patriot.”

“Retreat to the estate,” answered Thimble.
“Karl will take care of it from there. Do not delay! You have no
time to think about this. Do as you are told.”

Theos sighed wearily as the projectiles
continued to smash into his magical shield. He knew that the
shields would fail him soon, and the thought of hundreds of
soldiers closing in on him shook the rage out of him. He realized
that his capture could do as much damage as the capture of Artum,
and he vowed not to be taken alive, but he would try to comply with
Karl’s directive. With another sigh of defeat, the mage halted his
offensive spells. He quickly issued an incantation and a cloud of
fog started appearing at his feet. The cloud grew rapidly and
within seconds he was unable to see the Old Keep. The shouts of
soldiers rang out from every direction, and Theos knew that he had
waited too long to retreat. Within seconds, he would be
surrounded.

“Drop your shields,” urged the fairy.

“What?” barked the mage.

“Drop your shields,” repeated Thimble, “and
keep the fog pouring out.”

Theos shook his head in confusion, but he did
as the fairy requested. As soon as the shields were down, he felt
his feet leave the ground. Seconds later he heard the impact of two
groups of soldiers colliding into each other in the thick fog below
him. He listened to their shouted questions, but the sounds
diminished as the fairy levitated him higher. In moments, he was
standing on the roof of a building.

“Can you fly” chirped the fairy. “Or should I
summon Karl’s unicorn for you?”

“I can fly if I transform into a bird,”
answered Theos, “but the black-cloaks will probably detect
that.”

“They are expecting you to fly away?”
questioned the little green man.

“I would if I were in their place,” reasoned
Theos. “After abruptly ending my attack, they would assume that I
am attempting to flee.”

“Would they still monitor for flying spells
if they could see you?” asked the fairy.

“That would be a waste of energy.” Theos
shook his head. “But I cannot afford to fly away if they are
staring at me. I would be followed and destroyed.”

“Unless what they were staring at was not
really you,” grinned Thimble. “You forget that I can cast images of
my memories.”

“You would be attacked instantly,” frowned
Theos. “I will not risk your life for my foolish actions.”

“I will not be harmed,” boasted the fairy. “I
will keep your image just out of range, and I will move it quickly.
If your flight is swift, we will both be at Sidney’s estate in
moments.”

The mage held a doubtful expression on his
face, but the fairy grinned boldly with an aura of confidence that
swayed the mage’s decision.

“How long do you need to get outside the fog
and set up the illusion?” asked Theos.

“Count to one hundred and then fly like a
bird. I will meet you at the estate.”

The fairy leaped into the air, and Theos
began counting. An eerie silence had fallen over the central part
of the city, a silence broken only occasionally as a soldier’s
armor clanged against some unseen obstacle. Before Theos reached
one hundred, shouts erupted from the direction of the Old Keep. He
clearly heard shouts of his sighting. Still, he waited a few more
seconds before casting the spell that would transform him into a
bird. Once he was committed to his avian form, Theos flew as fast
as he was able. He soared upward through the cloud of fog and
angled towards the Gulf of Ur. He did not want to lead them to the
merchant’s estate if someone was tracking him. Once he was over the
gulf, he dove towards the surface of the water and skimmed over the
waves. When he felt he was far enough away from the city, he banked
sharply to his right and headed for the coast north of the city. As
soon as he was over land, he landed and transformed back into a
man. He would have a decent walk ahead of him, but it was worth it
to shorten his flight. Plus, if he had been tracked, his landing
would take the followers away from Sidney’s estate rather than
towards it. He definitely did not want to bring attention to that
place. He had already caused too much of a ruckus for the
patriots.

The walk to Sidney’s estate was uneventful,
but Theos walked slowly and cautiously, always prepared for an
ambush. By the time he reached the estate, dusk was upon him. Karl
Gree, Captain Marez, and Althea were waiting on the porch for him.
None of them spoke until they were all safely inside. Althea sent
one of the patriots to cancel the search that had been initiated to
find him.

“What took you so long?” asked Karl. “Thimble
expected you to be here when he arrived. We thought we had lost
you.”

“I flew north in case the black-cloaks were
tracking me,” explained the mage. “I didn’t want to lead them
here.”

Karl nodded understandingly, but Captain
Marez glared at the mage.

“Do you have any idea what you have done
today?” snapped the leader of the Tyronian Patriots. “You cost us
three good men and stirred up a hornets nest that will keep us
hiding for weeks. Mectin will have his men combing the entire city
until he finds you.”

“I am truly sorry,” frowned Theos. “I knew
that I should not get involved, but once I saw Artum being dragged
into the Old Keep, I could not ignore it. His knowledge of the
patriots would bring about many deaths of my countrymen. I am
sorry, but I would do it again. My only disappointment was that
Artum died in my attempt to free him. An archer shot him in the
back as he was fleeing.”

“Your only disappointment?” huffed the
captain. “You must learn to follow orders and nothing else. Were it
not for you, Artum would be alive and well right now.”

A mask of deep sorrow fell over the mage’s
face, but the mask was creased with confusion. “King Mectin would
not allow Artum to live after he had the demonkin strip his mind.
What you are saying makes no sense. And what did you mean by the
loss of three men? Artum was the only one they had captured.”

“The two soldiers escorting Artum were our
people,” Althea said softly. “Their task was to gain entrance to
the Old Keep by dragging in a top-level patriot. Artum volunteered
to be the captive. He held barrel weed in his shackled hands.”

A look of shock and pain fell over the mage’s
face, and he slumped into the nearest chair and placed his head in
his hands. “This is why you asked me for the barrel weed?” he asked
with a broken voice. “They were to think he was dead? How would you
ever get the body out to feed him the pit berries? Without the pit
berries, he would truly die.”

“It was all worked out,” Althea explained.
“The two soldiers would take Artum directly to a cell and then
report to the king. From what we have been able to learn about the
inside of the Old Keep, the cells are in the lowest level, while
King Mectin is in one of the highest. The soldiers being unfamiliar
with the layout of the keep would naturally get a little lost on
the way to reporting to the king. They would eventually be promised
their reward and be sent back to bring the prisoner before the
king.”

“When it was discovered that the prisoner had
died,” added Captain Marez, “the soldiers were to carry the corpse
out for burial rather than take him to the king. It was the only
feasible way to get Artum out of the keep once we got him
inside.”

“Artum would then be fed the pit berries,”
interjected Karl, “and the three men would be sent away from the
city until after the rebellion.”

“Then I have caused more damage than I could
have possibly imagined,” sighed the mage. “I curse this gift of
mine. Why couldn’t you have just left me in the battle today? Why
couldn’t you have let me die ignorant of my stupidity?”

“It is neither your gift nor your stupidity
that is causing the problem,” scowled Captain Marez. “It is your
anger. I thought you were making progress with that, but it is over
now. We cannot afford to have you around here. If you had kept your
head covered, we might have been able to hide you until things died
down, but there are precious few mages with fiery hair in these
parts. They know who you are, Theos. You have to go.”

“I agree that Theos must leave Tyronia,” Karl
frowned, “but you are not being fair to him. What he did today had
nothing to do with his rage. Had it been his rage, the
confrontation would have taken place far from the city center.
Theos made a conscious decision to save Artum from interrogation,
and based on similar knowledge to what he had at the time, I would
like to think that I would have reacted the same. It took
tremendous courage to pit himself against the entire keep, and he
put his life on the line to protect the Tyronian Patriots. I think
a large part of the fault for today’s fiasco rests in the three of
us for not letting Theos know what we were up to. While none of us
expected him to get involved, we should have considered the
possibility of him stumbling into our little act.”

Althea nodded. “Not rage, but mistaken valor.
I agree with Karl. I certainly wish Theos had not gotten involved,
but he was brave to do so. The question now is where do we send
him? To Waxhaw? Calusa?”

“No,” Captain Marez shook his head. “While he
is making great progress on his anger, I think it would be a
mistake to place him in another country where the local patriots
wear the uniform of the Federation. It is just asking for
trouble.”

“That only leaves the horse countries,”
frowned Althea. “There are no Federation troops there at all.”

“I will not go into exile and sit out this
war,” scowled Theos. “You do not need to take it upon yourselves to
plan my future. I started my plan for revenge alone, and I will
return to that. Like it or not, I plan to take a lot of Federation
soldiers with me on the way to my grave.”

“Leave us,” Karl said softly to Captain Marez
and Althea.

Captain Marez looked Karl in the eye and
nodded without argument, but Althea donned a hurt expression. Karl
stared back with a steady resolve. Althea eventually smiled weakly
and followed her brother out of the room.

“If you are going to try talking me out of
attacking the Federation,” Theos said when he was alone with Karl,
“save your breath. You may be able to teach me how to control my
anger, but you cannot make the cause of that anger disappear
entirely. I will have my revenge on the Federation for their
attacks upon innocent people.”

Karl smiled. “From what I have heard, you got
a fair start along that road today. At least one black-cloak is
dead and over one hundred of King Mectin’s guard, and you walked
away without a scratch. All-in-all, I would consider that
impressive.”

“Don’t forget three patriots,” scowled Theos.
“I certainly will never forget them.”

“Only two,” countered Karl. “You did not kill
Artum, and he knew that he was risking his life for this mission.
Theos, do not hold those deaths heavy in your heart. You had no way
of knowing what we were doing. You should have been informed. The
fault lies with us.”

“A trivial distinction,” sighed the mage.
“You didn’t ask the others to leave so that we can commiserate on
my failure. If you are planning on trying to get me to give up my
path, save us both the time and effort. My mind is made up.”

“Actually,” smiled Karl, “I have something in
mind for you. How would you like to be somewhere where everyone
wearing a Federation uniform is truly your enemy?”

“You mean like inside a Federation prison?”
chuckled Theos.

“No.” Karl shook his head. “I am thinking of
Alcea.”

“Your homeland?” balked the mage. “What would
I do there?”

“What you do best,” grinned the Knight of
Alcea. “Think of it as the two of us changing places for a while. I
will work with your people, and you will work with mine. There will
soon be sixty thousand Federation soldiers converging on Tagaret,
and the Royal Sorcerer was recently killed by a demonkin. King Arik
could use your magical talents, and you will have far more targets
in one place than anywhere in Zara.”

“And your king would agree to this? Does he
know of my struggle?”

“You are doing quite well with that,” Karl
smiled, “but I would never speak for King Arik without his
authorization. I spoke to him while we were waiting for you to
return here. If you find this task acceptable, they are already
waiting for your arrival.”

“They?”

“King Arik and Queen Tanya. I think you will
like them both.”

“I already have sixty thousand reasons for
liking them,” smiled Theos. “I accept.”

 


 



Chapter 3

Tales in the Snow

Janay, wife of Emperor Jaar, stood on the
balcony of Herinak Castle and gazed down at the group of people
beyond the city walls. Hundreds of children and adults were
sledding in the snow, but her eyes were drawn to a small group of
seven. Each of the seven was a resident of the Lair, a special
level in the castle that was isolated from the rest.

“Are they having fun?” asked a feminine voice
from behind Janay.

Janay turned around and saw an elderly lady
enter the balcony. Janay had seen the woman around the Lair ever
since her arrival. She did not know who the lady was, but Janay
recognized a woman of great culture when she saw one. The woman’s
every movement spoke of grace, as if she had been groomed for a
throne. Janay looked at her curiously.

“They are indeed having fun,” Janay stated.
“I apologize, but I can not remember your name.”

“I have never mentioned it,” smiled the queen
as she walked to the edge of the balcony and gazed below. “Names
are seldom used here in the Lair. They are not important.”

“Not important, or too dangerous to
mention?”

Queen Romani turned and glanced into Janay’s
eyes and smiled. “These are perilous times that we live in. Do not
be concerned. There is not a person here who seeks to harm you or
your daughters. You were brought here for your safety.”

“So I have been told,” frowned Janay, “but I
have learned to be skeptical of those who hide the truth from me.
Do you know Forshire?”

Janay intentionally left off Forshire’s rank
in the Federation army to gauge the response from the mysterious
woman.

“I know him,” answered the queen. “He is a
good man.” Queen Romani was perceptive enough to realize that Janay
was getting too curious. She decided to drive the conversation
towards the heirs. She turned away from Janay and focused on the
group of seven far below. “They certainly do appear to be having a
wonderful time. I am glad that they get along together.”

Janay was not deterred. “They get along quite
well. Perhaps too well. Rynda and Billy are becoming quite attached
to each other, and I do not feel comfortable when I do not know the
true identity of the boys courting my girls.”

“They are hardly girls any more,” smiled the
queen. “They have grown into wonderful young women. You should be
proud of them.”

“I am proud of them, but I am also protective
of them as a parent should be. Who is Billy?”

“It is not my place to speak of such things,”
the queen responded cautiously. “Your daughters are not in any
danger. Let them enjoy themselves. Spring is nearly here, and all
will be revealed then.”

“Do you know the true identity of all the
people in the Lair?” persisted Janay.

Queen Romani sighed and nodded. “I doubt that
your daughters have had much in the way of companionship, Janay.
Let them enjoy what little time they have here. Do not push against
a wall that will not yield. You will only wear yourself out.”

“Meaning you will never yield?” scowled
Janay. “I have been told that I am a guest here, yet I am treated
as a prisoner. A woman in my position can accept that. It comes
with marriage to a man such as my husband, but I will not lose
control of my daughters. You have no right to conceal the truth
from me. Put yourself in my place. What if those were your
daughters down there, and you did not have any idea who their
companions were? Do you really think that you would accept that?
You would not. I do not know who you are, but I recognize a woman
of quality when I see one. Tell me that I am wrong.”

The attack was unexpected, and Queen Romani
found herself nodding in agreement. “There is truth in your words,”
she conceded, “but you do not know what is going on in the world
outside these walls. We are doing our very best to keep you and
your daughters safe, but that requires that we do not let others
know of your existence here. Do you have any idea what your husband
would do if he discovered that you were living in Herinak?”

The scowl fell from Janay’s face as she
considered the words spoken. She had been fairly certain that she
was in Herinak, but it was good to have that confirmed.

“He would demand our safe and immediate
return.”

“He is in no position to do such a thing,”
retorted Queen Romani. “If he did know where you were, he could not
afford to let others know the location. Are you so quick to forget
that you were kidnapped by Badgers? Do you not think that the
Badgers might have confederates in Herinak who would be overjoyed
to learn of your location?”

“Do you think he would do nothing?” frowned
Janay. “You do not know my husband well.”

“I think it is you, Janay, who does not know
your husband well. The Federation would need very little excuse to
attack the horse countries. If he learned that you were here, he
would send the Federation armies against Korocca and Zarocca. He
would not mention your presence here, but he would have special
troops designated to retrieve you. Are your unwarranted feelings of
unease worth starting a war over?”

“Jaar is not an evil man,” protested Janay.
“Why would he attack the horse countries?”

“You have not been kept well informed of what
is happening in the world,” answered the queen. “Are you aware that
the horse countries are the only countries on the continent that
your husband has not conquered?”

“That can’t be true. I would have been told
if it were true.”

“Evidently, you were not told the truth.
Karamin was the first to fall, over a year ago, followed closely by
my own country. Tyronia was the last. The horse countries are the
only holdouts now.”

A puzzled frown fell over Janay’s face. She
could not imagine such news being kept from her, but Colonel Jurgon
had grown quiet during the last few years. Could he have been
trying to shield her from the truth for some reason? She let the
woman’s words bounce around in her head for a while and then it
struck her.

“You are Queen Romani. How is it that you are
here?”

It had been a hunch on Janay’s part based
upon the woman saying that she was from Vinafor, but Janay smiled
at the woman’s response. The expression of shock on the queen’s
face was all the proof that Janay needed. It also confirmed Queen
Romani’s words. There would be no reason for the queen to be living
here if she still ruled over Vinafor.

Queen Romani sighed. She knew that she had
given herself away, and that there was no use in trying to cover it
up now. “Pretty much the same way you got here. Some brave souls
that I had never met spirited me away to save my life. I will
forever be thankful to them.”

“As I should be to Forshire?”

“General Forshire risked his life to get you
here. I might add that many men lost their lives in the process.
You do indeed owe a great debt to them.”

“I do indeed,” admitted Janay, “but there is
still a great deal that I do not understand. If my husband truly
seeks to rule the world, and General Forshire is loyal to him, why
would the general bring me here into the enemy’s lair?”

“You were not meant to come here,” answered
Queen Romani. “General Forshire entrusted your safety to a loyal
friend when your camp was attacked. That friend brought you here.
The general had intended to take you to Despair to be reunited with
your husband.”

“Yet I have seen General Forshire walk these
halls,” frowned Janay. “How can King Wendal allow an enemy general
free access to such a sensitive place? And why hasn’t General
Forshire told my husband where I am?”

“General Forshire has told your husband that
you are safe, but he has not told him where you are. He does not
want to see war between the Federation and the horse
countries.”

“A loyal soldier who goes against the
emperor’s plans? That makes no sense to me. Either he is loyal, or
he is not. Which is it?”

“There are many things that I cannot and will
not go into,” answered the queen. “Suffice it to say that he has
delivered you someplace safe, and he is working hard to free your
husband from captivity.”

“Jaar is in trouble?” Janay said with
concern.

“Grave trouble,” nodded Queen Romani. “The
Badgers were supposed to kidnap the entire family, but your son was
not with you. They will not kill your husband until they are sure
that his entire family can be eliminated, but they intend to keep
Emperor Jaar under their control until that is accomplished.”

“My son died years ago,” lied Janay.

“Do not demand the truth from me and then
repay me with lies, Janay,” retorted the queen. “I understand that
you are trying to protect your son, but we are not the ones trying
to overthrow the empire by killing Jaar and his family. If we knew
where your son was, he would be brought here to safety to be with
you.”

“I am sorry,” Janay said softly. “I suppose
that there are secrets that each of us must hold closely. Still, I
need to know the truth about General Forshire. Samana, my eldest,
is infatuated with him. I need to know if he is truly a good man,
and from what I hear, he is a maze of contradictions.”

“I believe him to be an excellent man,”
answered the queen as she turned away from Janay and stared down at
the heirs, “but I would advise you to discourage your daughter. At
this moment, General Forshire is working hard to free your husband,
but I would be willing to wager that the general will not survive
the coming spring. She would be wise to forget about him.”

Janay nodded sadly and gazed down at her
daughters. The seven youths were starting a new run down the hill.
Harry and Bonnay were sharing a sled, as were Sam and Jeanie. Rynda
was paired off with Billy, and Samana rode alone. The sleds raced
down the slope, and the one carrying Harry and Bonnay flipped over
at the bottom. Harry was thrown some distance and Bonnay scrambled
to her feet and raced over to where the prince was sprawled.

“Are you all right?” Bonnay asked with
concern.

Harry grinned broadly. “Stop mothering me,”
he replied with a chuckle. “I am no longer brittle.” Harry jumped
to his feet and picked Bonnay off the ground and whirled her
around.

“So I see,” laughed Bonnay. “What do you say
we take a break and have some hot cocoa?”

“An excellent idea,” Billy responded as he
led Rynda towards Harry. “While Harry and I might be used to this
cold weather, I am not sure that the others are quite as hardy. The
cocoa will warm everyone up.”

“I could use some warming up,” replied Rynda.
“I have never seen this much snow in all my life. I’m cold.”

The three couples grabbed their sleds and
started making their way to a small stand set up outside the city
walls. Samana followed quietly, pulling her own sled. Billy
purchased the cocoa and carried it to a small table set up
alongside the wall. Everyone sat down and started drinking, but
Samana sat quietly, looking at each of the others in turn. To her
eye, Billy and Jeanie appeared to be in their element, but neither
Sam nor Harry appeared to be used to such weather. Being a southern
girl herself, it made her curious.

“How much snow do you normally see each year,
Sam?” she asked.

“Nothing like this,” Sam answered. “A few
flurries once in a while, but this amount of snow is awesome.”

“How about you, Harry?” asked Samana.

Harry frowned at the question. When she had
asked Sam it sounded like normal conversation, but when she asked
him it seemed as if she was fishing for something.

“I can’t remember ever seeing this much
snow,” he answered, “but I am curious why it matters. Can’t we just
enjoy the snow without comparing it to other years?”

“I don’t think this year is typical anyways,”
interjected Billy. “The early winter seems to be fiercer than
anything I ever saw, and I am used to a lot of snow.”

Rynda looked at her sister curiously. She
knew that Samana was after something, but she wasn’t sure what it
was. “What is the real question, Samana?”

“I would think that the real question would
be obvious,” Samana replied. “Look at each other. Look closely.
Bonnay has Occan features, but none of the rest of us do. Aren’t
any of you curious who we all are?”

“Such topics are off-limits,” warned Harry.
“You should know that.”

“I know that we are not to let others know
who we are,” countered Samana, “but that should not include each
other. We all occupy the same lair. Why shouldn’t we know about
each other?”

“Because it is forbidden,” answered Harry.
“There are reasons for the rules given to us, and I will not abuse
the hospitality given to me.”

“I thought I was the only stranger here,”
frowned Billy. “Now that Samana has pointed it out, I am curious,
too.”

“You were just the last to arrive,” stated
Samana. “Who are you, Billy?”

Billy really had nothing to hide, so he
answered. “I am Bultar. I am from Candanar.”

“Prince Bultar?” asked Rynda.

“Yes,” the prince answered meekly. “Does that
make a difference between us?”

“Hardly,” grinned Rynda. “Samana and I are
the daughters of Emperor Jaar.”

Harry and Sam looked at each other with
anxious gazes.

“We shouldn’t be talking about this,” warned
Jeanie. “Nothing good will come of it.”

“Oh?” retorted Samana. “And what country are
you a princess of?”

“She’s Tyronian,” offered Rynda. “I heard her
talking about the Ur Woods.”

“Princess Jeanel,” smiled Samana. “I am
pleased to make your acquaintance.” Samana turned to gaze at Harry,
expecting him to be the next to reveal himself, but Bonnay
interrupted.

“I am not a princess,” Bonnay declared. “My
father is a minor baron in Zarocca. I think that ruins your theory
about everyone here being royalty of some kind. Let’s just drop the
interrogations and enjoy each other as friends.”

Sam had not heard Bonnay’s words. His eyes
were staring at Princess Jeanel with adoration. He had feared that
assuming the throne of Spino would mean having to forego his love
for Jeanie, and it had torn him apart each night. His mouth widened
in a broad smile as he looked into her eyes.

“I am Prince Samuel of Spino, and I love
you.”

Princess Jeanel grinned and wrapped her arms
around Prince Samuel.

“That, Harry, makes you Prince Harold of
Ertak,” declared Samana. “Am I wrong?”

Harry sighed and shook his head. “What is the
point of these revelations, Samana? You are purposely breaking all
of our vows. There are reasons for the secrecy surrounding the
Lair, and those reasons are more important than our curiosities.
Have you given any thought to what effect this knowledge would mean
to the poor people of Herinak who have been gracious enough to keep
us safe?”

“You misunderstand me, Harry,” replied
Samana. “I do not mean for this knowledge to leave the Lair. I just
think we need to be open and honest with each other.”

“Why would our identities cause harm to the
people of Herinak?” asked Rynda.

“Because your father would order his armies
to crush the horse countries if he discovered any one of us here,”
scowled Harry. “Are you totally unaware of what is happening in the
world, or are you intentionally trying to sound ignorant?”

“What are you talking about?” snapped Samana.
“I know that my father would be anxious to have Rynda and me return
to Despair, but why should he care about the rest of you being
here?”

“The Federation and the horse countries are
enemies,” Prince Samuel said softly. “Did you really not know?”

Samana and Rynda looked at each other in
disbelief. “I don’t believe you,” scowled Samana.

“It is true,” stated Prince Harold. “Both
King Harowin and General Montero would kill thousands to get their
hands on me right now, and I am quite sure that Emperor Jaar would
agree with them and aid them. The Koroccans are taking a huge risk
by sheltering us here, and I do not think we are repaying them
properly by abusing their hospitality.”

“The same goes for Queen Samir,” nodded
Prince Samuel. “Hopefully she has not even discovered that I have
left Spino, but if one word were to reach her ears that I was
living in Herinak, she would demand that the Federation
attack.”

“We truly did not know,” Rynda said
apologetically. “We have not heard about any hostilities between
the Empire and the horse countries. Why are they enemies?”

“The Federation is trying to conquer the
world,” offered Princess Jeanel. “If you do not know of such
things, then you have been sheltered from the truth for some time.
Are you aware that the Federation has taken over Karamin, Vinafor,
and Tyronia?”

Samana and Rynda shook their heads, their
faces betraying their amazement. Samana looked to Prince Bultar for
confirmation. The Prince of Candanar nodded.

“Karamin and Vinafor fell last year,” he
stated. “Tyronia was the last to fall. There have been rumors of an
attack on the horse countries, but I understand that the invasion
fleet was destroyed last year by rebels.”

“It seems that we truly have been kept in the
dark,” sighed Samana. “I wonder if mother knows about this?”

“She would have told us.” Rynda shook her
head. “I am sure that she is as much in the dark as we are.”

“All of this gives me pause,” frowned Prince
Bultar. “I know why I am here. I was rescued from a deadly
snowstorm, and I am grateful for the rescue, but it appears too
much of a coincidence that we all are gathered here together. Do
you think the Koroccans are holding us hostage to avert a war?”

“No,” Prince Harold said quickly. “In fact,
that is the very reason that they have us isolated. They do not
want the Federation to know that we are here, and they fear
Federation spies among the populace. That is the reason for the
false names, and why I have been urged to change my appearance. If
there is the slightest chance that any of us will be recognized,
Baron Stikman will confine all of us to the lair.”

“Then why are we here?” asked Prince
Bultar.

Prince Harold knew better than any of them,
but he did not speak.

“A war is coming,” offered Prince Samuel,
“but not the war any of you think is coming. There is another
country far across the sea, and the Federation also seeks to
conquer them.”

“What country?” asked Samana.

“It is called Alcea,” answered the Prince of
Spino. “As I understand it, the Alceans are grossly outnumbered,
but they are an optimistic people. One of them came to the
monastery where I lived and spent some time to get to know me. He
questioned me about many things and challenged me about others.
When he felt confident that I would rule Spino in a way that would
benefit the citizens, he revealed himself to me. The Alceans want
just rulers for the nations of Zara. I suspect that is the reason
for protecting us. The Alceans want to make sure that we survive
the coming war.”

“Bah,” scowled Prince Bultar. “I cannot
imagine a government such as the one you describe. If the Alceans
win the war, they will install puppet monarchs to rule as the
Alceans see fit.”

“You are wrong, Bultar, “declared Princess
Jeanel. “I have also met some of these Alceans. They are the most
noble of people. They saved my life and the life of my father, and
they asked for nothing in return. When Tyronia is liberated, King
Myer will assume the throne, with no strings attached, which is the
only way my father would ever rule.”

“I agree,” stated Prince Harold. “I was on
the verge of death when the Alceans came to me. They healed me,
which none of the Federation mages were able to accomplish. But
even then they made it clear that I was free to do whatever I
wanted. They hoped that I would assume the throne and treat my
citizens as people should be treated, but it was not a requirement
of their healing. Before I was healed, I expressed a desire to
merely go somewhere where no one knew me that I might live out my
days in peace and obscurity. They told me that if that was my
choice, they would honor my wishes. I could walk out of Herinak
Castle today and be free if I wished.”

“You would be most welcome in Zarocca,”
smiled Bonnay. “If that is your desire, I will speak to my father.
I am certain that he would welcome you to his barony without
question.”

“I am not prepared to leave Herinak Castle at
this time,” answered Prince Harold. “I have read enough to know
that the situation in Ertak is horrible. The people are starving
and crime is rampant. People are dying of diseases at an alarming
rate, and yet we continue to build the largest army ever seen in
history. If I can change that in some way, I would feel obligated
to try.”

“You are a fool,” laughed Prince Bultar. “Do
you really think the Federation would stand for a young upstart
telling them what to do? You would be crushed in an eye-blink.”

“Perhaps,” frowned Prince Harold, “but I am
not a coward who will change sides solely because it is expedient.”
Prince Bultar recoiled at the verbal slap, but Prince Harold
continued. “I will stand for what is right in the world, or I will
not stand at all. I have been staring into the face of death for
many years, Bultar. It no longer scares me. It is, in fact, the
fear of death that is debilitating, not death itself. When my death
arrives, I will die with a smile on my face knowing that I have
done some good that will hopefully be remembered and imitated for
generations to come.”

Bonnay applauded and Prince Samuel and
Princess Jeanel smiled broadly, but Prince Bultar was scowling.

“Is that how Ertakans see us in Candanar?” he
asked.

“No personal offense meant, Bultar,”
interjected Princess Jeanel, “but Candanar has a reputation for
going along with whoever is the strongest at the moment. If I
remember correctly, Candanar did not request to join the
Federation. You were told to join the Federation while your borders
were threatened by Federation troops. Am I mistaken?”

“But it was an unnecessary provocation,”
countered Prince Bultar. “My father was already thinking of joining
the Federation. He just hadn’t made up his mind yet.”

“It was probably a wise decision at the time,
Bultar,” stated Prince Samuel, “but it is typical of Candanar
behavior over the centuries, and maybe that is as it should be.
Candanar is a sparsely populated country in the crossroads of the
continent. I imagine a defiant stance in the past might have
resulted in the demise of your country, but that is no reason to
ridicule Prince Harold’s taking of a firm stance in Ertak. Should I
ever ascend the throne in Spino, and I must point out that such a
situation is unlikely, I would support Prince Harold as long as he
truly stands for the betterment of the populace.”

“And I would heartily accept such help,”
smiled Prince Harold, “and offer the same in return. Perhaps these
Alceans are wiser than even I give them credit for.”

“How do you mean?” asked Bonnay.

“From what I understand, the Alceans do not
want war, but they will spiritedly defend themselves if attacked.
Should they be lucky enough to be the winner of such a conflict,
ruling over Zara from such a distance would be a difficult task.
Wouldn’t it be far easier for them to select rulers who would never
threaten them again?”

“And open up trade routes between the two
lands.” Princess Jeanel nodded enthusiastically. “I think you have
stumbled upon the true intent of the Alceans.”

“But can they win the war?” asked Prince
Samuel. “It does not look promising from what I have heard.”

“I grow tired of all this speculation,”
frowned Samana. “You all act as if these mysterious Alceans are
behind everything. I only need to point out that Alceans did not
bring Rynda and me here. A Federation general rescued us from
kidnappers. General Forshire would not be in league with
Alceans.”

Princess Jeanel’s eyebrows rose. “General
Forshire is an Alcean.”

Samana’s eyes widened with disbelief, but it
was Prince Bultar who spoke.

“I thought General Forshire was
Tyronian?”

“The real General Forshire was Tyronian,”
answered Princess Jeanel, “but he was a traitor to his country. He
was in league with the Federation and tried to assassinate my
father and me. There was an Alcean named Clint McFarren who had an
uncanny resemblance to General Forshire. He helped us escape the
assassination attempt and killed General Forshire. He then had his
face magically altered to assume General Forshire’s identity.”

Rynda looked at her sister. “You are in love
with an Alcean? What will father say?”

Samana rose to her feet as the shock of the
truth hit her. Tears filled her eyes, and she turned and ran away
from the others. Sitting on the wall over the heads of the heirs, a
tiny winged-woman slowly rose to her feet and took to the air to
make her report.


Chapter 4

Shadows in the Night

Colonel Donil of the A Corps sat on a bench
overlooking the Sea of Tears. With his back to the Imperial Palace,
he could easily be spied upon, but no one would see the tiny green
man hiding in the hair near his ear.

“That is all I have to report at this time,
Peanut,” the colonel said softly. “Wait. That is not quite true.
Inform the general that I have heard mention of a 38th
Corps. I do not know the significance of this, but I have never
heard of any armies beyond the 32nd Corps which occupies
Tyronia. I have also seen more than one colonel enter the Imperial
Palace and leave as a general. If you add these two together, it
might indicate that Grand General Kyrga is still aggressively
expanding the armies of the Federation. Ask the general if I should
try to pry information out of Colonel Taerin about this. Do you
have all of that, Peanut?”

“I will remember every word,” chirped the
fairy. “If you think of anything else, you can tell me in the
morning. I am going to spend the night here.”

“Where do you sleep when you stay overnight?”
asked the colonel.

“There is a very comfy tree hollow over near
the abandoned shed,” answered Peanut. “It is warm and dry in all
weather.”

“You are welcome to stay in the barracks with
me,” offered the colonel. “There is plenty of room. I have the
whole building to myself.”

“Thank you,” replied Peanut, “but I enjoy an
occasional night with nature. Fairies were not meant to live in
pockets, but we are often required to. I will see you in the
morning.”

Colonel Donil felt the fairy’s tiny feet move
about on his shoulder as Peanut checked to see if anyone was
watching. The colonel sat unmoving until the pressure of the little
feet disappeared, signaling the fairy’s departure. The colonel sat
for a while longer and then rose to head into the palace for the
evening meal. He was not surprised to bump into Colonel Taerin on
the way to the palace. Such an occurrence happened far too
frequently to be coincidence, and Colonel Donil suspected that
Colonel Taerin was probably spying on him.

“Enjoying the sunset again?” Colonel Taerin
asked in a friendly manner.

“In a manner of speaking,” smiled Colonel
Donil. “While the bench does not offer a view of the sunset, the
sky over the Sea of Tears is often painted in beautiful colors. You
should experience it some time.”

“You seem to mimic your master,” Colonel
Taerin said with a slight smile. “He also liked to sit on that
bench and meditate.”

“I will assume that you are referring to
General Forshire,” retorted Colonel Donil. “As for the meditation,
the bench does offer a secluded place to sit and think, and I find
the gentle motion of the water soothing. Were you looking for
me?”

“No one is looking for you here, Colonel
Donil,” chuckled Colonel Taerin. “For most of the people in the
palace, you don’t even exist. I am still confused why General
Forshire left you behind when he departed for Olansk.”

“I try to make it a habit never to question
General Forshire’s orders.” Colonel Donil smiled as he replied. He
knew that Colonel Taerin was fishing for information. It was a game
that Taerin often played. The manner was always cordial and
friendly, but the questions always showed a bit of suspicion about
the A Corps. Colonel Donil decided to take a slightly different
tact than his usual bland response. “Perhaps General Forshire was
hoping that my abilities would get noticed here at the Imperial
Palace. I have heard that there have been a great many promotions
lately.”

“I hardly think that is the case,” Colonel
Taerin replied with a friendly chuckle. “I have seen your file,
Donil. You were arrested for theft, insubordination, and striking
an officer. You were fortunate to be merely sent to prison for such
offenses. Why General Forshire saw fit to rescue you from prison
and make you a colonel is quite a mystery. I hardly think Grand
General Kyrga will try to outdo such a feat by making you a general
and giving you your own army.”

“Perhaps that would be pressing my luck,”
laughed Colonel Donil. “For the record, I did not steal anything. I
was accused of stealing, and that accusation was the cause of the
other charges. Still, you have a point. I will just have to be
content to be a mere colonel.”

Colonel Donil was not surprised that Colonel
Taerin had pulled his file and investigated his background. He
would have done the same thing if he had the authority to do so. He
also knew that Colonel Taerin did not really view him and the A
Corps as poorly as he pretended. Others within the palace did, but
Colonel Taerin was the exception. General Forshire had been
correct. Colonel Taerin’s demeanor was disarming.

“I gather that you are heading indoors for
the evening meal?” questioned Colonel Taerin. “Perhaps you would
care to dine with me this evening?”

And be subtly interrogated, thought the A
Corps colonel. It was an unexpected opportunity, and one that Donil
was eager to accept, but he needed to be prepared for such an
occasion, and he was not. “I would enjoy that very much, Colonel
Taerin, but perhaps another time. I must confess to feeling a
little under the weather this evening. I think I will just grab
something light from the soldiers’ mess and return to the barracks.
Were you to extend the same offer tomorrow, I would readily
accept.”

“Then tomorrow it shall be,” smiled Colonel
Taerin. “I hope you are feeling better by then.”

Colonel Taerin nodded in farewell and
separated from the A Corps colonel. Donil’s presence at the
Imperial Palace intrigued him. When General Forshire stayed at the
palace, he always had a reasonable explanation for his presence,
but he was a general. Colonel Donil had no official reason to be on
the grounds other than his stated orders to wait for Forshire’s
return. While such an order might be acceptable for a squad leader,
a colonel was much too important to waste. That indicated a much
more nefarious reason for the colonel’s presence, and Taerin
planned to discover the truth.

Instead of heading directly towards the
officers’ mess, Colonel Taerin climbed the stairs to the second
floor and made his way to a balcony overlooking the grounds closest
to the old barracks. He wanted to see if Colonel Donil really did
return to the barracks as promised. To his surprise, the A Corps
colonel soon appeared carrying a plate of food. Although the
balcony did not offer a view of the actual barracks, it was clear
to Colonel Taerin that Donil was indeed heading there to eat. With
a sigh of disappointment, Colonel Taerin left the balcony to
procure his own food.

Colonel Taerin ate in uncharacteristic
silence. He politely spurned offers of companionship as his mind
tried to solve the mysteries of A Corps. While Colonel Donil’s
presence on the palace grounds was certainly odd, he had found the
colonel to be surprisingly friendly, hardly what he had expected
from a convict. He had enjoyed the colonel’s observations of Alcea
and found the man to be quite an intelligent thinker. That made
Forshire’s decision to abandon him on the grounds of the Imperial
Palace even more curious. Colonel Taerin was convinced that Donil
was meant to spy on the Imperial Palace, but why? Who was it that
General Forshire did not trust? He had had several confrontations
with Grand General Kyrga, but General Forshire always seemed to
best the Grand General in the end. The Tyronian also seemed to have
the ear of the emperor, and Colonel Taerin could not think of
anyone else of importance that Forshire had come into close contact
with. It was a maddening puzzle, and it drew on Taerin’s attention
like an irresistible magnet.

Colonel Taerin finished his meal and wandered
around the halls of the palace for a while. Eventually, he turned
in for the night, but his sleep was troubled. Like an attack dog
with its teeth sunk deep into the flesh of its prey, Colonel Taerin
could not simply let go of the mystery and walk away. Sometime in
the middle of the night, Colonel Taerin awoke with a start. He did
not know what had awoken him, but one thought was suddenly clear in
his mind. Colonel Donil roamed the grounds of the palace during the
day with a seeming lack of purpose and direction. The pattern was
never the same except for his morning and evening relaxations at
the bench overlooking the Sea of Tears, the very same bench that
occupied General Forshire’s daily routine. What if Colonel Donil’s
real mission was accomplished at night under the cover of darkness?
The Palace had night patrols, but they were limited to stopping
intruders from the outside. Colonel Donil would have much easier
movement at night, although any attempted entry into forbidden
areas would still be challenged and reported. Still, the thought
nagged Colonel Taerin so much that he rose and dressed.

As the colonel stepped out of the palace, he
glanced up at the night sky. The sky was heavy with dark rain
clouds, obliterating the moon and the stars. While the rain had not
yet started to fall, Colonel Taerin knew that it would soon.
Already the damp vapors were licking at the lawn, and the air had a
moist chill to it. The colonel stole off into the dark night, not
taking a direct heading towards the barracks in case someone else
was awake and staring down onto the grounds. He headed for the
shoreline until he came to a tall row of hedges and then doubled
back, using the hedges to hide his movements. He felt silly in a
way, traipsing around in the middle of the night like some great
spy, but he knew that he would not be able to get back to sleep
until he verified that Colonel Donil was in his bunk sound
asleep.

Coming to a break in the hedge, Colonel
Taerin slipped through into a stand of fruit trees. He was now
beyond sight of anyone in the palace, but he continued onward in a
stealthy manner. As he neared the edge of the small orchard, he saw
a light in the distance. He halted and stared at the light, trying
to make sense of what he was looking at. It was a dim light, and he
probably would not have even seen it on a normal moonlit night, but
this night was dark and ominous. The colonel knew that he was
staring in the direction of the barracks, but the light was too dim
to be that close to him. It appeared weak and far away, yet that
was impossible. Beyond the old barracks was a stand of tall trees
that would block any lights from the rest of the grounds.

Staying in the relative safety of the trees,
Colonel Taerin followed the curve of the orchard to get a better
view of the mysterious light. A muffled thud split the silence of
the night, followed closely by a cry of pain. Colonel Taerin halted
again and stared at the light. Only then did he understand what he
was seeing. The light was coming from inside the barracks, and
someone had left the door slightly ajar, allowing a faint trickle
of light to seep outside. As he stared at the light, a dark figure
moved across it. The slight sound of the door closing coincided
with the disappearance of the light. A thrill ran through the
colonel’s body. His suspicions about Colonel Donil were proving to
be correct. His activities were indeed taking place at night, and
it appeared as if he had confederates on the palace grounds.

Colonel Taerin desired to get closer to the
barracks to hear what was going on inside, but he was sure that
someone was standing guard outside the door. The figure that closed
the door could not have entered the building without first opening
the door wider. That had not happened. The colonel stealthily
reversed course and moved away from the front of the barracks. He
followed the curving orchard until it ended and then dropped to the
ground. He crawled slowly across the ground until he was sure he
was not visible to the sentry in front of the barracks. He rose and
moved silently towards the rear of the barracks. The windows of the
barracks were shuttered, and the evening air had been cold enough
that no one would bother to unshutter them Indeed, the barracks
used for the palace guard often had blankets hung inside the
windows to cut down on drafts. He expected the same from Colonel
Donil at the old barracks.

Colonel Taerin made his way to one of the
windows of the old barracks and pressed his back against the old
building. He heard muffled voices coming from inside, but he could
not hear the actual words spoken. Picturing the interior of the
building and noting which bunk the colonel used, Taerin moved
towards the front of the building, hoping that the conversation was
occurring in that area of the building. Passing by another window,
the colonel stopped at the third one. He heard nothing and frowned.
Unexpectedly, he heard the slap of a palm upon flesh and a muffled
cry.

“You are angering me, Donil,” said an
authoritarian voice. “I have no desire to harm you, but I will if
you do not please me. Speak!”

“I have told you,” Donil replied stubbornly.
“I know nothing about any women. I know nothing about the A Corps
attacking anyone in the west, and I have not heard anything about
any losses from battle. What can I tell you when I know
nothing?”

“Forshire has undoubtedly told his men not to
speak of the women,” said a third voice, “especially here at the
Imperial Palace. This one will need some cutting before he realizes
that we are not leaving without the location of the women.”

“Where is Forshire right now?” asked the
authoritarian voice.

“I am not exactly sure,” answered Donil, “but
I would suspect that he is in Olansk. The general does not tell me
what his plans are. He demands that I follow his orders.”

“And what are his orders?”

“To wait here for his return. Nothing
more.”

“Liar!” scowled the third voice. “A colonel
is not assigned to sit idle and do nothing. We will have those
women back. Where are they?”

“I truly do not know what you are talking
about,” sighed Donil. “Look, I am an ex-convict. You should know
that I would not endanger myself by refusing to give you what you
want. If I knew where these women were, I would readily tell you,
but I don’t even know what women you are looking for. If you want,
I will ask around and try to get you information, but you have to
give me an idea of what you are talking about. I want to cooperate.
Truly, I do.”

The third voice started to talk again, but
the authoritarian voice cut him off.

“Quiet! I will ask the questions.” There was
a short pause and the voice spoke again. “You had a mission a short
while ago, Donil. You and a band of your misfits visited a certain
estate in the foothills of the Barrier. You should remember the
stench of the bodies on that estate. Either you tell me where the
women are right now, or you will end up like Colonel Jurgon. Do I
make myself clear?”

The sound of a sword being drawn drifted to
Colonel Taerin’s ears.

“You are wrong,” Colonel Donil replied. “I
have been in Despair for only a short while. Before that I was
posted to a mission with the 1st Corps. If you don’t believe me,
you can ask Colonel Dorfan of the 1st Corps. When I returned to
Despair, I saw General Forshire for only a few hours before he left
for Olansk. I have no knowledge of his activities or what the rest
of the A Corps has been doing in my absence. I was gone for almost
two months.”

“You went to Alcea?”

“You are well informed,” replied Colonel
Donil. “I was assigned to Force Targa.”

The sound of the sword being sheathed reached
Colonel Taerin’s ears, and he knew that the interrogation was over.
The question in Taerin’s mind was whether they would kill Donil
before they left or leave him alive. He feared the former, and he
refused to allow that to happen. Colonel Taerin turned and raced
into the trees. He brought a whistle to his lips and blew it
loudly. Almost immediately the whistle was relayed all over the
palace grounds as guard units rushed to respond to the alarm. He
knew that the intruders, whoever they were, had very little time to
flee. He hid in the darkness until he saw three shapes slip into
the stand of tall trees beyond the barracks. Colonel Taerin raced
out of the trees and around the barracks to the front door. He
threw open the door and stared into the dark interior.

“Are you alive, Donil?”

“Colonel Taerin? Did you sound the
alarm?”

“Who were those men?” demanded Colonel
Taerin.

“I have never seen them before,” answered
Colonel Donil, “but they certainly wanted me to believe that they
were Badgers. Each of them wore a golden badger pin.”

“Stay in this building, Donil. You are not to
leave until I say so.”

Colonel Taerin slammed the door and ran along
the path towards the palace to put some distance between himself
and the old barracks. He halted when the first group of guards
encountered him.

“Was that your whistle?” asked the sergeant
in charge of the group.

“It was,” replied Colonel Taerin. “There are
three assassins on the grounds. They are black-clad and masked.
They were last seen entering the old forest section of the grounds.
Have one of your men spread the description to the other units. I
want them captured alive, but be cautious. I believe them to be
Badgers.”

One of the soldiers was dispatched to spread
the description and the others hurried towards the last reported
location of the intruders. Colonel Taerin turned around and walked
back to the old barracks. He opened the door and stepped into
Donil’s quarters.

“Make a light, Donil. We have some talking to
do.”



Colonel Donil lit a torch and placed it in a
wall sconce. Colonel Taerin could see that Donil’s face was
bruised, but he appeared otherwise unharmed.

“What is this all about, Colonel Taerin? If
this is some kind of joke, I am not taking kindly to it.”

“Badgers do not joke,” Colonel Taerin replied
as he sat on one of the bunks facing Donil.

“Badgers are a myth,” Colonel Donil replied,
his tone revealing the uncertainty of his words.

“They are no myth. You are lucky to be alive.
They usually do not leave witnesses behind, but I suspect that they
want word of this visit to reach the ears of General Forshire. It
would appear that they suspect the general of interfering in their
plans.”

“You heard what they said?”

“I was outside the window.” Colonel Taerin
nodded, wondering how Donil would take the news that he was being
spied on. “Why did Forshire leave you here?”

“If you were listening,” frowned Colonel
Donil, “then you heard my answers to the Badgers. Why ask the same
questions when you know the answers?”

“Because I doubt that you told them the
truth. The loyalty the A Corps shows to General Forshire is
remarkable. There is no way that you would tell the Badgers where
the general could be found. That would endanger his life.”

“General Forshire will not be harmed by the
Badgers,” retorted Colonel Donil. “Let the Badgers send their best
to Olansk. They will be met with the steel of A Corps. They will
have to cut through two-thousand men to get close to the
general.”

“I could easily believe that if I thought
that the A Corps would even know that the Badgers were coming, but
they won’t know. They will be caught as unawares as the defenders
of the Imperial Palace appeared to be this night.”

“They’ll know,” swore Colonel Donil. “The A
Corps will be waiting for the Badgers to appear.”

Colonel Taerin smiled at his small victory.
He suspected that Donil had some way of communication with General
Forshire, and Donil’s words confirmed it.

“Then the A Corps will be doing the
Federation a great service. The Badgers deserve to die, but General
Forshire will not be there to witness it.”

“What do you mean?” Colonel Donil asked
suspiciously.

“You are going to send a message to the
general that he is to report to the Imperial Palace immediately. I
want to speak to him personally.”

“You are but a colonel,” balked Colonel
Donil. “You do not order a general around. Besides, how can I send
a message to the general any quicker than you can? Send your own
message.”

“Do not try me.” Colonel Taerin snapped in a
most uncharacteristic manner. “I wish to speak to General Forshire
alone, and I wish to do so immediately. Do not force me to involve
Grand General Kyrga in this because he will have many questions
that might prove to be very embarrassing to your general.”

“Even Kyrga cannot order General Forshire to
return to Despair,” countered Colonel Donil. “Why is speaking to
General Forshire so important to you?”

“Grand General Kyrga can order any general to
do anything he wants. Are you daft?”

“Kyrga is indeed the Grand General, but he
has no authority over General Forshire. General Forshire reports
directly to the emperor. If you want him so badly, perhaps you
should speak to Emperor Jaar.”

Colonel Taerin was about to angrily respond
when he suddenly fell silent. He let Donil’s words roll around in
his head. There was no known position reporting directly to the
emperor, yet if there was one, it might explain a great deal about
Forshire’s strange activities. He decided to change course.

“Look, Donil, I really need to talk to
General Forshire. I am sure that he would agree to the meeting if I
could get word to him. I know that you have such a method for doing
so. I will not even inquire about your method of delivering such a
message, but I ask you to send one as soon as you can. Something is
not right in the Imperial Palace, and I think General Forshire can
shed some light on it. Tell him that I will meet with him wherever
he wants, and I will tell no one else about the meeting, but we
must speak. It is urgent.”

Colonel Donil merely nodded, and Colonel
Taerin knew that was the best answer he would receive.

“Why don’t you move into the palace, Donil? I
will give you authorization to use General Forshire’s suite until
he arrives.”

“I could not do so,” Colonel Donil replied.
“My orders were explicit. I am to stay here until I am told
otherwise.”

“The Badgers obviously have found a chink in
our defenses,” sighed Colonel Taerin. “They can easily come back
for you. You are not safe out here.”

“I do get that feeling,” admitted Colonel
Donil, “but absent permission from General Forshire, I am
duty-bound to remain here.”

“Very well,” sighed Colonel Taerin. “I hope
some day to learn how Forshire has instilled such loyalty in his
men. I suggest you ask for permission to move into the palace when
you send my message. I will leave the offer open. All you need to
do is come to me and ask to move indoors. Your request will be
granted.”

Colonel Taerin turned and walked out of the
building. He paused briefly outside as the thought of concealing
himself came to mind. If he was clever enough, he might discover
how Donil communicated with Forshire, but he soon gave up the
thought. Donil would not send the message until he was certain of
success without observation. All Taerin would accomplish would be a
delay in sending the message, and he wanted it sent without delay.
As the clouds opened up and rain started falling, Colonel Taerin
ran towards the Imperial Palace to return to his room.


Chapter 5

The Archives

The thunderclap was so loud that it felt as
if it shook the bed. Colonel Taerin bolted upright and listened to
the sound of the rain pelting the building. He slid out of bed and
eased the shutters open. The rain poured down so heavily that he
could not see the palace docks. Pools of water dotted the palace
grounds and small rivers flowed along the footpaths. He pulled the
shutters closed and got dressed. He made his way downstairs to the
officers’ mess and found it packed with generals and colonels. He
grumbled under his breath. While Despair was usually crowded in the
winter because of its warmer weather, many of the senior officers
usually stayed up late into the night and rose late in the morning,
but the storm must have awakened every last one of them. He turned
around and fled from the crowded room. With a slight smile on his
face, Colonel Taerin entered the dining room set aside for visiting
dignitaries. It was almost always empty. On this particular day,
General Fabio sat alone. He looked up and smiled as the colonel
entered the room.

“There are plenty of seats in here,” greeted
the general.

“So you are aware of the marauding hordes
running around the palace?” chuckled the colonel as he sat down at
the table.

“One could hardly be unaware. There was a
line outside the officers’ mess when I came by. It looks as if the
storm woke the entire palace.”

The colonel ordered a light meal when the
servant came for his order. He was tempted to engage the general in
friendly conversation, but his mind was already reflecting on the
events of the prior night. He ate in silence as he planned his day.
When he finished his meal, he looked up and was surprised to see
that the general had already left the room. He pushed the plate
away and rose to his feet.

Colonel Taerin’s first stop was with the duty
watch. He inquired about the patrols of the previous night and
asked if the intruders had been captured. He learned that the
grounds had been thoroughly searched, but no intruders had been
found. He frowned as he nodded to the officer. As he made his way
to the archives, he wondered if that meant that the Badgers had a
secret way onto the grounds of the palace, or more ominously, did
they already reside on the palace grounds? He halted in the
corridor as a shiver raced up his spine. It was quite possible that
some of the soldiers posted to protect the Imperial Palace could
actually lead double lives. Could the Badgers have men on the
palace staff?

The colonel shook off the ill feeling and
entered the repository of official documents. Colonel Donil had
said something the night before that stuck in Colonel Taerin’s
mind. He stated that General Forshire was not under the control of
Grand General Kyrga. Taerin found that hard to believe, but he
intended to check on it anyway. Colonel Taerin was one of the few
people who had access to the emperor’s archives, and he was let
into the special room without question. He started going through
the stacks of proclamations and suddenly halted, a mask of
confusion staining his face. He turned around and exited the room
and faced the guard outside.

“The emperor’s papers are not up-to-date,”
declared the colonel. “Where are the newest proclamations?”

“There are no other proclamations,” answered
the guard. “Everything pertaining to the emperor is in that
room.”

“Who is now responsible for bringing the
emperor’s papers down here?”

“You are, sir.”

Colonel Taerin looked stunned. The task had
been his for years, but he thought it had ended when the emperor’s
guard had been changed. Evidently, it had not ended. He flushed
with embarrassment as the guard stared at him.

“Then I have been derelict in my duty,”
Colonel Taerin stated. “I shall rectify that immediately.”

The guard tried to hide his smirk, but the
colonel cared little for the guard’s opinion. He strode out of the
archives and headed for the emperor’s office. The emperor’s guards
knew Taerin well, and they knocked on the door as he approached.
One of them cracked the door open and stuck his head inside. He
immediately opened the door to admit the colonel. Colonel Taerin
entered the emperor’s office and saw the emperor sitting back in
his chair. The colonel bowed respectfully and waited for the
emperor to speak.

“What is it, Colonel?”

“I have come to collect the papers for the
archives,” the colonel announced as his eyes moved to a rather
large stack of papers on one of the shelves behind the desk.

“What? Oh, yes,” the emperor said as he
turned and saw what the colonel was staring at. “Let me add one
more to the pile before you take it.”

The emperor leaned forward and slid a paper
from the corner of the desk to bring it closer to him. He picked up
a writing utensil with his left hand and brought it towards the
paper. With a low grumble under his breath, the emperor quickly
reached over with his right hand and seized the pen. He scrawled
his signature on the paper and shoved it towards the colonel.

“There is no need to announce that one,”
stated the emperor. “It has already been carried out. Just file it
with the rest.”

Colonel Taerin nodded and picked up the
proclamation and carried it to the shelf. He placed it on top of
the stack and then picked up the entire stack and retreated to the
doorway. He bowed once again and then tapped the door with his
foot. The guard immediately opened the door to allow the colonel to
leave. Colonel Taerin carried the papers straight to the archives
and entered the special room. He pulled up a chair, placed the
stack of papers on the table and then proceeded to read each and
every one of the proclamations before filing them away in their
proper place. The task consumed hours of the colonel’s time, but he
found the reading enlightening. What he found most curious was that
the proclamations ran back to the days leading up to the
celebration of the twentieth anniversary of the Federation, which
had occurred months ago. During that entire time, no one had
bothered to do anything with the proclamations except pile them up
on the shelves in the emperor’s office. The colonel was amazed
until he realized that Grand General Kyrga probably had no idea how
the emperor’s office was truly run. After all, Colonel Taerin had
been handling that before Kyrga became the Grand General.

When Colonel Taerin got near the bottom of
the pile, he found the most interesting papers. One of them
proclaimed General Forshire as the Imperial General, a new position
on par with the Grand General, who reported directly to the
emperor. The colonel noted the date of the proclamation and
realized that it was the very day that the emperor’s original
guards were returned to duty. The colonel finished reading and
filing the stack of documents . When he finally emerged from the
archives, he was surprised to see that the storm had passed and the
sun was setting. He grabbed a meal in the same dining hall that he
had used for the morning meal and then headed outdoors to check on
Colonel Donil. The first place he checked was the bench near the
waterfront, but Donil was not there. He headed straight for the old
barracks and opened the door without knocking. He saw the colonel
sitting on his usual bunk as if he had been waiting for a
visitor.

“I see you are still alive,” quipped Colonel
Taerin as he entered the building and strode towards the colonel.
“I am pleased.”

“Wait outside, Donil,” came a steely voice
from behind Colonel Taerin. “Keep guard and let me know if anyone
comes within sight.”

Colonel Taerin did not need to turn around to
know who the voice belonged to, but he did so anyway. General
Forshire stood in the shadows, sword in hand. Colonel Donil gave
Colonel Taerin a wide berth as he moved past. When Donil exited the
building, he closed the door.

“I guess you weren’t in Olansk after all,”
Colonel Taerin said with surprise evident in his voice. “I should
have known better.”

“If you know so much about my travels, why
did you bother to send that urgent message? Did you expect me to
respond sometime in the spring?”

“Actually,” frowned the colonel, “I expected
a return message that would prove Donil’s ability to communicate
with you. I then planned to use that communication link to discuss
certain things with you, but it is far better that you are here in
person.” The colonel’s eyes dropped to the long, two-handed sword
that the general held in one hand. “Is that really necessary for a
simple conversation?”

“Ordinarily, I would say yes,” smiled Clint
as he sheathed his sword, “but you would be a fool to do anything
towards me that might require me to use it.”

“And why is that?” asked the colonel.

“Let’s skip the small talk, Colonel. What is
so important that you needed an urgent meeting with me?”

“I take it that Colonel Donil brought you
up-to-date on what happened here last night?” Clint nodded and the
colonel continued. “The Badgers think that you have absconded with
some women. I seriously doubt that they would risk entering the
grounds of the Imperial Palace unless they were fairly sure of
their information. I want to know who those women are and where you
are keeping them.”

“Perhaps you should join the Badgers then,”
taunted the general. “You seem to have the same questions as they
do.”

Colonel Taerin sighed in frustration. He sat
down on one of the bunks and stared at the general. He was unsure
how to get the information that he was certain the general had.

“This is a serious matter, General,” the
colonel said. “I have reason to believe that the women may be
members of the emperor’s family. If that is true, I demand to know
where they are.”

“Do you think the emperor’s family has the
only women worth kidnapping in all of Zara?” the general asked with
a slight smile. “What makes you think that these women that the
Badgers are searching for have anything to do with the emperor?
Colonel Donil did not report such a conversation, and I am positive
that his recounting is accurate.”

“I heard the conversation,” scowled the
colonel. “The difference between Donil and me is that I know who
Colonel Jurgon is, or was.”

“And how do you know of Colonel Jurgon?”

“I manage the official archives for the
emperor,” stated the colonel. “I am privy to most everything that
goes on in the Imperial Palace. And yes, I even know about your
appointment as the first Imperial General. Let us stop playing
games. Tell me what I need to know.”

“The less you know the better,” replied the
general. “The first thing that I would like to point out to you is
that Colonel Jurgon would not be mentioned in the archives of the
emperor’s papers. I do not take Jaar for a fool and neither should
you. The real question to be answered here is how you learned of
Colonel Jurgon, so let me ask it. How exactly do you know the name
of the colonel in question?”

“That is no concern of yours, General. You
have information that is vital to the Federation. I suggest that
you tell me what I need to know, or I will be forced to compel you
to answer.”

General Forshire chuckled. “You have pluck,
my young friend. I’ll give you that. What shall we do about this
impasse? Should we both go before Emperor Jaar and ask him to
settle this dispute?”

“No,” Colonel Taerin said much too
quickly.

Clint raised an eyebrow at the response. “Why
not? Is the emperor not quite feeling himself today?”

The colonel’s eyes widened in alarm. He was
not sure if the general’s words were meant literally or not. He did
not know how to answer, but he needed desperately to know what had
happened to the women.

“Tell me what happened to the women,” the
colonel pleaded.

Clint sighed and nodded sympathetically. “The
estate was attacked by Badgers. We counted one-hundred bodies, none
of them female. Do you remember the day we sat on the bench and I
showed you the golden badger pin?”

Colonel Taerin nodded. “I accused you of
stealing it from the emperor’s office.”

“I found the pin on the body of a headless
colonel.”

“Colonel Jurgon.” Taerin nodded in
understanding. “How is it that you even knew where the emperor’s
secret estate was located?”

“The emperor gave me instructions,” answered
Clint. “You thought that the emperor was acting strangely during
the festival. You were correct. Grand General Kyrga was holding him
captive. Colonel Jurgon’s head was delivered to him to ensure his
cooperation.”

“Why you?” frowned the colonel.

“The emperor could not trust anyone else. He
had no idea who was aligned with the Grand General. I was not only
an outsider, but I had already completed a sensitive investigation
against the Grand General. His choice was logical.”

“I can see that,” the colonel replied with
disappointment evident in his voice. “If the Badgers stole the
women, then why are they now looking for them?”

“Because the A Corps ambushed them and
liberated the women.”

“You attacked the Badgers?” gasped Colonel
Taerin. “I would have thought that they would have guarded the
emperor’s family better than that.”

“Oh, they did guard them well,” retorted
General Forshire. “They had one-hundred Badgers guarding the women,
but they made a foolish mistake. They split into two groups. That
is when the A Corps struck.”

“I am confused,” admitted the colonel. “The A
Corps is supposed to be in Olansk. The estate was surely within the
Empire of Barouk. Your telling makes no sense.”

“I have kept a small detachment of A Corps to
the west of the city,” explained the general. “We attacked fifty of
the Badgers with one-hundred-fifty men. Our losses were minimal,
but that did not last long. The other half of the Badgers caught us
asleep and extracted their revenge. Only two of us survived along
with the women.”

“Do you have the women now?”

“They are safe.” The general nodded. “But do
not ask where they are. I am not prepared to answer that question
at this time. Right now, I need to determine what is going on in
the emperor’s life. What can you tell me about his relationship
with Grand General Kyrga?”

“What game are you playing, General?” frowned
the colonel. “You know enough from our talks that the key to
dethroning an emperor is through his family, and you now claim to
hold those women captive. I cannot discuss the emperor with someone
who might be trying to overthrow the empire. You could be in league
with the plotters.”

The general sighed and walked to the
fireplace. He grabbed a handful of ashes and returned to the center
of the building. He sat on the bunk opposite the colonel and threw
the ashes onto the floor.

“What are you doing?” questioned the
colonel.

“We both need answers, Taerin, but we are
both afraid of the responses we might receive from the other. I
intend to show you that I mean you no harm. Take off your
uniform.”

“I will not,” frowned the colonel. “Have you
gone mad?”

“Perhaps,” smiled Clint as he bent forward
and poked the pile of ashes with his finger.

His finger moved swiftly through the ashes
and he leaned back and stared at the colonel’s face. The expression
of shock and fear was as clear as the moon on a cloudless
night.

“You know, Taerin, you have your mother’s
eyes.”

The colonel was speechless. The most closely
guarded secret in the entire Federation was laid out on the floor
for all to see. The colonel moved his foot to the ashes and
scattered them.

“Your mother and sisters are perfectly safe,”
declared the general. “Your father I am not too sure about. That is
why I need answers from you.”

“Why would you care about him? Is it to help
him or overthrow him?”

“I have an agreement with him,” answered the
general. “I need to know if he will still honor it.”

“What is the agreement?” asked Colonel
Taerin.

“This is not how the game is supposed to be
played,” frowned the general. “We are both supposed to be open and
honest with one another, but you have not volunteered anything yet.
Do you consider me a threat?”

“I do,” admitted the colonel. “There has
always been something mysterious about you, and I do not like
unsolved mysteries. Now you claim to hold some rather high cards
and are raising the stakes. Do you truly expect me to show you my
hand?”

“I am showing you mine,” countered the
general.

“Not all of it.” The colonel shook his head
vigorously. “You are becoming more mysterious by the moment. How
could you possibly know that mark?”

“I saw your father’s mark the night he
proclaimed me the Imperial General.”

“With your sword at his throat, no doubt,”
spat the colonel.

“Actually,” replied General Forshire, “my
sword was stuck in the chest of a demonic priest who had just
stolen your father’s memories. That demonkin had just learned your
identity when I killed him. Your father and I are not friends, but
we do have an agreement that satisfies both of our concerns. I
merely need to be sure that nothing has changed since I left
Despair. Will the emperor honor our agreement?”

“You keep referring to this agreement,”
scowled the colonel. “Why don’t you just go and ask him?”

“Because I don’t particularly want to die
this night,” answered the general. “The morning after he proclaimed
my new title, the emperor appeared outside the palace. He talked to
me and Donil as we were leaving the palace. That struck me as odd
because we had been meeting in secret. It was not in the best
interests of either of us to be seen together. That causes me to
doubt that the emperor was acting of his own free will.”

“I cannot answer that question without
knowing what the agreement is.”

Clint sat and thought for a moment.
Eventually, he nodded. “The A Corps is returning to Despair to
seize the Imperial Palace and free your father from Grand General
Kyrga and whoever is controlling him.”

“And in return?”

“There will be no war with Alcea.”

“Are you Alcean?” gasped the colonel.

Clint sighed with frustration. “You are
interrogating me, Colonel. Oh, you are doing it well and in an
excellent manner, but this will not continue. This conversation
will be a two-way conversation, or it will end this very
moment.”

“You are being unfair, General. You know
everything that is going on, and I truly know nothing. Think for a
minute what you are asking of me. What if I were to say yes, but I
was wrong? You would take your wrath out on me and my family. And
if I said no, you would consider the agreement broken and take your
wrath out on me and my family. What do you expect me to say?”

“I will never harm the women of your family,”
promised Clint, “no matter what happens. I risked my life to save
them, and I hold them harmless. If your father cheats on the
agreement, I will kill him. As for you, our future relations depend
on what kind of man you are. If you are honorable and reasonable as
your grandfather was, we will get along fine. If you seek to
continue your father’s policies of plundering the poor and
enslaving them, we will come to blows. I cannot be more open and
honest than that. I will never hold a person accountable for the
deeds of another.”

“You still leave me in a quandary,” frowned
the colonel, “but I accept your words in the spirit that they were
given. I do not agree with my father’s policies. I never have. In
fact, we have had numerous disagreements about them. I spoke to you
on more than one occasion about the apparent snubbing of me by the
emperor. I suspected that most of that was due to the disagreements
we had, but now I am not so sure. Since the date of your
proclamation, the emperor has been free to move about as he
pleases. He has his own guards back and he once again dictates
orders to Grand General Kyrga. One would think that the emperor is
his old self once again.”

“But you don’t?”

“The quandary, General, is that I want my old
father back. I do not want him dead.”

“And you think that as soon as you tell me
that he won’t honor the agreement, that will mark him for death.”
Clint nodded with understanding. “I am sorry, Taerin, but if your
father breaks the agreement, he will die. If we don’t find out who
is pulling Kyrga’s strings, your father will die anyway, but there
is more to consider than just your father. The war with Alcea is
going to be costly for the Federation. Perhaps you should be more
concerned with the deaths of hundreds of thousands instead of just
your father. I know that is a hard thing to ask of any son, but you
are not just any son. You are the future Emperor of Barouk. Will
you start your reign trying to make the world a better place to
live, or will you start it by listening to thousands of women and
children wailing for their lost loved ones?”

Colonel Taerin sat silently for a long time.
Finally, he looked the general in the eye and nodded. “I think the
emperor is under some kind of magical spell. Unless we can find a
way to break that spell, he will not honor the agreement.”

“Why do you think he is under a spell?”

“There are a number of reasons, most of them
small, but together they add up. The most significant is that the
emperor truly has no idea who I am. I am convinced of that
now.”

“The emperor has learned to control his
emotions very well,” retorted Clint. “Perhaps he is afraid to let
anyone know that he is close to you for fear that they might
suspect the truth.”

“Father has done that well for years.” The
colonel shook his head dismissively. “Sometimes he would publicly
treat me like dirt to keep everyone at bay, but this is different.
There is no spark of recognition in his eyes when we meet, even in
private. Whatever the black-cloaks have done to him, he does not
recognize me. I suspect that they just found a more efficient means
of controlling him.”

“What other clues do you have?”

“He tries to write left-handed and eventually
switches to his right hand in frustration. I have seen this many
times since you left the palace. My father has always been
right-handed, but his mind seems to think that he is left-handed.
Also, my father was always an early riser, but now he seldom gets
out of bed before the sun is well into the sky. Were it not for my
father’s familiar face, I would swear that it was not my father
based upon these small things alone.”

“Perhaps it is not your father at all,” mused
the Ranger.

“What do you mean? How could it not be my
father?”

“I would have to talk to a mage that I know,
but I remember hearing about a spell that allows a magician to
assume the body of another. If that is what has happened here, your
father is already dead.”

Colonel Taerin sighed deeply and closed his
eyes for a moment. He had suspected for some time that the
relationship he once had with his father was long over, and he felt
fairly confident that it would never return. While somewhat
shocking, hearing that his father might already be dead began to
make sense.

“That would explain the late rising and the
propensity to use his left hand,” frowned the colonel. “I pray that
you are wrong, but I will proceed as if you are right. Where is my
family?”

“They are safe,” Clint answered vaguely.
“Believe me when I say that they have a better chance of remaining
safe if you do not know where they are. That is not a threat on my
part. It is an overabundance of caution.”

Colonel Taerin nodded with acceptance. He
didn’t like not knowing, but the general had been honest with him
so far. “Are you Alcean? Is that why you are willing to risk your
life to end this war?”

“I am an Alcean Ranger,” stated the general.
“Your father was aware of that when he signed the
proclamation.”

“Do you think he meant to honor the
deal?”

“I do. I consider myself to be a fair judge
of men, and I believe that he was sincere when we made the
agreement. His true fury was reserved for the unknown man who is
trying to murder his family and steal his throne. Alcea certainly
meant less to him than revenge. Yes, I believe he meant to honor
the deal. I suspect that something happened that night after I left
his quarters. Perhaps Kyrga was alarmed when K’san did not
return.”

“Well, Alcean Ranger, I will make you a deal.
If you find this unknown man and prove to me that he is behind this
affair, I will see to it that there is no war with Alcea.”

“That is a deal that I would heartily accept,
my friend, but I fear we may be too late. Spring is just around the
corner, and Grand General Kyrga will be dispatching his troops any
day now. I will have my people do whatever they can to ferret out
the puppet master, but I think war is coming. What can you tell me
about increases in troop strength since the festival days?”

“Kyrga is continuing to build the army, and
his pace is rather frantic. I do not understand it. We already have
over three-hundred-fifty-thousand soldiers, yet he shows no signs
of slowing down. He is offering ever higher bounties to get more
men.”

“What is he doing with them?”

Colonel Taerin hesitated. “It is one thing to
work together for peace,” he said with a frown, “but you are now
asking me to betray my country. I cannot do that.”

“It is not your country any more, Taerin,”
Clint said sadly. “Someone is driving this coming conflict, but it
is not the rightful emperor. If it is any consolation to you, Alcea
plans to spare as many of your people as we can afford to. The more
knowledge we have of their disposition, the easier we can
accomplish that.”

“You are in no position to spare Federation
soldiers,” retorted Colonel Taerin. “While I am not privy to the
invasion plans, I have heard the odds involved in the coming war.
Alcea will be utterly destroyed, and for that I am truly
sorry.”

“I will say to you what I said to your
father,” General Forshire declared with a thin smile. “There are
only a handful of Alceans in Zara, but we have freed the elves,
destroyed your fleet and your shipyards, gained access to the
highest levels of your Federation, and destroyed a large faction of
the infamous Badgers. Think about that before you write Alcea off.
Think about it and then realize that there are thousands more like
us in Alcea waiting for your soldiers to arrive.”

Colonel Taerin swallowed hard as he thought
about the Alcean’s words. “The bloodshed will be great for both of
our nations. Let us pray that we can work together to stop this war
before it starts.”


Chapter 6

Water Water

The bitter wind howled out of the south,
driving the sea into a frenzy of towering waves. The ship creaked
and groaned as it bobbed from crest to trough and back to crest
again. Every time the Resurgence rose out of a trough, the masts
shuddered and the lines snapped taut as the battering winds
assaulted the ship anew. Every trough brought thousands of gallons
of seawater across the deck as the wind whipped the crests of the
huge waves and sent a torrent of seawater cascading down upon the
ship. The captain fought the tiller constantly, trying to maintain
some sense of direction and keep the ship from capsizing, but his
hopes for survival were not high. The weight of his cargo was so
immense that the ship had practically no freeboard, and he knew
that a single wave breeching the rail could send the ship to the
bottom of the sea.

“Can’t your people do anything?” Captain
Imatin shouted to the black-cloak leader. “This ship is going to
sink like a rock.”

Seiko’s eyes scanned the deck of the huge
ship. Of the one-hundred black-cloaks under his command, eighty of
them were already on deck using their magic to keep the ship
afloat. Twenty of them were dedicated to keeping the sails full
while the Resurgence was in a trough. If they did not, the masts
would snap like twigs as the fury of the storm hit when they rose
to the crest. Sixty of the mages were magically gathering the
seawater from the decks and bilge and returning it to the sea. The
water was coming aboard at such a voluminous rate that any less
than sixty mages and the Resurgence would slip below the surface.
That still left twenty black-cloaks, but Seiko believed strongly in
a reserve. He could not afford to exhaust all of the black-cloaks
at the same time. To do so would mean certain death.

“Remain steadfast, Captain,” ordered Seiko.
“We will weather this storm.”

The black-cloak leader spoke with an air of
confidence, but he was worried. The shipbuilders had underestimated
the weight of Alutar, and the Resurgence rode perilously low in the
water, even in calm seas. In a torrent such as this massive winter
storm it truly took magic to keep the ship afloat. The question on
Seiko’s mind was whether one-hundred black-cloaks was enough magic
to see the journey through to its final destination.

“Do you have any idea where we are?” Seiko
shouted to the captain.

“None,” spat the captain. “We haven’t seen
the sky in days, but I can tell you this. When this storm ends, we
will not be anywhere that we want to be.”

Seiko glared at the captain. “When this storm
ends, Captain, we will be alive. That is all that matters for
now.”

* * * *

The three Knights of Alcea rode into the
slums of Farmin and dismounted near the building housing the
impromptu infirmary. They avoided the front of building where many
ornate carriages blocked the narrow street and walked their mounts
around to the rear of the building. They opened the door and
entered a large room with numerous beds scattered about. Most of
the beds were empty and Garth Shado raised an eyebrow in
surprise.

“The friends of Fakir have returned,” greeted
Zynor, his eyes twinkling in a friendly manner. “Forgive me if I
don’t remember your names. Fakir is in his office.”

“Names are not important,” smiled Garth.
“Where are all your patients?”

“They stand out front for potions,” frowned
Zynor as he scratched his bald dome. The long, thin wisps of white
hair fringing his dome swayed as Zynor’s mouth opened as if he had
more to say.

“I meant the indigent patients,” Garth
replied. “Are the slums free of disease?”

“Pretty much,” interjected Atule. “Now we
bilk the rich with tonics and elixirs.”

“And you would rather not?” asked Natia.

Atule sighed. “The rich are worthy of healing
as well as the poor, but I worry about Kalmar. I fear that the lure
of gold might once again grab his notice.”

“You worry too much,” stated Eulena as the
elven mage passed into the room through a curtained passageway.

“Kalmar is not afflicted by greed,” declared
Zynor, “and he is not ever likely to be again, at least not for his
personal use. He is building a treasury to help the poor. Worry not
for him.”

“Most of the gold is going towards food,”
offered Valera as she carried a large box of breads past the
Knights of Alcea. “These people were emaciated when we arrived.
They still require a healthy supply of food to restore their
bodies.”

Tedi and Natia both moved to take the large
box from Valera’s hands.

“I need to speak to Fakir,” Garth said to
Tedi and Natia. “Why don’t you two see if you can offer any help
while we are here?”

Garth passed through the curtain to the
showroom where Kalmar sold his goods. There was a line of
well-dressed people waiting to speak to the healer, and Kalmar did
not even notice the Knight of Alcea behind him. Without a word,
Garth turned and entered the office where Fakir Aziz sat staring
blankly at a wall. Without looking to see who had just entered, the
Mage waved his visitor to a chair before the desk. He shook his
head as if to clear it and then locked eyes with Garth as the
Knight of Alcea sat down.

“You are becoming a regular visitor,” smiled
Fakir Aziz. “Have you come for more local folklore?”

“Not this time,” smiled Garth. “Fakir Aziz
has already given me what I needed.”

“And I have not?” frowned the Mage.

“You have given me much more than I ever
wanted,” Garth replied cryptically. “Still, I need your help. There
is a water witch named Haditha. If she still lives, I need to
communicate with her.”

“If she still lives?”

“Haditha and Captain Gomery went on a mission
to the Needle some time ago. They never returned.”

“Yet you still hold out hope for their
safety?”

“Haditha is afraid of Captain Gomery becoming
too involved with what is going on. It is plausible that they
survived the mission and are hiding in order to avoid the coming
conflict. She fears for his safety.”

The Mage nodded knowingly. “Her fear is not
without reason. These are dangerous times that we live in.”

“Aren’t all times dangerous?” Garth sighed
with weariness. “There is always some conflict that threatens us
all. There are times that I curse you for the elixir you gave me,
but…”

“But you could no more hide on your island
paradise and ignore the ills of the world than Jenneva could. I
understand. What is the message you wish the water witch to
receive?”

“Their help is needed,” answered Garth. “They
are to return to the Isle of Despair as soon as possible.”

“That is it?” asked the Mage. “Will they
understand? Or will you be there to explain it to them?”

“I am on my way to Tagaret for a final
meeting before the war, but there are others on the island who can
explain the situation to them. Will you do it?”

Fakir Aziz smiled. “You did not ask if I
could do it.”

“No, I didn’t,” Garth smiled broadly. “I have
learned not to underestimate you.”

“What you mean is that I am your last chance
to contact them,” laughed the Mage. “Very well, I will try to
contact Haditha, but there are no guarantees.”

“I understand.” Garth nodded in acceptance.
“I should also warn you that you and your people are in a
precarious place. War is coming soon, and the cities of the
Federation will not be safe places for your group. As there appear
to be few of the poor left unhealed in Farmin, perhaps you should
be thinking of moving on.”

“Unless Farmin is where we need to be,” the
Mage responded.

“Unless Farmin is where you need to be.”
Garth rose and bowed his head respectfully. Without another word,
the Knight of Alcea left the room.

Fakir Aziz continued to sit, staring blankly
at the wall. After some time, he rose to his feet and walked out of
the office. He passed through the curtain to the back room and left
the building through the rear door. He paused thoughtfully in the
alley and gazed skyward. The day was ending as the last rays of
sunshine fled from the sky. The Mage walked through the alleys of
the slums and then through the wider streets of the city, slowly
making his way towards one of the long ramps that led from the city
down to the waterfront far below the bluffs. When he finally
reached the shoreline, the area was quiet. The fishermen had long
ago retired to their homes, and the cargo ships that were planning
to leave the city had already set sail.

The Mage slipped off his boots and waded into
the water. He squatted and submerged his hands as the gentle waves
lapped over his feet. Closing his eyes, he sent a message forth
into the Sea of Tears. It was not a message of words, but rather
one of feelings. The message carried a sense of anxiety and
urgency, but the communication would not affect any but the higher
life forms of the sea. With the message sent, the Mage remained
unmoving, feeling the essence of the underwater world. He smiled
contently as all within the Sea of Tears felt right. The smile soon
faded as he felt far beyond the Needle. His eyes quickly opened,
and he stared into the darkness as if he could actually see what
was transpiring half a world away. The Mage’s brow creased with
concern as he rose and returned to the shore. He dried his hands
and feet on his hem and donned his boots.

By the time he returned to the infirmary in
the slums of Farmin, the lines of wealthy patrons had disappeared,
and the mages were getting ready for the evening meal and then bed.
Fakir Aziz sat at the table with the six other mages. Crystil
filled a bowl with stew and placed it in front of Fakir Aziz. The
Mage looked up at the old hag and smiled. He ate in silence as the
other mages discussed the events of the day. When everyone was done
with their meal, he stood to get their attention. He then looked at
each of the others before speaking.

“This is our last day in Farmin,” he
announced. Several of the mages opened their mouths to object, but
the Mage halted it all with a simple raising of his hand. “Our work
is never done, but we have no more time for Farmin.” He turned his
gaze towards the elven healer. “Eulena, I want you to lead the
group northward. You may travel along the Federation Highway, or
use the trails through the Dark Forest, whichever you think is
safer. Do not call attention to yourselves. Times within the
Federation are soon to become more dangerous than they have ever
been.”

“Where will you be?” asked Atule.

“And where are we going?” asked Kalmar.

“I am needed elsewhere,” answered Fakir Aziz.
“I will rejoin you soon. As for our destination, we will head
towards Giza. That is all I can say at the moment.”

The Mage turned and left the room. Kalmar
immediately rose and returned with four fat pouches of gold. He
upended the pouches on the table, spilling gold coins out in front
of him. Atule raised an eyebrow as he watched the young mage from
Korocca count the coins and separate them into two piles.

“That is a fair return on my diamond,” stated
Atule. “What will you do with it?”

Kalmar took the smaller pile of coins and
placed them into one of the pouches. He tied the pouch closed and
slid it across the table to Atule.

“That is a small return on your diamond,”
stated Kalmar, “but it is enough to get us started in Giza should
we make it that far. I would like you to hold onto it.”

Atule tied the pouch to his belt, but he
still watched Kalmar closely as the young Koroccan put the rest of
the coins into the other three pouches. When Kalmar tied those
three pouches to his own belt, Atule’s eyebrow rose again.

“That is hardly a fair split of our efforts,”
Atule remarked.

Kalmar rose and looked at the mage from the
jungle. “I am going to find Bacar and give him the gold.”

“You are going to give gold to a thief?”
quipped Atule.

Kalmar merely smiled and left the building,
but Zynor answered the question. “Bacar is no more a thief than we
are. He takes money from the rich to aid the poor. So do we. The
only difference is that we give the rich potions to make them feel
better about parting with their gold.”

“Bacar is as fine a man as you will ever be,”
taunted Crystil. “At least he is honest about his
shortcomings.”

Atule sighed deeply and shook his head. He
rose from the table and disappeared through the curtain.

* * * *

The Cliffs of Ranool rose over one-thousand
feet from the surface of the sea to form the southern side of the
Needle. The face of the cliffs was stark, but there were a few
caves, although the sheer rise of the face made those caves
inaccessible to all but flying creatures. There was, however, one
cave unseen by the ships moving through the narrow straight. It had
no visible entrance because its opening was well below sea level.
The inside of the cave was roomy, and it had several small tunnels
that provided light and air while keeping prying eyes away. At
night, even a fire was acceptable as the winds flowing through the
Needle would quickly disperse the smoke and avoid giving away the
hiding place.

Captain Gomery sat idly in the cave, staring
at the large pool of water in the center of the chamber. His love
for Haditha had kept him content over the months they had hidden in
the cave, but he found himself thinking about the Alceans more and
more with each passing day. He wondered if any of them were still
alive, and what they might be doing. He wondered if the war between
the two continents had started yet. Or was it already over? It was
not as if he was growing tired of being with the water witch. He
still loved her deeply, but his uneasiness grew stronger with each
change in the tides. He did not know what to make of it.

A loud slap snatched the captain from his
thoughts. He looked down to see a large fish sliding across the
rock towards his feet. He stopped its progress with his foot and
then let his eyes return to the pool. Haditha, in her mermaid form,
stared back at him.

“Where were you?” she asked softly as she
pulled herself out of the pool of water.

“What do you mean?” asked the captain,
confusion evident in his voice. “I haven’t gone anywhere. I
cannot.”

“But you can,” Haditha sighed as she changed
her form into the old woman from the Endless Swamp. “You travel in
your mind, and I know that you were somewhere else when I returned.
You did not even notice me when I surfaced.”

“I am sorry,” apologized Captain Gomery. “I
can’t stop thinking of the others. It gets worse every day.”

“I understand.”

Captain Gomery raised an eyebrow in surprise.
He was sure that Haditha would immediately take his words in the
worst possible way, as if his love for her was no longer
strong.

“I suppose it is a failing of humans to
require contact with one another,” he offered sheepishly. “I still
love you dearly.”

“I know,” Haditha smiled tautly. “You have
proven that beyond question. I have spent so many years in
isolation that I forget how it felt in the beginning. I am wrong to
subject you to this.”

“It is not wrong for us to desire to be with
each other,” countered the captain.

“No,” agreed the water witch, “but it is
selfish. The others need our help.”

“We do not even know if any of them are still
alive,” frowned the captain. “How can you say that they need our
help?”

“The feelings of anxiety are not yours
alone,” admitted Haditha. “We are being summoned to the Isle of
Despair.”

The captain frowned in confusion. “I don’t
understand.”

“I don’t either,” the water witch replied
candidly, “but I know it to be true. A force more powerful than
anything I have ever known is causing our anxieties. I have found
myself wondering about the Alceans and how they are doing. That is
not natural for someone like me. It is clearly a command to return
to your people.” The water witch nodded towards the fish she had
thrown towards the captain. “We will have a fine meal this evening
and then depart for the Isle of Despair.”

* * * *

The dwarven mages of Tarashin were a varied
lot. Some were male, and some were female. Some were old, while
others were young. They came in all shapes and sizes, but they had
one thing in common. All of them were well versed in the magics of
strengthening metal and cutting into rock. Metal and stone were the
mainstay of dwarven life, and dwarven magicians seemed to have an
innate ability to perform such magics. A few had taken their
mastery of the arts far beyond those rudimentary offerings, and
they had often tried to interest the others into expanding their
knowledge. The result of those efforts had been the creation of the
Magicians’ Guild. The guild met once a month, and magicians took
turns teaching new spells.

Dorforun was the current leader of the guild,
and a frequent lecturer. He was extremely tall and lanky for a
dwarf, which had precluded him from working in some of the more
enclosed spaces during his earlier years. As a result, he had spent
more time studying old magical scrolls than most of his kinsmen.
Over the years he had amassed an amazing knowledge of magic, and he
was eager to share it with the others.

On this particular day, Dorforun was speaking
before the guild about a spell that could create flexible
watertight seals. While the process of creating the seals was
complex, manipulation of the seals after their creation was
amazingly quick and simple.

“As you can see,” summarized Dorforun, “the
seals can be quickly expanded or contracted. Other than our little
display basin here, can anyone think of uses for these seals?”

“The obvious use is for sealing doors where
water might intrude,” stated one of the dwarves.

“That is obvious,” snorted another magician,
“but there are other potential uses. The generous amount of
expansion and contraction suggests another use to me. If these
seals are strong enough, they could be contracted and fitted into a
crevice in the rock. They could then be magically expanded, forcing
the crevice to widen.”

“Excellent,” smiled Dorforun. “The seals
would indeed be strong enough, as long as the mage who created them
made them strong enough. That is a variable in the creation that
must be taken into account to match the use of the seals to their
task.”

“Then we should also have a rating system for
these new seals,” suggested one of the guild members. “We wouldn’t
want to inadvertently use a weak seal for a task that requires a
strong one.”

“Correct,” nodded Dorforun.

Dorforun was pleased with how the lecture had
gone. He stood listening to the discussion of various uses for the
seals and how the rating system should be devised and implemented.
He purposely left the discussion to the others and did not try to
steer it or manage it any way. He knew that some of the dwarves
considered him to be too intellectual and not active enough in the
actual day-to-day operation of the mine, and he didn’t want to
appear as a schoolmaster. After a while, Dorforun quietly exited
the chamber where the guild met. He strolled aimlessly through the
finely hewn corridors of Tarashin to give the guild members time to
develop their own thoughts. He had planned to return after an hour
to see how the discussion was developing, but that was not to
be.

Dorforun halted suddenly. He had meandered
into one of the oldest sections of Tarashin. The corridor had been
created in the days of King Arak, but the dwarves of Tarashin had
moved on to richer areas where the veins flowed with precious
metals. The dwarven magician warily glanced around, wondering what
had caused the sudden feeling of unease. Uncharacteristically, the
dwarven mage called forth a protective shield to envelop
himself.

“That is hardly necessary,” smiled Fakir Aziz
as he stepped out of the darkness. “I am not here to harm you.”

Dorforun stared at the human with a mixture
of suspicion and unease. “Then why are you here? And how did you
get here? You certainly did not walk past the guards.”

“The how is not important,” smiled the Mage.
“As for why, I think you already know. Your services are
required.”

Dorforun blinked. He was positive that he had
never laid eyes on the human before, yet he suddenly felt as if he
knew him. Were he younger and less experienced, he would have
suspected the human of casting a spell upon him, but the feeling
was not caused by magic. Dorforun was sure of that. A feeling of
awe swept through the dwarf’s body, and suddenly he understood.

“Why me?”

“You are more powerful than even you know,”
Fakir said with a smile. “Dress in a long cloak with a hood. You
will be going into the land of humans, and they must not see a
dwarf.”

“How long will I be gone?” asked Dorforun. “I
will want to tell the others when to expect my return.”

“You will tell no one,” instructed the Mage.
“As for the duration of your commitment, I can give no answer.
Perhaps you will never return.”

The dwarf swallowed hard as the Mage’s words
struck home. The human had not explicitly said that death awaited
him, but it was clear that the possibility was more than
minimal.

“Everyone will know that I have left,”
countered the dwarf. “Even if I don’t say farewell, the guards will
report my leaving.”

“The guards will not know of your departure,”
declared the Mage. “No one is to know. I will wait for you in the
valley south of Tarashin. Do not be long.”


Chapter 7

Thirteen Days

Alex, Tedi, and Natia passed through the Door
and entered the Royal Palace in Tagaret. Alex spoke briefly to the
guards stationed there and then the Knights of Alcea made their way
to King Arik’s study. They entered the study to find the king and
queen talking to Theos, the Tyronian mage. The conversation
immediately halted as the royal couple turned to greet the newly
arrived Knights of Alcea.

“I was hoping that you would show up,”
welcomed King Arik. “The meeting started some time ago, and I
wanted to hear from you before attending myself.”

“I had some things that needed to be taken
care of,” apologized Alex. “Has Jenneva arrived yet?”

“No,” frowned Queen Tanya. “The fairies
assured me that she has been notified.”

“Time is getting scarce for all of us,” mused
Alex. “I suspect that we are all running a little tight on time
right now. It is not going to get any better. There are more coming
from Zara. I took the liberty of asking the guards to have the
others report directly here instead of going straight to the
meeting.” The Knight of Alcea nodded to Theos, and the mage nodded
in return. “Has Theos been introduced to everyone yet?”

“Not yet,” answered King Arik. “I was
planning on doing that at the meeting.”

“Do not introduce him as Tyronian,” suggested
Alex. “It is not that I expect any of the group to betray a
confidence, but it would be better if no one slipped and called him
the Tyronian mage.”

“Good point,” nodded the king.

The door opened and Zack Nolan, Wylan and
Sheri entered the room. Directly following them was Jenneva and
Clint McFarren. The Ranger was still dressed in his Federation
uniform.”

The Tyronian’s eyes widened nervously.

“That is sure to get some attention at the
meeting,” quipped the queen. “How did you get past the guards?”

“I had to vouch for him,” chuckled
Jenneva.

“Even though they knew who I was,” complained
Clint.

“I am surprised that you found time to leave
Zara,” commented King Arik. “I thought you were hurrying your army
to Despair to free the emperor?”

“Plans have changed,” frowned the Ranger as
he turned and faced Jenneva. “I think a mage has taken over the
emperor’s body. I need to know how I can verify that.”

“Tell me why you suspect such a thing,”
replied Jenneva.

Clint detailed his conversation with Colonel
Taerin and added in his suspicions based upon the emperor’s
behavior. Jenneva nodded increasingly as he spoke.

“It sounds very much like Reflecting Pool,”
stated Jenneva, “but it could be some variation of it that we are
ignorant of. If it is Reflecting Pool, getting the emperor to cast
a spell will break the illusion, but it must be done at an
appropriate time. Once the illusion is broken, there is nothing to
stop the mage from reconstituting it. If you wish to reveal him to
someone, make sure that person is present before you force the mage
to cast a spell.”

“Like the emperor’s son,” stated Zack.

“That will not be necessary,” smiled Clint.
“I have made contact with the heir of the Empire of Barouk, but now
is not the time to discuss that. There is more important news.
Grand General Kyrga has ordered the movement of troops. The
9th Corps of Barouk and the 25th Corps of
Aerta are already on the move. They have received orders to report
to Camp Destiny. The war is starting soon.”

“How soon?” asked the king.

“About two weeks,” replied the Ranger. “It
depends on where General Kolling and General Gertz have stationed
their troops, so I can not be positive of the timing, but the
fairies will surely report their arrival in Camp Destiny.”

“We cannot wait for their arrival in Camp
Destiny,” the king replied anxiously. “We have our own troop
movements to accomplish. Why are they starting so early? Has spring
arrived earlier in Zara than here?”

“The northern portion of Zara is having one
of the worst winters on record,” answered Alex. “There is no hint
of spring there.”

“I agree,” offered Theos. “I have never seen
a winter so severe.”

“But that is not true in the south,” retorted
Clint. “And it is in the south where their armies are massed and
waiting for orders.”

“What about near Camp Destiny?” asked
Jenneva. “That is farther north and it is close to the
Barrier.”

“I do not know,” answered Clint. “I can check
it out when I return to Zara.”

“The fairies can handle that,” interjected
Alex. “You have too much on your plate already. Do not spread
yourself too thin. Where is the A Corps now?”

“They were marching on Despair,” frowned the
Federation general, “but I stopped that. If Emperor Jaar is not
going to honor our agreement, and he will certainly not if he is
dead, there is no reason for my troops to go to Despair. I turned
them around and headed them towards Ramaldi Pass to aid in the
liberation of Vinafor.”

“We should get to the meeting and let the
others know that the war is coming sooner than expected.”

“There is more,” warned Clint. “The
Federation has continued to grow their army. It is hard for me to
get accurate information as I am not supposed to be in Despair, but
the best estimate that I can come up with suggests that they have
added another sixty-thousand troops.”

“Sixty-thousand?” gasped the king. “Are they
coming here?”

“I can’t be certain,” answered Clint, “but I
suspect that they are not. There has been no formal announcement of
the new armies, and the new generals seem interested only in
training their new troops.”

“They are for crowd control,” suggested the
Alcean spymaster. “Whoever is planning on taking over the
Federation is gathering the armies to ensure that he is not foiled
in the attempt. If I am correct, expect to see those armies
stationed in the major cities of the Federation, especially
Despair.”

Alex nodded thoughtfully. “That makes sense,
Zack. The usurper is planning to seize control while the bulk of
the Federation armies are in Alcea. The new armies are to
counteract any resistance from the home guard.”

“And that is why they needed to replace
Jaar,” agreed Clint. “It does make sense now. Jaar had gotten out
of hand, and they could not afford to attempt a coup with
eighty-thousand loyal troops in Despair. Those troops would
unerringly follow the heir, but I suspect these new troops will be
under the control of Grand General Kyrga. The new generals will owe
their allegiance to him alone.”

Alex paced wordlessly to the window and
stared out at the blustery winter scene. The others turned and
stared at his back, wondering what he was thinking about. The king
opened his mouth to ask that very question, but the queen stopped
him with a slight touch on his arm and a shake of her head. The
room stood in silence as Alex pondered the ramification of the new
information. Eventually, he sighed heavily and turned to face the
others.

“Do not send your troops into Vinafor,
Clint,” commanded Alex. “They may be needed in eastern Zara.”

“What do you mean?” scowled Theos. “The
liberation of the western countries was promised. You cannot just
walk away and leave those patriots under the heel of the
Federation.”

Alex looked the Tyronian mage in the eye.
There was no reprimand in the gaze, only sympathy. “The western
countries must all fall in succession, and they will, but only when
success is assured. We are now facing one-hundred-forty-thousand
troops when we expected only eighty-thousand. Even that lower
number left us woefully outnumbered. Now we are facing odds that
require a reassessment of our strategies.”

“If the liberation of the western countries
is timed properly,” suggested Zack, “some of those new armies would
be forced to respond. Perhaps that might be the key.”

“Clint?” prompted Alex.

“General Tauman would probably be the first
to respond,” declared the Federation general. “The 1st Corps is
considered to be the finest army in the Federation, and Camp
Destiny is close enough to arrive in Vinafor quickly.”

“He wouldn’t leave Camp Destiny unguarded,
would he?” asked Wylan.

“That depends on timing,” answered Clint. “As
long as he thinks the Doors are still working, no, but if he
discovers that he is guarding nothing important, he would eagerly
respond to an uprising. He certainly will not keep his army tied
down in Camp Destiny if it is worthless there.”

“Which also makes him a threat to any action
we take in the eastern countries,” stated Alex. “Tauman and the 1st
Corps have to be neutralized. Can you accomplish that, Clint?”

Clint frowned heavily. “I am proud of what I
have made the A Corps into, but they are not Alcean Rangers. 1st
Corps outnumbers us five-to-one, and they are far better trained
from what I have heard.”

“Can you do it?” pressed Alex.

“We will do it,” Clint promised, “but I don’t
know how just yet.”

“Station the A Corps close to Camp Destiny,”
instructed Alex. “I will let you know when all of the Doors have
been neutralized.”

“You two can work out those details later,”
interrupted King Arik. “We have a room full of people waiting on
us. Let’s get that meeting over with so they can all return home
and prepare for this war.”

The discussion ended and King Arik led the
group out of his study and into the meeting room. General Gregor
was addressing the group and King Arik nodded for him to continue
as the smaller group filed into the room.

“The holding pens need to be dispersed,”
instructed the general. “It is dangerous for them all to be located
in the same place, and it is not wise to have them near the capital
cities. The maximum number of prisoners in any one pen is to be
one-thousand men, and that should be broken up into smaller
segments if possible. Remember, the purpose of these pens is to
keep the enemy from regrouping and causing havoc after they are
captured, so keep the locations of pens secret. If any one pen is
compromised, it will be easier to handle if they cannot help others
to escape.”

“Transporting large numbers of prisoners will
not be easy,” complained Governor Mobami of Sordoa, “especially if
we are still engaged with other prongs of the attack.”

“Each prong should have its own cadre of
citizen militia for this task,” offered Bin-lu. “That way we do not
take valuable resources away from the army. The militia need not be
made up of warriors. They only need to be proficient enough with
bows to keep the prisoners under guard. The prisoners will already
have been relieved of their weapons, so the greatest threat is
escape. In Lanoir, we have already created these militia and the
holding pens. I can share with you the problems we encountered if
you are interested.”

“Mention the transportation problems,
Bin-lu,” suggested Colonel Gregor. “If anyone needs to hear more,
he can get with you after the meeting.”

The Knight of Alcea nodded. “Transportation
will be a major problem because the pens should be located well
away from the city. It is safest to move the prisoners in a
contained fashion rather than have them march to the pens. In
Lanoir we are using wagons and ships. This means that we need to
have the wagons and ships available for use without their
importance becoming noticed by any spies in the area. Governor
Za-chan has accomplished this by requiring every cargo ship in
Lanoir to be inspected before the first day of spring. The harbor
of Ongchi is already crowded with ships, but the inspections have
been delayed for some strange reason, so none of them have left
yet.”

Many in the room laughed at the wily methods
of the Lanoirian governor.

Bin-lu smiled and continued, “A side effect
of this slow inspection process is that the streets of Ongchi are
overcrowded with wagons. Most of the wagons arrived in the city
with cargoes for the ships, but the ships are not ready to leave
because they have not been inspected. So we have the wagons and
ships ready for the transportation of prisoners without letting any
spies know their true purpose.”

“Clever,” commented General Gregor. “I think
that is enough about handling the prisoners. I will turn the
meeting over to King Arik.”

“Thank you all for coming,” opened the king.
“I have just received news that the Zarans have started to move
their armies towards the portals. While we do not have an exact
date for the start of the war, it is estimated that we have two
weeks before the first Zaran troops arrive. That is a little bit
sooner than we had planned on, but the timing is not under our
control. General Fernandez, I think this affects Cordonia far
greater than the others. You need to start moving the Cordonian
army to Targa immediately.”

“We are still badly snowed in,” frowned the
Governor of Cordonia. “My armies will never reach Targa in time to
be of any help.”

“I can help with that,” offered Prince Oscar.
“I can have my ships transport your soldiers to Dalek. It will
still take a fair amount of time, but I think it will at least get
the bulk of your troops here in time.”

“We can’t afford for spies to see the
soldiers boarding the ships,” warned Alex.

“And they won’t,” promised Governor
Fernandez. “My men will not be wearing uniforms, and we can load
Prince Oscar’s ships at night from several different cities. I have
also prepared a disinformation campaign to keep the spies from
noticing the lack of soldiers in the cities. False reports of army
activity will spread through the cities so that anyone wondering
where all the soldiers went will be satisfied with what they
hear.”

The king waited to be sure that the
conversation was ended before taking back control of the
meeting.

“Anyone else who needs to move armies to be
prepared for the invasion will need to start thinking about doing
that very soon. The first Federation armies destined for Alcea will
be coming through Doors in the city of Barouk in Lanoir. From the
time they step through those Doors, they have allotted themselves
thirteen days for all of their armies to rally at our major cities.
The last armies to arrive on our soil will appear in Danver Shores
on day nine of those thirteen days, giving Tagaret only four days
to halt their march. All of the other armies will be somewhere in
between those mentioned. General Gregor has created maps for each
of you. The maps detail each of the Federation armies and where
they are supposed to be on each of those thirteen days. Do not take
these maps as a certainty. The locations are what the Federation
plans, not necessarily where they will actually be. In some cases,
our forces will be trying to slow down some of those armies.”

The king paused to gaze around the room. He
saw a lot of nervousness among the group, but he thought little of
it. He was also nervous. No matter how much they planned, King Arik
knew that things would change the moment the fighting started.

“All right then,” continued the king. “I
think it is time to break up into groups and finalize your plans. I
want a report of those plans before you leave Tagaret. If there is
any need for assistance from the crown, make sure you get it before
you leave here. This will be our last meeting before the war
begins.”

The assembly broke up into provincial groups
and spread out to different areas of the large room. Alexander
Tork, figuring that this would be his last chance to speak to the
leaders before hostilities broke out, decided to touch base with
each group. He started with Lanoir where General Za-hong, Bin-lu,
and Rut-ki were talking quietly in the corner.

“Lanoir will be first to receive the
Federation,” Alex said in way of a greeting. “How do you feel about
your preparations?”

“Good for the most part,” answered General
Za-hong. “Bin-lu seems to have considered everything.”

“Not everything,” frowned Bin-lu. “We have
significant surprises in store for the enemy, but I am still
anxious. Perhaps it is because I have traveled with the likes of
Jenneva and Tanya, but our mages do not appear capable of much in
the way of offensive magic.”

“The Lanoirian army has never depended upon
magicians,” retorted General Za-hong. “The strength of our army has
always been in numbers. The strategy was to overwhelm your
opponent.”

“The numbers are not on our side this time,”
countered Rut-ki. “We must learn to be more clever than our
opponents if we hope to survive.”

Alex turned and glanced at the Tyronian mage.
Theos stood quietly behind the king, watching everyone, but
remaining silent. He turned back to the three Lanoirians.

“I cannot speak for King Arik on this
matter,” Alex said softly, “but perhaps you could borrow Theos, the
new mage. I understand that his offensive magic is quite
impressive.”

“I will discuss that with King Arik,” replied
Bin-lu, “but I suspect that Theos is a replacement for Fredrik.
There was much talk at the previous meeting about the last
remaining Claw of Alutar. Prince Oscar wants a mage to constantly
shield the king. I would be surprised if Theos was not holding a
shield over the king right now.”

“Does King Arik expect an assassin among his
advisors?” asked General Za-hong.

“That is not the right question,” retorted
Rut-ki. “I am sure that King Arik trusts everyone in this room. It
is Theos holding the shields and his decision to do so. He does not
know any of us, and I think that is an advantage. He will not let
his guard down because the threat seems familiar. I know that
feeling. When I was accepted into the Knights of Alcea, I did not
know the rest of you, so I could not be lulled into
complacency.”

Alex nodded with understanding. “I do think
you need a battle mage in Lanoir. If Theos is not available, speak
to Jenneva. She might know someone you can use. Remember that each
Federation army has four black-cloaks assigned to it. That is
twenty-four battle mages you will have to deal with.”

Alex turned and walked away. When he reached
the corner of the room where the Sordoan contingent was meeting, he
saw a map spread out over the table. He stopped near the table and
studied the map while the others seemed engrossed in their
discussion.

“We will only have at best two-thousand
mercenaries,” complained Captain Azule of the Sarga Mercenaries.
“You can’t possibly expect us to survive for even a day against
twenty-thousand men.”

“We will have the dwarves and elves, too,”
countered Captain Orteka of the Kadin Claws. “And the valley is
quite enclosed. I think we can hold them there for several
days.”

“The dwarves will be exhausted,” Captain
Grecho of the Cidal Mercenaries interjected. “They do not ride as
we do. They will have to run all the way from the coast just to get
into position. No one should expect them to immediately dive into
battle.”

“My people will fight,” proclaimed Prince
Darok, a dwarven prince and Knight of Alcea.

“Providing everything goes well at Pontek,”
frowned Governor Mobami. “I will not lie to you, men. I am not
happy with the assignment given to you, but there is no better
strategy for defeating the Federation. General Omirro’s Federation
troops out of Caldar are the biggest threat against Sordoa. The
terrain between Caldar and the capital is fairly open, and it will
be almost impossible to stop his drive to Trekum. We must put the
majority of our forces against him. You will just have to do the
best you can against the forces coming from Gortha. Find a way to
slow them down until we have eliminated Omirro’s army and then we
will come to your aid.”

“If I might make a suggestion,” Alex said
softly as he moved from the map to join the group. “Zack has been
spreading ghastly tales about the dwarves in Zara, particularly to
the armies that will be coming from Gortha.”

“Why?” asked Prince Darok.

“Zack and I have discussed the problem you
will be facing in Sordoa,” explained Alex. “You will be badly
outnumbered, and Captain Grecho is correct. Your people will be
exhausted, Prince Darok. That is, they will be exhausted if they
have to immediately jump into battle, but there is another way. If
Zack can create enough fear in the hearts of the Federation
soldiers, the mere sight of dwarves might buy you some time. If a
representative group were to meet the enemy under a flag of truce,
you just might gain a day’s delay, and that day will give the
dwarves a chance to refresh their strength.”

“What kind of stories has Zack been
spreading?” asked the dwarven prince.

Alex grinned mischievously. “Only that the
dwarves wear invincible armor, and that King Arik considers a dwarf
warrior worth one-hundred humans. It has been said that you dwarves
can stride into the enemy army with your huge battleaxes and slay a
legion without getting a scratch in return.”

Prince Darok’s loud laugh caught the
attention of the entire room, and conversation halted for a moment.
“Well then,” guffawed the dwarven prince, “we will have to dress
accordingly for the part. I will have our smiths work up something
very impressive for the Federation lads.”

The mercenary captains felt their spirits
lift as their chances of survival rose just a bit. Alex turned and
headed for the Targa delegation, which was actually a combination
of the Cordonia and Targa teams as the Cordonian army would be
joining the fighting to save Tagaret. Baron Timor of Southland was
speaking.

“The timing is the critical part of this.
General Fortella’s Federation armies only have an eight-day march
to Tagaret from Mya. If the Cordonian army and the Army of the West
are to come up behind him in time to be of any use, we cannot
assemble in Southland. It is too far away. We need to be much
closer, and if we are closer, we risk alerting the enemy that we
are onto their plan. I do not see an easy solution to this
problem.”

“Fortella’s army just has to be slowed down,”
offered Lieutenant Montbalm from Tor. “Fell trees across the path
of his army.”

“Merely felling trees across his path will
not be sufficient,” interjected Clint who was mingling with the
group. “Fortella is a respectable opponent. In fact, the Federation
has put some of their best generals in Force Targa. Capturing
Tagaret is a high priority for them. Both Fortella and Bledsoe are
known for driving their men beyond reason. General Pryblick is not
so highly regarded, but his force is merely for support. It will
take cleverness to slow down either Fortella or Bledsoe.”

“Abatis,” commented Alex. “Do not merely fell
trees for the enemy, but fell them properly.”

Lieutenant Montbalm stared at Alex in
confusion. “Explain.”

“If you can find appropriate spots along
Fortella’s path,” explained Alex, “fell giant trees, not across his
path, but rather with the tops facing the enemy. The maze of
branches will act as further impediments to clearing the road. It
will also give your archers an excellent chance to pick off those
men sent ahead to clear the road. If properly done, it can waste a
tremendous amount of the enemy’s time.”

“And what is a proper place?” asked Baron
Timor.

“You must not block just the road,” answered
Alex, “but the forest as well. You must choose a spot where a river
or cliff limits the enemy’s options. In that narrowed area, create
a wall of abatis and hide your archers behind it.”

“Harassing General Fortella’s men will fall
to my people,” frowned Prince Garong, a prince of the elves and a
Knight of Alcea. “The elves will be hesitant to cause such a
massive destruction of trees.”

“I understand.” Alex nodded sympathetically.
“King Arik will supply lumbermen who are skilled in that area, but
you will need to protect those men, and do not let your people’s
objections halt the lumbermen from their duties. If Tagaret falls,
all of Alcea falls with it.“

“There is truth in Alex’s words,” added
Clint. “These thirteen days will be the most trying in all our
lives. If the Federation loses all of the other battles, they will
still win the war by capturing Tagaret and King Arik. We must not
let that happen.”

Alex nodded in agreement and turned to seek
out Jenneva. He had only taken a few steps when he felt a hand upon
his shoulder. He turned to find Governor Fernandez, and his old
friend held a grim expression on his face.

“I have sad news from Cordonia,” the governor
said softly. “Lyda has died. Can you get word to Karl?”

Sadness filled Alex’s heart, but he did not
nod in agreement. “How did it happen?”

“We have had the most severe winter ever
recorded,” answered Governor Fernandez. “The weight of the snow
collapsed the roof where she was staying. There was nothing that
could be done for her.”

Alex nodded in understanding. “I do not think
the time is right to tell Karl that his wife has died. The news
will devastate him, and he is about to enter an extremely trying
time. The next four weeks will determine if Karl survives the
coming ordeal himself. I think the news can wait until that is
over.”


Chapter 8

Preparations for War

The wintry winds tore through the streets of
Tagaret with a frigidness that caused almost everyone to huddle
inside their homes and shops. Those few who braved the foul weather
pulled their coats tightly around them, but it hardly mattered.
Whether they were soldiers on patrol, or a merchant’s delivery
person, each and every one of them was chilled to the bone, and the
cause was not just the cold wind. Whipped along the streets of
Tagaret, the winds carried a malevolent, ethereal entity, and its
essence touched the mind of each being as it passed. The demon was
searching.

Eventually, D’Artim found the information
that he was looking for. He detached himself from the winds and
soared to the cobbler located less than a block from the gates to
the Royal Palace. The shop was closed, as were the others on the
block, but such things could not deter a demon. D’Artim circled the
shop and then flew through the wall. The cobbler was immediately
alerted to the intruder, and the old man shoved his work aside. He
cocked his head as he gazed around the small shop, trying to see
the unseen.

“You have sensed my arrival,” D’Artim said
approvingly as he materialized into his corporeal form. “What is
this?” he asked as he waved a claw around the room. “Have you
forgotten your mission? Have you decided to spend your remaining
days making shoes for the humans?”

The Claw of Alutar narrowed his gaze as he
stared at the demon. “I am not to be interfered with,” replied
Artimor. “Why have you come?”

“Such love for your father,” chided
D’Artim.

“You are not my father,” retorted Artimor.
“Alutar is my Master. I recognize no other. You are only the
carrier of his seed.”

D’Artim appeared shocked and disappointed by
the rebuke, but he recovered quickly. “I am your father,” he
declared, “but the point is hardly worth arguing over.”

“Why have you come?”

“To make sure that you do not fail in your
assignment, as did your brothers and sister. You are the last of
the Claws. You must succeed.”

“And so I shall,” Artimor stated
emphatically. “I am the Claw of my Master. I was created to
succeed.”

D’Artim sighed. He was used to demonkin being
invested with arrogance, but this one was going too far. “The war
is beginning, and we have had no report of your success. We need
more assurances of your ability to strike down the Mage’s heroes.
They are all in Tagaret at this very moment, and here I find you
mending shoes. Is that supposed to fill me with confidence of your
great abilities?”

“I have no need to give you assurances,”
retorted the old man. “Do the other demons even know you are here?”
D’Artim did not answer and the Claw of Alutar snickered. “I didn’t
think so. You have always been one to seek an unfair advantage,
even against friends.”

D’Artim growled threateningly, and his clawed
feet scratched furrows in the wooden floor as he approached the
cobbler. “You will not belittle me, demonkin! You will treat me
with respect, or I will end you miserable existence right here,
right now. I will have to deal with Alutar’s rage for doing so, but
that will matter little to you. You will no longer exist.”

Artimor backed up and nodded submissively.
While his status as a Claw of Alutar made him subservient to none
other than the Great Demon, he had no doubt that the demon could
kill him, and he had just pushed too far. He ran his fingers
through his think white hair and sighed.

“I apologize, but you of all demons should
appreciate the need to do something properly. The other Claws of
Alutar failed because they were overconfident, and because of their
haste. I will not fall into such traps.”

“I can appreciate such thoughts,” frowned
D’Artim, “but making shoes is hardly a proper use of your time. The
war is upon us. You should be attacking them now. Are you even
aware that all four of them sit less than a block away right
now?”

“I am aware of their presence,” retorted the
cobbler, regaining a bit of his lost arrogance. “I have more than a
few eyes and ears within the Royal Palace. Nothing they do escapes
my notice. I am also aware that there are three-thousand Red Swords
protecting them.”

“There will always be soldiers protecting
them,” countered the demon.

“Not exactly,” grinned the Claw of Alutar.
“Once the war begins, those soldiers will have other tasks to
attend to, sixty-thousand other tasks if I am correct.”

“You plan to let the war start before
striking?”

“I have already started to strike,” smiled
Artimor. “They just don’t know it yet. When it is time for me to
finish this task, the deaths of the Mage’s heroes will be
anticlimactic.”

“Are you just hoping that the Federation
soldiers will kill them?” quipped the demon. “That is not why you
were created.”

“I was created to see to their deaths,”
countered Artimor. “Who actually draws the last breath out of their
bodies is of little concern to Alutar. If the heroes should happen
to fall to the blades of the Federation, so be it, but they will
die one way or another. My spies within the palace walls have
revealed the troop dispositions for the upcoming war. I will bring
forth havoc to alter those plans and then I will strike. Nothing
can stop me.”

* * * *

Colonel Dorfan of the 1st Corps
nodded approvingly as he watched the black-cloaks cast their spells
upon the snow. He knew little about magic, but he valued its use at
times like this. Camp Destiny had been hit with an unusually late
snowstorm, and the snow had accumulated to a great depth.
Fortunately, each Federation army had a stable of black-cloaks for
times when non-magical means just would not accomplish the task. He
had set the mages to work removing the snow so that the valley was
clear before the first armies arrived. Satisfied with the mages’
progress, Colonel Dorfan turned his horse and rode towards the
general’s office. When he arrived, he dismounted and entered
General Tauman’s office.

“What is the state of the valley, Dorfan?”
General Tauman asked upon seeing the colonel.

“The snow should be gone by dusk today,” the
colonel reported. “It will take another two days to remove the
moisture from the ground so that the troops do not get mired in
mud, but we will be done before the first armies arrive.”

“Excellent.” The general nodded. “I am going
to keep your men busy the next two weeks. I want a continual sweep
of Blood Highway everyday from now on until all the armies are in
Alcea. I want to know the position of each army and whether they
are where they are supposed to be, and I don’t want to have to wait
for such information. The first day one of the armies is behind
schedule, I want to send a runner to the commanding officer to
rectify the problem.”

“I will see to it,” replied Colonel
Dorfan.

“I also need forty-eight of your men to go to
Alcea,” continued the general. “I want two men to travel each of
the proposed routes and check to make sure that our supplies have
not been tampered with. We are moving a lot of men through these
portals in a very short timeframe. If we need to replenish
supplies, I want to know about it now before the armies start
arriving.”

“Why two men, Sir?”

“We can afford to lose a few men to get this
information,” answered the general, “but it is information that we
must have. I want two men sent on each route so that we are sure of
getting the information. Instruct each team to use the proper
procedures for verifying a hidden cache. That way if some of the
men do come to harm, we will still get what we need.”

“You are expecting trouble?” frowned the
colonel. “We have never felt the need to double up before.”

“We are on the verge of war, Colonel. Of
course I expect trouble. Even if the enemy is totally unaware of
our coming, things always seem to get hairy when time is short. I
plan to take no chances with this invasion. The 1st
Corps will ensure that nothing goes wrong on this end until the
very last army returns home. Is that clear?”

The colonel nodded, but his brow creased with
concern. Tauman and Dorfan had worked together for years, and the
general immediately noticed the concern.

“Speak your mind, Dorfan.”

“I know you were planning on us being part of
the invasion of Alcea, General. Why have we ended up being
caretakers of this valley while a war is being waged?”

The general looked towards the door and the
windows before speaking. “Because Grand General Kyrga is a poor
excuse for an officer,” the general said softly and with evident
disgust in his voice. “The 1st Corps is the finest
fighting unit in the world, and that fool has us acting as
quartermasters. He says that he is afraid to entrust the secrecy of
the portals to any other unit, but the portals are no longer
secret. I should have been in charge of Force Targa.”

“But Kyrga chose Fortella instead?”

“Of course,” spat the general. “Fortella has
charmed Kyrga, and the Grand General has made him his most favored
general. The truth is, Dorfan, we could have sacked Tagaret in a
most impressive manner and brought the boy king to kneel in
disgrace before the emperor, and that is the real problem. I
suspect that Kyrga fears that the emperor would make me Grand
General when we returned victorious.”

“You think Fortella will fail?”

The general thought for a moment and shook
his head. “Fortella is a decent general, but he is not a quick
thinker. He is like a bulldog that has his teeth dug into your leg.
He won’t let go until you are dead. His army will sack Tagaret
without a problem. That is probably why they teamed that coward
Whitman up with him. Fortella is probably one of the few generals
who can keep Whitman in line.”

“The Aertan general?” questioned the colonel.
“I have never met him.”

“More to your credit,” scoffed General
Tauman. “I am surprised that Whitman didn’t figure out a way to be
exempted from going to Alcea. The man doesn’t deserve to wear a
uniform. Fortella will have to spend some time watching Whitman
just to make sure he doesn’t desert.”

“Maybe you could make a deal with General
Whitman,” suggested Colonel Dorfan. “Switch the 1st Corps with the
24th Corps.”

“And serve under Fortella?” balked General
Tauman. “I think not. The 1st Corps will get a chance to
fight the horse countries. That will have to do. Enough of this
talk, Colonel. You have a great deal to accomplish and little time
to get it all done. Get those runners out onto Blood Highway and
those scouts sent to Alcea. This war is starting in mere days.”

* * * *

The Blood Highway was a wide road, and little
stone markers were set alongside it every league. The markers
showed the number of leagues from the western gates of Valdo, and
General Montero watched this particular marker pass with interest.
He turned and glanced back at his 15th Corps behind him
and then looked forward at the tail end of the 13th
Corps barely visible in the distance.

“How are we doing, Colonel?” the general
asked.

The colonel pulled a map from his pouch and
consulted it. “Right on schedule. We have another four hours before
camp.”

“Keep them moving, Colonel,” instructed
General Montero. “As long as the 13th Corps doesn’t
falter, keep them in sight. If they do falter, bypass them, and
don’t let General Ruppert give you any guff about it. I am taking a
squad out for a ride in the Dark Forest. I will meet you at the
camp before morning.”

The colonel saluted and then nodded knowingly
as the general turned off the road and called for his personal
squad to assemble. Whenever the 15th Corps got near this
area of the Federation, the general always left the column to visit
his brother. Everyone knew about the sickly prince, but no one
mentioned Prince Harold. His name was never spoken within range of
the general’s hearing, not if you wanted to stay in the good graces
of General Montero.

The squad formed around the general and
headed into the forest. Several hours later, they approached a
large castle upon the hill. Shouts rang out from the wall, and the
Royal Family Pennant was raised to welcome the Crown Prince of
Ertak. General Montero let his eyes gaze up at the ramparts. The
soldiers of the castle stood proudly visible, knowing that the heir
was arriving. He nodded with approval. Captain Ergard was waiting
in the courtyard for the general, as he usually was, but General
Montero sensed a certain nervousness in the officer that had never
been present before. The general said nothing as he dismounted and
let his horse be led away. The captain saluted and then led the
general into the sitting room as was customary.

“I have ordered a meal to be prepared for you
and your men,” stated Captain Ergard. “Will you be spending the
night?”

“No,” answered the general. “How is my
brother?”

“He has not gotten any worse than he was on
your last visit,” answered the captain.

“Nor any better?”

“I have noticed no change.”

The general stared into the captain’s eyes,
trying to determine what it was that the captain was afraid to say,
but he could determine nothing.

“Bring him down,” ordered the general.

The captain started sweating profusely. Most
of the visits by General Montero were just to speak with the
captain and discuss the health of Prince Harold. It was rare for
the general to actually see his brother, and he had never before
ordered the sickly prince to descend out of the tower.

“I do not think it is wise to ask the prince
to make such a journey,” the captain said nervously.

“Why not?” the general asked sternly. “What
are you not telling me, Ergard?”

The captain swallowed hard as his eyes
widened in fear. He thought he would be able to act calmly when the
general visited, but it was obvious that General Montero knew
something was amiss. Delaying the truth could only make things
worse.

“Prince Harold is not here,” the captain
answered meekly. “The king sent soldiers to take him to be
healed.”

The general’s hand moved so swiftly that the
blow took the captain by surprise. He stumbled backwards and
collided with a chair. Both the chair and the captain tumbled to
the floor. When the captain rolled over to get back to his feet,
there was a sword extended towards him, and the tip moved towards
his throat.

“This had better be an amusing story,” spat
the general. “I am not in a kindly mood.”

“A colonel from the 11th Corps
arrived with a full regiment,” the captain replied in a quaking
voice. “He had orders from the king to have the prince inspected by
a black-cloak. I resisted at first, but it was made clear to me
that the king’s wishes would not be denied. I still tried to arrest
the colonel, but the mage attacked me. That is when the colonel
explained the situation in clearer terms.”

“Clearer terms?” the general echoed in
disbelief. “What are you talking about? Why was I not told about
this immediately?”

“The colonel explained that the king
specifically forbade anyone to tell you. He claimed that he did not
want you to worry on the eve of war, nor did he want you to think
that Prince Harold would take your place while you were away. I
finally agreed to let the mage examine him.”

“That does not explain his absence,” snapped
General Montero.

“I am getting to that,” stammered the
captain. “The black-cloak examined Prince Harold and thought that
his illness was curable, but it would require moving the prince to
another location. I told them that such a thing was impossible and
would not be agreed to, but they had already proposed the trip to
Prince Harold, and the prince had agreed to go with them. They
promised to return him before anyone noticed him missing.”

“Before anyone noticed?” balked the general.
“Do you mean other than the company of men stationed here? You are
not only a fool, but you insist on making me look like a fool.”

“No.” The captain shook his head vigorously,
and the general had to retract his sword slightly to avoid slashing
the captain’s throat. “No one knows. I had all of the men assemble
in the rear courtyard for an inspection while the colonel’s men
carried the prince out. No one knows that he is not here. His meals
are still delivered and his room is still tidied. I altered the
staff’s schedule so that there is always a plausible reason for the
prince to be out of his room. No one knows that he is no longer
residing here.”

“Except my father and a regiment of the
11th Corps,” scowled the general. “What was the
colonel’s name?”

“Colonel Belasko,” answered the captain.

The general frowned and shook his head. “I
have never heard of Colonel Belasko. Are you sure he was with the
11th Corps?”

“I am positive,” answered Captain Ergard. “If
he was not with the 11th Corps, I would not have
believed that he was sent by the king. They guard the Royal
Palace.”

General Montero sheathed his sword and turned
away from the captain. He paced across the room and stood staring
into the fireplace. The captain hesitantly got up off the floor and
quietly stood at attention. A few minutes passed in silence and
then the general turned around and glared at the captain.

“You have failed me, Captain Ergard,” the
general said threateningly. “Do you know what the punishment for
your failure is?”

The captain swallowed hard and nodded barely
perceptibly. The general had stressed the weight of the
responsibility on him many times in the past, and the captain knew
that it was futile to try and run.

“I beg you to give me another chance to serve
you. I will find Prince Harold and restore him to his room
upstairs, even if I have to seize him out of the Royal Palace.”

“You will do exactly that, Captain,” replied
the general. “You have one-hundred men under your command. You have
three tasks to accomplish and only three weeks to accomplish them.
The first is to bring my brother back here and guard him, if he is
still alive. And he is not to leave when you return him to the
tower. Not for any reason.”

The captain nodded exaggeratedly. “If he is
alive? Do you think the healing attempt might kill him?”

“Healing attempt?” The general snorted
derisively. “Prince Harold has been kept here to keep the king from
killing him. Nothing that Belasko said changes that. I fear that my
brother is already dead. No doubt the king plans the same for me,
but I know how to play this game as well as he does. You will do my
bidding while I am away at war. The king will not expect anything
to happen while I am in Alcea.”

“I shall,” the captain replied with
eagerness. “What are the other two tasks to be accomplished in your
absence?”

“You will kill my father’s two bastard
sons.”

* * * *

Lord Kommoron entered the emperor’s office in
the Imperial Palace in Despair and sat in the chair before the
desk, not bothering to bow. Emperor Jaar looked up with a scowl
upon his face.

“You must show respect to the emperor,”
complained the black-cloak appearing as Emperor Jaar. “Do not
abandon your conditioning at this stage of the game. You might slip
up in public.”

“Do not lecture me,” the Lord Kommoron
replied testily. “I have been playing this game since you were but
a youth. What do you have to report?”

“Report?” echoed the impersonator. “This is
the most boring task I have ever undertaken. I never imagined that
being the emperor could be so lonely. Everyone is afraid to talk to
me. I would discover more by skulking through the corridors at
night and listening to the chambermaids chatter.”

The Chosen One sighed and rose to his feet.
He glanced at the emperor on his way to the door. “You will not
skulk the halls at night. You stick to playing the part given to
you. I will get my information elsewhere.”

Lord Kommoron really needed to visit the
emperor only to create a reason for coming to the Imperial Palace.
His real goal was to meet with Grand General Kyrga, but he knew
that such a visit had to be seen as incidental to avoid rumors
spreading about a secret alliance with the Grand General.
Fortunately, Kyrga was in his office and the noble did not have to
suffer through an embarrassing wait. He waited until the guard
retreated and closed the door before speaking.

“What is the strength of the new armies?”
asked Lord Kommoron.

“We have six new armies fully formed,”
answered the Grand General. “I am still working on the
seventh.”

“And have the men I specifically asked for
been given the promotions?”

“They have,” frowned the Grand General, “but
if you don’t mind me asking, why those men? None of them are very
distinguished. I certainly would have chosen others to receive the
promotions to general.”

“I reward those who are loyal to me,”
answered the noble, “and those men are known to be loyal. They will
do fine as generals. Remember, Kyrga, there were some who thought
you would be unfit for the position of Grand General. Look how
wrong they were.”

Kyrga smiled and frowned at the same time. He
wasn’t entirely sure if the noble was making fun of him or not. He
wisely decided not to ask.

“What are we to do with these new armies?”
Kyrga asked.

“Send Hedstorus to Giza, Larus to Farmin, and
Kartacus to Valdo. Make sure that each of them understands that he
reports only to you or the emperor. I do not want them taking
orders from the local monarchs.”

“The monarchs will not stand for that,”
warned Kyrga.

“The monarchs have no say in the matter,”
retorted Lord Kommoron. “Must I spell everything out for you, Grand
General? These new armies are mine. They are to be put into place
to balance anything the local monarchs can do to interfere with my
destiny.”

“I understand,” Kyrga replied, still unsure
of what the armies were meant to do. “What of the other
armies?”

“General Brennus will remain here in Despair.
The other three armies are meant for the countries west of the
Barrier, but I fear that getting them in place in time will prove
to be difficult.”

“Blood Highway is closed,” Kyrga pointed out.
“The armies going to Alcea are all moving along it. It will not
open up again until the last of the armies has gone through the
portals.”

“That will be too late,” frowned the noble.
“It hardly matters. Those three countries together aren’t worth a
mention in the scheme of things. Keep the fifth and sixth armies
here in Despair. We will use them wherever we need them, but the
others are moving out today. You can send the army going to Valdo
by land, but use ships for those going to Farmin and Giza. I want
all of the troops deployed in a matter of days.”

“By ship?” balked the Grand General. “Do you
know how many ships that will take?”

“No,” scowled the noble, “and I do not care
to know. That is not my problem, Kyrga. It is your problem. Do not
bother me with minutiae. Get those troops in place before news of
the battles in Alcea start arriving back here.”


Chapter 9

Day One

Colonel Ednor of the 9th Corps
woke with a start, an unclear sound lingering momentarily in his
consciousness before fleeing. He felt as if he had just gone to
sleep, but he quickly brushed the feeling aside. It was the eve of
war and sleep would be a luxury for the next two weeks. The colonel
rose to his feet to figure out what had woken him. He gazed around
at the thousands of sleeping forms littering the floor of the
valley known as Camp Destiny. He frowned when he saw no one
stirring. Suddenly, he heard the sound again and whirled towards
the corral. Although the horses were kept fairly distant from the
troops, the colonel could see movement in that direction. He pulled
his sheath over his head and moved off into the night. As he drew
closer to the corrals, he saw soldiers leading the horses away.
Racing towards the thieves, the colonel drew his sword and shouted
loudly, waking the entire camp. As the colonel got closer, his brow
creased with confusion. General Kolling, Commander of the
9th Corps, stood staring at the approaching colonel.
Colonel Ednor sheathed his sword and slowed to a walk as he
wondered what the general was doing with their horses. The general
turned away from the approaching colonel and urged the soldiers
leading the horses to continue with their task.

“What is going on?” Colonel Ednor asked the
general.

“The 1st Corps are taking the
horses for use by Team Cordonia,” the general answered calmly.
“Fresh horses are waiting for us in Lanoir. We discussed this
possibility months ago, Colonel.”

“I understand,” frowned the colonel, “but I
thought it was just a possibility. Why are they doing this in the
dark of night?”

“I requested it,” answered General Kolling as
he watched hundreds of his men racing towards the corrals with
their swords drawn. “Order your men back to camp before someone
gets hurt here.”

The colonel turned towards the charging horde
and flushed with embarrassment. He waved his hands wildly over his
head to get the men focused on him. “I will send them back to their
beds.”

“No,” countermanded the general. “Instruct
them to get the rest of the camp up and ready to move out. The
morning meal should be simple but nourishing. We have a long day
ahead of us.”

Colonel Ednor moved towards the approaching
men and shouted orders to them. The soldiers sheathed their swords
and turned around, and the colonel returned to the general’s side.
He glanced up at the night sky and frowned deeply.

“When I woke moments ago, I had the feeling
that I had not slept very long. I quickly dismissed the feeling,
but the sky tells me that the feeling was accurate. Why are we
leaving at such an early hour?”

“A number of reasons,” answered General
Kolling, “not the least of which is that I am a cautious man. We
are stepping into hostile territory this morning, and such a step
should never be taken lightly. There is also a time difference
between Zara and Alcea. It is closer to morning there, and I want
to time our entrance to occur before dawn.”

“I understand,” the colonel replied, but the
general was not finished talking.

“We are also the first unit to be deployed to
Alcea,” the general continued. “I promised that we would report to
General Tauman on the experience. He is particularly interested in
finding out how close his estimates were regarding the timing of
getting completely oriented once we arrive in Alcea. Our results
will be used to make corrections in the estimates for the units
that follow us. Gather the other colonels, and I will address all
of you over the morning meal.“

Colonel Ednor saluted and dashed off. General
Kolling turned back to watch the corrals being emptied, but his
thoughts were not on the actions of the soldiers leading the horses
away. His thoughts were focused on the monumental step his army
would be taking in a very short while. Within the hour, the first
men of the 9th Corps would make history as they launched
the invasion of Alcea. Beaming with pride, General Kolling smiled
inwardly, knowing that he would be remembered for leading the
vanguard in the greatest war the world had ever seen. The general
pivoted and marched towards the camp to address his colonels.

General Kolling found the group of colonels
sitting outside his tent. The men were eating bread and dried
fruit, but the general declined an offer from the men to join in.
He was not hungry. He sat quietly for a while letting the men eat
and then he addressed them. He spoke about the great significance
of their next move and the part that it would play in history. He
encouraged the colonels to share the spirit of pride with their
regiments and then he got down to specifics.

“The cavalry will be carrying their saddles
through the portals,” he began. “There are four-thousand horses
waiting for us at the farm we are going to. That will be
two-thousand for the 9th Corps and two-thousand for
General Gertz’s 25th Corps. It will be a full league
before we meet up with General Gertz, so it is up to us to lead the
additional horses to the rendezvous point. Two of the infantry
regiments will be assigned to that task.”

One of the colonels raised his hand and the
general nodded to him to speak.

“My regiment can handle half of the horses,”
volunteered the colonel.

The general nodded in agreement, and another
colonel volunteered his regiment to handle the other half of the
horses. The general agreed.

“I know we have discussed this before,” the
general continued, “but I will go over it one last time. Colonel
Ednor, your regiment will be the first to go through the portal.
Your men are tasked to secure the area so the rest of
9th Corps can get through the portal safely. The cavalry
regiments will go next. That will give your riders time to choose
horses and get saddled up while the rest of the army is forming. Be
quick about your task because the army will not be standing around
on the farm to wait for your men. As soon as the army is formed, we
are moving out, and I need your riders on the road before that
happens. I want a full company to secure the rendezvous site where
we will meet up with General Gertz, and I want a squad sent forward
to verify the supplies cache at the end of today’s march.”

“What about civilians?” asked one of the
colonels. “How are they to be treated?”

“The civilians present on the farm are agents
of the Federation,” answered General Kolling. “They are not to be
harmed. Other than those few Alceans, all others are to be killed.
None will be spared.” There were several surprised looks and the
general sighed. “Remember this. The attack on Alcea is supposed to
be a surprise, but the enemy knows that we are coming. They just do
not know when and where we will arrive. They think we will come on
ships, but we will be using portals instead. That should allow us
complete surprise, but we also have a march of thirteen days before
we reach Ongchi, the longest march of any of the Federation armies.
We cannot afford for word of our approach to reach the city before
we do. Kill them all.”

The general expected weakness and sympathy
for the natives from some of the soldiers under his command, but he
would not accept such attitudes from his officers. He remained
silent for a moment as he studied each colonel in turn, looking for
any sign of weakness. He saw none.

“All right,” stated the general. “We only
have two hours before the dawn in Alcea. Colonel Ednor, assemble
your regiment near the portal and prepare to enter the world of the
enemy. The rest of you gather your men and keep them ready to move
out at any time. I want this entire army through that portal in
under an hour. Do not disappoint me.”

The colonels rose and quickly dispersed.
Colonel Ednor shouted orders to his men, and they ran to get into
formation. He led them to the portal and explained what he expected
of them. When he was finished he noticed Colonel Dorfan of the
1st Corps standing beside him. He was holding a key.

“Are you ready, Colonel Ednor?” asked Colonel
Dorfan.

Ednor turned and glanced towards General
Kolling who was standing nearby. The general nodded authorization
to move out.

“The 9th Corps is ready to go into
battle,” he declared.

Colonel Dorfan smiled and nodded approvingly.
He walked to the portal and unlocked the Door, sliding the key into
his pouch.

“Should you need to come back, the portal
will not be locked. The key has served its purpose. Good luck,
Colonel Ednor.”

Colonel Ednor waved to the squad chosen to go
through first, and they quickly moved to stand in front of the
portal. The rest of the regiment stood ten abreast with each
company in a tightly packed line. Colonel Ednor gave the order to
go.

The squad leader opened the Door and rushed
through it, closely followed by the rest of the squad. As the last
man of the squad went through the Door, Colonel Ednor moved to the
portal and waited. The first company column queued up behind him.
The wait was only a minute, but it seemed much longer to the
colonel. Eventually, the squad leader stuck his head out of the
portal and announced that the barn was secure. With a wave of his
hand for the regiment to follow him, Colonel Ednor stepped into
Alcea.

The other side of the portal opened into a
large barn on a farm northwest of the Lanoirian city of Barouk. The
initial squad quickly secured the barn and checked outside to see
if anyone was around. They signaled that there was no one nearby.
Colonel Ednor stood near the portal as his men filed through. He
assigned each company to a specific area of the farm as they came
through. A few minutes later, the last of his men came through the
portal and the next regiment immediately followed. Colonel Ednor
gave up his post at the portal and moved out of the barn to check
on his men. Unseen by any of the soldiers flowing through the
portal, two pairs of tiny eyes watched everything from the rafters
of the barn.

“Get word of this to Bin-lu immediately,”
whispered the tiny green man.

“Why me?” scowled the little blue woman. “I
can stay and keep an eye on the Zarans just as well as you can. You
go tell Bin-lu.”

“Bin-lu said he needed to know right away,”
countered the male fairy. “He needs to do something with their
supplies before they reach the first day’s cache. You had better
hurry or Bin-lu will be very angry. He might even grab you with
those sticky hands of his. I bet that glue would never come off
your wings. You might never fly again.”

“He would punish you just the same,” retorted
the female fairy. “Besides, Bin-lu would never harm a fairy. You
are just making that up to scare me. I think you should be the one
to go.”

The male fairy merely smiled and looked away.
He watched the Federation soldiers file into the barn and out the
large barn doors. For several minutes, neither fairy spoke, but as
the male had suspected, the female caved in.

“Oh bother,” she scowled. “I do believe that
you would refuse to notify Bin-lu just to win this argument. I will
go this time, but you owe me one.”

The male fairy grinned with victory as the
female leaped from her perch and darted into the predawn
darkness.

* * * *

The rendezvous point was where the secondary
road met the main road running between the city of Barouk and the
capital city, Ongchi. The sun was rising as General Kolling arrived
at the intersection, and he saw General Gertz and his
25th Corps halted on the main road, waiting for the
9th Corps to precede him. He rode over to the Aertan
general and halted.

“Any problems?” asked General Kolling.

“Not a one,” General Gertz replied. “We did
run into a few fishermen a while ago, but they were quickly
dispatched. Any problems on your end?”

“Everything is going smoothly,” General
Kolling answered with a shake of his head. “Is your cavalry mounted
yet?”

“Almost. Judging from the looks of the nags
that your men delivered, I can see that you kept the good ones for
yourselves.”

General Kolling smiled. He had no doubts that
his men would choose the best of the corrals for themselves, but he
was sure that Gertz was exaggerating. “You will have to complain to
General Tauman about that,” he replied. “His men did the purchasing
of the horses. Brighten up. It is not as if we are racing to
Ongchi. The horses will not get overworked.”

“I suppose not,” General Gertz grudgingly
agreed. “I sure don’t look forward to walking all the way to
Ongchi. Did you send men ahead to check the cache?”

“Of course. I expect a report back soon. I
will send a runner back to relay the message to you. See you in
camp tonight.”

General Kolling did not wait for a response.
He turned his horse and rejoined his own column, leaving the
25th Corps to wait their turn. An hour later his advance
scouts reported back. The cache was intact and undisturbed.

“Excellent,” smiled General Kolling. “Have
one of your men report that to General Gertz. I also want another
rider sent back to the portal. He is to report to General Tauman
and tell him that everything is going smoothly. He is expecting a
report of our progress so make sure that the man you send can
describe our location and approximate hour.”

* * * *

The coast of Lanoir between Elmor and Ongchi
was mostly flat and level, but there was one small section of the
shoreline that rose vertically from the sea. That section of Lanoir
was known as Hun-lo Heights. Hun-lo Heights was only a few leagues
in length, but it had long served as an obstacle to building a road
between the two cities. One of the good things to come out of the
reign of Emperor Hanchi was a solution to that problem. Early in
his reign, the emperor put prisoners to work hauling stones to the
base of the cliffs. The stones were dumped into the water at the
base of the cliffs. Over a period of years, the stones were spread
along the base of Hung-lo Heights to enable a road to be built
connecting the two cities. Far up on the top of the cliffs, a
Lanoirian engineer was once again modifying Hung-lo Heights, and
two Knights of Alcea stood by his side.

Bin-lu and Rut-ki gazed at a series of huge
vats and the long train of Lanoirians working to fill them. A
wooden ramp had been built to allow the workers to dump their
buckets into the vats, and the line of workers appeared to have no
end. Coming out of the bottom of each vat was a large bamboo pipe,
and the numerous pipes extended to one final vat that sat lower
than the others. The bamboo pipe coming out of that final vat ran
to the edge of the cliff and then straight down to the stone road
below. The Knights of Alcea walked to the edge of the cliff and
stared down. The engineer followed them and spoke when he saw what
they were looking at.

“It is all fed by gravity,” Cho-sung said
proudly. “The bamboo pipe running along the base of Hun-lo Heights
is slanted towards Elmor, although the slope is almost
imperceptible.”

“And it will work as you described?” asked
Bin-lu. Cho-sung’s face adopted an injured expression, and Bin-lu
smiled apologetically. “I do not doubt your word, Cho-sung, but
everything depends upon this working properly. Have you tested
it?”

“There is no need to test it,” replied the
engineer. “The principle of gravity is well-known.”

“I know that the oil will flow downhill,”
frowned Bin-lu, “but you have more than that going on here. I have
ridden along the road below, and I do not understand how the oil
will get out of the pipe.”

“Ah,” brightened the engineer. “That is
simple. There are holes drilled into the bamboo pipe at regular
intervals over a length of three leagues. Each hole is currently
plugged, but the plugs will come out with very little pressure
applied to them. When the oil is released from the final vat, it
will flow through the pipe until it reaches the end. At that point
it will start backing up towards the vat. The pressure will force
the plugs out of their holes, and the oil will be dispensed.”

Bin-lu did not appear convinced and Rut-ki
knew that he was going to ask for a test of the system, but he
never got the chance. A blue fairy shot down out of the sky and
landed on Bin-lu’s shoulder.

“The enemy has arrived!” announced the fairy.
“They are in Barouk.”

Bin-lu turned to the engineer and said,
“There is no time to test the pipe. The Federation soldiers will
arrive in Elmor four days from now. You have just over a week to
get all of the vats filled. Rut-ki and I must go.”

Without waiting for a response, the Knights
of Alcea ran away from the edge of the cliff. They mounted their
unicorns and took to the air, the tiny blue woman still clinging to
Bin-lu’s ear.

“Should I return to the barn?” the fairy
shouted into the rushing wind.

“No,” replied Bin-lu. “Fly directly to
Tagaret. Tell the Bringer that the invasion has begun. Do not dally
on the way. Many things must be put into action now.”

The fairy nodded in understanding, but Bin-lu
could not see the tiny woman. The fairy let go of Bin-lu’s ear and
let the wind carry her off his shoulder. Her body tumbled away
until she spread her wings and banked sharply to the north.

“She’s a funny one,” chuckled Rut-ki as she
pulled alongside Bin-lu. “Very playful. What needs to be done in
Tagaret?”

“Many things,” replied Bin-lu. “I only know a
small amount of the plans of the others, but I do remember hearing
that the Melbin City Guard was to march north on day one of the
invasion. Each province needs to know that the war has actually
started. The Federation will be on a predictable schedule from now
on.”

Hun-lo Heights was far from the approaching
Federation army, and the flight of the unicorns consumed most of
the day. The sun was already declining by the time the two Knights
of Alcea landed well north of the Barouk-Ongchi Road. They landed
in a large glade and dismounted, stretching their weary limbs.
Moments later, an elf walked out of the trees and greeted them.

“So it has started,” stated Elandros.

“It has started,” agreed Bin-lu. “How did you
know?”

“I have had my people keeping watch on the
campsite that they have chosen for their first night. Twenty riders
appeared this morning to check on their cache of supplies, not
merely two riders like a few days ago. These riders also wore
uniforms and returned to the east instead of continuing along the
road towards Ongchi.”

“I wonder if General Kolling will have those
riders check tomorrow’s cache in the morning or whether he was just
concerned about the first day?” mused Bin-lu.

“We will not know the answer to that until
the morning,” answered Elandros. “Do you want my people to take
care of today’s cache?”

Bin-lu nodded. “We shall proceed according to
the plan for now.”

Elandros raised a hand over his head and made
a signal with his fingers. Back among the trees surrounding the
glade, several elves silently slipped away. Bin-lu stuck a finger
into his pocket and woke up his fairy. Shrimp leaped to Bin-lu’s
shoulder and looked around to get his bearings.

“Has it begun then?” the fairy chirped
enthusiastically.

“It has begun,” smiled the Knight of Alcea.
“Your naps will be few and far between now. I have already sent a
fairy to inform the Bringer, but Governor Za-chan must also be
informed. Carry the word to Ongchi, but return quickly. Tonight we
must spy on the enemy.”

“I would never miss a chance to spy upon the
enemy.” Shrimp saluted briskly and darted upward.

Bin-lu returned his attention to the elf.
“Rut-ki and I must go to the nearest village and start the
evacuation plan. I am also going to have my people remove all of
the hidden caches between here and Ongchi. That means that the
Federation will start foraging tomorrow evening, or slightly
earlier if they do send riders on ahead to check the supplies. Your
men can rest tonight, but then they will have a long two weeks
before them. Remember that it is not necessary to halt all of their
foraging. The main point is to make them wary and fearful.”

“With only one hundred men, it will not be
possible to halt all of their foraging,” Elandros responded, “but
the Federation will feel our sting. Have no fear in that
regard.”

“Only one hundred?” frowned Rut-ki. “We were
hoping for more than that.”

“Sordoa has demanded a lot from the
Sorelderal elves,” replied Elandros. “Queen Alysa has been generous
in her response to them. Elven archers will not only guard the
prisoners, but they are also needed against General Ritka’s army
from Gortha. The Sordoans are spread thin.” Bin-lu sighed and
nodded in acceptance, but Elandros smiled and placed a reassuring
hand on the Knight of Alcea’s shoulder. “Do not fear. One-hundred
elves will seem like an army to the Federation soldiers. We will
strike their foragers without warning, whether it be night or day.
Within a week, their soldiers will fear to step off the Lanoirian
road they travel.”

“You are up against twenty-thousand men,
Elandros,” frowned Rut-ki, “and you are all that stands between
them and Ongchi.”

“We will not stand between them and the city
they hope to raze,” corrected the elf. “Nothing stands in their way
at the moment. We do not plan to engage in battle with the
Federation. My people will work in small, four-man teams. They will
be spread throughout the forest so that no part of their column can
safely forage. If the Federation tries to push into the forest to
eliminate us, they will find nothing. Four elves can disappear so
quickly that no human will be able to find them.”

“I have seen the Sorelderal elves in action,”
Bin-lu said reassuringly to Rut-ki. “Believe what Elandros is
saying. The elves are one with the forest. It is their home. Come.
We have an evacuation to set in motion.”

“I will wait here for your return,” Elandros
said in lieu of a farewell.

Bin-lu nodded in reply as he and Rut-ki
mounted their unicorns. The nearest village was less than an hour
away, and the Knights of Alcea kept their unicorns on the ground.
As they approached the village, Bin-lu requested the unicorns to
show their horns. The villagers halted their chores and lined the
road to get a look at the amazing creatures. Bin-lu and Rut-ki
halted in the very center of the village, and people gathered
around to see what was going on.

“I am Bin-lu,” the Knight of Alcea said
loudly, “and this is Rut-ki. We are Knights of Alcea, and we bring
news from King Arik and Governor Za-chan. Listen carefully for your
lives are in danger. A huge enemy army is coming this way, and they
will kill every last person they come across. You must gather your
families tonight and flee into the woods. Do not travel on the
Barouk-Ongchi Road. Move your families at least three leagues
inland.”

“Take only what is necessary to survive,”
added Rut-ki. “We do not think the army will destroy your village
if no one is here, but you cannot afford to be slowed down in any
event. That army will be here in the morning, and they will slay
anyone who sees them. They do not want anyone to know that they are
heading for Ongchi, so they will kill you all.”

“We are to abandon our homes?” asked an old
woman.

“Only for a time,” answered Bin-lu. “In a few
days the army will have passed by this village, and you will be
able to return home, but I would suggest waiting at least a week
before coming back. There is a chance that the army might turn
around and try to retreat toward Barouk.”

The villagers had other questions, lots of
questions, but Bin-lu had little time for repeating the same
answers. He eventually explained that he had said all that he could
say, and the villagers nodded glumly and returned to their homes to
get ready for the journey inland. The Knights of Alcea rode onward,
but they did not go very far. Just past the village was a new
farmhouse and a very large barn, but the farm was a poor excuse for
a commercial enterprise. The land was not yet cleared, and the
corral only held eight horses and no cattle. The four men who lived
in the farmhouse immediately came out of the house when they heard
riders approaching. They stared at the unicorns and then saluted
Bin-lu.

“You are the Knight of Alcea?” asked one of
the non-uniformed soldiers.

“I am Bin-lu and this is Rut-ki. We are both
Knights of Alcea. I trust that you have your wagons ready to
roll?”

“Sitting in the barn,” one of the men said
with a wave towards the new barn. “Are we to leave now?”

“As soon as we are done talking.” Bin-lu
nodded. “I need to make sure that you understand your mission.”

“We understand it,” assured the soldier. “We
have a map of the location of the cache and directions to the next
unit along the Barouk-Ongchi Road. We will relay your orders to
them and then transport the cache to the designated location.”

“You are also to instruct the villagers to
flee to the north,” declared Rut-ki.

“Of course,” nodded the solider. “That goes
without saying. We will not leave anyone in the path of the enemy.
You can count on us.”

“We are counting on you,” replied Bin-lu.
“Move swiftly because you have little time to accomplish your
mission. The enemy will be here in the morning.”


Chapter 10

Team Barouk

As Bin-lu and Rut-ki returned to the glade to
reunite with Elandros and his elves, Shrimp shot down through the
trees and landed on Bin-lu’s shoulder.

“Za-chan has been informed,” reported the
fairy. “He vowed to put everything in motion.”

“Excellent,” remarked Bin-lu. “Do you need to
rest after the flight?”

“Do I smell another mission?” the fairy asked
excitedly. “Fairies never tire!”

Bin-lu smiled and chuckled under his breath.
“I need you to go to the locations of the two Doors near Barouk. I
need a report on any Door usage since the armies came through. I
also need to know how many people are present at each location. Can
you do that?”

“Am I still here?” chirped the fairy as he
leaped off Bin-lu’s shoulder and hovered in the air, waiting to see
if there were any further instructions.

Bin-lu waved dismissively and Shrimp shot
upward, quickly disappearing into the dusk. A few minutes later,
the Knights of Alcea entered the glade and Elandros came out of the
woods to meet them. Bin-lu and Rut-ki dismounted.

“Has the enemy encamped yet?” asked
Rut-ki.

“They have,” answered Elandros, “and rather
efficiently at that. They have taken the time to secure their
campsite, if such a large gathering can even be considered a
campsite. One doesn’t realize the size of a twenty-thousand-man
army until he sees it all gathered together in one place. Their
camp encompasses a long stretch of the Barouk-Ongchi Road and the
forest on both sides of it. It is huge.”

“How have they secured it?” asked Bin-lu.

“It was an amazing operation to watch,”
explained Elandros. “The cavalry arrived first and set up a
defensive perimeter. The first regiment of infantry began felling
trees to create a clear zone for the bulk of the army. Other
regiments joined in as they arrived. They then used those felled
trees to build a crude barrier fence delineating the confines of
the camp. It is clear to me that this army has had practice with
this maneuver in the past. I would expect this to be a daily
occurrence.”

“So the army is disciplined and well
organized?” asked Rut-ki.

“Very much so,” nodded Elandros. “I had a
fairy record it, if you are interested in seeing it for
yourself.”

“I would like to see it,” answered Bin-lu,
“but it is valuable information for the other Alceans as well. We
will need to send your fairy off to Tagaret to report on this.”

“There is time for both,” agreed the elf.
“You can watch it and then send the fairy to the king. There are no
other armies arriving until day three.”

“Then perhaps we should get started,” replied
Bin-lu. “Rut-ki and I have more tasks on the agenda for this night.
Maybe we can grab something to eat and watch the fairy at the same
time.”

* * * *

The two command tents were set in the center
of the campsite, directly on the Barouk-Ongchi Road. The smaller of
the two was for General Gertz of Aerta, and the larger for the Team
Leader, General Kolling of the Empire of Barouk. A third, much
smaller, tent sat not far away from the other two. It was the
temporary home of the black-cloak contingent assigned to the
armies. Both Federation generals had dined together in the larger
command tent and were now discussing their first day in enemy
territory.

“We truly have taken them by surprise,”
remarked General Kolling. “I expected a skirmish of some kind on
our first day, but this land is rather barren of people. The few
locals my men came across did not even possess horses. No word of
our arrival will precede us to Ongchi.”

“If we can keep up the schedule,” complained
General Gertz. “In a way, I wish the locals did have horses. I
would gladly seize them to replace the useless mounts supplied to
us.”

General Kolling frowned deeply. “I am also
worried about that. When you first spoke of the quality of your
horses, I took your comment as a petty complaint. I suspected that
my men took the best for themselves. That is only human nature, but
my own riders have been complaining as well. I suspect that the men
General Tauman positioned here in Alcea have made themselves
wealthy at the expense of the Federation. I am of half a mind to
send some of the cavalry back to that farm to hang Tauman’s men,
but it would solve nothing at this point.”

“It would not gain us new horses,” General
Gertz agreed, “but rather than hang them, I would suggest dragging
them here for our cavalry to handle as they see fit.”

“It would provide some entertainment for the
troops,” chuckled General Kolling, “but I have to keep my mind
focused on our objective. I will not waste the energy of our horses
by sending anyone back to the farm unless it is necessary. Should I
have need to send another report to General Tauman, those
treasonous men will pay for their greed.”

* * * *

The unicorns glided through the evening sky
and silently set down not far from the farm northwest of Barouk.
Bin-lu glanced at Rut-ki and spoke softly.

“Let me do the talking, but have a couple of
Lanoirian stars ready to fly.”

“You do not think that they will surrender
peacefully?” asked Rut-ki.

“Why should they?” Bin-lu replied. “If they
can get rid of us, they can flee to Camp Destiny through the Door,
and we certainly cannot allow that. Camp Destiny must not be
alerted to our knowledge of the portals. When I halt near the
farmhouse, I want you to ride a little further towards the barn. Do
not let them reach the portal.”

Rut-ki nodded silently and the two Knights of
Alcea rode onward. A few minutes later, they approached the
farmhouse. The door immediately opened and a man walked out onto
the porch. Bin-lu waited anxiously for the second man to appear,
but the door shut, and the lone farmer stood alone on the
porch.

“We don’t want any visitors,” scowled the
farmer. “We have no rooms to let, nor food to share. Turn around
and be on your way.”

Bin-lu halted not far from the porch, but
Rut-ki continued towards the barn. The farmer noticed this with
great alarm.

“Stop right there!” he shouted angrily. “I
said that we don’t want any visitors.”

Bin-lu’s eyes scanned the farmhouse and the
grounds around it, seeking the location of the second farmer, but
he saw no one other than the farmer on the porch.

“We are not looking for a place to stay,”
Bin-lu said calmly as he slid off his horse, “nor are we hungry. In
fact, we have come to take a census for the governor. Lanoir will
be instituting a tax in the near future, and we need to know the
number of people living on this farm.”

“What tax?” scowled the farmer. “I haven’t
heard anything about a tax. You two thieves get out of here right
now, or we will tax your hearts with the steel of our blades.”

Bin-lu knew at that moment that the other
farmer was hidden somewhere, waiting to pounce upon them, but he
still had no idea where. His body tensed like a coiled spring
before he spoke.

“Actually,” he said with a deceptively calm
voice, “it is only a tax on members of the Federation. Where is
your partner?”

The sound of a bowstring snapped, but Bin-lu
had been half expecting it. He immediately dove to the ground and
released one of his stars at the farmer on the porch. The Lanoirian
star struck the Zaran in the chest and the farmer fell down the
stairs. Even though he had anticipated trouble and reacted quickly,
the arrow still managed to slice open the skin of his shoulder.

Rut-ki reacted as soon as she heard the snap.
The archer was above her, hiding in the loft of the barn. She was
still sitting on her unicorn when the arrow was fired, but she
leaped up and stood on the unicorn’s back. The martial arts
instructor quickly bent her knees and leaped upward again, hoping
the hidden archer was not releasing another arrow at that very
moment. As the loft opening came into view, Rut-ki’s arm streaked
out, sending a Lanoirian star flying from her hand. She heard a
startled scream as her body reached the peak of her jump and began
falling back towards the ground. One of her feet hit the back of
the unicorn, but the other did not. The Knight of Alcea pushed off
the unicorn and dropped the other Lanoirian star as she prepared to
cushion her fall. As her body slammed into the ground, she was
vaguely aware of Bin-lu running past her. Rut-ki rolled three times
before jumping to her feet, just in case the archer was taking aim.
She raced into the barn and started to climb a ladder to the loft,
but Bin-lu’s shout halted her.

“He’s dead,” called Bin-lu. “Nice throw. You
got him in the face.”

Rut-ki sighed with relief and dropped to the
floor of the barn. Bin-lu joined her a moment later.

“This was sloppy,” frowned Rut-ki. “We have
been neglecting our practice, and it shows.”

“There is little time for practice when every
day brings true danger,” retorted Bin-lu. “Let’s get the Door and
get out of here. We still have much to accomplish tonight.”

Bin-lu searched for an ax and finally found
one. He carried the ax to the magical Door, but he had no intention
of destroying it. Using the ax, the Knight of Alcea separated the
Door from the surrounding barn wall. He placed the Door face down
on the floor in case anyone tried to open it.

“You are hurt,” Rut-ki said as she noticed
Bin-lu’s bleeding shoulder.

“As you said,” he smiled, “we haven’t been
practicing. I was too slow. In the future, we will not give these
Snakes the benefit of the doubt. It is far easier to just kill
them. They will never surrender anyway, and there is too much at
stake for either of us to suffer a serious injury. Let’s find some
rope and then you can help me get this Door onto the unicorn.”

The Knights of Alcea gathered all the rope
they could find. They first tied rope around the Door itself and
then carried the Door outside. Rut-ki held the Door while Bin-lu
mounted the unicorn and then they tied the Door to the unicorn.

“That will do fine,” stated Bin-lu. “Go
through their belongings in the house. See if you can find any
Federation uniforms and then meet me at the cove we checked out
last month. I will wait for you there.”

“Why the uniforms?” asked Rut-ki. “We were
supposed to get them off the bodies that the elves kill.”

“I need a way to get into General Kolling’s
camp tonight,” answered Bin-lu. “Now that we have seen the layout,
I do not think I can sneak into it, and I do not expect them to
alter the layout during the coming days. They appear to be very
practiced in setting up camp.”

“For the mages?” questioned Rut-ki. “We were
not supposed to kill them until tomorrow night.”

Bin-lu sighed. “I know that was our plan, but
I think it is a mistake. They are going to realize tomorrow that
they have not succeeded in arriving here unnoticed. Once that
happens, they will be on high alert. Tonight is the only chance we
will have of attacking while they are still somewhat lax.”

“All right.” Rut-ki nodded before turning
away and running towards the farmhouse.

Bin-lu immediately mounted his unicorn and
instructed him to head for the coast. The unicorn set down in an
isolated cove where the beach was strewn with rocks instead of the
fine sand typical of much of the area. While he waited for Rut-ki,
Bin-lu untied the Door from the unicorn and set it down on the
rocks. Using a thin knife he slowly drilled holes in the top and
bottom of the Door. Next he created a rope basket and tied it to
the bottom of the Door. He then tied a really long rope to the top
of the Door and coiled the rest of the rope, securing it to his
saddle. He then walked along the cove looking for an appropriate
rock. He found one just as Rut-ki and her unicorn were landing.

“There were no uniforms,” she reported. “Are
you done?”

“As soon as I place this rock in the basket,”
answered Bin-lu. “Will you steady the Door while we take off?”

Rut-ki nodded and dismounted. She took the
rock from Bin-lu and nodded towards his unicorn. Bin-lu mounted his
unicorn while Rut-ki placed the rock into the rope basket and
pulled it tight. She then raised the Door vertically and held it as
Bin-lu and his unicorn rose slowly off the ground.

When the rope holding the Door became taut,
Bin-lu signaled the unicorn. As they continued to rise, the Door
lifted off the ground, followed by the dangling rope basket. The
unicorn continued to rise and then banked towards the sea. Although
the night was dark, the unicorn had no trouble finding one of the
floats they had set in place the previous month. While the unicorn
hovered just over the surface, Bin-lu untied the rope from the
saddle and lowered the Door into the water. When he came to the end
of the rope, he tied it to the float and dropped it into the sea.
When Bin-lu returned to the beach, he saw that Rut-ki had stretched
all the ropes out on the ground.

“We have enough ropes for the second Door,”
she announced. “How did it go?”

“Except for getting wet from the float,”
chuckled Bin-lu, “it went as well as it could.”

“Why are we going through all of this
trouble?” asked Rut-ki. “With all that is going on, wouldn’t it be
easier to just destroy the Doors and give more attention to
defeating the enemy?”

“It would be easier,” Bin-lu replied, “but
Doors are very valuable. We do not know how to make them. Storing
them in the ocean is an excellent solution. The enemy cannot use it
now, yet we can recover it after the war.”

“Providing we win the war,” frowned
Rut-ki.

“Providing we win,” agreed Bin-lu. “Let’s go
get the other Door. There is still much to do tonight.”

* * * *

The unicorn flew back to shore and landed on
the rocky beach. Bin-lu dismounted and stretched. Rut-ki sat nearby
with three fairies dancing on her shoulder.

“How did it go?” asked Rut-ki

“It went well,” answered Bin-lu. “What’s with
the fairies?”

“They are the fairies who were monitoring the
Doors,” replied Rut-ki. “The fourth is in Tagaret informing the
king about the arrival of the Federation troops.”

“I know that,” Bin-lu chuckled with a shake
of his head. “I meant what is up with their dancing?”

“They are happy,” shrugged Rut-ki.

“Fairies do not like hiding in the dark day
after day,” chirped one of the fairies. “We are celebrating our
freedom.”

“And the successful completion of our
mission,” interjected another fairy.

“We are filled with joy,” grinned the
third.

Bin-lu smiled and sat down next to Rut-ki. “I
am glad that someone is filled with joy.” Bin-lu sighed wearily as
he turned his attention to Rut-ki. “We still have not figured out a
method to gain entry to the enemy’s camp, and the night is slipping
away from us.”

“Postpone it until we can think of a way to
accomplish it,” advised Rut-ki.

“By morning the Federation troops will be
leery and on full alert,” Bin-lu said with a slight shake of his
head. “Tonight is the best chance we will have to take out the
black-cloaks. We need to find a Federation uniform. Maybe we can
wake up a tailor in Barouk and get him to make us something that
will at least be passable.”

“A tailor who has never even seen a
Federation uniform?” balked Rut-ki. “That is not a viable plan. If
you are intent on doing this tonight, we will have to take out one
of their sentries. That is the only way that we will get a
uniform.”

“And alert the whole camp in the process,”
frowned Bin-lu. “I should have spent more time planning this part
of the mission. Clint could have procured a uniform for me.”

“We could put one of the soldiers to sleep,”
suggested one of the fairies as Shrimp climbed out of Bin-lu’s
pocket to see what all the commotion was about. “You could use the
uniform to infiltrate their camp and then redress the soldier. They
will think he just fell asleep on guard duty.”

“Impractical,” retorted Shrimp. “The sentry
would be noticed missing before too much time passed. Even if he
was not missed immediately, Bin-lu would surely be questioned when
he walked in from the woods. Someone will mistake him for a sentry
leaving his post.”

Bin-lu nodded in agreement, but the
enthusiasm of the joyous fairies was not dampened.

“Why do you want to be a soldier?” questioned
one of the fairies.

“Ogre brain!” taunted one of the others. “He
just said that he needed to enter the enemy’s camp. He needs to
kill the black-cloaks. Do you have seeds in your ears?”

“If he is not disguised,” explained Shrimp,
“he will be killed on sight.”

“I know all that,” retorted the inquisitive
fairy, “but officers would be quick to question a soldier roaming
around the camp at night. It is not a smart way to do it.”

“And you have a better idea?” taunted one of
the fairies.

“In fact, I do,” countered the inquisitive
fairy. “If he wants to roam freely around the camp, he should be a
black-cloak. The soldiers would turn away from Bin-lu before they
questioned him. He could go anywhere he wanted except maybe the
tents of the generals.”

“How do you know this?” asked Rut-ki.

“I have spent time in Zara,” answered the
fairy. “The soldiers do not like the black-cloaks. They always try
to avoid them.”

Bin-lu suddenly grinned and nodded
enthusiastically. “That is an excellent idea. I can not only move
freely around the camp, but no one will even question me for
entering or leaving the mages’ tent.”

“And a simple black cloak should be easy to
acquire,” nodded Rut-ki. “We may have to wake up a shopkeeper in
Barouk, but I am sure that we could buy one there.”

The inquisitive fairy puffed with pride as
the other two fairies started to dance again and pretended not to
notice. Bin-lu laughed and rose to his feet.

“I will go to Barouk and obtain the cloak,”
he stated. “Why don’t you return to the elves and catch some
sleep?”

* * * *

The unicorn glided silently just above the
tops of the trees, like a dark shadow racing across the terrain.
The cloaked figure upon the unicorn’s back sat unmoving, his feet
purposely taken out of the stirrups for a quick dismount. Below the
canopy, two fairies darted from shadow to shadow, searching for an
appropriate place for the attack to begin. Unexpectedly, one of the
fairies shot up through the canopy. The other fairy halted the
search and hovered in the darkness, his tiny eyes scanning the area
for the nearest enemy solider. The attack was about to begin.

Shrimp offered no words of warning as he rose
through the canopy and hovered over Bin-lu and the unicorn. He used
his powers to levitate the Knight of Alcea off of the unicorn’s
back. The unicorn promptly banked to the right and silently glided
away. Shrimp silently levitated Bin-lu through the canopy and into
the darkness beside a large tree. As Bin-lu’s feet touched the
ground, Shrimp darted to his shoulder.

“This is as close as we dared to go,”
whispered the fairy. “There are soldiers between us and the tent,
but Speck and I will keep watch over you.”

“Where is the tent?” asked the Knight of
Alcea.

“You are facing the proper direction,”
instructed the fairy. “You have three-hundred paces to go. The last
one-hundred will be across open ground. Return here when you are
done. Speck will summon the unicorn for your return trip to the
glade.”

Bin-lu nodded in understanding and adjusted
his hood tighter to better conceal his face. Armed with only a
small quiver hidden under his cloak, Bin-lu anxiously stepped away
from the tree. His hand subconsciously reached through the rent in
his cloak and touched the ends of the myric quills concealed there.
He exhaled nervously and returned his attention to the path ahead.
The first one-hundred paces were easy. None of the soldiers in the
area were awake, and Bin-lu threaded his way through the maze of
sleeping bodies.

Bin-lu saw the flames of the campfire before
he saw the soldiers sitting around it. He altered his course
slightly to take him farther away from the soldiers, but attention
was still drawn to him. Of the six soldiers sitting around the
campfire, only one of them took notice of the black-cloak roaming
through the encampment. The soldier’s brow furrowed as his eyes
followed the mage’s path.

“Unlike them to be up and moving about,” the
soldier commented.

“Who?” asked one of the other soldiers as he
turned and tried to see what his comrade was talking about.

Bin-lu had already passed out of sight, and
the second soldier did not see him.

“The black-cloak,” answered the first
soldier. “They almost never leave their tent. I wonder what he is
up to?”

“As long as he isn’t coming this way,”
replied the second soldier, “he can go wherever he wants. But warn
me if you see one coming this way.”

Bin-lu was too far away to hear the words,
but Speck heard them clearly. He memorized the face of the
observant soldier and sped onward.

Bin-lu reached the edge of the Barouk-Ongchi
Road and his step faltered. Unlike the darkness of the woods, the
area of the large tents was dimly lit, torches scattered around the
area so that anyone approaching the tents would be easily noticed.
Sentries stood outside the two largest tents, but there were none
stationed outside the mages’ tent. That bothered Bin-lu. While it
made his task somewhat easier, he wondered if the lack of sentries
should be a warning to him. What if the tent was magically
protected? What if the sentries were really there but hidden by an
illusion?

Bin-lu berated himself as he felt doubts
taking hold of him. It was too late to abort the mission. The
black-cloaks had to die this night. He pushed his fears aside and
resumed his slow march towards the mages’ tent, his eyes scanning
the dimly-lit area for anything he might have missed. As the Knight
of Alcea reached the tent, his right hand extracted a myric quill.
With his left hand, Bin-lu reached out to open the flap to the
tent. He halted, fear rising within him.

Eight battle mages resided on the other side
of the thin material. If the tent was alarmed, Bin-lu would not
stand a chance of surviving the encounter. He suddenly wondered if
he could escape if only he would turn around right now and flee.
The Knight of Alcea twitched with alarm as he felt a touch on his
shoulder.

“What are you waiting for?” scowled Shrimp.
“You cannot remain undetected while standing here all night. Get it
done.”

This was not the first time that Bin-lu and
Shrimp had been together inside an enemy camp. Their first mission
together had been the penetration of Emperor Hanchi’s massive army
in Sordoa. Both of them had nearly died that night, but they had
prevailed because they had learned to trust one another. Bin-lu
swallowed hard and nodded. Bin-lu tossed the fairy off his shoulder
with a quick shrug. He reached out and pulled the flap aside.

Bin-lu walked through the opening and entered
the tent. He found a black-cloak standing inside the opening,
staring at him with confusion. Bin-lu reached out with his right
hand and shoved the myric quill into the mage. The black-cloak
crumbled to the ground wordlessly. Instantly, the fear pressing
down on Bin-lu vanished, like a torch being lit in the darkest of
caverns. Suddenly, the Knight of Alcea understood everything. He
reached for a handful of quills and quickly assassinated all of the
sleeping black-cloaks. He retrieved the used quills, tied them
together with a strip of cloth and shoved them back into his hidden
quiver. With a feeling of confidence, the Knight of Alcea stepped
out of the tent and made his way back to the rendezvous point.


Chapter 11

Day Two

Pandemonium reigned throughout the campsite
of Team Barouk. Word spread quickly about the deaths of the
black-cloaks and the deaths of fifty horses. General Kolling had
immediately ordered all regiments to form up in formation and a
head count was taken of the troops. No one was unaccounted for, but
the orders to break camp were still forthcoming. The troops, rather
than wait idly for the generals to issue orders, had taken it upon
themselves to patrol the perimeter of the camp. While the soldiers
all feared the black-cloaks, the deaths of the mages were taken as
a bad omen. Inside the large command tent, the generals discussed
the situation.

“I know that the horses were poor stock,”
scowled General Kolling, “but horses just don’t up and die
overnight like that. Our camp was infiltrated last night.”

“Perhaps it is bad water,” suggested General
Gertz. “There was no sign of a struggle in the mages’ tent, no sign
of forced entry.”

“And only the mages were effected?” balked
General Kolling. “That is preposterous.”

“And the fifty horses,” General Gertz offered
meekly. “Or maybe some of the horses were diseased, and somehow it
spread to the mages. The sentries reported nothing unusual during
the night. These Alceans are not ghosts who can come and go as they
please.”

“So you say,” snapped General Kolling. “I am
not a superstitious man. I do not believe in ghosts, or
coincidences, but I recognize an attack when I see one. Someone or
something killed those mages last night.”

The tent flap opened and Colonel Ednor
stepped into the tent. General Kolling looked up with
annoyance.

“What is it, Colonel?”

“The mages were poisoned,” the colonel
reported. “So were the horses.”

General Kolling’s eyebrows rose in surprise.
“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

“Have the remaining horses been checked?”

“I am having that done as we speak. I am not
sure of the extent of the poisoning, but more horses will surely
die today. Some of the other horses checked are already showing
signs of distress.”

“What can be done for them?” asked General
Kolling.

“Not much, sir. The best thing we can do is
get them some more feed and water. I would not trust what is left
here. I suggest we start moving to our next cache immediately.”

General Kolling sighed and nodded. “See to
it, Colonel.”

Colonel Ednor saluted and left the tent.

“Poisoned?” frowned General Gertz. “Why sneak
into camp and poison just the horses and the mages? Why not poison
all of the men, too?”

“Perhaps because the poisoner did not sneak
into the camp,” posed General Kolling. “If the scoundrel is one of
our own men, he would not want to poison his own food. The mages
always ate separately from their own supply, but the rest of the
food was distributed as the quartermaster deemed necessary. An
individual soldier could never be sure what portion of the cache he
might end up with.”

“So you think the poisonings were done by one
of our own men?” asked General Gertz.

“I am not sure what to think,” sighed General
Kolling. “I know that there is little love for the Federation
within any of our armies. Kyrga was always more concerned with the
number of troops we had than the quality of troops. As a result, we
have ended up with many malcontents among our ranks. Still, I fail
to see why any malcontent would choose this particular time to
strike. To take away our mages means that our wounded on the
battlefield will have no healers.”

“Unless they are hoping to avoid battle
entirely,” posed General Gertz. “We should watch for
desertions.”

“It would be foolish to desert in a country
that you know will be conquered,” replied General Kolling. “Sooner
or later the perpetrators would have to come under our control
again, and deserters would be handled ruthlessly. None of it makes
any sense.”

“Unless it actually was Alceans.”

“I will not speculate,” General Kolling said
with an air of finality. “Let’s get these armies on the road. We
cannot afford to fall behind schedule.”

* * * *

Bin-lu woke with the sun shining in his face.
It was already well into the sky. He sat up and stretched as he
looked around. There were very few elves left, but he saw Elandros
sitting and talking to Rut-ki. He walked over to them and sat
down.

“You let me sleep a long time,” greeted
Bin-lu. “Where are the others?”

“You needed the sleep,” smiled Elandros. “The
others are keeping watch on the enemy’s progress and the road
behind them in case they think of returning to Barouk to get
replacement horses.”

“That is not necessary,” said Bin-lu. “I have
ordered the Barouk city guard to keep a watch for any returning
Federation soldiers. They will be killed before they can report the
absence of the Doors.”

“A wise move,” Elandros responded while
signaling one of the remaining elves to carry Bin-lu’s words to the
elves watching the enemy’s rear. “That will free up some of my men
and make the task less arduous. You caused quite a commotion last
night. The Federation is not happy.”

Bin-lu smiled with satisfaction. “How are
they doing now?”

“They are well behind schedule,” the elf
reported, “and the generals are in foul moods. The column is
constantly halting as horses drop dead in the road, and soldiers
have to detour around the carcasses. They have lost half of their
horses already. The other half will probably die before high
sun.”

“Any foraging yet?”

“Not yet,” answered Elandros. “The generals
opted not to send riders forward to check out the next cache. I
think they were afraid of making the horses move any faster than a
walk. They will be surprised to find the rest of their caches
empty.”

“Surprised and more than a little bit
concerned,” interjected Rut-ki. “Those men have a long walk to
Ongchi, and after tonight, they will know that the enemy is
constantly watching them.”

“Then our work here is done, Rut-ki,” stated
Bin-lu. “We need to prepare for the other two teams coming to
Lanoir.”

“We can leave after we make our report to
King Arik,” replied Rut-ki. “Elandros and I were just instructing
Speck as to the message we want delivered, but I wanted to ask you
about last night before the fairy left. You mentioned something
about the protection of fear before you fell asleep. What did you
mean?”

“I was afraid to enter the mages’ tent,”
frowned Bin-lu as he woke up Shrimp. “I have never felt such fear
before. I froze. I was afraid to enter the tent, and I was afraid
to flee. Had it not been for Shrimp, I might still be standing
there. Did you not feel it, Shrimp?”

“Fairies are fearless,” boasted the tiny
green man.

Bin-lu turned his head and stared at the
fairy. “We both know that that is not true, Shrimp. Did you feel
fearful last night?”

“No,” the fairy conceded softly. He knew that
Bin-lu was talking about their first mission, but he hoped that the
Knight of Alcea would not talk about it in front of others. “I do
not know what you are talking about.”

“Interesting,” mused Bin-lu. “I wondered why
there were not sentries outside the mages’ tent. I originally
thought the tent might be protected by a magical spell, and I was
afraid to touch it. Indeed, it was protected by a spell, but not in
the sense I had anticipated. There was a black-cloak standing
inside the tent, and he was creating an aura of fear around the
tent. That was their protection, and it also explained the lack of
sentries. The sentries would be exposed to the spell and be
incapacitated by the fear, so they would be useless.”

“How do you know it was a spell of fear?”
asked Elandros.

“Shrimp drove me into action,” explained the
Knight of Alcea. “I was still petrified, but his lack of fear
encouraged me enough to proceed with the mission. I entered the
tent and immediately killed the black-cloak who was awake. The
feeling of fear instantly evaporated. I knew then that the fear was
induced by magic. I wonder why the fairies are not affected?”

“That is a question that only a mage can
answer,” stated Rut-ki. “Speck, you will ask that question in
Tagaret when you make your report. If all of the black-cloaks are
using this spell, it will have a great effect on other Knights. We
might need a magical way to counteract it.”

* * * *

Wylan dismounted Wesik in front of the
Rider’s Rest Inn in Caldar. The Knight of Alcea noticed that
Sheri’s unicorn was already standing outside the inn, so he did not
bother to tether his own unicorn. He gently ran his hand over Wesik
and sighed. He stretched briefly and then mounted the stairs to the
inn, still using his staff as a cane, although there was no one
around to notice his act. He entered the common room and found it
empty except for his wife.

“You finished before me,” smiled Wylan. “Did
you find anyone left in the city?”

“Not a single person,” answered Sheri.
“You?”

“I did find a couple of old people who
refused to leave, but they are gone now. I explained to them that
it was not just their own lives that mattered, but the lives of
countless others. They grudgingly agreed to leave the city.”

Sheri filled a mug with ale and set it on a
table for Wylan. She set her own mug of ale down next to his and
sat down. Wylan promptly joined her at the table.

“It is a strange feeling sitting here calmly
in an empty city knowing that tomorrow the streets will be filled
with enemy soldiers. This is the inn that they will be coming
through, isn’t it?”

Sheri nodded. “That is why I chose it for our
rendezvous. I wanted to get a good look at it before we left the
city. This is the day we have dreaded for so long. It is hard to
believe that it has finally arrived.”

Wylan frowned and nodded. “We could have
stayed in Zara. I am sure that Alex would have found something for
me to do, and I bet Zack would have liked to have Lady Zachary
around for a while longer.”

“Lady Zachary has played her part,” Sheri
replied. “She will never be seen again. There is no reason for her
to continue to exist. As far as anyone is concerned, she has
returned to Vinafor to ready her darling daughter for the upcoming
marriage. My part there was over. Besides, I really missed Sinora.
I hadn’t realized how close I had grown to that unicorn, but after
you, she is the closest living thing to my heart. She is a part of
me now.”

“I understand,” Wylan agreed. “It was like a
grand reunion when I met with Wesik again. We weren’t gone that
long, yet it felt as if I had been gone for ages. I am sure that
Wesik felt the same. I could see it in his eyes.”

“They are amazing creatures,” remarked
Sheri.

Wylan merely nodded, and the two Knights of
Alcea sat quietly for a while sipping their ale. Eventually, Wylan
sighed anxiously.

“Tomorrow is the long-awaited day,” he said.
“I suppose we should prepare to leave the city.”

The sound of creaking wood from the stairs
alerted the Knights of Alcea. Wylan griped his staff and calmly
rose to his feet. Sheri also rose, her hand moving towards the hilt
of her sword, but she kept the bulk of Wylan between her and the
stairs to avoid being seen. A man walked down the stairs and stared
at them.

“And what is so important about tomorrow?”
the stranger asked, his posture rigid as if in anticipation of a
fight. “It must be something terrible to force you from the
city.”

Sheri immediately moved her hand away from
her hilt and slid around her husband. Her lips spread in a warm,
welcoming smile.

“I didn’t think anyone was left in the
rooms,” Sheri said in a friendly manner. “I apologize for that. The
city fathers are holding a giant festival to the north of the city.
The whole city is already there. Even visitors are welcome. Would
you like to join Wylan and me? We were just getting ready to
go.”

“A festival?” frowned the stranger. “What
for?”

“Springtime,” Sheri said cheerily. “We always
hold a springtime festival, but it is usually held within the city.
This year is different. Last fall, many of the citizens were hired
for projects elsewhere in Alcea, and they are returning with much
gold in their pockets. This year’s festival will be so large that
there was no place within the city to hold all of the people. It
will be a grand affair never forgotten. Everyone will be there. Say
you will come.”

The stranger appeared to relax. He shook his
head, declining the invitation. “I have no time for festivals. I
think I will just walk around the city a bit and then I must get
some sleep. I have an early day of travel tomorrow.”

“That’s a pity,” sighed Sheri, “but I
understand. Wylan and I will not be here when you get back, so just
help yourself to whatever is in the kitchen.”

The man nodded and strode out the door. Wylan
sighed slowly, letting the pent-up anxiety flow out of him.

“That was too close,” he said softly. “Was
that who I think it was?”

“Undoubtedly,” answered Sheri. “I checked
every room before you arrived. Someone must have demanded a last
minute check be preformed before the invasion. It is time for us to
move on.”

The Knights of Alcea left their ale on the
table and walked out the door. The stranger was still visible
several blocks away. He appeared to be strolling aimlessly, and the
Knights mounted their unicorns.

“I thought all of the Doors were guarded by
fairies?” asked Wylan. “Why didn’t they warn us of his
arrival?”

“And how would they know that we were there?”
asked Sheri. “They are monitoring the Doors, not the common room.
No doubt one of them is carrying word to Tagaret as we speak. Where
is Twerp?”

“I sent him to Tagaret earlier today,”
answered Wylan. “Although there was not anything to report, I
wanted him to see if there was any news from the other Knights. He
will be back soon. I will have him direct the Door fairies to
report any usage directly to us.”

Sheri nodded and turned her unicorn towards
the northern gates. “We had better use the northern exit from the
city just in case the stranger sees us.”

Before they had gone a single block, Twerp
glided down out of the sky and landed on Wylan’s shoulder.

“What is the news?” asked Wylan.

“Not much,” answered the fairy. “There was a
late winter storm in Cordonia, and that is making it hard to get
the Cordonian army into Targa, but there is not much else to
report.”

“Nothing from Lanoir?” frowned Sheri. “Was
Bin-lu able to neutralize the black-cloaks down there?”

“They haven’t heard yet. They had expected a
report last night or this morning, but it had not arrived by the
time I left Tagaret.”

“Bin-lu is capable,” stated Wylan. “He will
succeed. Twerp, we are going for a ride north of the city to allow
the enemy to enter the city. I want you to tell the fairies
watching the Doors to report directly to Sheri and me before going
on to Tagaret. We just had a Federation soldier walk through
unexpectedly.”

“As you command,” saluted the tiny green
man.

* * * *

The six Federation soldiers moved quietly
through the woods of Lanoir. They were confident about bagging some
game as they were excellent archers, and they moved with a stealth
that most soldiers would envy. The well-coordinated group used hand
signals to communicate, although they did not communicate much as
the light of day was fading. A sudden rustling of the leaves caught
their attention, and the leader of the group signaled for silence.
Each man immediately halted and pivoted towards the distant sound,
arrow nocked and ready for a deer to come bounding through the
trees. What happened next was totally unexpected.

Bowstrings sang out from every direction, and
four of the soldiers crumbled to the ground. The two remaining
soldiers immediately dropped to the ground, their survival
instincts demanding that they seek cover. For a moment, silence
claimed the forest. Not a creature stirred. No birds chirped.
Nothing made a sound. When the final bowstring snapped, the sound
was like a clap of thunder on a clear night. The death gurgle of
one of the two remaining soldiers sounded abnormally loud and
lengthy. The sixth and final member of the team shivered with fear.
He wanted to rise and flee the woods, but he could not move, his
fear paralyzing him in place. He tried to remain invisible in the
night, breathing shallowly even though his lungs ached for a gulp
of air. Time slowed, seemingly stopping all together, as he waited
for something to happen. Eventually sounds began to return to the
forest. Night birds sang once again, and squirrels scurried up and
down the trees. Whatever wraiths had inhabited the forest and shot
arrows into his friends, they were gone.

The soldier gulped air greedily and slowly
rose to his knees. The forest was darker than when they had entered
it. He could not see the bodies of the first four men struck down,
but he could see the last, and the arrow sticking out of his
forehead. A tremor of revulsion rippled through the soldier and he
turned and ran towards the camp.

* * * *

General Kolling was irritable. His legs were
tired from walking, and he felt filthy. Road dust and sweat had
turned his hair into a dense, tangled mat, and had made his uniform
unbearable. He gritted his teeth as he felt the grime under his
uniform clogging his pores and irritating his skin. He longed for a
bath and headed straight towards the large tent that he could see
in the distance. So he was more than a little upset when Colonel
Ednor stepped in between him and the tent.

“We have problems, General,” stated the
colonel.

“Tell me something I don’t already know,
Colonel,” snapped the general. “I am already four hours late
arriving in camp because there is not a single horse left alive in
this entire army. I want a bath drawn immediately, and I want a
meal served while I soak off this grime.” The colonel’s mouth
opened to speak, but the general was not done. “And tell me why I
did not have to pass any fortifications on my way into camp. This
is only our second day in this country and already I am seeing
laxness that I absolutely will not stand for.”

“There is no food,” the colonel blurted
out.

The general stood staring at the colonel with
a confused look. It took a few moments for the words to sink
in.

“No food? What are you talking about?”

“The cache was empty,” stated the general.
“There was not a lick of food left. It is all gone.”

“How is that possible? The first day’s cache
was as it was supposed to be.”

“I do not know how it happened,” admitted the
colonel, “but it was discovered when the first regiment
arrived.”

“Send out foragers immediately,” ordered the
general. “I will not have my army starve to death.”

“That is exactly what I did,” the colonel
responded. “That is why the fortifications were ignored. I felt
that obtaining food was a higher priority.”

“You do not send an entire regiment out to
forage,” berated the general. “While I agree with your priorities,
you have enough men to do both.”

“If it was simply foraging, I would agree,”
frowned the colonel. “The foragers are being killed.”

“Killed? Who is killing my men?”

“We do not know,” the colonel said softly as
some soldiers walked by. “I started by sending out teams of six
men, figuring that the rest of the men could start on the
fortifications. It didn’t take long to realize that we had a major
problem. Each team of six men was attacked by unseen foes. In each
and every case, one man returned alive, not a scratch on him. All
of the survivors speak of an eerie attack, arrows flying from
invisible archers. Not a single man will admit to having seen the
enemy.”

“Preposterous,” scowled the general. “How can
experienced hunters go into the woods and be killed without even a
scent of the enemy. I don’t believe it.”

“I do not have an answer to that question,
General,” conceded the colonel, “but I improvised as best I could.
I started sending out whole squads. The men were not attacked, but
neither did they come back with any game. Twenty men marching
through the woods is not the way to hunt if you are depending on
quickly caught game.”

General Kolling stood staring at the trees
for a long time. Colonel Ednor remained silent, knowing that the
general was formulating a response. Eventually the general sighed
wearily and spoke with exasperation in his voice.

“Order my bath drawn, Colonel, and tell
General Gertz to join me as soon as he arrives in camp. Pull all of
the men out of the forest and put them to work on the
fortifications. I want a double guard this evening, and no one is
allowed to leave the encampment without express permission from
me.”

“If I pull the hunting parties,” frowned the
colonel, “the men will have nothing to eat tonight.”

“The men will go hungry this night,” declared
the general, “but I will not risk being attacked without our
fortifications built. In the daylight tomorrow, men will be
assigned to forage as we march towards Ongchi. Then we shall see
exactly who our enemy is. Once we have determined that, we will
annihilate them.”

The colonel saluted and retreated. General
Kolling walked to his tent and sank into a chair. He pulled his
boots off as men brought buckets of water for his bath. A few
moments later, General Gertz entered the tents and slumped into
another chair.

“This is a ghastly land,” complained General
Gertz. “I think we need to find a village or a farm and commandeer
some horses. I cannot walk all the way to Ongchi.”

“Walking to Ongchi is the least of our
problems,” stated General Kolling. “The Alceans know that we are
here.”

“Are you sure?”

“I am positive. At first I suspected some of
our own men for the poisonings last night, but I no longer think
that way. They struck at the mages because they needed the mages
dead more than us. They fear our magic, but now they do not have to
worry about it.”

“And the horses?” questioned General
Gertz.

“To slow us down,” answered General Kolling.
“I am pretty sure that we have seen the last cache of food that we
are going to see for this journey, and the enemy is sniping at our
foragers.”

“Merely sniping at our foragers means that
they are not strong enough to fight us directly,” General Gertz
pointed out. “Do you think they are slowing us down until they can
raise a force large enough to confront us?”

“I think that is exactly what they are
doing.”

“But they will be decimated from behind when
the other two prongs arrive at Ongchi,” frowned General Gertz. “By
drawing all of their armies together to confront us, they are
actually making our task easier.”

“You are correct in the grand scheme of
things, but that does little to alleviate the pain our armies will
have to endure. We need to keep our armies on schedule and not let
the snipers slow us down. The closer we are to Ongchi when the
thirteen days expire, the better our survival rate is likely to
be.”

“Then we will push on,” stated General Gertz.
“These Alceans will soon learn that the Federation cannot be
defeated. I predict that they will break and run when we finally do
confront them.” General Kolling did not respond and General Gertz
looked at him questioningly. “What is it that you are not saying?”
he finally asked.

“It bothers me that the enemy discovered us
on the first day,” frowned General Kolling. “In fact, the poisoning
of our horses and the assassination of our mages leads me to
believe that they were waiting for us to arrive. How could the
Alceans possibly know that any Federation army would be arriving in
the city of Barouk?”

“We only learned of our destination a few
months ago,” agreed General Gertz. “That would barely leave enough
time for a ship to cover such a large distance.”

“There has not been enough time for a ship to
arrive here,” corrected General Kolling. “Either the Alceans have
infiltrated General Tauman’s army, or the Alceans have capabilities
that we are unaware of. Neither possibility bodes well for the
other teams coming to Alcea.”

“General Tauman needs to be made aware of
this,” General Gertz said in alarm. “We must send someone back to
the portals.”


Chapter 12

Day Three

Just south of the Sordoan city of Caldar, two
huge armies approached each other. General Omirro’s 10th
Corps from Ertak and General Barbone’s 22nd Corps from
Spino met at the rendezvous point assigned to them, and General
Omirro took command of Team Caldar. Two regiments of infantry from
the 22nd Corps had entered Caldar with General Omirro’s
men while two regiments of cavalry from the 10th Corps
had used the portal that had opened to a farm so that they could
more easily carry their saddles. The four regiments switched
places, rejoining their own armies.

“That worked out well enough,” stated General
Barbone. “Any problems on your end?”

“None,” answered General Omirro. “The city
was deserted. Seems the Alceans are celebrating the coming of
spring with a festival. I do not think they will be celebrating
much longer.”

General Omirro turned and gave Colonel Verle
the signal to start the march towards Trekum while the two generals
moved to the side of the road to continue their chat. Two thousand
mounted soldiers formed up and started moving along the Coastal
Highway towards the capital city of Sordoa. The infantry regiments
found comfortable spots at the side of the road to rest until it
came time for them to join the column.

“Some of that horseflesh looks rather poor,”
frowned General Omirro. “Don’t the Alceans feed their horses? I
understood that Sordoa had the finest horses in Alcea. If these are
their finest, this land is not worth conquering.”

“It was worse than you think,” General
Barbone replied. “I wanted to reject all of the horses that were
waiting for us. They were so bad that I did not think that some of
them would survive the journey to Trekum. I personally went back
through the portal and complained to General Tauman. I managed to
squeeze one-thousand horses out of him that he was saving for other
teams.”

“You couldn’t get them all replaced?” frowned
General Omirro.

“No,” sighed General Barbone. “I had to fight
for what we got. Tauman was complaining that the change in plans
would cause him severe problems.”

“I really don’t care about Tauman’s
problems,” scowled General Omirro. “I have two armies that require
useable mounts. Perhaps I should go back and talk to him
myself.”

“It won’t do any good,” replied General
Barbone. “He just doesn’t have the horses to give us. He was
shouting at his own officers to get out and find some more horses
to replace what he was giving me. Believe me, if he was open to
giving us more, I would have gotten them. You know how stubborn I
can be.”

“I do know that,” laughed General Omirro.
“All right, we will deal with what we have, but if we run across
any horses on the way to Trekum, we will pause long enough to take
them. Were there any other problems?”

“Just the two farmers who were supposed to
procure the horses for us,” General Barbone smiled oddly, “but they
are problems no longer. My men left them hanging from the
barn.”

General Omirro raised an eyebrow. “You think
they sold us out to the Alceans?”

“No.” General Barbone shook his head. “I
think they lined their purses with Federation gold. Colonel Pineta
said that he saw many fine Sordoan horses when he was here in the
fall. It is clear to me that the farmers bought inferior horses and
charged the Federation for prize stock. I was in no mood to let
them get away with it.”

“Tauman will be upset,” warned General
Omirro. “He is not a man to cross so casually.”

“The next time we see General Tauman,”
shrugged General Barbone, “the war in Alcea will be over. He has no
reason to send anyone else through the portal, and I certainly
don’t plan to use it again. By that time, it will be forgotten,
assuming he even learns of their deaths. I am not concerned.”

The last of the Ertakan cavalry left the
site, and the infantry rose to follow. General Omirro mounted his
horse and looked down at General Barbone.

“We will talk more tonight. Put your mounted
regiments at the rear of the column. I want them ready to repel
anything that comes up behind us.”

On top of a nearby wooded hill, two Knights
of Alcea stood watching the departing armies.

“It is quite a sight,” commented Sheri. “That
group down there is three times the size of the whole Targa
Army.”

“Governor Mobami has almost as many men,”
countered Wylan.

“True,” retorted Sheri, “but this is only one
leg of the attack against Trekum. There are two more just like it
coming up from the south.”

Wylan did not respond and Sheri gazed at him
with concern. “What is the matter, Wylan? We both know the armies
coming against us are huge. Why are you downplaying them?”

Wylan sighed and walked away from the ridge.
Sheri followed him, and he turned and looked into her eyes.

“I don’t know,” he said softly. “I guess I
find the odds against us rather overwhelming. You stand there
marveling at the size of those massive armies down in the valley,
and all I can think about is that we have to penetrate their camp
tonight.”

“And you don’t want to?” questioned
Sheri.

“Want to?” Wylan replied as if the question
was absurd. “Of course, I don’t want to. What I want to do is spend
the rest of my life with you, raising a family and taking care of
our children. Only a fool would be desirous of sneaking into an
enemy encampment and killing some battle mages.”

“It has to be done, Wylan,” frowned Sheri,
“but you don’t have to do it, and I don’t want you doing it to
please me. I will go in alone.”

“You will not,” Wylan replied adamantly. “I
said that I did not look forward to the task. I did not say that I
would walk away from it. I know the difference between desires and
obligations. As Knights of Alcea, our duty is to sneak in there and
kill those mages, and I will not falter from my duty. I just wish
this killing would stop some day. That is all I am saying. We
deserve a life together.”

Sheri smiled at Wylan and kissed him. “We
will have a grand life together soon. In two weeks this war will be
over. There will be no one left to stir up trouble. We can return
to Southland and start a family. We can even resign from the
Knights of Alcea if you want.”

Wylan sighed deeply. “That is not what I
want. I am proud to be a Knight of Alcea, and even prouder that you
are also one. I have always lived to serve my country, and King
Arik is exactly the type of leader I dreamed about serving. I guess
I just get angry when people like those in the valley back there
feel it is their duty to come half way across the world to disturb
the peace that King Arik brought to Alcea. Why didn’t they just
stay home and kill each other instead of bothering us?”

Sheri could find no answer to her husband’s
question. In a way, she was just as angry. She had seen the
pettiness and greed up close when she was portraying Lady Zachary,
and it appalled her. As much as she yearned to free the people of
Zara from their lousy rulers, her desire for peace in Alcea was
even greater. She nodded understandingly and playfully tugged on
Wylan’s sleeve.

“Let’s go dismantle those Doors and sink them
in the sea. Maybe that will cheer us up a bit.”

Wylan smiled weakly and nodded in
agreement.

* * * *

General Nunes stood and stared through the
open Door at Camp Destiny. The only thing visible to him was an
unlit fireplace in what appeared to be a rather small home. The
first regiment of the 19th Corps from Spino had already
passed through the portal to Cordonia, but the General and the rest
of the army would wait for the colonel to report that the staging
area was secure. The report took longer than expected, but the
colonel eventually signaled for the general to step through the
portal, and General Nunes wasted no time in doing so. He stepped
into the small house and immediately stepped aside to let the
soldiers behind him flow through unimpeded.

“What was the holdup, Colonel?” asked General
Nunes.

“It is quite foggy outside, General. We can’t
even see the city of Paso across the river. As the visibility is so
low, I needed to alter the orders slightly. I have more men on the
defensive perimeter than the plan called for, but I wanted each man
to be seen by two others. The camp would not be truly secure
otherwise.”

“Well done, Colonel,” complimented the
general. “Your response to the situation was the proper one. Has
there been any contact with the Alceans?”

“None, General. This side of the river is not
very populated. General Butwin has the busy side of the river, but
even he will probably not encounter anyone. The farm he is coming
out at is a league away from the city. On a clear day his army
might be seen from Paso, but he will have no worries today.”

“Excellent,” smiled General Nunes. “I ordered
the cavalry to come through last after seeing this house through
the portal. Those horses will end up destroying the floors of this
house before the whole army is through, so change your formation
plans accordingly.”

“That will not cause me a problem, General.
One of my men did report that the Black River is still frozen. As
the bridge across the river is still three days away, I thought I
would get your feeling about trying to cross over the ice. It makes
me nervous to have our army separated from the 27th
Corps.”

“I will not trust my men to the whims of
ice,” the general replied with a shake of his head. “Right now we
have ten-thousand men on each side of the river. Either army is
capable of defeating the entire Cordonian army on its own. Should
half of my army get across the river before the ice cracks, I could
end up with a smaller army than the Cordonians. I understand the
odds of such an occurrence are low, but there is no reason to take
such a risk, no matter how small it is. Crossing the river in three
days will be fine.”

* * * *

General Testa of the 20th Corps of
Spino walked through the portal and into a temple south of the
Cordonian city of Carid. He could hear the wind howling outside the
temple, and the temperature inside the old building told him that
winter had not yet let go of its hold on Cordonia.

“There is fresh snow outside, General,”
reported a colonel. “Another week before the invasion would have
been better.”

“Better but not necessary,” General Testa
replied. “We have more than enough men to easily overwhelm the
Cordonians. We have the easiest task of the entire war. The
Cordonians only have six-thousand men in what they call an army. I
don’t think a little snow is going to change the obvious results of
the coming battle. Kantor will fall without a whimper.”

“Yes, sir,” replied the colonel. “General
Alden and the 28th Corps will be a while getting here.
You might as well wait inside the temple and stay out of the
weather. I will notify you when the Aertans come into view.”

“General Alden,” chuckled General Testa.
“This is probably the only time I will have authority over the
Crown Prince of Aerta. I bet he is none too pleased to be under the
command of a Spinoan general.”

“Why is he even here?” the colonel asked
cautiously. “I would have thought that he would be in charge of the
home guard and not leading an army into battle.”

“Alden and his father do not get along,”
smirked General Testa. “If King Anator had pushed for it, I am
quite sure that Grand General Kyrga would have made Alden the top
general in Force Cordonia, but now he is at the bottom. Obviously
his father does not favor him very highly. At least Montero got his
choice of posting in Sordoa.”

“He doesn’t get along with his father either,
does he?”

“Absolutely not,” laughed General Testa.
“They hate each other. King Harowin probably hopes that Montero
doesn’t return from the war, but Montero had enough pull on his own
to get what he wants.”

* * * *

Sinora and Wesik halted in a small clearing
of the Sordoan forest. Wylan and Sheri slid from the backs of the
unicorns, and Sheri immediately started rummaging through her pack.
Twerp stuck his head out of Wylan’s pocket and sensed excitement in
the air. The fairy leaped to Sinora’s head and stood watching the
Knights of Alcea. Sheri pulled two Federation uniforms out of her
pack and handed the larger one to Wylan. She then bound her chest
tightly and pulled the uniform on. Wylan examined his uniform
before putting it on.

“This even has the patch of the
10th Corps,” he remarked. “How could you have planned
this so well?”

“I was Lady Zachary,” grinned Sheri. “Zack
Nolan has an incredible grasp of the situation. When he learned
that we would be assigned to Caldar, he made a point of procuring
the proper patches for us to use. He then had uniforms made up for
us. Mine fits perfectly, but he had to guess about your size. How
does it fit?”

“Well enough,” Wylan replied, “but the
sleeves are a bit long. It will be fine for riding, but not for
marching when my arms are at my sides.”

“Then remain mounted,” stated Sheri. “Your
excellent night vision will be useful to see if anyone is coming
when I approach the mages tent. Should anyone approach, you can
head them off until after I have dispatched the mages.”

Wylan frowned deeply as he removed the
colorful patches that shielded his eyes. “I should be going into
the tent, not you.”

“Nonsense,” retorted Sheri. “I can stab
sleeping bodies with myric quills as easily as you can. The real
danger will be getting out of the encampment when we are done. It
will be particularly dangerous when it comes time to leave the
tent. Your night vision is akin to a dwarf’s. I want those eyes of
yours outside the tent to avoid being discovered by the enemy when
I exit.”

Wylan sighed anxiously and did not respond to
his wife’s words. Part of him wanted to demand that he be the one
to enter the tent, but the other part of him realized that Sheri
was right. She was more than capable of killing the mages, and it
did make sense for him to keep watch.

“Twerp,” ordered Sheri, “it is time to find
us a way into the encampment. Do not dally.”

“Dally?” quipped the fairy. “I will be back
before either of you realizes how foolish you look in those
uniforms.”

Sheri giggled as the little green man leaped
off the head of the unicorn and shot into the dark sky. Even Wylan
smiled inwardly as he momentarily cast off the dark gloom that had
found a home in his heart. Wylan strapped his staff to Wesik and
then he walked over to Sheri and wordlessly embraced her. For a
long time they stood silently embracing each other. Eventually,
Sheri pushed away and kissed Wylan tenderly.

“Now is not the time for such feelings,
husband. We must keep our minds on the task at hand.”

Twerp chose that very moment to drop from the
sky and land on Wylan’s shoulder.

“I have the perfect spot,” the fairy reported
excitedly, but we must move quickly. A patrol passes through the
area, and it has just gone by.”

Both Knights of Alcea responded without
hesitation. They mounted their unicorns and took to the air. Twerp
hung onto Wylan’s ear and directed him towards the chosen spot. The
unicorns glided noiselessly through the canopy and landed lightly
in a small clearing almost completely enclosed by thorny bushes.
Wesik stepped cautiously as he maneuvered the narrow trail leading
out of the clearing, and Sinora followed closely.

Their entry into the encampment had been far
from the center, and their journey through the camp took them past
many burned out campfires. While most of the Federation soldiers
were fast asleep, there were still many up and about. Some sat
talking quietly and others moved about. Several of them glanced at
the two mounted soldiers with curiosity, but no one challenged
them. Eventually they came to an area of the encampment that was
dimly lit. Wylan glanced at the three large tents and felt a shiver
race up his spine. They were clearly in the center of the enemy’s
encampment and twenty-thousand soldiers surrounded them. He
swallowed hard as he brought the unicorns to a halt in the relative
darkness of a large tree on the edge of the big clearing.

Sheri slid off her unicorn without
hesitation. She walked Sinora away from the large clearing so that
Wylan would not be seen as having two horses. She tied the unicorn
to a tree and then calmly pulled a small quiver out of her pack and
strapped it on at her waist. She walked back to where Wylan and
Wesik waited. With a glance around the open area, she marched
towards the smallest of the three large tents. Before she had
covered half the distance to the tent, a lone black-cloak emerged
from the tent. Sheri smoothly altered her course so that she
appeared to be merely passing by the tent. She continued on for a
while and then gradually moved into the trees and doubled back
towards Wylan and the Wesik. Eventually, she returned to where she
had started.

“That was unexpected,” she said softly. “I
guess they are not all sleeping. Where did he go?”

“He didn’t go anywhere,” Wylan replied. “He
stood outside the tent for a while and then disappeared back
inside. Perhaps this is not a wise idea.”

“Have courage, my husband,” Sheri smiled. “We
can do this.”

“I know we can,” frowned Wylan, “but I have a
strange foreboding about this mission. Let’s call it off. We can
figure out another way to slay the mages.”

“Time is short,” retorted Sheri, “and we have
no mage of our own to fall back on. We are already here. Let’s get
it done.”

Without waiting for a response, Sheri once
more set off on a path towards the mage tent. Wylan watched her go,
marveling at the incredible amount of courage his wife had. In a
way, he envied her.

Sheri marched up to the tent and grabbed a
myric quill in her right hand. Her left hand reached for the tent
flap, but her fingers never touched the fabric. In an instant, her
confidence shattered and her body froze. She stared
uncomprehendingly at her hand and saw her fingers trembling with
fear. Her whole body shook with a feeling she had never experienced
before. Her body quivered and she sweated sheets of perspiration.
Her lungs shrunk, and she felt as if she could not inhale enough
air to sustain her body. She gasped and began to pant loudly.

Suddenly, the tent flap flew open and a
black-cloak stood before the Knight of Alcea. Sheri watched
helplessly as the dark mage reached out and placed his hand on
Sheri’s shoulder. A jolt of searing pain shot through Sheri, and
she felt her limbs turn to jelly, her body collapsing under its own
weight. Her eyes rolled up into her head and everything turned
black.

Across the clearing, Wylan watched the horror
unfold. He kicked Wesik into motion even though he could not save
his wife. With a feeling of revenge, Wylan and Wesik charged the
mage tent.

“Show your horn, Wesik. You will need it to
help me avenge my Sheri.”

The unicorn did not respond, but tears flowed
from his eyes as swiftly as those from Wylan’s eyes. Wylan pulled
his staff from its restraining strap and glared at the black-cloak
bending over Sheri’s body. The black-cloak must have sensed their
approach because he suddenly straightened and turned to face the
charging rider. His arms came up to cast a spell at the Knight of
Alcea, but he was too late. Wylan’s staff reached out with a fury,
its tip crushing the mage’s throat and tearing his head away from
his body. As Wylan shook the skull from the tip of his staff,
Wesik’s horn slashed through the fabric of the tent. The unicorn
carried his partner into the mage tent.

The commotion had already woken the remaining
seven black-cloaks. Shouts of surprise filled the tents as the
unicorn slashed his way inside. Arms rose threateningly towards the
Knight of Alcea on the unicorn’s back, but Wylan had anticipated
such a response. He dove from Wesik’s back as soon as he was
through the tent wall. Half a dozen magical projectiles soared
above the unicorn’s back, some igniting the tent fabric, while
others sliced through the thin material.

Wylan came out of his dive in a roll and
sprang to his feet with his staff extended before him. The
black-cloaks scattered, trying to put space between themselves and
the staff-wielding lunatic. They were not all successful. Wylan
jabbed his staff into the stomach of one mage and then snapped it
upward when the mage doubled over in agony. The upward thrust drove
the mage’s nose into his brain. The black-cloak collapsed to the
floor.

On the other side of the room, the forgotten unicorn
sent the black-cloaks a message of his own. Wesik speared a
black-cloak with his horn and then tossed the corpse at the
remaining mages. Wylan took advantage of the distraction to move in
closer and swing his staff at the closest mage. The staff struck
with a resounding crack. The mage’s body flew through the air and
slammed into one of the tent’s supports. The tent shook wildly, and
part of it started to collapse. Another part of the tent was
burning from the earlier spells cast at Wylan. The Knight of Alcea
knew that his time in this world was fast expiring. He tucked his
staff in and dove towards the remaining mages, intent on taking as
many of them with him as he was able to.

Wesik lowered his head and charged, spearing
another black-cloak on his incredibly sharp horn. He felt two
magical projectiles slam into his body in close succession. One
spell struck his flank, and the searing heat felt as if it was
rapidly eating through his flesh. The other spell was one of
brilliance, and it struck his face. Wesik’s world turned to
blackness as he shook the mage’s body off his horn. The pain in
Wesik’s flank grew excruciating, and the unicorn began to feel a
loss of control of his hindquarters. Unable to see the enemy, Wesik
started swaying his head back and forth as widely as he could,
hoping to snare another mage before he died.

I am leaving you, my friend, the
unicorn said to the Knight of Alcea. It has been a pleasure to
serve by your side.

Strike to your left, Wesik, replied
Wylan as he jabbed his staff into eye of another mage. I will be
joining you soon. You have been a credit to your race, but more
importantly, you have been closer to my heart than all but Sheri. I
shall miss you greatly.

Wesik trusted Wylan enough to spend the last
of his energy turning sharply to his left. He slashed his horn
around wildly and felt satisfaction when a mage screamed in agony.
He focused on the scream, shoving his horn as deep into the man’s
flesh as he could. The scream stopped abruptly.

Bowstring snaps sang loudly inside the tent.
Wylan heard arrows thudding into Wesik’s body just before he felt
them striking his back. He arched in pain, his staff falling from
numb fingers. A moment later, darkness claimed the Knight of Alcea,
and his body tumbled to the floor.


Chapter 13

Stampede

Sinora was not in a position to see what was
happening, but her herd sense felt Wesik’s fear, anger, and great
sorrow. The unicorn pulled on her reins, but the knot would not
yield. With a sense of urgency, Sinora moved closer to the tree and
reared, snapping the rein in two. At that moment, Twerp and another
fairy swooped down out of the canopy.

“What are you doing?” scowled Twerp. “Be
still or someone will notice you.”

Let them notice. Sinora snorted
angrily as she turned and raced for the place where Wesik was last
seen. Where have you been?

Twerp had tried to land on the unicorn’s
head, but Sinora’s sudden movements made that impossible. He flew
alongside her, staring at her. “I was checking the spacing of the
patrols, and I sensed another fairy. She brings news of great
importance from Tagaret.” Twerp suddenly noticed where the unicorn
was headed, and he glanced across the clearing towards the burning
tent and the four soldiers racing towards it. “What is going
on?”

I do not know, but our friends are in trouble. Use
whatever skills you have to hide what is going on, or we will all
perish this night.

Sinora’s horn suddenly appeared as they
neared the tent. The unicorn was not quick enough to stop the four
archers from firing into the tent, but they never got off a second
shot. Sinora lowered her head and speared the closest archer. Her
speed carried her forward and her horn broke through the other side
of the human and gored another. With two men impaled on her horn,
Sinora reared up and attacked the two remaining archers, her large
hooves smashing down on their heads. As the unicorn returned her
forelegs to the ground, a fiery projectile flew out of the tent and
glanced off her back. The unicorn snorted angrily and tossed her
head. The two impaled soldiers flew from her horn towards the
mage.

The black-cloak had been in the process of casting
another spell, but he quickly abandoned the idea as the bodies came
hurtling towards him. He leaped out of the way of the bodies, but
he lost his footing and tripped over the body of one of his
companions. Sinora raced into the tent and shoved her horn into the
mage’s body as he tried to rise. She pulled her horn free and
brought both of her front hooves down on the mage to make sure that
he was dead.

Sinora? Is that you? Wesik snorted
weakly.

Sinora turned towards the sound, her eyes scanning
the carnage. Off to one side of the tent, she saw her mate. Wesik’s
flank was smoldering, and his faced was scorched black. Two arrows
stuck out of Wesik’s body, and tears flowed from Sinora’s eyes.

I have come to take you home, Wesik.

I have run my last league, Sinora. Flee while you
still have a chance. The humans will not be long in coming.

Sinora crossed the room and nuzzled her mate.
Wesik was too weak to respond.

“Hurry up!” called Twerp. “I cannot hold this
illusion forever. The tent is burning, and the smoke will distort
the illusion. We will be discovered.”

Sinora turned away from Wesik and saw Wylan
on the floor. The Knight of Alcea also had two arrows in his back.
Sinora was not sure if she had just seen Wylan breathe; there were
no other signs of life in his body. She pawed the ground anxiously,
refusing to abandon the ones she loved.

Where do these humans tether their horses,
fairy?

“At the south end of the road,” answered
Twerp. “What do you want with horses?”

You will see. I want you to hold the illusion while
I create a diversion. When the time is right, you are to gather our
fallen so we may take them home.

“Take them home?” balked Thrip, the other
fairy. “How?”

Sinora did not answer. Her horn disappeared,
and she raced out of the tent, heading south along the Coastal
Road.

“What is she up to?” Twerp said out loud.

A fool’s mission. Wesik snorted
weakly. She may not return, but I would not let her down if I
were you. Honor her wishes. Can you levitate one as large as
me?

“I have never tried,” frowned Twerp, “but I
think I can.”

Could you still levitate me if Wylan and
Sheri were on top of me?

“All three of you?” balked Twerp. “I don’t
know. That is a lot of weight, and we have nothing to tie them to
you. They might slide off. Maybe between Thrip and me we can do
it.” 

Well, you will try. If the weight is too much, you
will leave me behind, and take Wylan and Sheri back to their
people. The humans are known to honor their dead by burial. Go now
and gather their bodies so we are ready when the diversion
comes.

Thrip found Sheri’s body outside the tent and
slowly levitated it to Wesik. She moved Wylan’s body next, and
heard Wylan grunt. The fairy’s heart filled with hope, but she did
not mention it to the unicorn. She knew that Wylan and Wesik were
very close, and the unicorn needed no false hopes at the
moment.

Suddenly, shouts rang out in every direction.
Twerp looked nervously at his illusion and saw that the burning of
the tent was no longer concealed. A large section of the tent was
burning and the smoke billowed up into the night sky.

“We’ve been discovered,” Twerp said softly.
“I can no longer hide the truth.”

Flee if you must, little ones, but wait for Sinora
if you have the courage. I would consider it a favor if you helped
her to escape from this place.

“I will stay,” vowed Twerp. “We will all go
home together.”

“I agree,” added Thrip.

You would make good unicorns.

Wesik’s thoughts were weak, but Twerp
recognized the tinge of humor held within the unicorn’s mind
speech. Suddenly, the ground rumbled and the shouts grew
louder.

“What is that?” Twerp mused out loud.

That is a herd, little unicorn. This tent will soon
become an island in the midst of the enemy’s camp. Drop your
illusion and get the Knights of Alcea out of here.

The rumbling intensified until the tent shook
wildly. Twerp could still hear the shouting, but just barely. The
noise of sixteen-thousand hooves sounded like constant thunder, and
the ground felt as if an earthquake was sundering the road beneath
the tent. Unexpectedly, Sinora burst through the wall of the
tent.

Put the Knights of Alcea on my back, fairy, and be
quick about it. We do not have much time.

Twerp and Thrip moved immediately. They
levitated Wylan and Sheri onto Sinora’s back and then looked up at
the roof of the tent.

“How am I to get Wesik out of here?” asked
Twerp.

I will cut a hole in the roof,
promised Sinora. Start levitating now.

The fairies darted to Wesik and hovered over
him. They raised the large unicorn off the floor and winced as
Wesik screamed in pain.

Listen not to his cries, Sinora said
as she bared her horn and sprouted wings. Just carry him away
from here.

Sinora leaped into the air, and her horn
sliced open the roof of the tent. Soldiers shouted and pointed at
her, but she refused to fly away until Wesik was safe. She hovered
over the tent as Twerp and Thrip slowly raised Wesik through the
roof. Federation soldiers tore their attention away from the
stampeding horses and aimed their bows skyward. Sinora dipped down
and slid under Wesik, protecting him from the archers below.

Hurry, fairy. This is going to be painful.

Twerp swallowed hard as he looked down. If
they lost their grip on Wesik, the large unicorn would smash into
Sinora and the Knights of Alcea, dooming them all to death. He
grunted with exertion as he tried to rise faster. He heard the snap
of bowstrings and saw arrows streaking skyward, but he didn’t see
any of the arrows hit anything. A few moments later, the dark sky
had swallowed up the escapees, and Twerp set his mind to thinking
about where he should take the wounded unicorn. If he set down too
close to the camp, they might send searchers out and find them. If
he took everyone back to Caldar, the Federation soldiers might also
look there. In the end, it came down to exhaustion.

“I cannot continue,” groaned Thrip. “I have
not rested all day. My energy is spent.”

Twerp nodded to the other fairy, and Thrip
settled onto Wesik’s body. Twerp felt the sudden strain of carrying
the large unicorn alone, and he let the weight slowly drag him
lower. As he passed below Sinora, he grimaced. Three arrows stuck
out of Sinora’s belly, and blood dripped freely down two of the
shafts. The unicorn continued flying level, seemingly unaware that
Twerp was landing.

“Sinora!” shouted Twerp. “We need to set down
now. Follow me.”

Sinora didn’t answer, but she altered her
course and started angling downward. Moments later, Twerp gently
set Wesik on the ground in a clearing far from the road. Sinora
landed a moment later, but her legs would not hold her upright. She
toppled to the ground, spilling the bodies of the Knights of
Alcea.

You have done well, little unicorn. Rest while
Sinora goes for a healer.

“Sinora is not going anywhere,” Twerp said
hesitantly. “She took three arrows escaping. I will go for
help.”

The fairy didn’t wait for a response. He
leaped into the air, but he was weak with exhaustion. Knowing that
he could not travel any great distance, he headed for the Rider’s
Rest in Caldar. He barely made it.

“Twerp!” greeted the female fairy. “What are
you doing back here?”

“You must go to Tagaret,” Twerp said weakly.
“Tell them that two Knights of Alcea are dead, and their unicorns
are dying. We need the best healers they can send and we need them
now.”

“Who is dead?” gasped the blue fairy.

Twerp bit his lip. What if others were in
need of healing at the same time? If he told Tagaret that the
Knights of Alcea were dead, might the Bringer send the healers
where he thought they could do more good? Twerp was not going to
allow any more deaths within his group. The unicorns were worth
saving as much as anyone else.

“Tell the Bringer that Two Knights of Alcea
need a healer immediately to survive,” revised Twerp. “Also tell
him that both of their unicorns are also close to death, and they
cannot travel. We need help desperately.”

“But I am tasked to keep watch here,” frowned
the female fairy.

“Go!” snapped Twerp. “I will wait here in
your stead. Hurry, or I will clip your wings.”

“Ogre!” The female fairy
glared at Twerp, but she quickly sped off.

Twerp sighed deeply and closed his eyes. In
seconds, he was fast asleep.

* * * *

General Omirro woke to the thunderous noise
and shaking tent. He bolted to his feet and raced to the flap,
throwing it back. The first thing he noticed was the lack of guards
outside his tent. His anger rose, but the emotion soon faded to
confusion. The thunder grew louder and the quaking more severe. He
stepped out of the tent and his eyes were immediately drawn to the
approaching stampede.

General Omirro’s command tent stood in the
middle of the Coastal Highway. Just to its south stood General
Barbone’s smaller tent, and beyond that the tent for the
black-cloaks. The mage tent was burning, but what caught the
general’s attention was the massive herd of horses bearing down on
all three tents. He watched in awe as the stampeding herd split in
two, as if the three tents were a large rock island in the middle
of a swiftly flowing river. He silently prayed that the rest of the
herd followed the leaders’ actions. If they did not, none of the
tents would survive, and General Omirro was not yet ready to lose
his life.

As he stood frozen and stared in awe,
movement above the mage tent caught his eye. He gawked in disbelief
as he saw a winged-horse fly upward from the tent with two bodies
draped over it. The magnificent beast halted its ascent and hovered
over the tent. Within seconds, the prone body of a horse also rose
out of the tent, but it did not appear as if the creature was
alive. It had no wings and it mysteriously floated upward rather
than flew. As General Omirro tried to make sense out of what he was
seeing, the winged-horse moved directly under the floating one, and
they seemed to rise together. Arrows suddenly streaked skyward, and
the general watched several of them imbed into the winged-horse’s
underside. Before another volley could be sent skyward, the
creatures vanished beyond the glow of the flames and
disappeared.

“Did you see that?” General Barbone asked as
he appeared before General Omirro. “What do you make of it?”

General Omirro stared up into the darkness
for a moment before tearing his eyes away and focusing on the
subordinate officer. “I do not know what to make of it, but I will
have answers before the sun rises. Are your tent guards on
station?”

“No,” answered General Barbone. “I thought
they might be here, but I can see that they are not. Have we been
infiltrated?”

General Omirro glanced at the tail end of the
stampede and shook his head in confusion. He saw Colonel Verle
racing towards him, and he turned to face the approaching officer.
The colonel halted before the general and saluted.

“Are you safe?” asked the colonel.

“Safe and unguarded,” replied General Omirro.
“I have tasks for you. First, post guards at my tent and General
Barbone’s. Second, find the missing guards and have them arrested.
Third, have the fire at the mages tent extinguished. Fourth, send
out men to recover our mounts. Fifth, find out what has happened
here tonight and report back to me. This army is not moving until I
have satisfactory answers.”

The colonel saluted, but General Omirro had
already turned to retreat inside his tent. General Barbone
followed.

“Close the flap,” ordered General Omirro.
“The dust raised by the horses is enough to gag on.” General
Barbone dutifully closed the flap and General Omirro continued.
“You were closer to the mage tent than I was, Barbone. What did you
make of that winged-horse?”

General Omirro sat down and poured two mugs
of cold tea. He placed one on the table and raised the other to his
lips. General Barbone also took a seat and grabbed the other
mug.

“It was not a winged-horse. It was a unicorn.
I saw the horn extending from its head.”

General Omirro was about to say that unicorns
were mythical, but then again, so were winged-horses. He said
nothing, and General Barbone felt compelled to continue.

“I am not sure about the other one. I could
not see its head. It looked dead to me, and it certainly wasn’t
flying under its own power. Do you suppose the flying one was
magically raising it?”

“I think not,” answered Omirro, “but I cannot
be sure. I thought I saw two bodies on top of the flying one. Did
you see them?”

“Clearly,” answered General Barbone. “They
were Federation soldiers, but I could not see the patches clear
enough to identify which army they belonged to. They also appeared
dead. None of this makes much sense to me.”

“Nor to me,” General Omirro said before
turning silent and sipping his cold tea.

General Barbone was well familiar with the
moods of General Omirro, and he knew when not to speak. For a long
time the two generals sat in silence until the tent flap opened and
Colonel Verle entered. The colonel approached the table, and
General Omirro informally waved for the officer to sit. The colonel
raised an eyebrow in surprise, but he promptly obeyed.

“The missing guards will not need to be
arrested,” opened the colonel. “Their bodies were found at the mage
tent. It was difficult to identify two of them.”

“Explain,” General Omirro said curtly.

“The mage tent is a bloody scene, General.
While we may never know exactly what happened there tonight, I can
detail what I found. All eight of the black-cloaks are dead, as
well as the four guards. A vicious, bloody assault occurred inside
that tent. Some of it was magical, which is the origin of the
flames, but most of it was physical. Outside the tent we found
three bodies, two guards and a mage. The mage was decapitated, his
head found elsewhere. The two guards were mauled by something
massive and solid. Their skulls were literally crushed. Were it not
for belongings on their bodies, identification would have been
impossible.”

“What about inside the tent?” asked General
Barbone.

“Another bloody mess,” frowned the colonel.
“Two of the guards were gored by something very sharp, very long,
and very large. Three of the mages were struck down with a staff,
or at least I believe that to be so. We did find a staff amongst
the wreckage, and their injuries were not as bloody as the other
four. Those four were gored along the lines of the guards. I should
also report that the tent was not only burning, it was slashed to
pieces in several places, including the roof.”

“And the tether lines at the corral?” asked
General Omirro.

“Slashed,” answered the colonel. “We
definitely have saboteurs, General. Someone intentionally freed our
mounts and caused the stampede.”

“What aren’t you telling me, Colonel?”
scowled General Omirro.

The colonel fidgeted and sighed anxiously.
“Men reported something very strange this night, General. I don’t
know if the men should be punished for drunkenness or not, but the
situation is serious enough to inform you of their comments. They
claim that they saw a unicorn rise from the burning tent. Some said
that a second unicorn rose, but that it was dead when it rose.
There were also reports claiming that there were two dead soldiers
draped over one of the unicorns. I truly do not know what to make
of these tales.”

“Take the men at their words,” frowned
General Omirro. “I do not understand what is going on, but General
Barbone and I saw something similar. The gore wounds that you spoke
of, could they have been inflicted by something like a unicorn’s
horn?”

“Assuming that the creatures were unicorns,”
shrugged the colonel, “I guess that would be possible. It is as
good an explanation as anything I could come up with.”

“I take it that you do not believe in
unicorns, Colonel?” General Omirro asked.

“I do not believe in anything that I cannot
see or touch,” answered the colonel, “but I stand ready to accept
your word on the matter.”

General Omirro sighed and smiled slightly at
the colonel’s discomfort. “I don’t believe in them either, but they
were here tonight. I want a headcount of our men, Colonel, and I
want it immediately. People saw two dead soldiers on the back of
that unicorn, and I want to know if they were men of Team
Caldar.”

The colonel nodded and rose to his feet. He
saluted briskly and quickly departed the tent.

“What did you mean if they were ours?” asked
General Barbone. “They definitely wore Federation uniforms. I saw
that with my own eyes. What other army could they belong to besides
ours?”

“You are asking the wrong question, Barbone,”
replied General Omirro. “The real question is why the unicorns
would take humans from the camp in the first place? Why would the
unicorns take away the bodies of two of our men? If they wanted
information about our orders or purpose for being in Alcea, they
would have abducted live soldiers to interrogate, not recovered
dead bodies.”

“Well,” retorted General Barbone, “I said
that they appeared dead. I suppose that they could have been
magically put to sleep. Am I missing something?”

“You are indeed. The unicorns did not use a
staff to kill the black-cloaks. The humans did. That means that the
unicorns were removing their confederates from the enemy’s camp.
Two beasts, two riders. Whether they were alive or dead really
doesn’t matter to the logic of it all. Taking what I just said as
truth, the unicorns have allies that have access to Federation
uniforms. More importantly, the Alceans know that we have arrived
in their country.”

“How can you be sure that it is the Alceans
behind the attack?” asked General Barbone. “What if it was Tauman’s
men trying to make us fail? You know that he is disappointed about
not being involved in the attack on Alcea. Making us fail might be
his way of making himself look better.”

“There is truth to your words,” agreed
General Omirro, “but the end result is the same. If Tauman wants us
to fail, he would merely tell the Alceans that we are here. He
certainly has access to all the portals. Either way, the Alceans
know that we are here, but I personally do not think Tauman would
stoop so low. Besides, I don’t think Tauman could keep unicorns a
secret for very long. They must be Alcean creatures that our spies
did not discover.”

General Barbone sighed heavily and nodded in
agreement. “What does this mean to our plans then?”

“This knowledge means very little to our
plans,” answered General Omirro. “We are facing eighteen-thousand
men in all of Sordoa. We are twenty-thousand strong, and we have
forty-thousand comrades joining up with us at the walls of Trekum.
Sordoa is going to fall regardless of the existence of unicorns.
The biggest impact of tonight’s raid is the loss of our mages, and
that tells me a great deal about our adversaries. They could have
tried to take out the leadership of Team Caldar, but they feared
our mages more. That tells me that they have no mages to stand
against us and that pleases me. Sword for sword, we will devastate
the Sordoans. They cannot stand against the might of the
Federation.”


Chapter 14

Day Four

The knocking was incessant. King Arik
subconsciously tried to put it out of his mind, but it continued
with annoying regularity.

“Are you going to see who that is?” asked
Queen Tanya. “Or do I have to get out of bed?”

King Arik immediately sat up and opened his
eyes. “I thought I was dreaming,” apologized the king. “Stay in
bed, Mother. I will see what the problem is.”

The queen laughed. “Now that woke me up more
than the knocking did. I am not even showing yet.”

The king grinned and hurried to the door. He
cracked it open and saw a Red Sword officer with a grim face
waiting on the other side.

“I am sorry for disturbing you, King Arik,”
apologized the soldier. “I know that you had a late night of it
last night, but I think this warrants your attention. We had a
fairy arrive from Sordoa. She reports that two Knights of Alcea and
two unicorns are in dire need of healing.”

King Arik’s heart skipped a beat. He knew
that Wylan and Sheri were the Knights of Alcea being referred to.
The only other Knight of Alcea in Sordoa was Prince Darok, and he
was at the opposite end of the country. If it was two of them hurt,
it had to be the human couple. The king frowned deeply, but he
didn’t respond immediately. Obviously a healer needed to be sent,
but that was something that Prince Oscar would normally handle. The
prince knew the locations of all of the healers. He would know who
was closest. After a healer was dispatched, the prince would notify
the king so that they could discuss the problem with the king’s
advisors. King Arik knew that there was more to the problem. The
officer would not have come to the king otherwise. The king looked
into the officer’s eyes questioningly.

“What is the rest of the message?”

“That was the entire message,” replied the
officer hesitantly, “but I think the fairy is lying.”

“Lying?” echoed the king. “Why do you think
that?”

“I heard her talking to another fairy,”
frowned the officer. “She indicated that the two Knights of Alcea
were really dead.”

King Arik gasped loudly, grabbing the queen’s
attention. It was one thing for a Knight of Alcea to be wounded and
need a healer. It was a more frequent occurrence than the king
would have liked, but the Knights of Alcea tackled only the
toughest tasks. Injuries were not uncommon. It was a far different
story to hear talk about the death of one of the king’s chosen.

“What is it?” asked Queen Tanya as she
arrived at the king’s side.

“Wylan and Sheri,” King Arik replied softly,
supreme sadness evident in his voice.

The king and the officer stood facing one
another, and neither of them spoke. Tanya knew what Arik had meant
when he mentioned the names of the two Knights of Alcea. Only their
deaths would strike him so hard. She eased in front of him and
addressed the officer.

“Call the Council of Advisors together,”
instructed the queen. “They are to assemble immediately. And inform
Prince Midge to halt all outgoing fairies.”

“And detain the fairy from Sordoa,” added
King Arik. “She has some explaining to do.”

The Red Sword officer saluted and retreated.
The queen closed the door and stared at the king.

“What is wrong with the fairy from Sordoa?”
she asked.

“The fairy reported that the Knights were
wounded,” explained the king, “but she was overheard saying that
they were really dead. I will not stand for the truth being
withheld from me.”

The queen could see tears starting to well up
in Arik’s eyes, and she knew that she had to keep his mind occupied
with something other than the deaths of two Knights of Alcea.

“Let’s get dressed,” Queen Tanya said
authoritatively. “As long as the Council is being assembled, this
will be a good opportunity to discuss what has happened so
far.”

The king nodded absently and began getting
dressed. Neither of them spoke again until they entered the council
chambers. Some of the advisors were already there, but not all of
them. Some of them did not reside in the Royal Palace. Prince Oscar
was one of the advisors already present, and he was orchestrating
the morning meeting. Fairies buzzed nonstop to and from the prince,
and servants brought in trays of hot tea and fresh bread. The king
and queen grabbed cups of tea and chunks of bread and waited
silently for the rest of the advisors to arrive. The king was
anxious about the delay, but he wanted to avoid repeating anything,
and he wanted everyone’s input. When General Gregor arrived, he
called the meeting to order and demanded that the Sordoan fairy
repeat the message. She delivered the exact message that Twerp had
requested.

“Are Wylan and Sheri alive?” asked the
king.

“I do not know,” frowned the fairy. “I have
delivered the message that Twerp asked me to deliver.”

“Then why were you overheard saying that they
were dead?” scowled the king.

Prince Midge was alarmed by the king’s words.
The fairy people were sworn to the Bringer and it disturbed him
greatly to think that one of his people might deceive the Bringer.
He settled on the king’s shoulder and glared at the other fairy.
The tiny woman bit her lip and trembled slightly.

“Twerp changed his message,” the fairy
offered timidly. “I do not know why, but he said they were dead at
first. I have not told anyone that they were dead. I only remarked
to another fairy that Twerp changed his message. Someone must have
overheard me say that.”

“Show us the images,” demanded Prince
Midge.

The fairy instantly complied, showing the
original message and the eventual one. King Arik was satisfied that
the fairy was not deceiving him.

“Where were Wylan and Sheri supposed to be
when they were struck down?” the queen asked the fairy. “Was it at
the Doors?”

“No,” answered the fairy. “I am stationed at
one of the Doors. Both of the Doors have already been removed. I
think they were going to attack the mages, but I am not sure.”

“Did they know about the fear spell?” asked
the queen.

The fairy frowned and looked confused. It was
obvious that she did not know what the queen was asking. Prince
Oscar quickly glanced at his notes until he found what he was
looking for.

“Did Thrip arrive down there?” asked Prince
Oscar.

“Yes,” the fairy nodded, grateful that she
did not have to answer the queen’s question. “Thrip arrived a
couple of hours before Twerp. He said that he was searching for
Wylan but couldn’t find him. He asked me if I knew where they were,
and I said that I did not, but I suggested that he look near the
enemy camp.”

The King looked questioningly at his
father.

“Thrip was carrying word of the fear spell to
Wylan and Sheri,” explained Prince Oscar. “It looks like he arrived
too late.”

King Arik bit his lip in concentration and
began pacing the floor. Eventually, he turned to face his
father.

“I do not want any more attacks on the
black-cloaks,” declared King Arik. “Get that word out immediately.
And get a healer to the unicorns in Sordoa. We will resume this
meeting as soon as that is done.”

“The closest mage we have is Podil,” stated
Prince Oscar. “She is a Sorelderal elf, and is highly skilled, but
she is not close to Caldar. She is in Pontek at the other end of
Sordoa. I have already sent a fairy to summon her to aid the
unicorns. Prince Midge and I will immediately dispatch the other
messages you requested. We will be right back. It won’t take but a
minute.”

The two princes left the room, and General
Gregor stepped over to the wall map of Alcea. He spoke to no one in
particular, but all heard his voice.

“Sometimes we forget that the fairies cannot
deliver messages instantaneously. While they fly faster than we can
imagine, Alcea is a great nation, and it spans hundreds of leagues
in each direction. For example, the time it takes a fairy to fly
from Caldar to here and then send another fairy to Pontek, followed
by a unicorn ride back to Caldar, will take almost an entire day.
That is a long time for two unicorns to lie bleeding.”

“What is your point, General?” snapped the
king. “Are you reminding me of how I am wasting the lives of
Alceans?”

The general turned around to face the king.
His face showed no sign of hurt from the king’s attack. He knew the
strain that King Arik was under, and he knew how much the king
blamed himself for each and every death.

“No, King Arik. The point is to remind
everyone here of the vast distances involved in this war. You
depend upon our advice, but I often think that such details escape
our notice. We have grown so accustomed to people stepping into
this room from the other side of the world, that we forget the
limitations that we have to deal with within our own country.”

“I think I understand where you are coming
from, General,” interjected the queen. “Perhaps we would be wise to
station healing mages throughout the country to respond to problems
like the one we face today. Are there other resources that we
should consider doing the same?”

Prince Oscar and Prince Midge reentered the
room.

“I don’t know about stationing other
resources,” Lord Markel responded, “but I think we need to recall
our Knights of Alcea from Zara. We had a close call in Lanoir, and
now a disastrous one in Sordoa. These Federation armies are going
to tax our forces to the limits. We need our people here to help
us.”

“I agree,” offered Lord Clava. “The wars of
liberation in Zara cannot succeed if we fail here in Alcea. The
Knights of Alcea are the most potent weapons we have. I suggest
that the king recall them.”

So more of them can die, the king thought
bitterly. The queen knew what was going thorough her husband’s
mind, and she did not want him to express his thoughts out
loud.

“There are only four Knights of Alcea left in
Zara,” stated Queen Tanya, “I also think they should be recalled,
but no one else. The small contingent of Rangers over there are
needed where they are, and they should stay there. As for Jenneva,
she is not in Zara. She is in Cordonia seeing to the movement of
Doors from one Universe to another. She will be returning here
today after the final set of armies arrive there.”

“General Ross and General Haggerty,” nodded
Prince Oscar. “They should be arriving in Darcia at this very
moment. They are the only Federation armies due to arrive in Alcea
this day. If I may also offer my agreement of having the Knights of
Alcea return to Alcea for the next couple of weeks, I do so. I know
that they are instrumental in running things in Zara, but their
skills are sorely needed here at home. The wars in Zara will run on
our schedule, but here in Alcea it runs on the Federation’s
schedule. We need them, King Arik.”

“It would be a mistake to remove Karl Gree
from Tyronia,” declared Theos. “Unlike the other Zaran countries
under the thumb of the Federation, Tyronia has no Ranger to guide
them. There is only Karl, and the Tyronians will see his removal as
a breaking of faith. They depend on him daily.”

”I can live with that,” conceded Prince
Oscar. “If Karl is instrumental to the Tyronians, then let him
stay, but the others are not tied to any one country as Karl is.
Alex, Tedi, and Natia should return to Alcea.”

King Arik nodded his approval. “See to it
after the meeting. Where do we stand on our own actions against
Force Targa?”

“We have two days before the first of the
Federation armies arrives in Targa,” answered General Gregor. “I
have already managed to sneak the Alcean Rangers out of the city as
well as two-thirds of the Red Swords. The final third of the Red
Swords are due to depart today. That is going to leave little
protection around the king, and that concerns me greatly, but we
need to draw our forces out of the city quietly to avoid tipping
off the enemy spies.”

“I am still here,” Theos stated gruffly. “No
harm will come to King Arik.”

“What are the plans for pulling out the
regular army?” asked Tedi’s father. “It will not be possible to
sneak them out unnoticed.”

“You are correct, Lord Markel,” answered the
general, “but it will be too late at that point for the Federation
spies to do any damage. The Rangers and Red Swords total
four-thousand men. Their primary goal the first two days is to
simply harass the enemy and slow them down. Once the Federation
troops arrive in Danver Shores, there will be no more armies coming
from Zara. All Doors will be out of commission, so the spies cannot
get word back to their homeland. At that time the six-thousand men
of the Targa Army can openly march out through the city gates. That
is when the real defense of Targa will begin.”

“And that will be?” asked Lord Clava.

“In five days,” answered the general. “The
Rangers and Red Swords only have to harass the Federation armies
for a couple of days. They are up to that task.”

“Have there been any more discipline problems
with the regular army?” the queen asked the general.

General Gregor frowned and nodded. “Even more
than the last time we spoke. I am at a loss to explain it other
than guess that they all know the war is coming soon, but I am
finding alarming levels of irritableness, not only among the
soldiers, but the palace staff and the citizens, too. Everyone
seems to be snapping at one another for no apparent reason.”

“That is hardly the spirit we expect within a
city about to be under siege,” replied the queen. “It was certainly
not the spirit of Tagaret during the last war. Everyone came
together like never before.”

“And it made a great difference,” nodded the
general. “That is why I find this irritableness alarming. Now is
not the time for it.”

“Carry on,” King Arik said abruptly as he
turned and headed for the door.

Queen Tanya and Prince Oscar exchanged
worried looks, and the queen left the group and hurried after the
king. The room fell silent as the royal couple exited the council
chamber. When they were gone, Arik’s two fathers huddled
together.

“I am worried about him,” Lord Clava said
softly. “He is taking these deaths too hard.”

“The Knights of Alcea are all personal
friends to the king,” replied Prince Oscar. “A certain amount of
such feelings is only natural.”

“It goes far beyond that,” countered Lord
Clava. “He is blaming himself for their deaths. It will destroy
him.”

Prince Oscar sighed and nodded. There was no
use in denying the truth, and Lord Clava knew well the boy he
raised as his own. “I don’t know how to handle it,” he admitted.
“Nor does the queen. We can stand here all day and say that such
feelings are illogical, but that will not stop the king from having
them. What do you want me to do?”

It was Lord Clava’s turn to sigh. “I truly do
not know. If I did, I would do it myself. I am just worried for
him.”

“We all are,” agreed Prince Oscar. “That is
one of the reasons why I readily agreed to have the Knights of
Alcea return from Zara. The one person who might be able to get
Arik to snap out of this is Alexander Tork. Arik still sees him as
his mentor.”

“And he can accomplish what the queen can
not?”

“More than the queen and two fathers put
together,” smiled the prince. “In fact, I sometimes think our
advice is discounted because we are relatives of the king.
Alexander Tork has a history of speaking plainly to kings, and Arik
will know that the words spoken are true and unbiased. He will
listen to Alex.”

Lord Clava nodded with satisfaction and
drifted off. Prince Oscar was about to leave the room to send out
the fairies to Zara when Zalaharic approached him. The elven healer
nodded to Prince Oscar and then to Prince Midge on Oscar’s
shoulder.

“I was wondering a few things,” Zalaharic
began. “Both of you saw the images of Twerp. What did you make of
them?”

“They were fairy visions,” answered Prince
Midge. “What is there to think of? They were true replications of
the original events.”

“True replications,” offered the elf, “or
true events?”

The fairy prince frowned in confusion, and
the elf smiled.

“Twerp contradicted himself,” the elf
continued. “Both statements could not possibly be true. Are fairies
prone to lying?”

Prince Midge blushed bright green, and it was
obvious that he was uncomfortable about the questions being
asked.

“Let me save the fairy prince from some
embarrassment,” chuckled Prince Oscar. “While the fairy people are
generally honest, they have been known to lie when they think a lie
is the only way to achieve their goal. If Twerp did lie, and it is
obvious that he did at least once, he would not do so in a
malicious way.”

“Then what was his goal?” asked
Zalaharic.

“To get healers,” Prince Midge declared. “I
should think that much is obvious.”

“For whom?” asked the elf.

“Ah,” Prince Oscar nodded. “I see where you
are going with this. You think Twerp wanted us to think that the
Knights of Alcea were still alive so that we would send healers for
the unicorns?”

“A valid question,” responded Zalaharic.
“Prince Midge, would a fairy think that King Arik would value the
life of a unicorn any less than a human?”

“I would not think so,” frowned Prince Midge.
“The Bringer is known to be thoughtful of all his subjects, but
Wylan and Sheri were no ordinary humans. They were Knights of Alcea
and close friends of the king. Such people are guaranteed to get
the attention of King Arik, no matter what race they are.”

“Well,” interjected Prince Oscar, “that sheds
light on one of today’s mysteries then. Those unicorns must need
healing rather badly. Twerp was trying his best to see that they
got the help that they needed.”

“I concur,” replied Zalaharic, “and that
means that the unicorns are very close to death. They need help as
quickly as we can get it to them.”

“I agree,” nodded Prince Oscar. “I have
already sent a fairy to summon Podil. She is the closest mage.”

“The closest,” retorted Zalaharic, “but not
the quickest. Unless my calculations are off, a unicorn from
Tagaret can reach Caldar before Podil can. She is farther south,
requiring the fairy to fly much longer before she even starts her
journey to come back north.”

Prince Oscar frowned and pulled out his
notes. He made some quick calculations and nodded vigorously. “You
can beat her by two to three hours, but aren’t you needed
here?”

“I am needed where the situation is most
grim,” answered Zalaharic. “I would not care for my absence to be
noticed unless it is necessary.”

Prince Oscar nodded as the elf turned and
walked away.

“I hope he is not needed here while he is in
Sordoa,” frowned Prince Oscar. “He is the most talented healer in
all of Alcea.”

“Jenneva says that he might be the greatest
healer of all time,” countered Prince Midge. “Shall I send a fairy
to Zara and summon the Knights of Alcea?”

“Please do. The sooner they get here, the
better I will feel.”

* * * *

Alex, Tedi and Natia stepped through the Door
to the Royal Palace in Tagaret. Jenneva stood waiting for them. As
Alex and Jenneva embraced, Tedi and Natia continued onward to their
quarters.

“I am glad that you have come,” Jenneva said
softly. “Arik is not handling the deaths well.”

“Tanya will handle the king,” replied
Alex.

“No.” Jenneva shook her head. “She cannot. I
cannot. Prince Oscar and Lord Clava cannot.”

Alex frowned deeply. “And you think I
can?”

“I know that you can,” Jenneva answered as
she took Alex’s hand and led him away from the Door. “You have a
way with illogical kings.”

Alex snorted and shook his head. “My manners
with kings has never been appreciated before. What makes you think
he will listen to me?”

“Your manners may not have been appreciated,
but you always got your point across, and the kings always ended up
seeing things your way. You have a manner of analyzing a problem
and presenting only one solution, the appropriate solution.
Besides, Arik still thinks of you as his mentor. He will listen to
you.”

Alex sighed and nodded. “I will try, but
there are no guarantees. We have returned from Zara to shed the
enemy’s blood, not to be the king’s caretaker. He has two mothers
for that.”

Jenneva smiled and squeezed Alex’s hand. “I
imagine that he will need them when you are through with him.”

Jenneva led Alex to the king’s study, but the
guards refused to knock on the king’s door.

“He was very adamant,” stated one of the Red
Swords. “He wants no visitors. None.”

“Just knock on the door,” growled Alex. “I do
not have time to play games.”

The guards refused to budge. Alex shook his
head and sighed. He reached out and took Jenneva’s hand, guiding
her away from the door. After he had taken a dozen steps, he let go
of her hand and stealthily reached into a pouch at his waist and
extracted three Lanoirian stars. He spun around and threw the three
stars at the king’s door, one after the other. The guards’ jaws
dropped, and they immediately pulled their swords and stepped in
front of the door, blocking the entrance with their bodies. Alex
slowly walked towards them, and the Red Swords prepared to kill a
legend or die in the process. One of the guards shouted for
reinforcements, and distant footsteps echoed off the walls.

“I will see the king,” Alex declared, keeping
his empty hands away from his body. “If you would prefer to kill
me, do so and get it over with.”

The king’s door suddenly opened and Queen
Tanya stared out of the room. Her eyes took in the stars imbedded
in the door and Alex approaching the drawn swords. The sound of
running guards grew louder by the second.

“Sheath your swords,” commanded the queen.
“My parents will be admitted.”

“But the king…”

“Do it!” snapped Tanya. “I am the queen, and
I will be obeyed.”

The Red Swords hesitated only a moment before
sheathing their swords and retreating to the sides of the door. The
queen stepped aside as Alex entered the study, retrieving his stars
as he passed by. Jenneva followed him, and the queen closed the
door.

“You were recalled to shed the enemy’s
blood,” Queen Tanya quipped, “not the Red Swords.”

“Where is Arik?” Alex asked brusquely.

The queen’s eyebrows rose at her father’s
tone, but she pointed to the couch that delineated the sitting area
of the King’s Study. Alex strode across the room and around the
couch. The king was stretched out on the couch, and while his eyes
were open, he did not acknowledge the Knight of Alcea. Alex reached
down and swept the king’s legs off the couch, forcing the king to
sit up and acknowledge him. Tanya gasped, and the king’s face
filled with anger. He opened his mouth to berate Alex, but the
Knight of Alcea did not give him a chance to speak.

“I know that I could die for manhandling
you,” scowled Alex, “so spare me the lecture. I do not plan to live
long anyway.”

The anger drained out of Arik’s face and
confusion took its place.

“We are in the midst of a war, Arik,” Alex
continued. “We do not have time for you to wallow in self-pity. Do
you think you are the only person who loved Wylan and Sheri? Do you
think that the rest of us do not carry a heavy heart over their
loss?”

“It is not the same,” protested the king.
“They died for me.”

“Nonsense,” Alex retorted loudly. “They died
trying to protect Alcea, just like thousands more will die in the
next few weeks. Some of them you may have never met, but others
will have been near and dear to your heart. Those are the fortunes
of war. Learn to live with it.”

“I can’t,” the king replied haltingly. “I
sent them down there to die.”

Alex’s voice softened. “You sent soldiers on
a mission, Arik, just as I have done for my entire life. Look
around this room. We have not chosen the lives we lead. We have all
consigned people to death through our orders, but we have also
saved many people as well. I have probably lost more friends than
you will ever have. None of those deaths were easy to take, but
their lives were not wasted. They were soldiers, and they fought
for something that they believed in, something that they valued
more than life itself. Honor their courage and service by doing
what you can to achieve the goals they sought, not by trying to
measure the worth of the missions they died on. Wylan and Sheri
were exceptional people. That is what made them Knights of Alcea,
but they were not immortal.”

“Like we are,” scowled the king.

“We are not immortal, my friend,” Alex
replied in a voice almost as soft as a whisper. “While the Mage has
endowed us with a longer lifespan than most, we can die just as
easily as Wylan and Sheri. In fact, the odds of our deaths are
increased without a lucid king to lead us. Wylan and Sheri deserve
our grief, but not right now. Right now they deserve to see the
Federation destroyed, and we can do that, but you must lead us
properly if we are to succeed. Be all that you can be, Arik. Be a
king that will keep Alcea safe for future generations. That is what
the Knights of Alcea are willing to trade their lives for. We die
not for you, but for the future of Alcea.”

King Arik nodded as he absorbed Alex’s words.
He still felt a great void in his heart at the loss of Wylan and
Sheri, but their deaths now held more meaning for the king. He
tried to shut out his feelings, but he kept seeing their faces.

“Now,” Alex said in a conversational tone as
if the previous discussion had not taken place, “I would like a
briefing on where we are at. It is obvious that we will have to
make some adjustments to the plan, but I think we are flexible
enough to get that done. Give me a summary of what is happening in
each province, and we can work together on the plans.”

Queen Tanya opened her mouth to reply, but
Jenneva nudged her daughter to stop her from speaking. She knew
that Alex was purposely taking the king’s mind off Wylan and Sheri.
King Arik nodded and rose to his feet.

“I guess we should start with Lanoir,” stated
the king. “Bin-lu and Rut-ki appear to be on schedule…”


Chapter 15

Stranded

Colonel Nyack stretched his arm upward to
halt the 5th Corps of the Empire of Barouk. Behind them
on the snow-covered Cordonian road, the 14th Corps of
Ertak also came to a halt. General Ross and General Haggerty had
been riding together in the middle of the two armies, and they
glanced at each other questioningly.

“It is too early for the vanguard to be
making camp,” frowned General Ross. “I am going forward to see what
the problem is. Join me.”

The two generals rode past the halted columns
of soldiers until they reached the vanguard. Colonel Nyack sat
astride his horse waiting patiently.

“We are an hour short of camp,” stated
General Ross. “Why have you halted the column?”

The colonel waved his hand towards the
distant hill. “Something is not right here, General. There should
be a farm here, but it is gone.”

The two generals turned and stared at the
level area before the distant hill. Snow covered the landscape, but
it was certainly not deep enough to hide a farm. General Ross
turned and gazed at the path before the column of soldiers. That
land was also snow-covered and unblemished.

“Are you sure that we are on the road to
Kantor?” asked General Ross. “It was fall when you were here last.
Things will look different when everything is coated in white.”

“I am sure,” declared the colonel. “I know
the features of this land. There should be a farm right here.”

“Bah,” scowled General Haggerty. “The very
fact that the farm is not here disproves your words about knowing
this land. Have you gotten us lost?”

General Ross turned to General Haggerty with
a stern, disapproving expression on his face. General Haggerty
immediately lost his scowl and looked away from General Ross,
seemingly losing interest in the conversation. General Ross calmly
returned his attention to the colonel.

“How do you explain the lack of a farm?”
General Ross asked Colonel Nyack.

“I cannot,” frowned the colonel, “but the
barn was quite large. Even if it collapsed under the weight of
winter snows, the debris would still be visible. Something in not
right here.”

“Were there other structures?” asked General
Ross.

“A three-story farmhouse with a stone
chimney.”

“Take a squad and investigate the farm,”
ordered General Ross. “Return when you are satisfied.”

The colonel nodded and called for a squad to
form around him. The soldiers rode off into the snow, and General
Haggerty returned his attention to General Ross.

“I do not understand why you indulge him so,”
complained General Haggerty. “We are wasting valuable time standing
here.”

“Colonel Nyack is an extremely talented
officer,” General Ross responded softly. “He is well aware of the
need to maintain our schedule. He would not halt this column for a
trivial matter.”

“But farms do not just disappear,” retorted
General Haggerty. “The colonel is merely mistaken in his
recollection of this land.”

“I will be the judge of that,” countered
General Ross, exerting his authority as the leader of Force
Cordonia.

“I would expect no less,” frowned General
Haggerty, “but the lack of a farm is hardly a significant factor in
our conquering of Cordonia. The more likely problem is that we are
not on the Darcia-Kantor Road at all. This whole blasted land is
covered by snow. We can’t tell a road from a gully, and if we are
lost, we will need as much daylight as possible to find the hidden
cache of supplies. We cannot afford to dally here while your
favored colonel tromps around in the snow.”

“You also had a colonel visit this land last
fall,” replied General Ross. “Send him on ahead to verify the
hidden cache.”

General Haggerty watched as Colonel Nyack and
his men started returning towards the column. He shook his head.
“That would only waste more time. It would seem that Colonel Nyack
is already coming back.”

The two generals sat silently waiting for the
colonel and his squad to return. The colonel ordered the squad to
halt when they neared the column. He continued onward and
approached the generals.

“There is no sign of a farm,” Colonel Nyack
said softly. “I cannot explain it, General, but something is
dangerously wrong about this whole situation. I thought it odd that
the inn was deserted when we came through the portal this morning,
but that could be explained away by a number of possible reasons.
There have been a few other irregularities along our route, but
they were not significant. The lack of a farm here is most
disturbing. I do not think we are where we are supposed to be.”

“You mean we are lost?” quipped General
Haggerty.

“No,” the colonel replied adamantly. “I know
exactly where we are, but this land is not the land that I visited
in the fall.”

General Haggerty opened his mouth to offer
another quip, but General Ross’s glare forestalled his words.

“Colonel, take your squad forward to the
campsite. Verify the cache and return. I will lead the column
behind you, so leave a well-marked trail.” General Ross waved
dismissively at the colonel and turned his attention to General
Haggerty. “General, send a couple of plainly-dressed men back to
Darcia. I want a report on both portals, and I want to know what
the people of Darcia are doing. Specifically, I want to know if our
presence here has been reported to anyone.”

* * * *

The squad leader led his men stealthily
northward, away from the Barouk-Ongchi Road and the safety of the
encampment of the 9th Corps and the 25th
Corps. He was tired of only catching small game, and one of the men
had seen a small herd of deer in the distance. As he approached the
small glade where the deer had been spotted, he gave the signal to
halt. The twenty Baroukan soldiers stopped and listened. The forest
was deathly still, and no deer were in sight. Still, the thought of
fresh venison whetted the appetite of the squad leader. He signaled
his men to fan out and surround the glade. If there were deer in
the fringe surrounding the glade, his squad would get them. Of that
he was sure.

The squad leader waited patiently for his men
to get into position. He could not see any of his men, so signals
were out of the question. He based his movements on time alone, and
when he felt enough time had passed for all of his men to be in
position, he stealthily moved forward, arrow nocked and ready to
strike a killing blow. He proceeded slowly through the trees,
pausing frequently to listen for any sounds of movement.
Occasionally, he thought he heard sounds of his immediate flankers
moving towards the glade, but he could not be sure. The sounds had
been faint as he would have expected from his men. They were, after
all, professional hunters.

Eventually, the squad leader reached the
glade. It was empty. He sighed with disappointment at not finding
any deer, although there was evidence of their recent passage. As
he waited for his men to join him, the squad leader wondered if he
should try tracking the deer, or return closer to camp and settle
for rabbit and squirrel. He debated the pros and cons for a moment
before his brow furrowed. Suddenly aware that he was alone, he
wondered what was keeping his men. They should have arrived around
the same time as he did. With a shiver of nervousness, the squad
leader softly called out to his men. No one answered. He called
louder. Still no response.

Shaking with fear, the squad leader stepped
into the trees. He moved slowly, swiveling his head constantly in
an effort to detect any movement in the forest. He detected
nothing, but he soon came across the body of one of his men. The
soldier was dead, his throat slashed from ear to ear. The soldier’s
sword was missing. The squad leader stowed his bow and arrow and
drew his own sword. Turning parallel to the glade, he moved
cautiously through the trees. A little while later, he came upon
another body. He, too, had been taken by surprise and his sword was
missing. Fear overcame the squad leader, and he bolted away from
the body.

Running as fast as his legs could carry him,
the squad leader raced towards the Federation encampment. As he
came over the crest of a low hill, the sun reflected off something.
The squad leader instinctively threw himself to the ground. For a
moment, he lie panting, waiting for an arrow to slam into his body,
but the killing blow never arrived. When he regained his breath and
a small bit of composure, he sheathed his sword and raised his head
to peer down into the valley. In a small clearing at the bottom of
the hill, dozens of dancing lights beamed towards him. The squad
leader frowned in confusion. He realized that the sun was
reflecting off of something metallic, but he could not see past the
dazzle to identify the object.

Fearing enemy soldiers, the squad leader
eased back over the hill and then set a course perpendicular to the
one he had been traveling. When he had traveled far enough to alter
his angle to the sun, he crept back up to the ridge and peered down
into the clearing. His jaw dropped as he stared into the clearing.
The metallic objects were swords stabbed into the ground, but that
was not what caused the squad leader’s heart to throb like a
galloping horse. The swords were arranged to form an arrow pointing
directly at the Federation encampment. The squad leader counted the
swords, and the message became clear. His entire squad was dead,
and their swords were used to show the squad leader the way back to
his camp. The enemy wanted him to survive. They were taunting him.
The knowledge that his life had been spared did not ease the man’s
fear. The squad leader rose and ran towards the camp, hysterically
screaming of an attack.

* * * *

General Kolling and General Gertz sat in the
large command tent, a squad leader standing before them.

“The portals are gone,” reported the squad
leader. “Both of them were cut out of the walls and taken away. The
men left to guard them are dead. There were also soldiers watching
both places. I think they were meant to trap anyone coming back to
the portals, but we detected them and avoided them.”

“There is an enemy army behind us?” General
Gertz asked in alarm.

“No.” The squad leader shook his head. “They
appeared more like a city guard than an army, and there were not
many of them. I think my squad could have defeated them, but my
mission called for information not bloodshed.”

“You have done well,” stated General Kolling.
“I have no further orders for you at this time.”

The squad leader saluted and turned to leave
the tent. When he opened the flap, the distant shouting was clearly
heard by all.

“Find Colonel Ednor,” ordered General Kolling
before the squad leader could leave the tent. “Have him discover
the reason for the shouting and report to me immediately.”

The squad leader acknowledged the order and
left the tent.

“So we are stranded here in Alcea?” asked
General Gertz.

“I think you are drawing too wide an
inference from isolated incidences,” replied General Kolling, “but
there is a possibility that you are correct. We know that the
portals in Barouk have been seized, but I also noticed that they
were not simply destroyed. I have to wonder what use the Alceans
would have for such portals.”

“To send their armies into Zara?” General
Gertz asked in alarm.

“I do not care for Tauman personally,”
frowned General Kolling, “but I would not want to lead an uninvited
army through those portals into his domain. The 1st
Corps would decimate the Alceans as they tried to get through the
portals, plus they would be abandoning their homeland for the
armies of the Federation to pillage and plunder unopposed. That
strategy makes no sense to me. They have something else in
mind.”

“What could they possibly have in mind?”
scoffed General Gertz. “If they know that we are here, they must
also know about the other armies all over Alcea. No one could be so
foolish as to mistake their inevitable defeat for anything else.
Their easiest path is to surrender. They cannot even put a scratch
on the armies that are amassing around them.”

The tent flap was pulled away and Colonel
Ednor entered the tent. General Kolling waved the colonel
forward.

“The camp is in a bit of an uproar,” reported
the colonel. “One of our squads decided to forage a bit deeper in
the forest than we have been doing. Only the squad leader returned
alive.”

General Kolling sat unmoving, his face
emotionless, but General Gertz scowled in disbelief.

“They dared to attack us in daylight? How
many of the enemy died before the lone coward returned?”

“The enemy remains unseen,” reported Colonel
Ednor. “The entire squad was destroyed without a sound. The only
reason the squad leader returned is that the enemy allowed him
to.”

“Preposterous,” scoffed General Gertz. “The
squad leader should be hung as a coward for all to see. We must
make an example out of him.”

“How does he know that they allowed him to
flee?” General Kolling asked calmly.

“They took the swords off their victims,”
answered the colonel. “They stabbed the stolen swords into the
ground to form an arrow pointing the way back for the squad leader.
They seek to drive fear through our entire camp, and I think they
are succeeding. The other foraging teams are finding excuses not to
venture out of camp.”

General Kolling sighed and nodded. While the
other two men watched wordlessly, the general unfolded a map of
Lanoir and spread it out on the table. After a few minutes of
silence, General Gertz could no longer hold his tongue.

“What are you looking at the map for? There
is only one road between Barouk and Ongchi.”

“Indeed,” General Kolling responded, “and the
enemy knows we plan to march along it. That has given them
knowledge of the terrain before us that we do not possess. I will
not do what the enemy expects me to. Colonel, I want you to
identify the fishermen among our ranks. If we abandon the road for
the next few days, we can travel along the coast. That will protect
one flank of our armies, and it will also give us an opportunity to
harvest the sea instead of foraging in the enemy’s forests.”

Colonel Ednor smiled and nodded. “I will see
to it, General.”

“And find a way to calm the camp,” General
Kolling continued. “If we need to make an example of the errant
squad leader, you have authorization to proceed, but I am hesitant
to combat fear with more fear. That should be a last resort.”

General Gertz stared at the map and shook his
head. “We cannot follow the shoreline all the way to Ongchi. It
would add many days to our journey.”

“True,” conceded General Kolling, “but we can
follow it for a few days before we have to return to the road. I
expect to build up a larder that will eliminate the need for
excessive foraging. I will not let a handful of the enemy disrupt
our schedule.”

* * * *

On the Coastal Highway south of Caldar,
General Omirro and General Barbone stood watching the tents being
disassembled. Colonel Verle rode up to the generals and
dismounted.

“We are breaking camp?” asked the
colonel.

“We are already half a day behind schedule,”
replied General Omirro. “We must leave now if we are to eat tonight
without foraging.”

“We are going to have to forage,” stated the
colonel. “Colonel Pineta led some men south to search for any
horses that might have headed that way. When he was in the vicinity
of tonight’s camp, he thought to check the cache. It is gone.”

“Gone?” gasped General Barbone. “Why didn’t
Colonel Pineta report that directly to me?”

“He is still searching for lost horses,”
explained Colonel Verle. “I promised to carry the report here for
him.”

“I was afraid of that,” sighed General
Omirro.

“You were expecting this news?” scowled
General Barbone. “How could you possibly suspect such a thing? The
location of the cache was supposed to be secret.”

“Our enemies are not impotent,” retorted
General Omirro. “In fact, they seem to be rather clever.”

“If you find them so clever,” snapped general
Barbone, “perhaps you can enlighten me. Why don’t they just attack
us if they know where we are?”

“They will,” replied General Omirro, “but not
yet. They seek to slow us down first. They want the 10th
Corps and the 22nd Corps to be tired, hungry, and in
poor spirits. When things look like they can’t get any worse, they
will attack.”

“Do you really expect the Sordoans to come
full force against us?” asked General Barbone.

“I do not know,” admitted General Omirro. “I
think that depends on whether they know about the other two prongs
of the attack. If they are ignorant of those other armies, they
will attack us with everything they have. That would prove to be a
disastrous mistake for the Sordoans, but it will also mean great
losses for our two armies. We need to be prepared for such an
eventuality.”

“We could send men back to the portals,”
suggested General Barbone. “We could have Tauman’s 1st
Corps attack and hold Caldar and send supplies behind us. That will
eliminate the need for foraging.”

“There are two problems with that plan,
General,” sighed General Omirro. “Tauman is still holding Camp
Destiny as a precaution against the Alceans sending troops to Zara.
He will not allow his army to enter Alcea to seize Caldar.”

“And the other problem?” asked General
Barbone.

“I do not expect the portals to be whole,”
answered General Omirro. “If the enemy knows we are here, I suspect
that they know how we got here. They will certainly have destroyed
the portals to prevent reinforcements. Colonel, did you send men
back to the portals as I requested?”

“I did,” replied Colonel Verle. “I have not
yet heard back from them. They are already overdue, but I advised
great caution with the portal in the city. I did not want to draw
undo attention to the existence of the portals.”

“Wise.” General Omirro nodded. “Did you
instruct the men to inform Tauman of what happened here?”

The colonel nodded as the tent flap opened. A
captain entered the tent and saluted.

“The portals are gone,” reported the
captain.

“Gone?” asked Colonel Verle. “Do you mean
destroyed?”

“No, Colonel. I mean gone. The portals were
removed. There is nothing left at either place except large holes
in the walls.”

“Then we are stranded here?” questioned
General Barbone. “How are we to return to Zara?”

“Without provisions.” General Omirro nodded.
“As for returning to Zara, we have a war to win before that
question requires an answer. We need to get this army moving
now.”

* * * *

General Ross and General Haggerty rode to the
side of the column and halted as they saw the rider heading towards
them. The 5th Corps continued to march past them. The
rider reined in his horse and stopped alongside the generals.

“Darcia doesn’t exist,” reported the
captain.

“Doesn’t exist?” frowned General Haggerty.
“Do you mean that the people have abandoned it?”

“No, General,” replied the captain. “I mean
that the city is no city at all. It is fake. The buildings have no
interiors. In fact, the farther one gets from the inn, the less
complete the buildings are. Some of them are merely facades
supported by rough beams, and the construction is recent.”

“What about the portals?” asked General
Ross.

“Gone,” reported the captain. “They were
ripped out of the surrounding walls and taken away.”

General Haggerty shook his head in confusion.
“I cannot understand what is going on. Our supplies are missing, a
farm is missing, and now we learn that the city is fake. I do not
understand it.”

“I will not claim to understand it either,”
commented General Ross, “but I do understand the implications. This
place that we are in is not Cordonia, and wherever it is, we are
stranded here.”

“How can it not be Cordonia?” asked General
Haggerty. “Even your Colonel Nyack says that the land is known to
him. It has to be Cordonia.”

“Does it?” frowned General Ross. “Why?”

General Haggerty’s mouth opened, but he could
not find the words to express himself. General Ross sighed
anxiously and continued.

“We marched our armies through magical
portals, General. Now, I do not claim to understand magic any more
than the next man, but if such devices are capable of taking us to
Cordonia, why do you find it hard to believe that they could just
as easily take us somewhere else?”

“How can you remain so calm?” scowled General
Haggerty.

“Because hysteria solves nothing,” General
Ross sighed. “The next thing we need to discover is where in the
world are we? The snow attests to a northern clime, but we can’t
even be sure which continent we are on. We need to proceed with
extreme caution. We are expecting to face the six-thousand men of
the Cordonian army, but that may not be the case. We might be
facing an even greater army.”

“Could we merely be in a different part of
Cordonia?” asked the captain.

“That is possible,” mused General Ross. “Ask
Colonel Nyack if he has any star charts for Cordonia. Perhaps that
will illuminate us.”

The captain saluted and rode forward in
search of Colonel Nyack. The generals watched the young officer
leave and then rejoined the column.

“How will we ever return to Zara?” General
Haggerty asked softly.

“There are many questions to be answered,”
General Ross responded. “We know that someone built the fake Darcia
to trick us, and I suspect that they were Alceans. My first
question is whether the other two prongs of Force Cordonia were
similarly tricked, and if so, where are they in relation to
us?”


Chapter 16

Day Five

Dawn was just breaking over the city of
Tagaret, but some of the Knights of Alcea were already hard at
work. Alex, Jenneva, Tedi, and Natia sat in the library in the
Royal Palace of Tagaret. On the table before them sat a large map
of Alcea, its corners held down by dirty plates left from the early
morning meal.

“Natia and I can take the place of Wylan and
Sheri in Sordoa,” stated Tedi, “but I don’t understand how we can
be multiple places at the same time. There are armies arriving in
both Gortha and Pontek this morning. We can’t possibly attack the
mages in both armies at the same time. They are forty leagues
apart.”

“Why is it imperative to kill the mages so
early in the campaign?” asked Natia. “Surely, we can do one set of
mages one night and another a different night.”

“The black-cloaks need to be the first
attacked,” answered Jenneva. “If they are not, they will construct
magical defensives and alarms. That will make it much more
difficult to get at them.”

“They already have magical defenses,” Tedi
pointed out. “This spell of fear thing scares me. How are we
supposed to get around it?”

“I am not sure,” admitted Jenneva, “but that
is a mild defense compared to what they are capable of. Imagine an
enemy campsite that will awaken the moment an enemy penetrates the
perimeter. If the mages construct such an alarm, we will never get
near them.”

“Why don’t they have that now?” asked
Natia.

“Because it has not been necessary,” offered
Jenneva. “Mages do not waste energy. Generally, the opposite is
true. They conserve their power until it is needed. They will
reside in the very center of the Federation camps and depend upon
the soldiers to protect them. If such a defense seems to be
failing, the black-cloaks will take measures of their own. That is
why they must be the first to die, and that holds true for each of
the armies coming from Zara.”

“Not exactly true,” interjected Alex. “The
plans call for ignoring the mages in some of the armies until the
day of attack. The armies coming into Pontek are an example of
that, but such is an exception to the rule.”

“Why is Pontek exempted?” asked Natia.

“The dwarves will take care of those mages in
their own way,” smiled Alex, “and it will not involve entering
their tent at night. You still need to deal with the black-cloaks
coming into Gortha, and that army will be arriving this morning. We
need to understand this fear spell much better than we do. I read
in the reports last night that the fairy people did not appear to
be affected by the spell. At least that seemed to be the case in
Lanoir. Do you know why, Jenneva?”

“I know too little of their magic,” Jenneva
replied with a shake of her head.

“Because fairies are fearless.” chirped
Bitsy.

Alex smiled and turned his head to find Bitsy
sitting on a shelf behind him. He picked her up and deposited her
on the map.

“It is rude to spy over one’s shoulder,
Bitsy,” quipped Alex. “If you wish to join the conversation, stand
where we all can see you.”

Bitsy beamed with the attention given to her,
but a dark shadow soon loomed over her head. She looked up
nervously to see Alex holding a massive book above her.

“What are you doing?” trembled Bitsy as she
scooted away. “One slip of that book and you would doom me. I would
be like an ant under your boot.”

“So much for your theory on fearless
fairies,” chuckled Alex. “Tell me, Bitsy, why would your people not
be affected by such a spell?”

“I don’t know,” the tiny woman responded as
she watched Alex return the book to the shelf behind him. “Maybe
fairies don’t often think of the consequences of their actions.
Humans always seem to dwell upon such things.”

“She might have something there,” mused
Jenneva. “Bin-lu is certainly no coward. He has undertaken missions
that would cause most men to tremble in debilitating fear, but he
had the inner courage to see them through to completion, yet
according to his report, this spell of fear paralyzed him.”

“I am not following you,” frowned Natia.
“What is your point?”

“Bin-lu accepted missions that scared him,”
explained Jenneva, “but he conquered his fears before encountering
the source of them. In essence, he dwelled upon the upcoming fears
and conquered them. In the case of the mage tent, he was not
prepared for the fear and it overwhelmed him.”

Alex frowned doubtfully. “I am sure that
Bin-lu felt fear going into that tent without the aid of any spell.
If he did not, he would be a fool, and Bin-lu is no fool.”

“He had accepted a certain level of fear,”
countered Jenneva, “and he was prepared for it, but he was not
prepared for the spell.” Jenneva sighed. “I wish his report had
detailed his feelings more. I would like to know what thoughts went
through his head before Shrimp snapped him out of the spell.”

“You think Shrimp broke the spell?” asked
Tedi.

“It sounds like it to me,” answered
Jenneva.

“This does not explain why Shrimp was not
affected by the spell,” interjected Alex, “but it does cause me to
question the effectiveness of the spell if one is prepared for it.
Could this same spell account for the Federation soldiers’
avoidance of the black-cloaks?”

Jenneva raised an eyebrow and nodded. “It
could. A subtle aura of fear would cause the soldiers to avoid
contact with the mages. Is that significant?”

“I think it is,” replied Alex. “It would
explain why the black-cloaks were using it when Bin-lu attacked. It
was not necessarily that they were expecting an attack, but rather
a standard procedure used to keep everyone at bay.”

“That makes sense,” agreed Jenneva. “If each
black-cloak kept such an aura around himself, he would not want it
to dissipate while he was asleep. To make up for that, they would
keep one black-cloak awake at all times, casting a collective aura
for himself and all of his sleeping comrades. That might also
explain why black-cloaks always seem to travel in pairs. They never
want that aura to dissipate.”

“And a collective spell for eight
black-cloaks would be considerable,” nodded Tedi. “I think I can
begin to understand what Bin-lu must have experienced. I am not
sure that I can overcome such a spell.”

“We need to approach this problem carefully,”
warned Alex. “King Arik cannot stand the loss of any more Knights
of Alcea. He takes these deaths rather hard. We need to understand
exactly how this spell works before thinking that we know a way
around it.”

“What are you proposing?” asked Jenneva.

“I am not sure,” admitted Alex. “There are
three Federation teams arriving today. Of the three, only Team
Gortha needs to be attacked right away. Perhaps we should all go to
Gortha together.”

“The Federation teams will start arriving in
Targa tomorrow,” warned Tedi. “We can’t fly down to Sordoa and be
back up here tomorrow. It will take all day just to get down
there.”

The door to the library opened and Prince
Oscar walked in. He set a pair of boots on one of the tables and
approached the Knights of Alcea. He looked at the map and then the
Knights.

“You are all up early,” he remarked with a
smile. “What are we planning?”

“We are discussing the fear spell,” answered
Alex. “What news do you have today?”

“The Federation armies are discovering the
loss of their Doors,” answered Prince Oscar. “Kolling, Omirro, and
Ross all discovered that their portals are gone. These men are no
fools.”

“As Clint has warned,” nodded Alex. “Is that
it?”

“There is nothing else of significance out in
the field,” the prince replied. “I will have written reports soon
if you would like to read them.”

“I would,” answered Alex. “Why did you say
out in the field? Are there problems here in Tagaret?”

Prince Oscar frowned deeply and nodded.
“Healers all over the city sent messengers to the palace during the
night with pleas for assistance. It seems as if some sort of plague
has broken out in Tagaret. It couldn’t have come at a worse time,
especially with everyone already being rather irritable.”

“Can it be contained?” asked Jenneva.

“I do not know,” answered Prince Oscar. “It
appears to have broken out all over the city at the same time. The
worst part is that Zalaharic has left the city. Perhaps you could
help out, Jenneva?”

Alex raised an eyebrow. “Where has Zalaharic
gone?”

“He slipped out of the city yesterday,”
revealed the prince. “He felt a duty to aid Podil with the wounded
unicorns. The king is not aware that he is gone.”

“I will do what I can,” offered Jenneva.

Alex started pacing the floor. He halted near
the boots and picked them up to admire the workmanship.

“Get healers from Elderal,” Alex said softly.
“I have need of Jenneva for something more important.”

“More important than Tagaret?” challenged
Prince Oscar. “Maybe I didn’t explain the severity of the problem.
The plague is affecting the whole city. That includes the Targa
army. The army is supposed to march out of the city in four days.
If the plague is not contained soon, it will not be able to leave
the city. That will leave just the Rangers and the Red Swords to go
up against Team Miram. They will be outnumbered five-to-one.”

“What do you need me for?” asked Jenneva.

“For Gortha,” answered Alex. “I think we need
a mage present when we approach the tent of the black-cloaks. We
need someone powerful enough to stand against eight battle mages in
case we are trapped by the spell of fear.”

“Let the black-cloaks wait,” decided Jenneva.
“Prince Oscar is right. We need to get this plague under control,
and we need to do it quickly.”

Alex nodded in defeat. He turned his gaze to
Tedi and Natia. “Do not attack the black-cloaks. Remove the Doors
from Gortha and Pontek once the armies are out of the area, but do
nothing more until you hear from us.”

“No harassing or slowing the armies down?”
frowned Tedi.

“No,” Alex replied. “The Federation team out
of Pontek will be handled by Prince Darok and his dwarves. There is
no need for you to be involved in that. As for Team Gortha, I do
not want them harassed until their black-cloaks are dead. What you
can do, however, is concentrate on Team Caldar. First, verify if
Wylan and Sheri were able to eliminate their black-cloaks before
they died. If they were successful, do what you can to slow General
Omirro down. We will deal with General Ritka and Team Gortha later.
Read whatever Prince Oscar can give you on Force Sordoa before you
leave.”

“I understand,” nodded Tedi. “We will get
ready to leave and then check with Prince Oscar.”

The gypsies left the library, and Prince
Oscar huddled with Jenneva as they laid out a plan for combating
the plague. Alex returned to pacing the floor, seemingly unaware
that he was still holding the boots that Prince Oscar brought into
the room with him. As the Knight of Alcea was deep in thought,
Prince Oscar reached out and pulled the boots from Alex’s hands.
Alex looked up in a start.

“They were not meant for you,” chuckled the
prince. “These are the boots for a king.”

“They are finely crafted,” Alex admitted with
admiration for the shoemaker who had created them, “but I can’t
picture Arik wearing them. The gold trim alone would put him off.
Arik does not care much for the trappings of wealth.”

“I agree,” Prince Oscar responded, “but they
were a gift from a citizen, left at the gate this morning. Arik
will no doubt wear them at his next public appearance and then
store them in a closet somewhere.”

“What citizen would offer such an
ostentatious gift?” asked Alex. “Surely, the citizens of Tagaret
know that Arik is not the type of king who covers himself in
gold.”

“The citizens of Tagaret are well familiar
with the king’s taste,” answered Prince Oscar, “but these boots are
from a Cordonian who has recently moved here. The man is the finest
shoemaker to ever grace this city, and he charges the least for his
wares. The king has already fielded complaints from the other
shoemakers. They claim that Artimor is selling his footwear for
less than they could make it.”

“Is he?” asked Alex.

“I don’t know,” shrugged the prince. “His
prices are cheap, but he does a tremendous amount of business. I
imagine that he can charge less because of the volume. I bet half
the army uses his services, and it only takes so much profit to pay
the rent. I suspect the other shoemakers are merely jealous. You
should see this Artimor while you are in the city. You look like
you could use a new pair of boots.”

“Maybe I will,” sighed Alex. “I will have
precious little else to do with my time while Jenneva travels
around the city with you.”

“Hopefully we will nip this plague in the
bud,” smiled Jenneva. “Busy yourself with Oscar’s reports. I am
sure that he won’t mind.”

“Not at all,” smiled Prince Oscar as he held
the door open for Jenneva. “I will tell the guard at my office to
expect you.”

Alex watched them leave and then returned to
pacing the floor. Thinking that he was alone, the tiny voice
startled him.

“You want to kill those mages,” declared
Bitsy. “I can tell. What is stopping you? You are as fearless as a
fairy.”

Alex halted and turned to stare at Bitsy. The
tiny, blue woman still stood on the map of Alcea. Alex smiled at
her.

“You know me too well, Bitsy, but while your
skills are impressive, I do not think that you can handle eight
battle mages by yourself.”

“And why would I have to?” asked the fairy.
“If there is only one mage awake, and he is the one holding the
fear spell over the tent, I could just put him to sleep.”

Alex raised an eyebrow at the fairy. “We are
not sure that fairies are immune to the spell. What if Shrimp was
some weird exception that the spell did not affect?”

”Then I will become afraid before I enter the
tent,” shrugged the blue woman. “If that happens, they will not
know that I was ever there. I will flee and we can try something
else.”

“Or the black-cloaks will detect you,”
frowned Alex. “We still do not understand their capabilities very
well.”

“None of my people have been detected yet,”
retorted Bitsy. “We have entered temples and even the Black
Citadel. The black-cloaks have not discovered us yet. Why not give
it a try? There is nothing else to do while we wait for
Jenneva.”

Alex grinned and nodded. “Perhaps fairies are
fearless after all. Let’s go down to the stables and see if Kaz and
Yorra have arrived yet.”

* * * *

The unicorn glided to a stop in the small
clearing and Podil dismounted. She nodded to Zalaharic as she let
her eyes look over the bodies on the ground.

“I wasn’t aware that you were coming,
Zalaharic,” Podil said in greeting. “What is the situation?”

“I am not here officially,” Zalaharic
replied, “but I saw that I could get here quicker than you. I could
not allow the four of them to lie here untended any longer than
necessary.”

“The four of them?” echoed Podil. “I was led
to understand that only the unicorns were alive.”

“That is what Twerp believed at the time he
sent the message to Tagaret,” stated Zalaharic, “but he was wrong.
Technically, at least. Wylan is close to death, and Sheri is not
responsive.”

“Not responsive?” questioned Podil as she
knelt next to Sheri.

“I have never seen anything quite like it,”
commented Zalaharic. “It is as if she is in a frozen state, her
life put on hold awaiting some signal to awaken, but I cannot
imagine what such a signal would resemble. I have chosen to leave
her until last. Her health does not appear to be degrading, and the
others need immediate assistance.”

“Tell me how I can help,” Podil said as she
rose to her feet and turned away from Sheri.

“Sinora will need further healing,” explained
Zalaharic, “but she is stable for the time being. I am most
concerned about Wylan and Wesik. Wylan has lost a lot of blood, and
the arrows damaged him internally. I am not yet sure of the exact
degree of damage, but he could use some more Kioji tea. I did not
expect four severely hurt patients, and I have used up my supply.
Did you bring some with you?”

“I have some,” nodded Podil. “I will make the
tea up immediately. What about Wesik?”

Zalaharic sighed, and Podil sensed the weariness in
him. She knew that the flight from Tagaret must have taken the best
part of a day. She also knew that Zalaharic would not have given
thought to resting while others remained untended.

“Wesik is bad. His flank was hit with a spell
of fire, and it has burned through flesh and muscle. It will take a
great deal of effort to heal such a wound, and even then, I do not
know if he will ever walk again. He is also blind. A spell of
brilliance must have struck him squarely in the face.”

You summarize well, elf. Waste not your time on me.
A unicorn who can neither see nor run is hardly worth restoring to
life. Tend to the others.

“I am the healer here, Wesik,” retorted Zalaharic as
he placed his hand on the unicorn’s head and called forth a spell
of sleep. “You stick to what you know and let me handle what I was
trained for.”

Podil raised an eyebrow and glanced at Zalaharic. “Is
he talking to you?”

“He was,” Zalaharic answered sharply. “He was telling
me to let him die and concentrate on the others. I put him to
sleep. I do not need such a distraction.”

“They are a proud people,” Podil remarked softly as
she stared at Wesik. “They are perfect companions for the Knights
of Alcea.”

“I prefer patients who are not eager to die,”
retorted Zalaharic.

Podil frowned. She had never heard Zalaharic complain
before. She knew that the long flight from Tagaret would have taken
a toll on the male elf, but she was sure that Zalaharic had spent
most of his energy since arriving in the small clearing.
Considering the conditions of the wounded, she realized that
Zalaharic must have used tremendous amounts of energy on them. “You
are tired, my friend. Catch some sleep while I am fresh. I will
keep them alive and wake you when I need you.”

Zalaharic sighed and nodded. “Two hours. Nothing
more.”

Podil nodded in agreement, and Zalaharic spread out
on the grass. He was asleep within minutes.

* * * *

General Ritka of the 21st Corps of
Spino stepped through the portal and into the barn outside of
Gortha in the Sordoan Province of Alcea. He waited impatiently
until his horse was brought through the portal for him and then he
mounted the horse and rode out of the barn. Most of the
21st Corps had already passed through the portal and
secured the farm. He rode confidently into the morning sunshine and
looked around, slightly disappointed that Sordoa did not appear
much different than his own country of Spino. Colonel Pierce
hurried to his side as soon as the general was noticed.

“The farm is secure,” reported the colonel,
“and the vanguard is already on the way to the rendezvous point.
They may have already met up with General Stemple and the
29th Corps by this time. Shall I escort you?”

“There are ten-thousand men already showing
me the way, Colonel,” scoffed General Ritka. “I think I can mange
without your help. See that all of the men make it through the
portal.”

The general spurred his horse to action,
leaving the rebuffed colonel behind. As the general followed the
column of soldiers, a warning spread through the ranks before him.
The marching soldiers, fearful of arousing the general’s anger,
quickly moved to the side of the road, creating a pathway through
the center of the column. General Ritka smiled inwardly as he
watched his army cower before him. He galloped all the way to the
rendezvous point and was slightly miffed to find General Stemple
waiting for him. Ritka did not care much for the Aertan general
assigned to him, and he made a point of making Stemple feel
inferior.

“You needn’t have hurried Stemple,” greeted
General Ritka. “I would have thought it was obvious that the
21st Corps will take the vanguard. The 29th
Corps will follow behind.”

“As you wish,” General Stemple replied with a
shrug. “This is as fine a place as any to wait for your men to pass
by. Will you be in the vanguard yourself?”

“Of course,” retorted General Ritka. “You
don’t really expect these Sordoans to cause us any trouble, do
you?”

“Certainly not,” General Stemple smiled
thinly, hoping that a small attack would come soon and strike the
vanguard. “I doubt we will run into any trouble between here and
Trekum. Safe journey to you.”

General Ritka ignored Stemple’s words and
continued towards the head of the column. Colonel Viya watched the
Spinoan general leave and then approached his fellow
countryman.

“How can you stand being under him?” asked
the Aertan colonel.

“What choice do I have?” shrugged General
Stemple. “He must have licked the right boots in Despair to become
the leader of Team Gortha. We can only hope that he meets an
untimely death soon. Perhaps his own men will accidentally slay him
in the first battle.”

“I know you say that in jest,” frowned the
colonel, “but the men of the 21st Corps have no love for
General Ritka. He is a pompous fool, and every one of the Spinoans
knows it.”

“It was only partly in jest, Colonel,”
General Stemple said softly. “Ritka is careless, and that is
dangerous for an army in enemy territory. He acts as if the
Sordoans will be no challenge for his mighty army, but even a
cornered squirrel can attack ferociously. His leadership will cost
the lives of many men before this war is over. Our task is to make
sure that our Aertans are not among the dead.”

“That could be difficult,” warned the
colonel. “The men of the 21st Corps are frightened,
General. I was talking to some of their officers when we were
waiting at Camp Destiny. There are rumors spreading through the
21st Corps of monsters in Sordoa.”

“Monsters?” balked the general.

“Dwarves in particular,” clarified the
colonel, “but other creatures as well.”

“Dwarves are extinct,” scoffed the Aertan
general.

“Don’t try to tell Ritka’s men that. They are
certain that we will meet up with dwarves, and they are deathly
afraid of them. It has gotten so bad that the officers have
threatened to whip any man who mentions dwarves, yet the rumors
still spread like a wild fire. I fear if it comes to fighting, the
29th Corps will have to take the brunt of it. The
21st Corps will be worthless.”

“We only have seven days before we join
forces with Team Pontek,” said General Stemple. “Then it becomes
the problem of General Gattas. He is the leader of Force Sordoa,
and I don’t think he cares for Ritka any more than we do. In fact,”
he added with a smirk, “it might be fun to watch and see how Gattas
handles Ritka. That moment might well be worth putting up with that
insolent Spinoan idiot for seven days.”


Chapter 17

Lies

General Montero stepped outside the inn in
Pontek. He glanced around the streets and found them deserted
except for the soldiers of the 15th Corps of Ertak. He
had not expected many citizens to be awake at such an early hour,
but neither did he expect the city to be deserted. He waited
outside the inn for his horse to be brought to him. As he waited,
he turned and glanced back at the inn. He saw a sign hanging on the
building stating that the building was for sale.

“Your horse, General,” came a voice from
behind him.

General Montero turned and nodded to Colonel
Patrey. “Where are all the people of Pontek, Colonel?”

“I suppose what is left of them are
sleeping,” answered the colonel. “Pontek has been practically
deserted for months, General. When I was here in the fall, I saw
signs offering one-year contracts for tradesmen and laborers. It
was quite the talk of the town then. I suppose many of the citizens
of Pontek took the jobs.”

“You suppose?” pressed the general. “Are you
not concerned when things turn out differently than you
expected?”

”General Tauman’s reports state that the
population of Pontek has diminished greatly,” replied the colonel.
“I am suspecting that the cause is due to the offers of jobs. I do
not know that for sure, but the low population of the city is what
I expected. I imagine the few people left in Pontek will hide when
they notice a foreign army in the city.”

General Montero nodded with satisfaction. He
had been mentally preoccupied before the invasion with the problem
of losing custody of his brother, Prince Harold of Ertak, and he
had not bothered to read Tauman’s reports. If Colonel Patrey had
been expecting the current situation, that was good enough for the
general. General Montero mounted his horse and gazed down at the
colonel.

“I do not wish to waste time in this city
hunting for citizens,” ordered the general, “but you will order the
men to slay any that they come across. I also want a detachment
sent to the harbor. Disable any boats found there. I do not want
anyone carrying word of our arrival north to Trekum.”

Colonel Patrey nodded his agreement. “There
is also a fishing village just north of the city. We spoke about it
last fall.”

“I remember the conversation, Colonel. Send a
company forward and destroy the village.”

“Disable the boats?” asked the colonel.

“Raze the village, Colonel. Destroy
everything and everyone.”

“I will see to it,” promised Colonel
Patrey.

General Montero turned his horse and headed
north to meet with General Gattas of the 6th Corps of
the Empire of Barouk. Gattas was the leader of Force Sordoa and a
rising figure in the Federation. Montero had specifically asked to
be teamed up with Gattas because he thought the Baroukan’s
influence could help if he had trouble deposing his father upon
return to Ertak. Gattas was known to bend the rules when he needed
to, and that was exactly what Montero planned to do. It was time
for King Harowin to give up the throne of Ertak.

Colonel Patrey watched the general ride away
and then quickly issued orders for the boats in the harbor to be
disabled. He sought out another colonel of the 15th
Corps and assigned him to direct the army northward. When that was
done, Colonel Patrey selected a company from his own regiment to
raze the fishing village. At the head of one-hundred riders,
Colonel Patrey raced out of the city and north along the coast to
reach the village before the fishermen put out to sea.

The sun was just breaking the horizon when
Colonel Patrey and his company reached the village. He frowned when
he saw that another company of Federation soldiers was already
there, but he was not surprised. Colonel Wuler of the
6th Corps had been with Patrey in the fall, and they had
both spoken of destroying the village. It irked Patrey to have been
beaten to the prize by his rival.

“You’re a tad late,” grinned Colonel Wuler.
“Did you think I would forget?”

Colonel Patrey glanced around the small
village and frowned. All of the boats were gone, and there was not
a person in sight other than Federation soldiers. He dismounted and
stormed into the closest hut. No one was inside. He turned and ran
outside and into another hut. With a sigh of frustration he exited
the hut and stared at Colonel Wuler.

“Where are the people?”

Wuler pointed out at the sea. Patrey gazed
out at the small boats bobbing on the waves, but he was staring
directly into the sun. He could see the boats far off the coast,
and he could make out the shapes of fishermen in the boats, but he
could not see things clearly.

“The women and children, too?” he asked
Colonel Wuler.

“I cannot tell, but it hardly matters now,
does it? We aren’t going to wait for them to come ashore and
surrender.”

“General Montero will be livid,” replied
Colonel Patrey. “He fears that the fishermen will carry word of our
arrival north to Trekum.”

“In those boats?” laughed Colonel Wuler. “I
don’t think so. It’s over forty leagues to Trekum, and I remember
what those boats looked like last fall. I would not take any one of
them out of sight of land, and I mean that with only one person in
it. If they do indeed have their families onboard, they will all
die before this day is over.”

Colonel Patrey looked at the distant boats
bobbing on the huge angry swells and nodded in agreement. Most of
the boats were single-man boats and they would be sorely overloaded
with entire families stuffed into them. Still, he did not wish to
report a failure to General Montero. Such was not the way to move
up in the ranks of the 15th Corps.

“Burn the buildings,” Colonel Patrey shouted
to his men. “Leave no wall standing.”

Colonel Wuler smirked. “And you will hope
that General Montero does not ask any questions as he passes?”

“You obviously had the same orders as me,
Wuler,” retorted Colonel Patrey. “Are you so anxious to report your
failure to arrive in time to kill everyone here?”

Colonel Wuler laughed. “I will only report
the truth, Patrey. I will say that the village was entirely
destroyed and that we did not leave a single person alive in the
village.”

Colonel Patrey grinned. “I could get to like
you, Wuler. You are devious.”

“I have had a great deal of practice,
Patrey.”

Far off the coast, the fishermen shouted and
pointed towards the burning village. Women cried and the children
started asking questions that no one wanted to answer. One ancient
man looked at the old woman beside him on the floor of the small
boat.

“It is as the fairy predicted,” the ancient
man said softly. “She saved our lives.”

“Our lives are not yet saved,” frowned the
old woman. “We have no homes to return to now, and these seas still
seek to claim us.”

The fisherman manning the sails looked down
at the old woman with a warm smile. “Homes can be rebuilt,” he said
confidently, “and the sea will claim nothing from our village. Have
faith in your fellow villagers. We will return to shore after the
armies have passed by.”

* * * *

Team Darcia was no longer an army on the
move. Although the sun was well into the sky, General Ross and
General Haggerty sat inside the large command tent sipping tea and
gazing at a map of Cordonia. The tent flap opened and a black-cloak
entered. General Ross immediately felt a shiver of fear, but he
ignored it. He had long grown accustomed to the feeling whenever
black-cloaks were around. He realized some time ago that it was a
magical defense created by the mages. He waved the black-cloak
forward.

“What have you discovered?” asked the leader
of Force Cordonia.

“Paso and Carid are also false cities,” the
black-cloak reported. “They are even less elaborate than Darcia. I
believe the Alceans took extra care of Darcia because our portals
were located too close not to make it believable.”

“And Kantor?” asked General Ross.

“It does not exist,” answered the mage. “I
flew high over the land, and I did not see any signs of human life
at all. Other than the locations of the three fake cities, there is
nothing to indicate that man has ever walked these lands.”

“Yet you agree that we are in Cordonia?”

The black-cloak sighed. “The skies tell me
that we are in Cordonia, but that is not possible. The terrain is
the same as Cordonia, but no one can make everything just
disappear. It makes no sense.”

“You haven’t really answered the question,”
frowned General Haggerty. “Are we in Cordonia or not?”

“We are not in the Cordonia that we expected
to be in,” answered the black-cloak. “We are in a false
Cordonia.”

General Ross raised an eyebrow in surprise.
“Is this all an illusion of some kind? Are the Alcean mages
talented enough to accomplish something like that?”

“It is not an illusion,” answered the mage.
“What you see and feel around you is real. It just is not the
Cordonia that we expected. It is something that I cannot
explain.”

General Ross did not like the answer, but he
accepted it. “What about the portals in Paso and Carid?”

“All four of them are just like the ones in
Darcia,” answered the black-cloak. “The portals have been
physically removed and taken away.”

“So there is some kind of life in this
Cordonia,” stated General Haggerty. “Someone took those portals and
hid them.”

The black-cloak merely nodded.

General Ross started writing messages, and
the black-cloak stood patiently waiting. When General Ross was
done, he slid two papers across the table to the mage.

“These are orders for Team Paso and Team
Carid,” explained General Ross. “I want you to understand them
before you take them so that you can tell General Testa and General
Nunes that they mean exactly what they say.”

The black-cloak nodded in understanding.

“Both teams are to cease their march on
Kantor and set up permanent camps where they are,” declared General
Ross. “While our armies can survive by foraging, it makes no sense
to gather sixty-thousand men in one place. The forest would not
support such a large gathering. I want you to explain to the
generals what we have discussed here. I want them to be fully
informed of our situation. I also want the black-cloaks assigned to
those armies to start surveying the land around them in ever
widening circles. I want to be informed immediately of any sighting
of people or structures, anything that would indicate life in this
Cordonia.”

“I will arrange for daily reports from my
people,” promised the black-cloak.

General Ross nodded and waved the mage away.
The black-cloak turned and left the tent.

“I do not like to be around them,” General
Haggerty said softly after the mage was gone.

“That is how they like it,” General Ross
replied. “They carry an aura of fear around them at all times. It
is meant to make people uneasy in their presence. Once you know
about it, it becomes easier to handle.”

“Do you think they will find any life here?”
asked General Haggerty.

“I don’t know,” frowned General Ross, “but
they will continue searching until they do, even if they have to
search all of Alcea.”

“All of Alcea?” echoed General Haggerty. “I
am not sure that I understand your words. Do you think they made
all of Alcea disappear?”

“I am not sure what to think,” admitted
General Ross, “but I have sixty-thousand men under my command. I
have to start thinking about how to protect them.”

“But no enemy has even been sighted,” General
Haggerty said in confusion. “Who are you trying to protect them
from?”

“Themselves,” answered General Ross, “or each
other. You and I can sit here calmly and discuss this problem, but
do not expect the men to react the same way. If they think that
there is no chance of returning home to their loved ones, things
will get rather ugly here. We have to be prepared for that.”

“What are you saying?” gasped General
Haggerty. “You can’t possibly mean that we will never return
home?”

General Ross sighed. He had thought that he
could rationally discuss the situation with the Ertakan general,
but Haggerty’s emotional response disappointed him.

“We could start the men building ships,”
General Ross said with a hint of false optimism in his voice.
“There is plenty of wood, and I suspect more than a few of the men
have worked in shipyards at one time or another, but that is a plan
for the future. Right now we need to let the mages gather
information.”

General Haggerty nodded enthusiastically.
“You shouldn’t scare me like that. Sometimes I can’t tell when you
are joking.”

General Ross smiled silently at the Ertakan
general. Ross was fairly sure that if the mages found no life in
all of Alcea, there would be none in Zara either. Wherever they
were, the mage had made it clear that man had not walked these
lands before. Ross could not quite comprehend the whole situation,
but he suspected that he was in a different world than the one he
had known before. The only way of completely understanding their
predicament rested in speaking to one of the elusive Alceans they
had come to kill. That thought did not please the Force Cordonia
leader.

* * * *

Kaz glided through the night sky and landed
on the Gortha-Trekum Road north of the Sordoan city of Gortha. Alex
instructed the unicorn to ride northward as the Knight of Alcea
tried to get mentally prepared for an infiltration of the
Federation camp. After they had ridden a short ways, a tiny blue
head poked out of Alex’s pocket.

“Are we there yet?” whispered the fairy.

Alex smiled. “Do we look like we are
surrounded by twenty-thousand Federation soldiers?”

Bitsy squirmed out of the pocket and leaped
to Alex’s shoulder. “I was just asking,” retorted the fairy. “Have
you decided on a way into the camp yet?”

“I think I have,” Alex nodded as he ran his
hand lightly over Kaz to signal a stop.

The black unicorn slowly eased towards the
side of the road and entered the forest. He stopped when he found a
small glade, and Alex dismounted.

The Knight of Alcea rummaged through his pack
and pulled out a Federation uniform. He silently put it on while
Bitsy watched from her perch on Kaz’s head.

“That patch says you are in the
11th Corps,” frowned the fairy. “That is not one of the
armies that we will be visiting.”

“It is what I have available,” shrugged Alex.
“It is the one I used to abduct Prince Harold.”

“I remember,” stated Bitsy. “You were Colonel
Belasko, and I saved you from being killed. I put Captain Ergard to
sleep just in time to save you from his sword.”

“That you did,” chuckled Alex. “And I am
forever indebted to you for your help.”

“That is what partners are for,” beamed the
little woman. “Tonight I shall save you again.”

“That you will,” smiled Alex, “but I have
been thinking a bit on the way down here. I want to do more than
just kill the mages.”

“Just kill the mages?” balked the fairy. “As
if that wasn’t enough for one night. What else can you hope to
accomplish and still live to tell the tales?”

“I want to learn more about this fear spell,”
explained Alex. “Before you put the black-cloak to sleep, I want to
see how it affects me and Kaz. That might be important information
for the others.”

“That is risky,” frowned Bitsy. “What if all
three of us are stricken with fear? We will be doomed.”

“That is impossible,” grinned Alex. “I heard
that fairies are fearless.”

Bitsy swallowed hard. “What if you heard
wrong?”

“We will be careful,” Alex promised as he
turned more serious. “I plan to have a valid reason for approaching
the mage tent, so they will not kill me right off. If you and Kaz
are frozen, I will find a way to rescue you.”

“Hmmph,” pouted the fairy. “I am supposed to
be saving you.”

“Maybe that is the way it will turn out,”
replied Alex as he mounted Kaz. “You will remain apart from Kaz and
me until we leave the encampment. Let’s go.”

Kaz turned and headed back towards the road.
Bitsy shot up into the trees and disappeared. After riding a while,
the southern end of the encampment came into view. The smell of
smoke hung in the air, and there were trees felled across the road.
A squad of Federation soldiers manned the barricade. The squad
leader cautiously approached the barricade as Alex rode towards it.
The Knight of Alcea could see archers nocking their arrows.

“You are a long way from home, Colonel,” the
squad leader said when Alex was close enough to see his patch. “Are
you lost?”

“You’re rather flippant, Sergeant,” retorted
Alex. “Has General Ritka forgotten how to train his men in the
proper manner of addressing superior officers?”

The squad leader stiffened. “No offense
meant, Colonel. It’s just that someone from the 11th
Corps is the last thing we expected to see tonight.”

Alex sighed loudly and nodded. “Fair enough,
Sergeant. I need you to direct me to the mage tent. I have business
with one of the black-cloaks.”

“Begging your pardon, Colonel,” replied the
squad leader, “but I do not have the authority to comply with your
request. My orders are to admit no one.”

Alex frowned. He had hoped to bluff his way
past the barricade, but that obviously was not going to happen the
way he wanted.

“Then get your captain out of bed,” replied
Alex. “I do not intend to sit here all night.”

The squad leader turned and spoke softly to
one of his men. The chosen man turned and ran off into the night.
Alex sat and pondered what approach he should take with the captain
when he arrived. Before he could formulate a plan, a colonel rode
up to the barricade.

“What are you doing here?” asked the colonel.
“The 11th Corps has no part in the attack on Alcea.”

“I have been sent to speak to one of your
black-cloaks,” answered Alex. “I am Colonel Belasko of the
11th Corps. Who am I addressing?”

“Colonel Pierce of the 21st
Corps,” answered the colonel. “Your visit is highly irregular,
Colonel Belasko. May I ask the nature of your assignment?”

“It is of a highly-confidential nature to the
Crown of Ertak,” Alex replied. “I am not about to speak of such
things here.”

Colonel Pierce nodded understandingly. He
spoke softly to the sergeant and the squad leader directed Alex to
take the path into the forest to his left. Alex complied and soon
found a narrow opening in the barricade. He passed through the
opening and was met by Colonel Pierce.

“If you will follow me, Colonel Belasko, I will take
you to where we can discuss your assignment.”

Alex did not like the sound of the colonel’s
voice. He turned and saw soldiers closing the hole in the
barricade. With a soft sigh, he nodded and followed the Spinoan
colonel.

This is not going as I wished, Kaz. Be alert and
stay ready to bolt at a moment’s notice.

I am always ready to fight or flee as you wish,
Alex.

Colonel Pierce led Alex to the large command
tent and dismounted. Alex also dismounted, and a soldier came
forward to take the reins of both horses. The guards pulled back
the tent flap and Colonel Pierce led the visitor inside the tent. A
Federation general sat inside the tent, and he looked up as the
colonels entered. Colonel Pierce saluted the general and Alex
mimicked him.

“What is this, Pierce?” asked the
general.

“A visitor from the 11th Corps,
General Ritka,” answered the colonel. “I thought it best that you
speak to him. He is Colonel Belasko.”

The general waved Alex forward. The Knight of
Alcea immediately complied, but his eyes scanned the interior of
the tent as he walked across the room. The general noticed the
visitor’s gaze and frowned.

“You have a great deal of curiosity,
Colonel,” stated the general. “Have you never seen the inside of a
command tent before?”

“I apologize, General,” Alex replied as he
openly looked around the tent again, “but I am sure that you will
want to know why I am here, and I am hesitant to speak of such
things openly. My mission is confidential to the Crown of
Ertak.”

“This is a Spinoan operation, Colonel,”
replied the general. “While there is a contingent here from Aerta,
there is nothing in this camp that would be of interest to the
Ertakan Crown.”

“Except your black-cloaks,” declared Alex.
“May we speak privately?”

General Ritka raised an eyebrow at the
mention of the black-cloaks. He stared at the Ertakan colonel for a
moment and then nodded. He waved dismissively at his guards and
they retreated from the tent, but Colonel Pierce remained. Alex
looked questioningly at the general.

“Colonel Pierce has my full confidence,”
stated the general. “This is as close to alone as you will get with
me. We are, after all, in enemy territory.”

Alex nodded in agreement and sighed. “Very
well, but I must stress that word of my visit and its purpose must
be kept confidential. It is a rather sensitive issue for King
Harowin.”

“We have no desire to embarrass the Ertakan
king,” assured the general. “What do our mages have to do with
Ertak?”

“I am not sure how aware you are of the
situation in Ertak,” Alex began, “but there is bit of a rift
between King Harowin and his son, General Montero. General Montero
has kept his brother, Prince Harold, in a secluded castle in the
Dark Forest. With General Montero marching off to war, King Harowin
was eager to ensure that there is an heir to the throne of Ertak.
As part of my duties for the king, I was dispatched to that castle
to bring Prince Harold back to the Royal Palace of Ertak for his
safety. I also took a group of black-cloaks with me to check on the
health of Prince Harold. I believe one of those black-cloaks is now
assigned to your command, and I need to talk to him.”

“And you came all the way to Alcea to do so?”
the general asked, his eyes narrowing as he gazed skeptically at
the Ertakan colonel. “Why am I finding your story a little hard to
believe?” Before Alex could open his mouth to reply, the general
continued, “I pride myself on knowing the up and coming officers in
the Federation armies, Belasko, and I have never heard of you
before. I find it hard to believe that King Harowin would trust the
life of his son to an unknown officer. Why are you really here,
Belasko?”


Chapter 18

Day Six

Colonel Belasko stood in the command tent of
Team Gortha, General Ritka staring at him in a very hostile manner.
The general had made it clear that he did not believe Alex’s story,
and the Knight of Alcea felt the mission coming dangerously close
to failure. He sighed anxiously and returned the general’s stare
with one of determination.

“I know little about your familiarity with up
and coming officers,” retorted Alex, “but I am proud of the rank
that I have attained. As for why I would come halfway across the
world and into a battle zone to speak to a mage, I do so because my
king demands it, and I am loyal to King Harowin even unto the point
of death. I have stated my request to speak to your black-cloaks.
You are the leader of Team Gortha, and it is within your power to
refuse me, but I think such a choice on your part would be
unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate?” snapped the general. “Who do
you think you are to stand before a superior officer and threaten
him?”

“I have issued no threats,” Alex stated
quickly. “I have not come here to cause harm to anyone, but I
understand King Harowin better than most men. If I return to Farmin
without resolution of this problem, King Harowin will take the
matter directly to Emperor Jaar. Honoring the line of succession in
the member countries of the Federation is a cornerstone of the
agreement.”

Deep furrows marred the general’s brow as he
stared at the Ertakan colonel. “What does talking to this mage have
to do with the line of succession in Ertak? You said that you
returned the prince to the Royal Palace. There is no threat to the
throne.”

“But there is,” countered Alex. “The man that
I returned to the palace was not Prince Harold. I need to find out
how this is possible and whether the black-cloaks know where the
real Prince Harold is.”

The general stared dumbfounded at Alex. He
suddenly tore his gaze away and looked at Colonel Pierce. “What is
it, Pierce?”

“I might be able to shed some light on this,”
stated the Spinoan colonel. “While we were at Camp Destiny, I spent
some time with Colonel Patrey. He serves under General Montero, and
he did mention to me that Montero was quite upset about losing
Prince Harold.”

“Was Belasko’s name mentioned?” asked the
general.

The colonel nodded. “Very strongly, General.
In fact, had Colonel Belasko inadvertently gone through the wrong
portal tonight, I guarantee that he would be dead by now. General
Montero wants his head.”

General Ritka’s body lost the tenseness that
had been evident during the verbal altercation. He sighed with
relief and shook his head at Alex.

“You have made yourself a rather powerful
enemy, Belasko. Montero is not the type of man to forget such
transgressions easily.”

“I understand, General,” replied Alex. “I
take no pleasure in hurting the Crown Prince, but I am sworn to
carry out the orders of King Harowin. That is all I seek to do here
tonight. May I carry out my orders?”

“Our camp layout is standard, Colonel,”
answered the general with a dismissive wave. “The tent will be on
your left as you leave.”

Alex saluted the general and turned to leave.
Colonel Pierce also turned to escort the visitor, but the general
spoke before they reached the tent flap.

“Let Belasko go on his own, Pierce,” ordered
the general. “As far as we are concerned, Belasko, we never heard
of you, and this meeting never took place. I will not allow Ertakan
escapades to put me between a king and a Crown Prince. I want
nothing to do with it. Speak to your mage and then get out of my
camp.”

Alex nodded wordlessly and exited the tent. A
soldier came out of the shadows and handed Kaz’s reins to Alex. The
Knight of Alcea headed towards the mage tent. As he passed into an
area unlit by the torches lighting the tented area, he felt a
slight weight upon his shoulder.

“I have tested the tent,” Bitsy chirped
softly. “I felt nothing. Fairies ARE fearless.”

Despite the tension, Alex felt himself
smiling. “I had no doubts about it,” he whispered. “Now we shall
discover if unicorns are as well.”

Kaz snorted derisively. Unicorns do not
delude themselves. Fear is always present, but one can learn to
control it.

Alex left the unicorn’s statement
unchallenged, his focus already set on the flap of the mage tent,
which was fast approaching.

“Keep watch, Bitsy,” Alex whispered. “If
anyone in the camp takes special notice of me, alert me
immediately.”

Without a word, Bitsy leaped into the sky and
disappeared. Without conscious thought, the Knight of Alcea’s steps
altered slightly, his footfalls becoming silent. Kaz also changed
his gait, and they approached the mage tent like a pair of wraiths
in the night.

The first tingles of fear came over Alex
subtly. It began as mere apprehension, which was to be expected
under the circumstances. Alex would have never noticed it if he had
not been specifically analyzing his feelings with each and every
step. The closer he got to the tent, the stronger the feelings
grew. He felt his forehead dampen with perspiration, and his feet
started to grow heavy with hesitation. Inside his body, he felt a
tightening, as if a rope ran vertically through him and someone was
twisting each end of the rope in a different direction. His hands
began to curl into fists, and his jaw tightened. His breathing
changed from a slow, steady rhythm to a shallow, halting pant. Kaz
must have sensed the change in his partner.

Easy, friend. Do not let them tamper with your
will.

Alex nodded and halted a few paces short of
the tent flap. Needing to be silent, he concentrated on his
breathing, forcing himself to take long, slow breaths until he felt
in control again. He could do nothing about his sweating brow and
the feeling of being wound tight inside, but he uncurled his
fingers and flexed them. With slow, deliberate movements, he
surreptitiously unsheathed his belt knife and stepped forward to
the flap. When he reached the flap, he stood motionless for a
moment, his senses acute. Time moved excruciatingly slow, but the
Knight of Alcea refused to hurry his mission. He needed to know
where the mage sentry was standing. Eventually, an audible sniff
warned him that the sentry stood directly on the other side of the
flap. With a speed honed over the years, Alex threw the flap open
and stabbed out with his knife at chest level.

The black-cloak uttered a sharp intake of
breath, but nothing more. The aura of fear instantly dissipated,
and Alex knew that the mage was dead. Alex felt the weight of the
man’s body trying to drag down his arm, as his hand still clutched
the knife. He stepped forward and supported the weight of the
corpse, letting the tent flap close behind him. He eased the body
to the ground and pulled his knife out of the mage’s heart. He
wiped the blade clean and sheathed the knife. Crouched in the
darkness, Alex reached inside his uniform and extracted the myric
quills.

The interior of the tent was not lighted, but
the glow from the outside torches was sufficient to make out the
sleeping forms of the black-cloaks. As silent as a stalking cat,
Alex moved around the tent, delivering a poison death to each of
the mages. In seconds, it was over. The Knight of Alcea let a sigh
of relief escape his lips as he gathered the used myric quills.
Bitsy unexpectedly landed on his shoulder.

“A colonel has exited the large tent,” she
reported. “He is not coming this way, but he is staring at this
tent.”

“Colonel Pierce,” Alex said softly with a
nod. “He is a curious one. He is probably wondering what I tied Kaz
to. There was no post outside the tent. I think it is time to
retreat.”

“We have succeeded then,” grinned the tiny
woman. “I knew that you would feel no fear.”

“I felt it.” Alex frowned as he stooped and
buried the used myric quills. “It was very strong. I can easily see
how Wylan and Sheri could have succumbed to such a spell. We will
discuss it later. Now is not the time. Fly high and keep watch over
Kaz and me.”

The fairy darted into the darkness and
disappeared. Alex walked to the flap and opened it. He exited the
tent and turned before releasing the flap. He stood there for a
moment, exaggeratedly nodding his head as if he were having a
conversation with someone inside. When he finally closed the flap,
he quickly mounted Kaz and turned towards the barricade. Colonel
Pierce stood outside the command tent, watching the Ertakan colonel
depart the camp. Alex nodded to the man, but said nothing. He
continued riding calmly towards the barricade and freedom. The
soldiers manning the barricade passed the colonel through without
questions, and the Knight of Alcea rode southward along the
Gortha-Trekum Road until the camp was out of sight. Once away from
the camp, Alex halted and stared up at the lightening sky. Day six
was dawning.

“Find Tedi and Natia,” Alex instructed the
fairy. “I need to talk to them before we return to Tagaret.”

* * * *

General Gattas and General Montero rode
together along the Coastal Highway north of Pontek in Sordoa. Both
of the generals gazed at the burning village as they passed by, and
neither of their faces held a smile.

“That is the fourth village with no boats,”
scowled General Gattas. “Someone is warning the villagers.”

“Undoubtedly,” agreed General Montero, “but
Colonel Patrey assures me that the fishermen are not sailing north.
Perhaps the villagers can see the smoke from the burning villages
behind us.”

General Gattas turned around and gazed
southward, but he soon returned his gaze to the burning village and
shook his head.

“The smoke is barely visible,” stated General
Gattas. “Besides, a distant burning village would not spur these
fishermen to loading their families into those leaky boats and
setting out to sea. They would only do so if they were aware of the
reason for the other fires. It is preposterous to think that the
Sordoans know that armies are marching up the coast. Someone must
be spreading the word.”

“Does it really matter?” sighed General
Montero. “What if the Sordoans do know that we are coming? There is
nothing that they can do about it. Look at our armies, General. We
have enough might gathered around us to conquer all of Sordoa, and
we are but a third of the force that will assemble before the walls
of Trekum.”

General Gattas looked proudly at his armies
and nodded. Six files of soldiers marched along the wide Coastal
Highway, and three files of cavalry preceded and followed them. The
column comprised of the 6th Corps and the
15th Corps stretched out for over two leagues. It was an
awesome display of power, and General Gattas found himself agreeing
with the Ertakan heir.

“I suppose there is little harm in fleeing
fishermen,” mused General Gattas, “but I prefer a clean
operation.”

“Perhaps we should send the forward scouts
out even farther ahead,” suggested General Montero.

“That shouldn’t be necessary,” replied
General Gattas as he pointed north. “Once we come into the shadow
of those cliffs up ahead, there will be no more villages for many
leagues, and once we are past the cliffs, the route turns inland to
meet up with Team Gortha.”

General Montero gazed northward. The coastal
plain gave way to steep towering cliffs that rose vertically to a
height of several hundred paces. At the foot of the cliffs, the
Coastal Highway continued northward on a narrow strip of land, but
there was no other soil for citizens to build their homes on. The
Ertak heir nodded as he realized that they were passing the last of
the fishing villages.

* * * *

Southwest of the Lanoirian city of Chi, the
4th Corps of the Empire of Barouk marched along the
banks of the Chi River. General Franz and Colonel Kerk rode
side-by-side near the head of the column.

“You were right in your assessment, Kerk,”
said General Franz. “It is a beautiful country, and a bountiful
one. The fields we have passed in just this first day in the
country already surpass what I remember of Aerta. There is food
enough here to fill a lot of bellies.”

“And this continues for day after day,”
Colonel Kerk said. “I have never seen such rich fields, and I have
seen most of the Federation.”

“All of this will soon be part of the
Federation, Colonel,” smiled the general. “It will be a glorious
addition.”

Colonel Kerk’s brow creased with
concentration as he tried to think of a safe way to broach the
subject that he wished to speak about. With an anxious sigh, he
decided to just ask plainly.

“General,” asked the colonel, “when this war
is over, the Federation will need loyal people to rule over these
new provinces. Has that been discussed at all in Despair?”

General Franz looked at his subordinate with
a hint of surprise in his eyes. That very thought had been bouncing
around the general’s mind for the last hour, but he was sure that
the colonel was asking the question for reasons of his own. He was
not about to encourage the young pup to vie for a position that he
coveted for himself.

“I am sure that only the most senior officers
would be entrusted with such provinces, Colonel, but do not
despair. These new lands will open up paths of advancement that
young men like yourself could only dream about a few years back.
The armies of Zara will have great need for new generals as the
Federation grows to encompass both continents.”

Colonel Kerk frowned deeply. He should have
suspected that General Franz would want such a rich province for
himself, and being the leader of Force Lanoir, he would no doubt be
given preference over others. While the general was indicating that
Kerk might very well end up with his own army after the war, he
would rather remain a colonel in Alcea than be made a general in
Zara. There was nothing in the old land that he wanted to return
to. Still, there were benefits to being a general.

“My only aspiration is to remain loyal to
you, General,” the colonel said with a forced smile. “Were you to
become ruler over Lanoir, I would be honored to remain here with
you.”

General Franz blinked with genuine surprise.
He had known Colonel Kerk to be an aggressive man. In fact, it was
one of the traits that Franz admired in the young officer. One had
to be aggressive to obtain what he desired.

“You would turn down your own army to remain
my colonel?” scoffed General Franz. “I don’t believe that for a
moment, Kerk. What devious little plan are you hatching?”

Colonel Kerk reddened slightly at being so
transparent. He smiled conspiratorially at the general.

“Were you to properly share in the spoils,”
the colonel began, “you should be rewarded according to your
station. You are the leader of Force Lanoir and as such, the
victory will be yours to claim, but the reward has to be more than
just being made the commanding general of Lanoir. You are already
that. You should rightfully be made King of Lanoir.”

General Franz laughed. “And you wish to be my
commanding general?”

“Who is better suited to serve you loyally?”
grinned the colonel. “Would you accept the likes of General
Somma?”

The laughter died in the general’s throat at
the mention of General Somma.

“That Spinoan coward,” spat General Franz. “I
curse Grand General Kyrga for saddling me with him. What did I do
to deserve such a fate?”

“It had nothing to do with you,” replied
Colonel Kerk. “You gained Somma on your team because you have the
upcountry prong of the attack. General Somma is deathly afraid of
water.”

“Is that why he is always patrolling deep in
the Bloodwood?” questioned General Franz. “Are you sure of
this?”

“Positive,” declared the colonel. “I am
friends with a colonel in the 16th Corps. He overheard
Queen Samir complaining about Somma’s fear of water. She joked
about sending Somma out to patrol the Isle of Despair.”

“A fitting punishment for an officer who
holds such irrational fears,” spat the general. “You are a fine
officer, Kerk. Stay loyal to me. I think you will be happy with the
rewards for your loyalty.”

“Speaking of ill winds,” Colonel Kerk said
softly as he nodded towards the rear of the column. “You are about
to have a visitor.”

General Franz surreptitiously glanced towards
the rear of the column. He saw General Somma and Colonel Rotti
riding towards him. Without a word to Colonel Kerk, General Franz
veered away from the column and rode towards the edge of the Chi
River. Colonel Kerk moved out of the column and halted at the side
of the road. General Somma rode towards General Franz, but Colonel
Rotti halted alongside Colonel Kerk.

“What is going on?” Colonel Rotti asked as
the colonels stared towards the river.

Colonel Kerk did not answer right away. He
watched as General Somma cautiously approached General Franz. The
Baroukan colonel smiled as he watched General Franz guide his horse
down the slope of the bank and into the river. The Baroukan general
turned and waved to General Somma.

“Come on down, Somma. I wanted to ask you
something.”

The Spinoan general halted his horse on the
riverbank, a safe distance from the river’s edge. “I will wait
until you are done bathing.”

“Don’t be stubborn, Somma,” teased General
Franz. “Get down here.”

“He won’t go down there,” Colonel Rotti said
softly.

“I know,” grinned Colonel Kerk.

“You know?” gasped Colonel Rotti. “Does
General Franz know? Is that the point of this game?”

“Calm down,” soothed Colonel Kerk. “Franz is
only having fun with him.”

“It might be fun for you and General Franz,”
frowned the Spinoan colonel, “but he is terrorizing General Somma.
The general questioned me at length about the size of the Chi River
after our journey here last fall. I assured him that it was a large
river but that the trail kept well away from it. I can now see that
my recollections were faulty.”

“There is nothing wrong with your memory,”
replied Colonel Kerk. “The river is much wider than it was in the
fall. It must be the spring runoff swelling the river.”

“It is more than that,” Colonel Rotti frowned
as he nodded southward. “Coming over the last rise I saw a huge
lake downstream. I am sure there was nothing like it last fall.
That lake is the very reason General Somma and I rode forward. He
wanted to see if he could talk General Franz into altering our
route more inland.”

“You should know better than to even suggest
such a thing,” replied Colonel Kerk. “This is the only decent road
in the area, and we will be dependent on the supply caches to feed
the armies. Even if General Franz was wiling to try a different
route, he cannot. It’s simply not possible.”

“I didn’t suggest it,” sighed Colonel Rotti,
“but Somma will probably say that I did. The truth is, he is
petrified. He even avoids the Blood River back home and that is
nothing like this one. I do not look forward to spending the next
week in his company, and Franz’s humor will not help the situation
any.”

With a sudden pang of guilt, Colonel Kerk
nodded sympathetically. “Let me see if I can distract Franz long
enough to get him out of the river.”

* * * *

General Fortella stood in a barn outside of
Mya as the soldiers of the 2nd Corps of the Empire of
Barouk raced through the portal. The soldiers suddenly stopped
coming through the portal and the general eagerly watched the door.
He smiled as his large black stallion was guided through the portal
and led towards him. Almost immediately the race of soldiers
through the portal resumed. General Fortella mounted his horse and
rode out of the barn. Once outside in the morning sunshine, he
paused to glance around and get his bearings. He had memorized the
maps of Alcea and the sketches drawn by Tauman’s men, and he knew
exactly where he was.

The Baroukan general spurred his horse to
action and galloped across the fields to where Colonel Tamora was
forming the army. The general did not interrupt as the colonel
issued commands. He sat observing his men until the colonel was
done. Colonel Tamora sensed the general behind him and turned when
he was done.

“Any problems?” asked the general.

“None,” reported the colonel. “We should have
a report back soon regarding the first day’s cache. Once we have
that confirmation, the entire army will move past the rendezvous
point. I am heading there now. Will you ride with me, or should I
assemble a separate protection detail for you?”

“Let us ride together,” answered General
Fortella. “I am anxious to see this Targa that we have been hearing
so much about.”

A squad of soldiers formed around the two
officers, and the group rode off to the east. Twenty minutes later
they came to a group of cavalry standing in the middle of the
Mya-Tagaret Road. The cavalry patches were a mixture of the
Baroukan 2nd Corps and the Aertan 24th Corps.
General Fortella spotted General Whitman and he rode towards the
Aertan general.

“Any trouble?” asked General Fortella.

“None, Force Leader,” answered General
Whitman. “If there is an enemy army in the area, they are remaining
unseen.”

“There is no enemy army between us and
Tagaret, Whitman,” stated General Fortella. “The only thing between
us and our objective is eight long days of marching, and we will
begin that momentarily. I sent a messenger to you early this
morning with details of our formation, but I will go through them
again now just to be sure we are clear on everything.”

“I received the message and understand it,
General,” stated General Whitman.

General Fortella ignored Whitman and
continued, “My cavalry will be the forward scouts and vanguard. The
24th Corps cavalry will be our rear guard. Inside those
extremes, the 2nd Corps infantry will precede the
24th infantry. Both black-cloak contingents will ride
together in between our two armies. Their presence has an adverse
effect on the soldiers and placing them between the two armies will
be the least disruptive place for them. The 2nd Corps
will be responsible for erecting the camps. The 24th
Corps will be responsible for disassembly, policing the grounds,
and foraging should it become necessary. Do you have any problems
with these instructions?”

“None whatsoever, General,” replied the
Aertan.

“Good,” General Fortella smiled tautly. “Then
we shall get along just fine, Whitman. The 2nd Corps
will be setting the pace, and we will not slow down for stragglers.
Make sure that the 24th Corps doesn’t linger too far
behind. You wouldn’t want to be left isolated in enemy
territory.”

General Whitman swallowed hard as General
Fortella turned his horse and started ordering his cavalry to move
out.


Chapter 19

Day Seven

Two unicorns glided low over the Sordoan
forest until they came to the coastal ridge between Pontek and
Trekum. With powerful strokes of their massive wings, the unicorns
rose up the western slope of the ridge and glided to a landing on
the long, narrow crest. Tedi and Natia glanced around to get their
bearings as scores of dwarves dropped their hammers and picked up
their axes.

“Get back to your posts,” growled a surly
dwarf. “If you don’t recognize Knights of Alcea when you see them,
you need to report to a healer and have your eyes checked.”

Natia stifled a giggle as the surly dwarf
approached the Knights of Alcea.

“You’re a mean one now, aren’t you, Kroto?”
greeted Tedi.

“It’s the only tone some of these miners
understand,” laughed the dwarven magician. “If I wasn’t here
watching over them, they would probably be splitting open a keg of
ale.”

Natia glanced around in amazement. For as far
as she could see in each direction, dwarves lined the crest of the
ridge. Near each dwarf were two types of metal spikes in the
ground. The larger type was very wide, and it tapered off as it got
closer to the ground. Those spikes had been driven into the rock
very close to the far edge of the crest. The smaller type looked
like a large chisel except it had a hole bored through the top. The
smaller spikes were sunk into the rock farther away from the edge
of the crest and each one of them had a large coil of rope
alongside it. One end of the rope had been passed through the hole
in the chisel and tied in a knot. Kroto smiled when he saw what
Natia was looking at, his large mouth splitting his broad face with
a toothy grin.

“I think you’ll be needing to talk to Prince
Darok,” said Kroto. “You’ve no doubt come to watch the show. Follow
me.”

Tedi and Natia dismounted and followed the
dwarf mage. For several minutes they marched past the waiting
dwarves, and Natia shook her head in amazement. Natia tried to
count the number of dwarves that they passed, but she lost count
when Kroto quickened his step.

“I’m sorry to point and run,” apologized
Kroto, “but I need to get back to my station. The call may come at
any moment. Prince Darok is just ahead. Keep going.”

“What is going on here?” Natia asked
Tedi.

“I am not entirely sure,” admitted Tedi, “but
Alex said we should see it. I gather it is some scheme that Alex
and Prince Darok hatched up last fall.”

The Knights of Alcea continued onward until
they came to a cluster of dwarves. Prince Darok was in the center
of them, so the Knights of Alcea waited patiently for the gathering
to break up. The wait was not long. Prince Darok clapped his hands
with an air of finality, and the group of dwarves scattered, some
of them racing past Tedi and Natia. The dwarven Knight of Alcea
spotted Tedi and Natia and waved them to him with a sense of
urgency. The gypsies ran to his side.

“So, you’ve come to see what evil lurks in
the minds of dwarven sappers, eh?” chuckled Prince Darok. “You are
just in time then.”

“What is going on?” asked Natia.

Prince Darok grinned broadly. “Take a wee
peek over the edge, lass, but don’t be obvious about it. We don’t
want to be tipping our hand just yet.”

Tedi and Natia both moved closer to the edge
and peered down. Natia gasped. Several hundred paces below her, a
huge Federation army marched along a thin strip of road at the base
of the cliff. Beyond the thin strip of road was the Sordoan Sea.
The army stretched as far to the left as she could see, and a fair
distance to the right as well. Tedi pulled Natia back from the
edge, and they returned to Prince Darok.

“General Gattas?” asked Tedi.

“And General Montero,” nodded Prince Darok.
“Below is the 6th Corps and the 15th Corps in
their entirety.” The dwarven prince turned slightly and pointed to
his right. “If you can see that very last dwarf standing on the
crest over there, he is waiting for the tail end of the army to
pass him. When it does, he will give a signal to me. At the
appropriate time, I will give the signal to attack.”

Natia looked again at the coils of rope next
to each dwarf and frowned. “There are twenty-thousand men down
there, Prince Darok. How many dwarves are up here?”

“Two-thousand,” answered the prince. “It’s
hardly a fair fight.”

“I’ll say,” frowned Natia. “That’s ten-to-one
odds. Are you sure this is wise?”

“It’s ten-to-one in our favor, lass,” laughed
Prince Darok. “Lord Zachary did say that each dwarf was worth
one-hundred men, didn’t he?”

“That was to scare the Spinoans,” scowled
Natia. “You can’t possibly believe the lies he told the enemy.”

“Ah, lass,” Prince Darok sighed with mock
offense, “your words slay me. And here I thought King Arik thought
highly of the dwarves.”

Tedi started laughing, and Natia whirled to
face him, anger building at his levity. Before she could verbally
lash out at her husband, she felt Prince Darok’s large hand on her
shoulder. The dwarven prince was also laughing.

“I apologize, Natia,” chuckled Prince Darok.
“I shouldn’t be having fun with you on such a serious occasion. We
have no intention of merely jumping off the crest to fight the
Federation. Let me explain.”

Natia turned to stare at the dwarf, her face
clouded with confusion.

“Down below,” Prince Darok began, “the
Federation army stretches out for over two leagues. They are indeed
a formidable foe if my men met them on the battlefield, but that is
not how the battle will go this day. I have had my sappers working
on this ridge for almost half a year now. The entire face of the
cliff has been undercut. When the signal is given, two-thousand
dwarves will raise two-thousand hammers over their heads and bring
them down on two-thousand metal wedges. When they do that, the face
of this cliff will shear off and drop on the road below.”

“Won’t they have time to flee?” asked
Tedi.

“No,” answered the dwarven Knight of Alcea.
“We have undermined the cliff for a length of three leagues. The
length of their column in only a little over two leagues. Even if
one of their riders bolted at the first sound of a hammer, he could
not ride fast enough to escape the mountain falling on him. Nor
could they save themselves by leaping into the sea. The height of
this cliff is several hundred paces and a lot of that will land in
the sea. There is no escape from this trap. There is only death for
twenty-thousand invaders.”

One of the dwarves caught Prince Darok’s
attention and the prince turned to see the end dwarf signaling him.
He signaled back and then returned to his conversation.

“But the ropes?” questioned Natia. “What are
they for then if not to rappel down and fight the enemy?”

“The ropes were used to undercut the face,”
explained the dwarf. “They have been left in place in case
something goes wrong. As certain as I am that the sappers have done
an excellent job, nothing is perfect. If there are pockets of
Federation troops that survive, we will go down and finish them
off.”

“No prisoners?” asked Tedi.

“Not in this battle,” answered Prince Darok.
“My people have to rush from this battle to Hendy Valley where we
will be pitted against a superior force led by General Ritka and
General Stemple. We have no time to take prisoners and no place to
put them. The only exception will be for General Gattas and General
Montero. If they survive, Kroto has orders to capture them. If they
die, he will retrieve their heads. He is keeping pace with them now
so that we don’t have to search under all that rock to find
them.”

Prince Darok stepped away from Tedi and Natia
and peered over the edge. He quickly stepped back.

“Send the word that the attack will begin in
a few minutes,” Prince Darok said to the closest dwarves.

The dwarves sent the message both ways along
the line of dwarves.

“What about their mages?” asked Tedi. “Can
they stop the attack?”

“Not with any magic that Kroto or Doryelgar
know,” answered Prince Darok. “We had planned to take out the
black-cloaks last night, but we got word from Tagaret to alter our
plans. I think we will be safe from their magic, but we will
respond in kind if they surprise us. Now I must ask you to step
back a little further. The ground is going to shake mightily, so
you might want to get a good stance before I give the signal.”

Tedi and Natia moved away from the edge and
prepared for the ground to shake. With a sudden thought, Tedi
stirred Button to life and told her what was going to happen. He
asked her to record the attack for Tagaret to see.

The little blue woman leaped into the air and
shot upward, angling over the sea. A moment later, a fiery arrow
shot high into the air from some dwarf near Prince Darok. Button
looked down and watched the Federation soldiers. None of them
appeared to notice the arrow, but they all heard the sounds that
followed. The sound of two-thousand hammers striking the wedges
pealed like a monstrous bell, and every soldier glanced around
nervously. Some of the soldiers chose to look upward. Those men saw
the face of the cliff start to peel away from the ridge, and their
shouts of warning rippled through the ranks of the Federation
armies.

Panic and chaos gripped the hearts of the
Zaran soldiers. Some soldiers jumped into the sea, and some tried
to hug the face of the cliff, hoping the debris would somehow miss
them, but most of the men remained frozen, staring up at the tons
of rock cascading down upon them. The cavalries at the two ends of
the columns raced away from the center of the armies in a futile
attempt to avoid death, but as Prince Darok had said, none of them
could outrun the collapsing mountain.

The rock wall screeched as it tore apart, and
the ground rumbled noisily from the impact. The ground shook like
an earthquake, and the tumultuous sea tossed waves high into the
air. In seconds, it was over, and a deathly stillness replaced the
chaos. There were no cries from wounded men, no screams from
trapped horses. The only sound was the crashing of the confused
waves upon a new shoreline. As Button watched, a great massive
cloud of dust spewed skyward, blotting out her view of the ridge.
The fairy banked away from the mushrooming cloud before it
enveloped her.

* * * *

Podil awoke to gentle raindrops falling on
her face. She opened her eyes and stared at the angry sky overhead.
It took her a moment to realize where she was, and when she did,
she sat up quickly and looked around. Zalaharic knelt next to
Wesik, his hands on the large unicorn. She frowned when Zalaharic
did not acknowledge her rising, and she was sure that he would have
heard her stir.

“Zalaharic?” she called softly.

“He has been like that for hours,” Wylan said
weakly. “I think he is in a trance of some kind.”

Podil turned and stared at the Knight of
Alcea. Wylan was sitting up at the edge of the glade, a mass of
leafy material placed between his back and the tree that was
supporting him.

“How are you feeling?” asked Podil.

“I have felt better,” Wylan replied with a
smile, but Podil could tell that the smile was forced and that the
Knight of Alcea was in pain. “Still, I am alive so I guess I should
not complain too much.”

Lightning streaked across the angry sky and
thunder shook the forest. Podil quickly erected a shield over the
glade as she stood and looked around some more until her eyes
landed on Sinora. The unicorn stood sleeping near the body of
Sheri, which looked exactly the same as it did when Podil closed
her eyes earlier. She continued to look around, but she could not
find the fairy.

“Where is Thrip?” Podil asked Wylan. “We
should send her off to Tagaret to let everyone know that you are
alive. They thought you had perished.”

“Zalaharic sent her to Caldar for supplies,”
answered Wylan. “He said that he needed more kioji and
torafin.”

Podil nodded silently. Kioji was used to
replace lost blood and strength, and torafin was a pain killer.
Podil had brought some of each with her, and she was sure that
Zalaharic had as well. That fact that Zalaharic needed more of each
was not a good sign. She knelt next to Wylan and gently leaned him
forward. He did not protest, but he winced in pain. Podil pulled
away the poultice and examined his back. She nodded with
satisfaction and leaned Wylan back against the tree.

The clouds opened up, and a torrent of rain
fell from the sky. The raindrops hit Podil’s invisible shield and
flowed over its surface and away from the glade. Podil glanced up
at the storm as she moved across the glade to Zalaharic’s side. She
knelt next to him and frowned, wondering how long he had been
inside Wesik. With the storm overhead, she had no idea how long she
had slept, so she reached out and touched Zalaharic. His skin was
cold, too cold. Weighing the danger of waking Zalaharic or letting
him remain inside the unicorn, Podil leaned forward and gently
pulled on Zalaharic’s wrists. The Elderal elf blinked and looked
over at Podil. He sighed wearily and nodded to her as he pulled
back from the unicorn.

“I hope my interruption was not poorly
timed,” Podil said softly, “but I was worried about you. Your body
felt like ice.”

“The internal damage is severe,” Zalaharic
said softly, “but you were wise to pull me out. These things should
not be rushed, yet there are always others waiting for our skills.
Tend to Wesik’s flesh if you can. I need to rest.”

Podil nodded as Zalaharic stretched out right
next to the unicorn. He closed his eyes and immediately fell
asleep.

* * * *

Alexander Tork opened his eyes and grabbed a
knife from the table next to his bed. He quickly rolled off the bed
on the side opposite the door and crouched behind it, the morning
sun streaming through the window of his room in the Royal Palace of
Tagaret. He had heard someone pause outside his door, or at least
he thought he had. He was never quite sure if it was a dream or
reality when such a sound woke him from a deep sleep. But the
Knight of Alcea took no chances. He waited silently as the door
slowly opened. With the knife held for throwing, he cocked his arm
and prepared to strike. The door suddenly opened and Jenneva stood
in the doorway. Alex sighed loudly and relaxed his arm. Jenneva
looked across the room and raised an eyebrow at her reception.

“Do I need to knock when I return to my own
room?” Jenneva asked as she entered the room and closed the
door.

“Sorry,” Alex apologized as he rose to his
feet and put the knife back on the table. “I wasn’t quite sure what
had woken me. You were not here when I arrived last night. Is
anything wrong?”

“Everything is wrong,” frowned Jenneva, “but
I am too tired to explain it all to you. Arik is holding a meeting
right now in the library. Why don’t you get dressed and attend the
meeting?”

“Give me a hint,” replied Alex as he started
getting dressed.

“The plague has spread throughout the city,”
Jenneva said wearily, “and there are not enough healing mages to
handle it all. Zalaharic seems to be missing, so I sent a fairy to
Glendor. Galdan and some of his elves came to offer assistance, but
I am not hopeful for a speedy solution to this problem. The short
version of it is, the Targa army is too sick to fight. How did you
make out in Sordoa?”

“Fairies and unicorns are not affected by the
fear spell,” answered Alex. “I also think that knowing about the
spell in advance can help a human to conquer it, but I would not
suggest we use such a technique. It is a powerful spell. Was Arik
angry that I flew off without telling him?”

“I have no idea,” answered Jenneva. “I have
not seen Arik since before you left. I have been working day and
night to heal those afflicted with the plague. And that is all I
can say for now, Alex. I would not be here if I could still
function decently. I need sleep desperately.”

“I understand,” Alex replied with a smile as
he pulled back the covers for his wife. “I will check in on you
later.”

Jenneva nodded and kissed Alex before sliding
under the covers. Alex covered her up and quietly left the room. As
he made his way through the corridors of the Royal Palace towards
the library, he heard distant voices. The closer he got to the
library, the louder the voices became, until he realized that there
was shouting going on inside the library. Two Red Swords stood
guard outside the library door, and Alex nodded to them in
greeting.

“I would normally tell you that it is not a
good time to enter the library,” quipped one of the guards, “but
King Arik has been looking for you since yesterday. He is not in a
good mood.”

“So I can hear,” frowned the Knight of Alcea.
“Has this been going on long?”

“The meeting started promptly at dawn,”
answered the guard, “so it has been going on for an hour now.”

Alex nodded to the guard and opened the door.
The shouting immediately stopped and everyone in the room turned to
see who was entering.

“And where have you been?” scowled the king.
“I have been looking everywhere for you.”

Alex narrowed his eyes as he looked at the
king. Arik was red in the face with anger, and harsh lines etched
his face. Alex sighed deeply and closed the door. He turned and
bowed to the Warrior King.

“I was in Sordoa, King Arik,” Alex replied
formally. “I eliminated the black-cloaks from Team Gortha.”

“You what?” growled King Arik. “I gave
specific orders that no one was to attempt sneaking into the tents
of the black-cloaks. I will not be defied by anyone, Alexander
Tork, not even you.”

“I did not sneak into the tent,” Alex replied
calmly. “I posed as a colonel in the Federation army and had
General Ritka’s permission to enter the tent. What is this all
about? The shouting in this room can be heard through half of the
palace. What is wrong?”

“The city is badly plagued,” answered Queen
Tanya, “and that includes the army. There will be no reinforcements
when the Rangers and Red Swords go up against General Bledsoe and
General Kozinski.”

“And they are arriving at this very moment,”
snapped the king.

“What about the elves of Elderal?” asked
General Gregor. “Perhaps we should divert them from Team Mya and
use them against Team Miram.”

King Arik spun around to face the general and
started shouting at him. Alex did not quite hear the exchange
despite its loud volume because Prince Oscar caught his eye. The
prince was standing with his back against one of the bookshelves
that lined the walls of the library, and he was signaling for Alex
to join him. Alex nodded and casually made his way around the room
to where the prince was standing. Alex was vaguely aware of more
shouting in the room, but he wanted no part in such a meeting. Such
decisions as the placement of armies should not be made at an
emotional level, and that is what the meeting had devolved into. He
stood next to Prince Oscar and pressed his back against the
shelves.

“What is going on here?” Alex whispered.

“I fear for the king, Alex,” Prince Oscar
whispered back. “This is not my son talking. Arik would never
belittle people as he has been doing. I have already spoken to Lord
Clava about it, and he agrees. Something is very wrong here.”

“Yet he is the king,” Alex said softly. “We
cannot simply send him to his room until he is feeling better. What
are you thinking?”

“I don’t know what to do,” admitted Prince
Oscar as he watched Queen Tanya slip out of the room. “My only hope
is that he might listen to you.”

“That might work when Arik is merely having a
bad day,” frowned Alex, “but this is something different
altogether. Nothing I can say will get through to him in the state
he is in. With his current mood, I would be thrown in the dungeon
before I finished the first sentence. I have never seen him like
this. When did this mood start?”

“It started this morning,” answered Prince
Oscar. “It came right out of the blue. He was surly and irritable
from the moment he walked into this room. It hasn’t gotten any
better since.”

Alex did not respond. He stood quietly at the
edge of the room watching the king interact with the others. It was
clear to Alex that the other advisors were growing weary of the
constant bickering. Everyone looked as if they would rather be on a
battlefield than in this meeting with the king. No matter what
suggestion was offered, the king tore it apart, and his arguments
were not gentle. Alex knew that nothing good was going to come out
of the meeting. While he was observing the king, he noticed that
Arik was wearing the new pair of boots that had been donated to him
by a shoemaker. He frowned at the significance of the boots. It
meant that the king was going to make a public appearance, but that
would be disastrous given the king’s current mood.

“He is wearing the boots,” whispered Alex.
“Why?”

“He is planning to address the citizens
today,” answered Prince Oscar. “He thinks it is important to let
the people know that the king is aware of their plight and doing
everything in his power to find a solution. He really has to do it.
The citizens will expect it.”

“You can’t let him do that, Oscar. He will
end up shouting at someone, and the citizens will think the king
has lost his mind. It will do more harm than good. Without the
people and the army behind him, Alcea will be lost. Keep him
inside.”

“I cannot control him,” frowned the prince.
“He is of no mind to listen to me.”

The shouting was louder than before and a
loud slap reverberated through the room. Alex looked up in time to
see Lord Markel take his hand off the book he had just slammed onto
one of the tables.

“I did not come here today to be shouted at
as if I were some young lad who stole something from the pantry,”
yelled Tedi’s father. “We are supposed to be advising the King of
Alcea, but it appears that the king has no need of our thoughts. I
will take it no longer. I resign from the Council of Advisors
effective immediately.”

Lord Markel’s face was bright red, and Alex
knew that the man had reached the limits of his endurance. The
noble bowed sharply to the king and strode angrily towards the
door. As he passed by the king, Arik’s hand streaked out and
grabbed Lord Markel by the tunic. The king lifted Tedi’s father off
the floor, and shoved him into the wall. Books flew from the
shelves as Lord Markel’s body hit the wall.

“He does not know his own strength,” Alex
said to Prince Oscar with a sense of urgency. “He’ll kill Alan. I
do not know what will happen to me, but do whatever you have to do
to keep Arik inside the palace today.”

Prince Oscar opened his mouth to ask Alex
what he was going to do, but the answer became immediately obvious.
Alex ran towards the king. He leaped onto a table and dove across
the room, wrapping his arms around the king and immobilizing him.
Alex and Arik bounced off the wall and tumbled to the floor. Lord
Markel fell on top of them and quickly rolled away. Alex lay on top
of the king, and Arik’s hands were pinned underneath him. The king
tried to buck the Knight of Alcea off his back, but he could
not.

“Lie still, Arik,” grunted Alex. “I am not
trying to hurt you.”

“Hurt me?” spat the king. “As soon as I get
up, you are going to wish you had stayed in Sordoa.”


Chapter 20

The Angry King

The Council of Advisors collectively gasped
as Alex tackled the king and held him to the floor. For a moment,
no one moved or spoke. Eventually, Alan Markel rose to his feet,
his hands trembling.

“Do not endanger yourself on my behalf,
Alex,” the noble said shakily. “Alcea needs you right now. The
dungeons do not.”

“Enough, Alex,” pleaded General Gregor. “Let
the king up.”

Theos watched everyone with an uneasy
feeling. While he had held a magical shield around the King of
Alcea during his entire time in the library, it was clear that a
simple physical attack had made his efforts worthless. He dropped
the spell, as he wondered if he should intervene and remove Alex
from his position on top of the king. The Knight of Alcea was not
attacking King Arik. He was only holding him down, and he had not
made a move towards a weapon. The Tyronian mage stood
undecided.

The commotion had been loud, and the noise
had not been contained in the library. The Red Swords that had been
standing guard outside the library opened the door and charged into
the room. They halted just inside the door as their eyes took in
the scene. Alex saw the Red Swords enter, and he released the king
and rose to his feet. King Arik pushed himself off the floor and
leaped to his feet. His face was distorted with anger as he pulled
the Sword of Heavens free from its sheath. Alex knew that he could
not defend himself against the king without the Red Swords
attacking, and he was not about to shed friendly blood to save
himself. He immediately dropped to one knee before the king and
bowed his head, putting his faith in King Arik. He could not have
picked a worse time to have such faith in the Alcean king. King
Arik raised the Sword of Heavens high over his head and brought it
down with a vengeance.

Alex heard the shouted warnings and cries of
protest. He looked up with confusion as he saw the king bringing
down the Sword of Heavens. He closed his eyes and silently bid
Jenneva farewell, but the blow never struck him. Instead he heard
the clanging of a sword falling to the floor followed closely by
the thud of a body. Alex opened his eyes and stared at the body of
King Arik.

“Take Alex to the dungeons,” ordered General
Gregor, “and get a healer in here immediately.”

The Red Swords stepped forward and seized
Alex by his arms. The Knight of Alcea offered no resistance as they
dragged him to his feet and marched him out of the room. Konic
Clava raced out of the room to get a healer.

“This meeting is over,” announced Prince
Oscar. “Everyone should leave the library now.”

The advisors filed out of the room until only
Prince Oscar and Theos were left. The prince stared at the Tyronian
mage as if to ask if he had heard the order given to clear the
room. Theos did not notice. His eyes were focused on one of the
library shelves searching for something.

“What is going on?” the mage asked
suspiciously.

“You should leave now,” repeated Prince
Oscar. “The king no longer needs any magical protection. If you are
concerned about the king…”

“I am not concerned for the king’s well
being,” Theos said calmly. “I have been a victim of that spell
myself. Where is the fairy, and what is going on?”

Prince Oscar moved quickly to close the door
and then returned to the king’s side. He looked Theos in the eye
and sighed.

“The king was going to kill Alex,” explained
Prince Oscar. “It would have been foolish not to stop it.”

“If you had not dropped your magical shield,”
chirped Prince Midge as he moved from behind a book on one of the
bookshelves, “a Knight of Alcea would have died here today. Why did
you not put a physical shield around Alex to prevent his death? You
saw what was happening.”

Theos frowned at the question. It was a valid
one, and the Tyronian mage examined his own actions, or lack of
action. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I thought about removing Alex
from on top of the king, but I chose not to interfere as it
appeared that no harm would come to the king. Perhaps I should have
reevaluated things when the king became aggressive.”

“The king has been aggressive all day,”
retorted Prince Midge. “There is something wrong with him. I am
worried.”

“How do you mean?” asked Theos.

“Arik and Alex have always been quite close,”
Prince Oscar replied. “It is unthinkable that either of them would
hurt the other.”

“But Alex did attack the king,” frowned
Theos. “Are they both mad?”

“Alex stopped the king from killing Tedi’s
father,” stated Prince Oscar. “Arik may not have intended to hurt
Alan, but he sometimes forgets how strong he is. That is all Alex
tried to do.”

Theos nodded with understanding. “I have been
impressed with both Alex and King Arik, but I guess that I don’t
really know either one of them very well. I did not realize that
the king was acting uncommonly strange.”

“Well, he is,” declared Prince Oscar. “I
think for now it might be better for everyone if it was not
discovered that Prince Midge put the king to sleep. In Arik’s
current mood, that might cause a rift between him and the fairy
people, and we have too many rifts as it is.”

“How will you explain the king’s fainting?”
asked Theos.

“I will have him carried to his bed and let a
healer examine him,” smiled Prince Oscar. “He will be declared
healthy and then go about his business. Nothing could be
simpler.”

“What about his address to the people?” asked
the mage.

“That will not occur today,” answered Prince
Oscar. “In fact, it must not. Until we can determine what is truly
wrong with Arik, we must keep him from creating more
disharmony.”

“I feel uncomfortable with this,” admitted
Theos. “We are manipulating the King of Alcea, and it is not our
place to do so. He may make mistakes, but it is his province to do
so, not ours.”

“We are not trying to take authority away
from the king,” stated Prince Oscar. “We are trying to save his
life.”

“Are you saying that the king’s life is in
danger?” asked Theos.

“Absolutely,” replied Prince Oscar. “I do not
know the nature of his sudden irritability, but it is affecting
many people in the city right now. Whatever it is, it is not
natural.”

Theos raised an eyebrow and suddenly seemed
lost in thought. Before more could be said, the door opened. Queen
Tanya and Jenneva entered the library with Red Swords behind them.
The queen ran to Arik’s side. Jenneva moved slowly to let the queen
arrive first.

“What happened here?” asked the queen.

“Let the Red Swords carry the king to his
chambers,” suggested Prince Oscar. “I will accompany you and
explain what I can on the way there.”

Seeing that the king was alive with no
visible wounds, the queen nodded and rose to her feet. Jenneva
narrowed her eyes and looked around the room, pausing as her gaze
fell on Prince Oscar, Prince Midge, and finally, Theos. Oscar
realized that Jenneva suspected foul play, but she said nothing.
The Red Swords hurried across the room and two of them lifted King
Arik and carried him out of the library. The queen frowned as she
bent down and picked up the Sword of Heavens.

“Start your telling, Prince Oscar,” demanded
the queen.

Prince Oscar told Tanya what had happened,
only leaving out the fact that Prince Midge had cast a sleep spell
on the king to save Alex’s life.

“I don’t know what is wrong with him today,”
sighed the queen. “He was fine when he woke up, but by the time we
reached the library, he was looking for a fight. I have never seen
him like this before.”

The queen followed the Red Swords into the
king’s chambers, but Jenneva stopped short of entering. She reached
out and placed her hand on Prince Oscar’s arm to stop him outside
the door.

“I do not know what game the three of you are
playing,” she said softly, “but I have been up all night tending to
the sick, and I need to get back to it as soon as possible. In the
meantime, I need sleep. Now, tell me honestly, are my healing
skills needed inside the king’s chambers?”

Prince Oscar shook his head and nodded
towards Prince Midge on his shoulder. Jenneva shook her head, her
lips pressed firmly together in a show of displeasure.

“Why?” she asked.

“To save Alex,” Prince Midge frowned. “I
would have thought you would have been pleased that I kept him
alive.”

“Arik would never hurt Alex,” retorted
Jenneva, “and you know that, Prince Midge.”

“Arik would have killed Alex,” Prince Oscar
said seriously. “Prince Midge did indeed save Alex’s life.”

Jenneva’s face clouded with concern. “Where
is Alex?”

“General Gregor had him taken to the
dungeons,” answered Theos. “He had, after all, attacked the
king.”

“Get him out,” demanded Jenneva.

“I cannot,” replied Prince Oscar. “No doubt
General Gregor informed the dungeon guards of the offense
committed. They will only release him on the king’s orders. That is
the law for an attack on the king’s body.”

“Oh, bother,” scowled Jenneva. “Come with me,
Midge.”

Jenneva turned abruptly and entered the
king’s chambers. Prince Midge darted from Prince Oscar’s shoulder
to Jenneva’s shoulder just before she slammed the door shut. The
queen looked up with a shocked expression.

“General Gregor has imprisoned Alex for
attacking the king,” scowled Jenneva. “I will have no harm come to
my husband, Tanya. Do you understand me?”

“He is my father, Mother,” frowned the queen.
“I would not let anything happen to him. I will have him released
immediately.”

“Prince Oscar says that only the king can
have him released,” retorted Jenneva, “and frankly, Tanya, I do not
trust Arik to do that, at least not in his current state of
mind.”

Queen Tanya frowned and she opened her mouth
to respond, but Jenneva gave her no opportunity.

“And before you say that Arik would not harm
Alex, I just learned that the king tried to kill Alex in the
library.”

“Who said such a thing?”

“Prince Oscar,” answered Jenneva, “and Prince
Midge and Theos agree with his assessment. If you still have
doubts, there were plenty of other people in the library.”

“What is going on, Mother?”

“I don’t know,” answered Jenneva, “but I am
dead on my feet. I need sleep desperately, but I will not sleep if
there is even a chance that harm will come to Alex. I need a solemn
promise from you, Tanya.”

“What do you want?”

“I want you to let Prince Midge keep Arik
asleep until I wake up,” answered Jenneva. “That is the only way
that I can be sure that Alex will still be alive.”

“Keep Arik asleep?” frowned the queen. “What
do you mean by that? Is he not ill?”

“Tell her, Midge.”

The fairy prince squirmed on Jenneva’s
shoulder, but the queen’s demanding stare required him to
answer.

“I put the Bringer to sleep to stop him from
killing Alex,” confessed Prince Midge. “It was the only thing I
could think of.”

Queen Tanya sighed deeply and shook her head.
“All right,” she agreed. “I will let Prince Midge keep Arik asleep,
but things are getting way out of control around here. Mother, you
will come here as soon as you wake up and then we will all discuss
this problem.”

* * * *

As the 21st Corps of Spino marched
northward along the Toulane River in Sordoa, a corporal rubbed his
eyes and glanced once more at the ridge to his west. He thought he
had seen the sun glint off of something metal, and he searched the
ridge to find it again. When he did find it again, he gasped and
his step faltered. The man behind the corporal bumped into him and
the column began to unravel. Shouts and curses alerted the squad
leader of a problem, and Sergeant Turang stepped out of the
column.

“Chitor, out!” shouted the sergeant. “The
rest of you close up the column.”

The corporal stepped out of the column and
strode dutifully towards the sergeant.

“What is your problem, Chitor? Is walking too
difficult for you? Should I ask General Ritka to let you use his
horse?”

“I am sorry, Sergeant,” apologized the
corporal, “but we have problems.”

“You have problems,” scowled Sergeant Turang.
“Don’t try to make them mine.”

“Turn around slowly,” Corporal Chitor said
softly. “Up on the ridge you will see a glint of light. Tell me
what you see.”

The sergeant turned around casually and
glanced up at the ridge. At first he saw nothing, and he was about
to berate the corporal some more, but just as he was about to give
up searching for whatever he was supposed to see, a glint of light
struck his eye. The sergeant focused on the source of the
glint.

“What is it?” the sergeant said softly.

“It’s a dwarf,” the corporal replied
nervously.

“Be serious,” scowled the sergeant. “You
wouldn’t know a dwarf if one bit your sister. What makes you think
it is a dwarf?”

“What else could it be?” asked the corporal.
“It’s short and stocky just like they are supposed to be”

“It could just be a small person,” frowned
the sergeant. “I think you let those rumors get the best of you.
There are no dwarves.”

“Look at the axe,” retorted the corporal.
“That thing is twice as big as the dwarf. Do you really think a
short man would be able to lift such a thing? It’s a dwarf I tell
you.”

“Then dwarves are pretty stupid,” countered
the sergeant. “If he was trying to spy on us unseen, he failed
miserably. I bet a good bowman could hit him with one shot from
here.”

“Stupid?” scoffed the corporal. “He is not
trying to remain unseen. Neither of us saw him until he tilted that
huge axe to catch the rays of the sun and send them towards us. He
wants to be seen.”

Deep furrows creased the sergeant’s forehead.
Chitor was right on one point. The sergeant would have never seen
the dwarf if the sunlight had not reflected off the axe, but why
would he announce his position when he could remain hidden?

“Why?” asked the sergeant.

“He is taunting us,” answered the corporal.
“He is telling us that the dwarves are not afraid of us.”

“Well I know how to wipe that smile off his
face,” scowled the sergeant as he turned back towards the column
and scanned the ranks of the approaching soldiers.

He saw the next company coming, and he waved
to the captain. The captain stepped out of the column and
approached the sergeant.

“What is it, Sergeant?”

“If you look over my shoulder, Captain,”
Turang said softly, “you will see a dwarf watching the column. This
is an opportunity for you to have your best archer score the first
kill in Alcea.”

The captain gazed up at the ridge, and his
face darkened with anger. “Do you think it is funny to try to make
a fool out of me, Sergeant?”

“No,” balked the sergeant as he spun around
and gazed at the spot where the dwarf had been. “He was there just
a moment ago. I swear it. Ask Corporal Chitor here. He saw it
first.”

“Nice try, Sergeant,” the captain smiled
thinly. “Just to show you that I do have a sense of humor, I will
speak to your captain at camp tonight. I will request that he lend
us your talents to handle latrine duty for my entire company. Now,
find your spot in the column and return there immediately.”

The captain turned and headed back to the
column.

“Great,” scowled the sergeant. “That sure
made me look like a fool. Let’s get back in line before he decides
on more punishment.”

The two men hurried forward to retake their
assigned places in the column, but they talked as they walked.

“Do you think the dwarves were responsible
for killing the black-cloaks?” asked the corporal.

“No,” replied the sergeant. “I heard it was
an assassin.”

“An assassin,” scoffed the corporal. “Do you
really think a lone man could enter our camp and assassinate eight
battle mages? I think that is a story made up so that the rest of
us don’t get scared. I bet the dwarves did it.”

“And you think it would be easier for dwarves
to sneak into camp?” chuckled the sergeant. “I think you are
deranged.”

“The dwarves probably have mages of their
own,” retorted the corporal. “They could probably crush this entire
column any time they wanted to. I think they are just toying with
us.”

“Shut up!” snarled the sergeant. “I don’t
want to hear any more about dwarves.”

* * * *

Prince Garong sat on the grass with a fairy
standing on his knee. The Knight of Alcea stared at the image that
the fairy was creating and shook his head.

“He should be looking directly into my eyes,”
said the Elderal prince. “And keep his speech short. Your images of
him are limited, so use as few phrases as possible to get your
point across.”

Sprout frowned deeply, his tiny green head
slowly shaking side-to-side. “It would help if you could just tell
me which images to display.”

A female elf stood at the edge of the glade
shaking her head. “You are wasting your time, Garong. We should
just sneak into their camp at night and kill the mages.”

“Nothing would please me more, Rhula,”
frowned the elven prince, “but Valon has forbidden it. He is afraid
that their spell of fear will cause more deaths and alert the enemy
to our methods.”

“Alert the enemy?” scoffed Princess Rhula.
“Every day that passes, General Fortella and his army get a day
closer to Tagaret, and the elves of Elderal are the only thing in
his way. If we are to try to slow down his army, we have to
eliminate the black-cloaks first. We do not have time for fairy
games.”

“Valon’s word is law,” retorted Prince
Garong. “When King Arik says not to enter their tents at night, we
will not enter their tents at night. There is no point in arguing
about this.”

“Then a lot of elves are going to die this
week,” scowled Princess Rhula.

The elven princess turned and disappeared
into the trees. Sprout turned and faced Prince Garong with a hurt
look on his face.

“Fairy games? I don’t think the princess
cares much for me.”

“Nonsense,” smiled Prince Garong. “Rhula
treats everyone that way. Do not take it personally. She almost
killed Valon one day, but that was before we knew who he was.”

“You mean the Bringer?” asked Sprout.

“Yes,” answered the Knight of Alcea. “We call
King Arik Valon, just as you call him the Bringer. Now, let’s try
this again.”

“I think part of the problem is that I have
not seen that many priests,” frowned the tiny, green man, “and none
of them spoke much while I was watching them. I cannot add words
that I never heard him speak. Perhaps another fairy could do
better, one who has seen and heard many priests. Such a fairy would
have a large remembrance and be able to piece together the snippets
required for this task.”

Prince Garong smiled sympathetically. He knew
that Sprout felt inadequate for the task, but there was no time to
gather other fairies and audition them. They had to kill the
black-cloaks today, or they would not be able to slow the march
from Mya to Tagaret enough to make a difference.

“You can do this, Sprout,” the elf said
assuringly. “We just have to find the right combination of
remembrances. Let’s start again. Show me what you remember, and I
will pick out what we need.”

* * * *

Morgora was bored. As a black-cloak attached
to General Fortella’s 2nd Corps, he found the pace of
the march agonizingly slow and the opposition nonexistent. Even the
training marches back in Zara were more eventful. On the training
marches there had been locals to harass and intimidate, but they
had not seen a single Alcean since coming through the portal.
Hoping that they would run across a lone trapper or hiker to have
some fun with, Morgora kept scanning the forest on both sides of
the road. When he finally did see someone in the trees, the sight
was not one that he had expected.

Standing well off the road where he was hard
to see, K’san stared at Morgora and beckoned the black-cloak to
come to him. It was an unusual request as the priests never mingled
with the army as the black-cloaks did. Morgora was intrigued and a
little bit thankful for the diversion. Without a word to the
others, the black-cloak turned his horse to the side of the road.
As the column continued past him, the black-cloak rode into the
forest until he reached the area where he had seen the priest. He
frowned when he found K’san standing in the midst of a large
thicket. There was no way to approach the priest.

“Your appearance here is quite unusual,”
Morgora said in a way of greeting. “What did you want?”

“You are to come to me tonight,” replied
K’san. “Bring your brothers, but no one else is to know of this
meeting. North of the camp. Less than a league. Go now.”

Morgora’s brow creased heavily. “What is this
about? Why are we to sneak out of the camp without telling
anyone?”

“Return to your task,” replied K’san.

The priest’s eyes moved as if they were
focusing on something behind Morgora. The black-cloak turned to see
what K’san was looking at. He saw nothing but trees. When he turned
back to ask the priest about the need for secrecy, K’san was
gone.

Morgora turned his horse and headed back
towards the column, but he was no longer bored. The priest had said
very little, but his appearance in the forest and the need for
secrecy spoke volumes to the black-cloak. It was obvious to Morgora
that K’san had a need for the black-cloaks, and that sounded
exciting, certainly more exciting than anything that had happened
since coming through the portal. The more Morgora thought about the
priest’s words, the more curious he grew. The need for secrecy
indicated that either he did not trust General Fortella, or the
2nd Corps had been infiltrated. Either way, Morgora felt
that exciting days were just around the corner.


Chapter 21

Unexpected Surprise

It was a bright sunny morning in Tagaret, and
Sergeant Skyler whistled as he walked the streets of Tagaret. He
sported a wide, friendly smile, and he nodded in greeting to
everyone he passed. Less than a block from the Royal Palace, the
sergeant entered a small shop and purchased a tin of pipe tobacco.
He dallied in the shop for a few moments, discussing the state of
the city with the shopkeeper. Both men expressed concern about the
plague spreading through the population, and each of them remarked
about the levels of incivility that appeared recently. It was the
typical type of conversation that one would expect between two
citizens, and the sergeant was careful as always not to discuss
matters best left inside the Royal Palace. As an aide to the head
of the Alcean army, Sergeant Skyler knew not to speak of such
things in public.

The sergeant’s next stop was the shoemaker’s
shop to pick up a pair of boots that he had left to be repaired. A
tiny bell rang as he entered the shop. The sergeant closed the door
and looked around the dimly lit shop. Thousands of pairs of shoes
and boots filled the store, attesting to the large volume of
customers that the shoemaker had managed to attain during his short
time in the city. The curtain at the rear of the shop moved and an
old man shuffled through the opening.

“Good morning,” smiled Sergeant Skyler as he
approached the counter where the shoemaker transacted his business.
“I left a pair of boots to be repaired. You said that they would be
done this morning.”

“And so they are,” smiled Artimor. “Wait
right here while I get them.”

The sergeant watched the old man disappear
through the curtain before realizing that he had not mentioned his
name, and the shoemaker would not know which pair of boots to
retrieve unless he at least identified himself. He opened his mouth
to shout his name so that the old man could hear him, but he said
nothing and frowned deeply. He saw Artimor out of the corner of his
eye, and the shoemaker was not behind the curtain at all. He was in
the main room of the shop slightly to the sergeant’s left. Sergeant
Skyler shook his head in confusion. He could have sworn that he saw
the shoemaker go through the curtain, but that obviously could not
have happened.

The bell at the door sounded again and a man
walked into the shop. The sergeant heard Aritmor’s voice welcoming
the new customer, and he turned towards the sound. Artimor smiled
at the sergeant and pressed a pair of boots into his hands.

“I think you will like the workmanship that I
put into these boots, Sergeant Skyler,” Artimor said. “I enjoyed
working on them. Make sure to tell your comrades who it was that
did such fine work.”

The sergeant stared at his boots. They were
not only repaired well, but they looked as good as a new pair of
boots would. He was pleased with the work.

“An excellent job,” agreed the soldier. “How
much do I owe you?”

“You owe me nothing,” smiled the shoemaker.
“You young lads put your lives on the line to keep the rest of us
safe. The least I can do is repair your boots for free. Anyone who
serves in the army will get free repairs from me as long as I am
alive. Go tell your comrades.”

The sergeant’s jaw dropped as he stared at
the shoemaker. He had heard rumors in the barracks about free
repairs from the shoemaker, but he had not believed them. Such a
thing was unheard of in Tagaret, but to be honest with himself, the
sergeant had to admit that the rumors had caused him to try the new
shoemaker’s services. He had hoped for a discount, but he was
ecstatic to find the rumors confirmed.

“I do not know how to thank you,” gushed the
sergeant. “For a new merchant, you are the most patriotic one that
has ever graced our city. Thank you.”

Artimor smiled broadly and nodded to the
soldier. He then dismissively turned his attention to the new
customer. The sergeant left the shop with a grin on his face, and
the new arrival turned and watched him leave with a sneer on his
lips.

“I guess I should tell you that I am also a
soldier,” quipped the new customer. “My uniform is being cleaned
today.”

“I am sure that you are,” the shoemaker
replied sarcastically. “Let me get your boots, Fletcher.”

The Snake immediately tensed at the mention
of his name. Any man who knew his name and also favored the
soldiers of Alcea was a threat to the Snake, and Fletcher did not
leave threats around to endanger him in the future. A knife slid
into his hand as the shoemaker moved behind the curtain to get the
boots that had been left for repair. Fletcher thought about going
through the curtain and attacking the shoemaker in the back room in
case another customer entered the shop, but he hesitated. The Snake
could not be sure if the shoemaker had confederates in the rear of
the shop. He would wait for Artimor to return with his boots.
Unexpectedly, Fletcher felt his fingers open. The knife slipped
from his grasp and fell to the floor. As the Snake bent over to
pick up the knife, he saw a boot step on it. He looked up and saw
Artimor looking down at him.

“I think your knife must have fallen out of
your sheath,” Artimor smiled tautly. “I do fine leather work on
sheaths as well as boots. Why don’t you remove the sheath and leave
it with me? I will repair it for you.”

Fletcher rose slowly and backed away from
Artimor. He was certain that it was not possible for the shoemaker
to have moved through the curtain to step on his knife without the
aid of magic. Artimor was far more than he seemed to be, and that
made the Snake very nervous.

“I would be pleased to have you mend it,”
Fletcher replied fearfully. “This is not the first time that it has
happened. Did you find my boots?”

“The boots were not lost,” quipped the Claw
of Alutar as he stepped off the knife and moved behind the counter.
“They are sitting right here on the counter waiting for you to pick
them up.”

Fletcher moved forward and picked up his
knife. He made a show of sliding it back into its sheath and then
kept his hands well away from it.

“Why are you wasting your time mending
shoes?” asked the Snake. “I could find more useful endeavors for a
man of your talents.”

Artimor laughed. “You have no idea what my
talents are, Fletcher, but I know what yours are. The Snakes are
nearly worthless. You have failed in every attempt to kill the
Warrior King and his Knights of Alcea. Don’t even think of trying
your hand against me again. I will not be so benevolent the next
time.”

Fletcher’s eyes opened wide in horror. “Who
are you?’ he gasped. “And why do you favor soldiers if you are an
enemy of the king? That makes no sense.”

“Perhaps to your feeble mind,” mused the
demonkin. “Sergeant Skyler is an aide to Colonel Borowski. As such,
he carries a wealth of information around in his head, information
that is important to the Federation. Is it not worth a bit of
leather and a few seconds of time to secure such information?”

Fletcher noticed that Artimor ignored his
first question, and he knew that it was not a casual omission. He
also realized that the sergeant would not volunteer such
information for a free boot repair. That meant that Artimor had the
power of a K’san to reach into people’s minds and take what he
wanted. That also explained how he knew so much about Fletcher and
the Snakes, yet he did not seem threatening any more.

“If you shared such information with me,”
posed Fletcher, “my people might be able to make use of it.”

“Your time has come and gone,” replied
Artimor. “Not only has the Federation started the attack, but the
Alceans appear to already know about it, even though all of the
armies have not yet left Zara. What bothers me is that they do not
seem panicked by the news, and they should be. Why do you suppose
that is?”

Fletcher had not even received word that the
attack had started, and the priest usually kept him informed. That
the Alceans already knew surprised the Snake. It would mean
increased danger for Fletcher and the others because the Federation
soldiers would kill everyone without a thought of their loyalty to
the Federation. He had to inform Tedesco and the others.

“Forget about Tedesco,” scowled Artimor. “Can
you not think beyond your own selfish ends?”

Fletcher gasped. The shoemaker was reading
his every thought, even as he was thinking them. He swallowed
hard.

“What can we do to help?” asked the
Snake.

“Forget about the others,” instructed the
shoemaker. “Get a horse and ride like the wind. Go to your priest
and tell him what I have told you. If K’san has a lick of sense, he
will have his master send more soldiers through the portals to
bolster the Federation forces. Warn him that there must be a spy
among the planners of the attack, someone with enough knowledge to
specify the locations of the portals and the timing of the
attacks.”

Fletcher nodded exaggeratedly and reached for
his boots. The shoemaker reached for the boots before the Snake
could. He tossed them on the floor behind the counter.

“You will not need those,” stated the
demonkin. “Just get a horse and race to K’san.”

Fletcher nodded wordlessly and fled from the
shop. He purposely kept his thoughts jumbled until he was outside
on the city street. Only then did he reflect on his encounter with
Artimor. He trembled as he remembered the shoemaker’s words and
attitude. Artimor had spoken of K’san and the priest’s master as if
they were not his concern. In Fletcher’s mind, that made Artimor an
extremely powerful force, and the Snake was not comfortable in the
company of such people. He was suddenly glad to have been given a
task that would take him far away from Tagaret. He would think hard
and long before he decided to return.

* * * *

General Bledsoe strode through the portal and
into the barn in Miram. His personal detail immediately formed
around him, and they moved out of the barn in a group. The
barrel-chested general halted as he stepped fully into the morning
sunshine. His bright eyes scanned the farm, instantly taking in the
activities of 7th Corps of Barouk. He nodded in
satisfaction, his long, brown beard swaying rhythmically. Within
moments, Colonel Sawar noticed the general and ran towards him to
report.

“We are right on schedule,” declared the
colonel. “Your horse will be brought to you shortly. Would you care
to review the defenses?”

“No, Colonel,” replied General Bledsoe. “You
seem to have everything under control. Hold up the first company of
cavalry until my horse arrives. I will be joining them for the
journey to the rendezvous point.”

“We are in enemy territory now,” the colonel
warned gently. “We would not want to present the Alceans with a
symbolic victory.”

The general smiled paternalistically at the
colonel. “The Alceans will claim no victory from Team Miram, either
symbolically or otherwise. A company of the empire’s finest cavalry
is more than a match for anything the Alceans would have this
distance from their walled capital. My safety is ensured, and I
want to be at the rendezvous point to welcome General Kozinski and
to discuss marching orders with him.”

Colonel Sawar nodded and saluted smartly. “I
will see that your horse is brought to you promptly.”

The colonel raced away, and General Bledsoe
continued his observance of the men under his command. He was
pleased with what he saw. Within minutes the general’s horse was
brought to him, and Bledsoe dismissed the group assigned to guard
him on the farm. He mounted his stallion and rode swiftly across
the farm to where the cavalry was forming. A young captain saluted
him and quickly issued instructions for his riders to form a
protective shield around the general. The general smiled as he
noted the efficiency of the company.

“You were prepared for me to join you on the
journey to the rendezvous point?” asked General Bledsoe.

“Colonel Sawar informed me just a few minutes
ago,” admitted the captain. “It is an honor to have you ride with
us, General. Are you ready to leave?”

“More than ready, Captain,” answered the
general. “I am anxious to reach the rendezvous.”

The captain needed no stronger hint of the
general’s desire to move with haste. He called the company to order
and instructed them to move out. The captain personally took the
point and led the company along a narrow trail leading towards the
main road. The company moved quickly along the trail, but not
haphazardly. The general noted with pride that the riders
constantly scanned the sides of the trail as well as the trail
before them. The riders were alert and as quiet as a swift-moving
company of cavalry could be. Within minutes they reached the
rendezvous point, and the captain issued orders to his men to
define a perimeter and maintain it. The general dismounted and
waited for the vanguard of the 17th Corps of Spino. He
did not have long to wait. When it did arrive, he was pleasantly
surprised to see General Kozinski among the first riders. He
respected the Spinoan general, but he had not thought that the
Kozinski would take such a risk. It gave him more confidence in the
plan he had in store.

“Right on schedule,” General Kozinski greeted
the team leader.

“Any problems?” asked General Bledsoe.

“None,” replied the Spinoan general. “The
Alcean countryside is quiet this morning. Shall I have my army fall
in behind yours?”

“For now,” answered General Bledsoe, “but I
want your army to remain intact as a separate unit. There will be
no mixing of cavalry or infantry units. Even your battle mages will
remain separate from mine. The formation you choose for your army
is up to you.”

General Kozinski returned a questioning gaze
at the Baroukan. “I have no problem with your orders, General, but
I must confess to being curious about the reason for them.”

“We are not one army, but two,” answered
General Bledsoe. “I know most team leaders would look upon such a
joining as doubling his forces, and there is nothing wrong with
that, but I tend to think there might at times be an advantage in
having two forces capable of maneuvering on their own. You will
retain leadership of the 17th Corps, General, but you
will also obey my orders. It will be up to your discretion to
fulfill my orders as you see fit. Does that satisfy your
curiosity?”

General Kozinski smiled and nodded. He knew
that General Bledsoe was paying him a compliment, and it pleased
him. The Baroukan general was known within the Federation as a
bulldog in battle, and Kozinski had been apprehensive about serving
under him. In fact, he had taken a bit of ribbing from other
generals. They had joked about Bledsoe using the 17th
Corps as sacrificial fodder while the bulldog sunk his teeth into
the enemy’s side. He could see now that the taunters had been
misinformed. It was an unexpected surprise.

“You honor me, General Bledsoe. I will
endeavor never to disappoint you.”

 


* * * *

Long shadows melted away into an overall
gloom as the fading light of day fled from the forest north of the
Mya-Tagaret Road. The Elderal elf who ran swiftly through the
forest, gauged his footsteps carefully, refusing to let a single
errant sound betray him. He reached the meeting spot well before
the horsemen.

“They are coming, Prince Garong,” the elf
runner reported softly.

“All eight of them?” asked the Knight of
Alcea.

The elf runner merely nodded.

“What of the soldiers?” asked Princess Rhula.
“Are the mages escorted?”

“They come alone,” answered the elf
runner.

The elven princess raised an eyebrow. “I will
admit that I am surprised, Garong, but this mission is still
foolishly risky. Those men are battle mages. You have to expect
them to be shielded. After our arrows fail to slay the
black-cloaks, they will unleash their battle magic on us. Everyone
here will die. Is this how you want to be remembered by our
people?”

“I am not here to generate memories for
future generations of Elderal,” retorted the prince. “I am here to
ensure that the Elderal have a chance to have future generations.
Rhula, the time to discuss this is long past. I am committed to see
this through, but you bring up a valid point. The Elderal need an
heir. It serves no purpose for both of us to remain here within
danger’s grasp. Leave now and with haste. Mother would never
forgive me for endangering both of her children needlessly.”

“So, you do acknowledge the risk in your
plan,” Rhula replied with a grin of victory. “That pleases me, but
I am not one to abandon my brother in his hour of need. I can place
an arrow as well as any of your men. Where do you want me?”

Prince Garong sighed and smiled at the same
time. “Behind the enemy. We do have a fallback plan, and that is
the most critical part of this mission. If the mages are not
shielded, we will not need expert archers, but if they do erect
physical shields, every arrow will count. Circle around behind the
black-cloaks. One of my men will explain what is to happen. Be
quick. They will arrive in just a few moments.”

The elven princess faded into the growing
darkness, and Sprout glided down out of the trees and landed on
Prince Garong’s shoulder.

“Some of the mages are leery and some are
not,” reported the fairy. “I would be surprised if none of them
erected a physical shield. I think we must go with the fallback
plan.”

Prince Garong hesitated to respond. He was
loath to use the backup plan unless he needed to, but he suspected
that Sprout was correct in reading the moods of the black-cloaks.
He used precious moments pondering in silence before eventually
nodding to the fairy.

“All right,” the prince said. “I hope you are
quick to adapt because I am adding lines to your speech. I do not
want to have to deal with horses and mages in one big tangle. That
will make it almost impossible for our archers. Your task is to get
the mages to dismount before approaching the trap zone. Can you do
that?”

It was the fairy’s turn to hesitate, but he
eventually nodded affirmatively. “The priests are not fond of
horses. Or should I say that horses fear the priests? Either way, I
can do it.”

“Then do it,” Prince Garong said in a
whisper. “I hear them approaching.”

The fairy did not take the time to respond.
Sprout shot off of the elf’s shoulder and up into the trees. A
moment later the image of K’san appeared in the failing light.
Prince Garong faded into the trees and passed the word that the
mission had changed.

Morgora saw K’san and he altered his path
towards the priest. The demonkin suddenly raised a hand to halt the
mages.

“Dismount,” the priest said simply.

Morgora immediately complied, but not all of
the black-cloaks did.

“Why are we dismounting?” frowned one of the
mages. “I don’t like this.”

“Dismount,” repeated the demonkin.

“Get off your horses,” Morgora scowled
quietly. “For horses, his aura is worse than our Spell of Fear.
Shield yourselves if you think that a demonkin would harm you.”

“I’ve been shielded since leaving the camp,”
retorted one of the black-cloaks, “and it has nothing to do with
K’san. We are in enemy territory. Only a fool would travel
unprotected.”

The eight battle mages dismounted and walked
forward to meet with K’san. Each of them was curious about the
purpose of the clandestine meeting, and more than one of them was
suspicious. When the mages had covered twenty paces of the way to
the priest, K’san held up his hand again. The mages halted.

“What game is he playing at?” scowled one of
the mages. “I am of half a mind to turn and leave. We are not under
the direction of a priest on this mission. We serve General
Fortella.”

“Perhaps we are about to be advised
differently,” suggested another mage.

Suddenly, bowstrings sang through the forest,
and K’san instantly disappeared.

“Trap!” shouted Morgora. “Shields up!”

There was no time for erecting shields. Three
of the black-cloaks fell immediately, Morgora being one of them.
The other five black-cloaks had already protected themselves with
physical shields, and they immediately fell back on their training,
their eyes scanning the forest for targets. This was the moment
that Rhula had feared when she argued with her brother, but she had
not known about the backup plan then. Loud cracks split the forest
in four different directions. The mages zeroed in on the sounds and
prepared to shower the area with offensive spells, but they never
got the chance. The sharp cracks had been the severing of the tie
downs for a large net. The netting sprang up from under the debris
on the forest floor and rose quickly towards the canopy. As the
mages were jumbled together in the swiftly rising trap, more arrows
shot through the trees. Unlike the prior arrows that had bounced
off the invisible shields, these new arrows struck flesh as the
mages momentarily lost their focus on the protection spells. Before
the net reached its zenith, the black-cloaks were all dead.

The Elderal elves quickly verified the kills
and prepared to abandon the area in case a Federation patrol came
searching for the missing mages. Princess Rhula pulled her brother
aside and silently hugged him.

“You always surprise me,” she said softly as
she broke the embrace. “What made you think they would be
vulnerable?”

“While I was in Tagaret, I spent some time
with an elven mage from Glendor,” answered Prince Garong. “One of
the things Galdan told me was that a battle mage always needs his
concentration. If you can disrupt him severely enough, he will lose
his shields, but only for a second. Shields are almost instinctive
for battle mages, and they can quickly construct them within a
second, but it does leave a tiny window of opportunity open for
attack.”


Chapter 22

Unnatural Emotions

Queen Tanya bent over the corporal and
examined him again. She frowned heavily and slowly shook her head.
The corporal looked up at her, adoration in his eyes.

“You don’t have to worry about me, Queen
Tanya. I am feeling much better now. Spend your energy on those
less fortunate.”

A smile formed on the queen’s lips as she
shifted her glance to the corporal’s face. “I have already made two
rounds of the entire infirmary, Corporal, and I will continue to do
so until I am called away. You appear to be much healthier than you
were a couple of hours ago when they brought you in.”

“I felt like I was dying then,” the young
corporal admitted, “but whatever you did to me, it has worked like
a miracle. I feel just fine now. I can return to my duties if you
will dismiss me.”

A loud commotion caught the queen’s
attention, and she turned towards the main door of the infirmary.
Two guards burst into the room, one holding the door open while the
other looked around for an empty bed. Immediately following the two
guards were two more guards, and they were dragging a sergeant
between them. Unlike the other patients in the infirmary, the
sergeant had bloodstains on his uniform. The queen watched as the
guards dragged the sergeant to an empty bed and chained him to it.
With a sense of urgency she returned her gaze to the young
corporal.

“I want you to stay here for a while,
Corporal. If you are still feeling well on my next round, I will
have you dismissed.”

The queen did not wait for a response. She
hurried across the floor to speak to the guards before they
left.

“What is going on here?” asked the queen.

“It’s Sergeant Skyler, Queen Tanya,” answered
one of the guards. “He’s got a bad case of whatever is going
around.”

“You mean the plague?” asked the queen. “That
would hardly account for the bloodstains.”

“Aye, he has the plague,” answered one of the
guards, “but he has the other affliction as well. He attacked
Colonel Borowski with a knife.”

“He just isn’t in his right mind,” added
another guard. “I’ve known the sergeant for a long time and he
worships the colonel. I can’t make any sense out of it.”

“I saw it with my own eyes,” declared a third
guard. “It was a clumsy attack, and he didn’t count on the colonel
being as good as he is. He’s pretty fast for a colonel.”

“The king and I have great respect for
Colonel Borowski,” stated the queen. “If we didn’t think he could
handle himself well, he wouldn’t be in charge of the army. What
were your orders regarding Sergeant Skyler?”

“We were to bring him here for the healers to
mend before taking him to the dungeon. Two of us are to stay with
him at all times.”

The queen nodded silently as she moved around
the bed to examine the patient. The bloodstains were coming from a
single deep gash on the sergeant’s forearm. Tanya suspected that it
was the sergeant’s knife hand and that the colonel had slashed out
to force the attacker to drop his knife. Apparently it had
worked.

“Get his tunic off,” ordered the queen, “and
for goodness sakes, remove his boots. We have other patients
needing these beds, and we can’t be changing the linens after each
one. Try not to splatter his blood around, either. I will be right
back.”

The queen quickly completed her round and
returned to the new patient. Two of the guards had disappeared, and
the other two were talking to a neighboring patient. The queen
first healed the knife wound and then turned her attention to the
plague. Without knowing the precise nature of the plague, all she
could do was to call forth a generic healing spell. That spell
appeared to be working wonders with the other patients, but the
queen was not entirely sure why, and that bothered her. She wished
that Zalaharic would hurry his return to Tagaret.

A soft voice interrupted the queen’s
thoughts. “You asked to be notified when your mother woke. She just
ordered a morning meal sent to her quarters.”

Tanya turned and nodded to the young woman
and then returned to her patient. By the time she finished treating
the sergeant, she was weary. She had been in the infirmary all day,
and she knew it must be close to dusk, if not even later. She
sighed wearily and left the infirmary. She met Jenneva on the way
to the king’s chambers.

“You look as tired as I felt earlier today,”
Jenneva said sympathetically. You should get some rest.”

“I will,” promised the queen. “Mother, what
spells are you using on the sick?”

“Just a generic healing spell,” answered
Jenneva. “Why do you ask?”

“I do not like treating something that I do
not understand. Do your patients recover quickly?”

“I truly do not know,” answered Jenneva.
“There are so many people infected that I just treat them and move
on to the next. I can see an improvement between when I start and
when I leave, so I know the spell is doing some good, but there
hasn’t been time to go back and see if their health remains strong.
Have you had different experiences?”

“I have been working strictly in the
infirmary,” replied the queen, “so I get to watch the patients over
a period of time. I get the same feeling as you do that the healing
spell brings an acceptable level of health back to the patients,
but I sense more than that is happening.”

“What do you mean?”

“The patients continue to improve far beyond
what I would expect,” stated Tanya. “It is as if I am offering some
miraculous cure, but I am only using a generic healing spell. It
makes no sense.”

“Perhaps that spell just happens to be
appropriate for this particular plague,” suggested Jenneva.

“No.” Tanya shook her head. “I have released
men that were perfectly fit to return to duty, only to have them
show up again at the infirmary several hours later. Besides, if the
spell was accomplishing all of the healing, the greatest benefit
should occur during the treatment, but I see patients improving
greatly from one round to the next with no treatment in
between.”

“That does not sound right,” frowned Jenneva.
“You make me want to visit the patients that I saw last night to
see what condition they are in now, but I do not have the luxury of
a lot of time. There are so many sick that I cannot ignore the ill
to check up on those who have already been healed. We need more
healers.”

“I sent out fairies this morning to summon
more mages to Tagaret,” stated the queen, “but they are not all
healers. I also sent out fairies to find Zalaharic and
Balamor.”

“Zalaharic has not reported back yet?”
Jenneva asked with concern. “Isn’t Podil with him?”

“They are supposed to be together somewhere
in Sordoa, but Thrip has not returned with a report.”

“What about Twerp?” asked Jenneva. “Isn’t he
still assigned to Wylan? He should be there with Zalaharic.”

The queen sighed and shook her head. “Oh,
goodness. The fairy that reported the loss of Wylan and Sheri was
on duty watching one of the Doors. Twerp took her place, but no one
thought to send a fairy to relieve Twerp. He is probably still
monitoring the inn in Caldar. I must have Prince Midge send someone
out to relieve him.”

The two women stopped outside the door to the
king’s chambers. Jenneva looked at her daughter with concern.

“You are taking too much of the burden of
this war on yourself, Tanya. You can’t be everything to everyone.
Leave the fairies to Prince Midge and the spying to Prince Oscar.
There can’t be many Snakes left in Alcea at this point.”

“We have found hundreds of them,” replied
Queen Tanya, “but I am sure that others still exist. They are out
there waiting for the right time to strike. I cannot allow them
that opportunity. Besides, Prince Oscar is already spending a great
deal of time with General Gregor working out the logistics of our
defense, and he also works constantly with Prince Midge on the
fairy network. All of them have worked tremendously over the past
few months. We are just spread too thin, Mother.”

“Alex and I will help ease that burden,”
promised Jenneva.

The queen glanced at the two guards standing
outside the door, and decided to cease talking in front of them.
She stepped forward and opened the door. Both women walked through
the door and Tanya closed it.

“You and Father could be a great help,” Tanya
said softly, “but I worry about this latest episode in the library.
As much as I want you both here in the Royal Palace, it might be
wise for the two of you to be elsewhere until the war is over. We
will get through this current crisis, but we cannot afford to have
another.”

“Let’s get through this one first,” suggested
Jenneva. “Then we can talk about the future.”

The queen nodded and led Jenneva to the
king’s sleeping chamber. She opened the door and entered quietly.
Prince Midge looked up with excitement on his face.

“This has been a most boring task,” chirped
Prince Midge. “Next time I will want to assign it to someone else.
Can I awaken him now?”

Tanya nodded as Jenneva entered the room and
shut the door. Prince Midge dropped the sleep spell, but the king
did not immediately waken. Tanya reached out and took the king’s
hand. Gently she pulled on it, and the king’s eyes opened. He
smiled dreamily at the queen, and then his eyes saw Jenneva. He sat
up in bed with a start as his mind started to fill with memories of
the library.

“Where is Alex?” the king asked in alarm. “Is
he all right?”

“You tell us,” Jenneva replied with a stern
expression. “He is currently in the dungeon for attacking the king.
Do you plan to have him executed?”

The king’s brow knitted with concern even as
his face reddened with embarrassment. “He is in the dungeon?” The
king turned to Tanya. “Why didn’t you free him?”

“By law, I cannot,” answered the queen. “Back
in the days of the Contest of Power, the laws were changed to
protect the king. Only you can have Alex released from the dungeon.
Will you do so?”

King Arik returned his gaze to Jenneva. “I
will do so immediately. Might I have some privacy to get
dressed?”

Jenneva nodded and left the room. To assure
her mother that nothing secret was going on in her absence, the
queen also left the room. A few minutes later, King Arik entered
the room and immediately called for a guard. He scribbled out a
release for Alex and handed it to the guard. The Red Sword saluted
and left the room. Arik opened his mouth to speak, but Jenneva
shook her head.

“Let us wait until Alex is with us,”
suggested Jenneva. “I think we all need to discuss what happened
this morning. Shall I order some food for you while we wait?”

The king nodded and Jenneva went out the door
and spoke to the remaining guard. She then returned to the king’s
chambers and sat down. An awkward silence filled the room.
Eventually, the door opened and Alexander Tork entered the room. He
closed the door and sat next to Jenneva.

“How are you feeling, Arik?” asked Alex.

“I am confused,” admitted the king. “I have a
vague recollection of the events in the library this morning, but I
do not understand them. Why did you attack me?”

“You were killing Alan Markel,” answered
Alex. “I do not think you intended to do so, but that is what you
were doing. I could not let you do that. Not only would I never
forgive myself, you would never forgive yourself, either.”

“I just tried to stop him from walking out on
me,” frowned the king.

“You were not yourself this morning,” Alex
retorted. “And I think you often forget your strength. In any
event, I acted because I had to. I would do so again. If I am to
pay a price for my actions, I will accept your punishment, but I am
worried about you, Arik. I have known you for a long time now, and
I think I can say that I have known you as few others have, but
what I saw this morning scared me. You were neither Arik Clava nor
Arik Dalek, and I think both of your fathers would agree with me.
What is going on?”

“I don’t know, Alex,” sighed the king. “If my
memories of this morning are correct, I was indeed a very ugly
king. I cannot imagine what my advisors must think of me now.”

“I am not concerned with the feelings of your
advisors,” stated Alex. “I am only concerned with you. Has
Zalaharic returned yet?”

Jenneva looked queerly at her husband. “He
has not returned yet, but a fairy has been sent for him as well as
Balamor. Why are you asking about Zalaharic?”

“Because the king was not the king this
morning,” answered Alex. “Look, we all know Arik very well, and I
do not think any here would question the fact that the king was not
the Arik we know and love. That leads me to believe that the enemy
has found a way to influence Arik without his knowledge. Zalaharic
has an interesting ability to sense such things.”

“The irritability that is sweeping the city?”
asked Jenneva.

“Yes,” replied Alex.

“But Theos has been maintaining a shield over
Arik all day, every day,” stated the queen. “If the enemy even has
a spell that can induce such irritability, its delivery would be
impossible unless they can cast through our shields.” Alex nodded
affirmatively and the queen frowned deeply. “You do realize that
you are suggesting that the enemy has a way of getting through our
shields? If that is the case, we are all in great danger.”

“Theos is not shielding him now,” Jenneva
pointed out.

“Not while he is in his chambers,” frowned
the queen. “There should be no need for that.”

“There is one Claw of Alutar left unaccounted
for,” interjected the king, “and the Mage indicated that each would
be more dangerous than the one before it. Do you think those
demonkin might have such powers?”

“We can’t answer that,” Jenneva replied.
“K’san certainly had powers that we were unprepared for, and I
think the Claws of Alutar are far more powerful than the priests.
Certainly Fakir Aziz thought so, and I would never disregard his
thoughts.”

“The irritability that has swept this city is
certainly not something that we expect to see from the citizens of
Tagaret,” mused the queen. “I am willing to entertain the thought
that someone could be using spells to accomplish this, but to what
end?”

“Chaos,” answered Alex. “It is bad enough
that this plague has forced us to confront General Bledsoe with
only four-thousand men instead of ten-thousand, but to have the
entire city in turmoil cripples us. Without proper armies to go
against Bledsoe and then Fortella, we will have forty-thousand
enemy soldiers sieging Tagaret. When that happens, we will need
every able-bodied citizen helping us to defend the city.”

“It is a clever plan,” conceded the king. “Do
you suppose the irritability and the plague are coming from the
same source?”

Tanya’s eyebrow rose. “That is a possibility
that I had not considered, but it might be worth pursuing. I just
came from the infirmary. There are puzzles there that concern me.
Jenneva and I have already started discussing the magic portion of
that puzzle, but there was a sergeant sent to the infirmary just
before I left. He had just come down with the plague, but he also
just attacked his superior officer. I now wonder if it might make
sense to see how many of the plague patients have also been
uncharacteristically irritable. There might be a connection.”

“Two different symptoms from the same spell?”
retorted Jenneva. “That is highly unlikely.”

“It might be unlikely,” countered the king,
“but I think it is worth investigating. Tanya, why don’t you
convene a meeting of the advisors and divvy up this new work among
them? I do not think I can face them right now.”

“I think you need to, Arik,” stated Alex. “I
know it may be embarrassing, but you need them to know that it was
not you speaking this morning. We cannot afford to have dissention
in our ranks.”

“He’s right, Arik,” agreed Tanya. “Tell them
that you were affected by a spell and that we are looking into it.
You need the council firmly behind you at this time.”

“Very well,” sighed King Arik. “I probably
also need to address the citizens, too. It is long past time for
them to be informed of what is facing us.”

“No,” Alex said curtly. “I do not think that
is wise just yet.”

“Why not?” frowned the king.

“I am not sure,” admitted Alex, “but my gut
screams every time you mention addressing the people. I tried to
tell myself that I was merely concerned that you might act as you
did this morning in the library, but I can now see that you have
returned to your former self. Yet my gut still screams at the
thought of you exposing yourself to danger. I cannot explain it any
better than that.”

Arik, Tanya, and Jenneva glanced at one
another, but it was the king who spoke. “Your battle instincts are
enough to sway my mind, Alex, but we need to inform the people that
the Crown is not ignoring their plight. Find a way for me to
address them that pleases your gut, and I will hold off on public
appearances for now.”

Alex nodded. “Jenneva said that Balamor has
been summoned to the palace. As he is a master of illusions, I
think he may be the answer. He certainly has an amazing ability for
presenting something that is not there, no matter how complex the
image might be.”

“That is a good idea,” agreed Jenneva. “He
can spend some time with Arik as the king addresses the people in
private. Balamor can then recreate that image at any place in the
city, and no one will suspect that the king is not there in
person.”

“Agreed,” stated the king. “Let’s get the
advisors together so we don’t waste any more time than
necessary.”

“Tedi’s father might not answer the call,”
warned Alex. “He had tried to resign this morning. That is when you
attacked him.”

“Then let me put on a pair of slippers,” the
king responded. “I will personally go to Alan right now and beg his
forgiveness. He deserves as much.”

* * * *

General Somma’s command tent was slightly
smaller than General Franz’s tent, but it was still large. Colonel
Rotti searched it again, afraid that his superior officer’s body
was curled up in one of the corners. The colonel was not anxious to
broadcast his concern for the general, but he had run out of
options. He stepped outside the tent and addressed the guards
stationed there.

“Did you see General Somma leave this tent?”
Colonel Rotti asked.

“No, Colonel,” answered one of the guards.
“No one has entered or left the tent except you in the last two
hours.”

Colonel Rotti nodded and walked away. He knew
that the guards had been changed two hours ago, so further
questioning would get him no additional information. He was tempted
to wander around the camp again, but the encampment was huge. The
general could be almost anywhere, and the colonel would not find
him. Rotti was worried. After two days of riding alongside that
huge lake, General Somma had appeared ashen, and Rotti was sure
that the general was not sleeping well. Although he agreed with
most that Somma was not fit to be a general, Rotti liked the man.
He was just in over his head. He knew there was a story behind
Somma’s ascension, but the colonel did not have the nerve to ask
the general about it. Colonel Rotti sighed anxiously and kicked the
dirt in frustration. A murmured complaint reached his ears, and the
colonel looked and saw that he had kicked dirt at a sleeping
soldier. He apologized and decided to move towards the camp’s
perimeter.

As he approached the northern perimeter of
the camp, one of the colonel’s men called to him. The moon was
bright and the colonel recognized the man. He walked towards
him.

“Anything going on out there?” asked the
colonel.

“Not a thing stirring,” Colonel,” answered
the perimeter guard, “but I am a bit concerned about the
general.”

Colonel Rotti’s eyes widened. “Why are you
concerned about the general?”

“He left the camp,” answered the guard, “and
he has been gone for hours. I offered to provide him with a
protective detail, but he refused. He should have been back a long
time ago.”

“Which direction did he go?” asked the
colonel.

“Towards the river,” answered the guard.

“Towards the river?” the colonel echoed with
alarm. “Are you sure?”

The guard merely nodded.

“I am going out to look for him,” stated the
colonel, “and no, I do not want a detail, either. In fact, do not
tell anyone else that either of us is outside the perimeter.”

The guard nodded silently and moved the
barricade aside so that the colonel could pass through it. Colonel
Rotti walked slowly, not wanting to miss any sign of the general’s
path. Thankfully the moon was bright, and visibility was excellent.
After just a few minutes of walking, he saw the general sitting on
the riverbank. The colonel’s face clouded with confusion as the
riverbank was absolutely the last place that Rotti would have
looked for the general. He walked silently towards the river and
quietly sat down next to General Somma. The general hardly noticed
him.

“You had me worried, General,” Colonel Rotti
said softly. “What are you doing down here?”

General Somma’s hands were shaking with fear.
He tried to hide them by gripping his legs, but that action only
made his legs quiver as well.

“I don’t know what I am doing here,” quaked
the general. “To tell you the truth, I do not belong here,
especially in this uniform. I am not a general, Rotti. Everyone
knows that, even you, but you at least have not mocked me, at least
not to my face.”

“Nor behind your back,” declared the colonel,
“but that is not what I meant when I asked why you were here. I
meant, what are you doing on the riverbank? I know that you fear
the water. Why torture yourself like this?”

“I have suffered a great deal of humiliation
because of my fear of water,” the general explained, “but no one
has ever treated me as cruelly as Franz. That man takes great
delight in seeing me quiver. Several times a day he orders me to
the riverbank just to watch me cower. I want to kill him.”

Rotti’s eyes widened in surprise. General
Somma had just uttered a treasonous speech, but what surprised the
colonel was the raw hatred expressed. He had never heard Somma
speak ill of anyone.

“That would not be a good career move,” the
colonel quipped, hoping to bring a bit of levity into the
conversation to lift the general’s spirits.

“Career?” scoffed the general. “Do you really
think there is any higher position suited for me? I should not even
be a general, and I wouldn’t be if Queen Samir had not demanded
it.”

“Why did she demand it?” asked the
colonel.

“Two reasons,” frowned Somma. “The position
brought prestige to my family, and the queen was able to extract a
healthy fee from my father for promoting me, but the true reason
was to punish another officer. He was a talented officer, and he
demanded to be promoted. He was also the queen’s lover. She felt he
had exceeded his bounds and was taking too much for granted. She
squashed his large ego by promoting the most unlikely candidate
instead of him. Now you know the quality of the man you serve
under. Are you disappointed?”

“No,” answered the colonel. “I have never
thought of you as a great general, but I have recognized a good man
within you. You are just ill-suited to this life. That does not
make you worthless in my eyes. It merely means that you need to
follow the path that appeals to your talents instead of one chosen
by the queen.”

“You are a good man, Rotti,” replied the
general. “I have known that from the start. That is why you are my
favored colonel. It is you who should be wearing this uniform, not
me.”

“You still haven’t answered my first
question,” the colonel said. “Why are you sitting on this
riverbank? Shouldn’t we go back to camp and talk inside the
tent?”

“No.” The general shook his head vigorously.
“I am here to conquer my fears. I cannot take any more of Franz’s
bullying. If I cannot walk away from this river without fear then I
deserve to die here.” The colonel did not know how to respond, and
the general continued talking. “For the past two days, I survived
by hoping that the Alceans might kill Franz for me, but look at
this dam. Have you ever seen a more pitiful excuse for a dam? If
this is the best the Alceans can do, there is not a chance in this
world of Franz dying.”

Colonel Rotti glanced at the massive dam.
There was truth to Somma’s words. The dam was crude in every sense
of the word. It had not been so obvious when they were looking at
it from the lake side of the dam, but on this side, the evidence
was hard to miss. The dam was constructed of crudely cut trees, and
they were stacked in what looked to be a haphazard manner. Still,
the colonel reasoned, it did a fairly decent job of keeping the
water contained behind it, and that is all it was supposed to do.
The bright moonlight illuminated what appeared to be a chain coming
from the bottom of the dam. The colonel stared at it and wondered
what it was for, but a nearby splash tore him from his musings. He
whirled around and saw General Somma standing in the water. He
leaped into the water and took hold of the general.

“You do not need to do this, General,” the
colonel said soothingly. “You need not prove anything to Franz or
anyone else. Your fear is not of your own making. Do not torture
yourself over it. You let me handle General Franz.”


Chapter 23

Day Eight

Twerp shot down through the trees, his tiny
eyes glanced around the dim clearing. He saw Wylan sitting up with
his back against a tree, and he shrieked with delight. He darted
towards the Knight of Alcea and landed on Wylan’s raised knee.

“You are alive!” the fairy chirped rapidly as
he jumped up and down on Wylan’s knee. “I thought I had lost you. I
made it to the Rider’s Rest and sent the fairy there on to Tagaret
for help, but they forgot about me. I was stranded in the inn until
just now. Forgive me for not being here.”

“Slow down, little man,” Wylan replied, the
barest of smiles upon his lips. “There is nothing to forgive you
for. Your tireless efforts brought the best healers a man could
wish for. I owe my life to your efforts.”

“Yet you do not seem very happy,” frowned
Twerp as he gazed around the clearing in the predawn dimness.

Twerp saw Wesik lying on his side, the
sleeping bodies of Zalaharic and Podil near the unicorn. Zalaharic
was stirring, as if the fairy’s excitement had awoken him. Nearby,
Sinora lay on the ground, two other unicorns standing above her. At
the other side of the clearing, Sheri’s body lay in isolation. The
fairy noticed Wylan gazing at his former mate.

“I guess I should be thrilled to be alive,”
Wylan said softly, “but I feel nothing but sadness in my heart. I
am happy that Sinora and Wesik have survived, but I cannot imagine
life without Sheri. I would gladly trade places with her. She has
always been the one with joy in her heart.”

Tears came unbidden to Twerp’s eyes, and he
abruptly turned away from Wylan so that the Knight of Alcea would
not see his weakness. He need not have bothered. Wylan’s own tears
began streaming down his face as if merely talking about Sheri
brought fresh pain to his heart.

“Tears are good for washing the eyes,”
Zalaharic said softly as he gently shook Podil and then rose to his
feet, “but they can also blur your vision.”

Wylan blinked at the words. The Knight of
Alcea was not sure if the elven healer was stating another of his
wise platitudes, or if he was issuing a warning to Wylan about his
extremely sensitive eyes. Zalaharic had cured Wylan’s blindness
after the Battle of Watling Flats, but the cure had left the Knight
of Alcea with very sensitive eyes. Wylan usually wore eye patches
with tiny holes cut in them to minimize the amount of light that
reached his eyes.

“You are wanted in Tagaret,” Twerp said to
Zalaharic. “There is a plague running rampant through the city. You
are to return there immediately.”

Zalaharic frowned as Podil rose and moved to
his side.

“What are we to do with our patients?” asked
Zalaharic. “We cannot just leave them here in the forest. That is
unacceptable.”

“Wesik is strong enough to walk now,”
answered Podil, “and Wylan can ride Sinora. They can make it to
Caldar.”

“And Sheri?” balked Zalaharic. “I will not
abandon her.”

Wylan’s heart skipped a beat and he stared at
Zalaharic with eyes as large as coins. Podil frowned in confusion.
She looked at Sheri’s body and then returned her gaze to
Zalaharic.

“What are you saying?” Wylan asked. “Is Sheri
not dead?”

“She is not dead,” declared Zalaharic, “nor
is she alive. She exists in some state in between, and I am not
sure what to do for her.”

“If she is not dead,” scowled Wylan, “why
have you not been tending to her? I would rather you save her than
me.”

“The rest of you required immediate
attention,” explained Zalaharic. “Sheri did not. I have kept an eye
on her these past few days. Her condition has not changed. If there
is a cure for her condition, it could wait a couple of days until
the rest of you were saved from death. That wait is now over, and
she must be tended to immediately. I cannot just hope that she
remains stable until I come back from Tagaret. I cannot return to
the city just now.”

“The Bringer has ordered it,” frowned Twerp.
“It was not a request.”

Everyone fell silent for a moment while
Zalaharic glanced around the clearing.

“Podil,” Zalaharic said softly, “you shall
return to Tagaret. Your skill at battling a plague is as valuable
as mine. I must try to save Sheri.”

Podil frowned deeply. She knew that Zalaharic
would have to enter Sheri’s body to discover the source of her
condition, and she knew that such a session would be extremely
dangerous, especially when battling the unknown.

“I cannot let you do that, Zalaharic,” she
replied defiantly. “It is too dangerous for you to enter her
unmonitored. I have to be by your side in case you become trapped.
Remember, it was dark magic that ensnared her. Do not take this
danger lightly.”

“There is a risk,” conceded Zalaharic, “but
there are also thousands in Tagaret needing help. They cannot be
ignored, either. Splitting our efforts is the wisest approach.”

“But you are bound to the Bringer’s service,”
frowned Twerp. “You cannot ignore his call. He will punish
you.”

Wylan’s hand shot out and grabbed the fairy
off of his knee. He brought Twerp close to his mouth and spoke in a
low, threatening voice.

“I will not have my Sheri abandoned, not for
a million people.”

Wylan released the fairy, and Twerp fluttered
back to his perch on Wylan’s knee. He knew that Wylan would never
harm him, but the Knight of Alcea had made clear his devotion to
his mate. The fairy nodded with understanding.

“I will take the blame,” the fairy offered to
Zalaharic. “I will tell the Bringer that I ignored his orders to
send you back to Tagaret. He will find you faultless.”

Zalaharic smiled warmly at the fairy. “Lies
do not become you, Twerp, but your sentiments are warmly
appreciated. I will take whatever punishment Valon seeks for this
transgression, but I think if King Arik understood the decision
facing me, he would agree with my judgment. A Knight of Alcea is
worth extraordinary efforts to save, and I intend to do my best to
save Sheri. Take word back to Valon of my decision. Podil will
leave immediately for Tagaret.”

“Not immediately,” Podil stated as her eyes
gazed into Wylan’s eyes. “If I am not to stay and monitor you,
Zalaharic, I will train Wylan to take my place. It is far too
dangerous for you to work unaided, and Wylan is just the person to
keep you alive, for without you, there is no hope for Sheri.”

Wylan’s eyes grew large as he listened to
Podil’s words. A shiver of fear raced through his body as he
realized the responsibility being thrust onto him, but he nodded
enthusiastically.

“Tell me what to do.”

Zalaharic smiled and nodded. “It appears that
we have a solution that works. My only alteration concerns Twerp.
Wake Thrip and send her back to Tagaret. Twerp will help Wylan
monitor me. Between the two of them, I think I will be fine.”

Podil had great doubts about the situation,
but she nodded in agreement with the solution. The thought of a
fairy monitoring Zalaharic intrigued Podil, and she filed it in the
back of her mind as she prepared to leave for Tagaret.

* * * *

Rut-ki stood on the eastern bank of the Chi
River and glanced up at the predawn sky. The stars were bright, and
the Knight of Alcea nodded with satisfaction. She had hoped for the
skies to be clear on the day of the attack, and it seemed that her
wish had been granted. Rut-ki turned away from the river and strode
into the Lanoirian army camp. The camp was already stirring as
five-thousand Lanoirian soldiers woke and consumed their morning
meal. Rut-ki moved through the camp until she came to the command
tent. She entered the tent and nodded to the leader of the
Lanoirian force.

“Good morning,” greeted Colonel Wu-sang.
“Would you care for a cup of tea?”

Rut-ki nodded and joined the colonel at a
small table set up in the center of the tent. She took a sip of the
tea and then looked the colonel in the eyes.

“The day has arrived,” stated the Knight of
Alcea. “Everything must go exactly according to plan. There are too
many of the enemy for us to allow for mistakes.”

“I understand,” nodded the colonel. “I have
had my men make practice runs every morning. Nothing will go
wrong.”

Rut-ki sighed lightly at the colonel’s words.
While she had great respect for the colonel and his men, nothing
ever went perfectly. She decided to go through the preparations one
more time.

“Are the wagons ready?” she asked.

“Five-hundred wagons and their teams and
drivers are ready and waiting,” answered the colonel. “Each driver
has a map to his designated destination, and another copy of the
map is stored under the seat of each wagon. No one will get lost,
and the drivers are required to return both copies of the maps so
that they will not fall into the enemy’s hands without us being
alerted to it.”

“Good,” nodded Rut-ki. “Have your men also
been instructed to note the regiment, company, and squad of each
man entering the wagons?”

“And they have been told that no more than
two men from any single Federation squad are to be put in the same
wagon,” replied the colonel. “I have used my own men to practice
these procedures. The orders will be followed as you have
specified.”

“What about the lifelines?” asked Rut-ki.

“The chains will be rowed across the river as
soon as you authorize it,” answered the colonel. “As Cho-sung
specified, each chain across the river will be slightly lower than
the one before it. He did warn us that the last couple of chains
might be so low that they snag debris coming downstream. We have
had no way to test that, but it is a concern. If the debris snags
on the last few chains, it could create a new dam, and that will
endanger my men as well as the Federation.”

Rut-ki frowned and nodded. “If that happens,
release both ends of the affected chains.”

“That will doom those men to death,” warned
the colonel. “They will not survive the journey to the sea.”

“I understand,” replied Rut-ki, “but that is
the best that we can do. We are attempting to save as many of the
Federation soldiers as we can, but I will not endanger all of your
men to do so. Remember that the primary goal here is to
incapacitate the 4th Corps and 18th Corps. If
we can save thousands of their men while doing so, that is
wonderful, but the primary goal must be met at all costs, even if
that means killing all of the Federation soldiers. What about the
fairies?”

“They are cute little creatures,” smiled the
colonel. “They are not only ready to perform their part, but they
are eager to do so.”

“Will one-hundred of them be enough?” asked
Rut-ki. “I might be able to come up with a few more if needed,
although they are becoming more scarce as we find new tasks suited
to them.”

“They will be enough,” answered Colonel
Wu-sang. “There will be no confusion as to the choices open to the
Federation soldiers.”

“And the black-cloaks?” asked Rut-ki. “Have
you stressed the importance of killing them quickly?”

“Very much so,” frowned the colonel. “We have
no defenses against their magic. They are the primary targets for
every archer along the banks of the river. I have stressed over and
over again that if a single one of them survives, we might all die.
While I cannot guarantee their deaths, I feel very confident that
none of them will survive.”

“I will also be looking for them,” promised
Rut-ki, “and I will have an excellent view of the river. Very well
then, Colonel, when your men are done with the morning meal, I
suggest you get a fifth of them across the river. The attack will
begin at high sun.”

* * * *

The four heroes of the Mage gathered in the
king’s study to discuss their plans for the day over the morning
meal. They had just finished eating when there was a knock on the
door. The door opened and a Red Sword stuck his head in and
announced that Balamor was waiting outside the room. The king gave
permission for the gaunt, red-headed mage from Pog to enter.

“Balamor,” smiled Jenneva, “come join us.
Would you care for something to eat?”

“I am not hungry,” replied Balamor as he
approached the table and sat down. “I understand that a plague
infests the city. How can I help?”

“We need all the healing mages we can get,”
answered Queen Tanya, “but I think we also need your skills in
another area. King Arik needs to address the citizens of Tagaret,
but Alex feels that there is danger waiting for Arik in the
city.”

“A Claw of Alutar to be specific,”
interjected Alex. “We know that one of those demonkin remain, but
we can not be positive that he is already in the city. My gut just
screams every time someone mentions the king addressing the
people.”

“I have heard about the Claws of Alutar,”
frowned Balamor. “They are not to be taken lightly. I suppose you
wish me to create an illusion?”

“We think it would be the safest way for me
to speak to the people,” replied King Arik. “I feel foolish for
even asking this of you, but I learned long ago not to question
Alex’s feelings when he has them.”

“Never feel foolish for expecting treachery
from your enemies,” Balamor smiled sympathetically. “If there is a
Claw of Alutar in this city, I can make him believe that you are
standing before him. It is a simple task.”

“Perhaps not so simple,” retorted Jenneva.
“The king is not known for traveling the city streets alone. In
fact, the Red Swords have become so protective lately that they
usually insist on a large number of soldiers accompanying the king.
The illusion would not be believable otherwise. We thought about
using large numbers of fairies to accomplish the task, but we have
discarded such plans. Most of the fairies are already tasked
elsewhere, and we think the illusion should be moving rather than
stationary.”

Balamor nodded in understanding. The type of
illusion required to manipulate so many moving objects would be
extremely complex. The fairies would be incapable of doing it.

“Why must the illusion be moving?” asked
Balamor.

“We do not know where in the city the
demonkin might be,” answered Alex, “and if we announce beforehand
where the king will speak, we give the enemy too much time to plan
the assassination and escape routes. We want the demonkin to have
to act in haste.”

Balamor frowned and pressed his lips tightly
together. For several moments, he did not speak. Everyone waited
patiently.

“If I were the assassin,” Balamor eventually
said, “I would simply wait for the location of the speech to be
announced. Why take the risk of acting in haste?”

“The location of the speech will become
crowded within minutes after it is announced,” answered Alex. “Even
if the demonkin races to the location, he will stand no better
chance of getting close than any other citizen.”

“And he will stand almost no chance of
getting away unnoticed,” added Queen Tanya. “The citizens will
shout and point him out. They will even attack him, not
understanding his powers.”

“And this demonkin has orders to kill all
four of us,” interjected Jenneva. “He cannot afford to be
discovered while only killing one of us. Unless we are all killed
together, he has to remain undiscovered to complete his task.”

“I can see that you have devoted some
thinking to this problem,” stated Balamor. “Can I have a day to
view the city and the routes you anticipate using?”

King Arik frowned at the delay, but he nodded
in agreement. “You shall have everything you require,” he promised.
“I will notify my staff to cooperate fully with you.”

“Excellent,” Balamor responded as he rose to
leave. “I will let you know when I am ready to hear your
speech.”

* * * *

Colonel Rotti glanced at the meager flow of
the Chi River as he rode alongside the column heading towards the
vanguard. It was much less of a river than what he remembered from
his journey last fall, but it was still beautiful. The thought of
the crude dam blocking the flow of the river bothered him. He
stared at the farmland across the river and shook his head in
wonder. The Lanoirians had flooded excellent farmland upstream to
create the lake, and the farmland below the dam seemed starved for
water. It made no sense to him why they would do such a thing.

“Are you planning to lead this army, Rotti?”
scowled General Franz.

The colonel tore his eyes away from the river
and turned towards the column. In his admiration of the river, he
had not been paying attention. He had passed the leader of Team Chi
and was almost riding point. He slowed his horse and fell in
alongside General Franz.

“What are you doing up here, Rotti?” asked
the general.

“I was told that you wished to speak to me,”
replied the colonel.

“I asked for General Somma to come forward,”
scowled the general.

“I am acting on behalf of General Somma,”
retorted Colonel Rotti. “The general is feeling a bit under the
weather today. What did you need to discuss?”

Colonel Rotti knew that General Franz had
summoned General Somma to further humiliate him, but the colonel
was not going to let that happen if he could prevent it.

“Have you officially relieved Somma of
command of the 18th Corps?” snarled General Franz.

“I have not,” admitted the colonel. “As I am
sure that you are aware, until we leave the war zone, only you have
the authority to elevate me to command the 18th Corps,
and you have not done so.”

“Then my orders are being disobeyed,” snapped
General Franz. “I specifically asked for General Somma to come
forward.”

“My apologies,” Colonel Rotti smiled thinly.
“I will return to the rear and explain my impudence to General
Somma. I will notify him that you require him in the vanguard for a
purpose that I cannot fulfill.”

General Franz glared at the colonel. He knew
right then that Rotti fully understood the true purpose for calling
Somma forward.

“Do not toy with me, Colonel,” snapped the
general. “I can break men like you quicker than a Spino mare.”

“I would never toy with another officer,”
replied the colonel, “especially in enemy territory when the column
might be attacked at any moment. That would be nothing short of
foolhardiness.”

The general’s face reddened with rage, and
his hand went for his sword. The colonel’s horse faltered for some
reason, and the colonel quickly resumed his place alongside the
general, but a pace further away, just out of reach of the
general’s sword.

“Get out of my sight, Colonel,” scowled the
general, “before I do something we might both regret.”

Colonel Rotti saluted the general and turned
his horse towards the rear of the column. A moment later, Colonel
Kerk appeared at his side.

“That was a very foolish thing to do, Rotti,”
warned the Baroukan colonel. “General Franz is not the man to make
an enemy of. He never forgets a slight, and you have given him
every reason to target you instead of General Somma.”

“Then my mission was a success,” retorted the
Spinoan colonel. “What Franz is doing to General Somma is
despicable. It is behavior unworthy of an officer in any army.”

“I will not argue that,” Colonel Kerk said
softly, “but it is a death wish to cross Franz like you have. He
will see that you die before this war is over.”

“And you would help him achieve such a goal?”
scowled Colonel Rotti.

“No,” Colonel Kerk shook his head, “General
Franz knows that we are friends. He will not mention any such plans
to me, but there are plenty of others that he can call on to do
such a deed. Watch your back, my friend. Unless General Franz dies
in battle, your days are numbered.”

“Thank you for the warning, Kerk,” replied
Colonel Rotti. “Let me repay your friendship in kind. If we do come
into battle and I am anywhere near General Franz, find an excuse to
go elsewhere. You will not want to be by his side at that time, nor
would you want to be seen in my company.”

Colonel Kerk gasped, and he stared at his
friend with disbelief. To kill your own general was the most
unthinkable crime imaginable. The other soldiers would literally
tear the assassin apart, and take pleasure in doing it. To even
express such a thought was considered treason, yet Colonel Rotti
had just done so.

“We shall talk no more,” Colonel Kerk said
coldly. “I do not want to know what is on your mind. Say nothing to
me.”

Colonel Rotti nodded sadly and watched his
friend turn his horse and head in the opposite direction. For a
long time, the colonel simply sat on his horse, staring at the
river while the column marched by him. He had not intended to get
into a death match with General Franz, but he abhorred the Baroukan
general, and he would not let that man continue to terrorize
General Somma. As his eyes stared at the water flowing by, his
thoughts turned to desertion. If he could somehow get General Somma
away General Franz, things might have a decent ending. There would
certainly be a price to pay down the road, but if they survived the
war, they could then plead their case in front of the king. The
idea did not please the colonel. He was not the type of soldier to
desert his post, but he knew that he could not survive the daggers
of General Franz for long. In fact, he would not be surprised if an
assassin came at him in the camp this very evening.

Colonel Rotti dragged his mind away from his
morbid thoughts and started riding towards the rear of the column
again. He tried to replace the darkness in his mind by reminding
himself how beautiful the countryside was. He let his eyes follow
the river upstream to the distant dam. Movement off to the side
attracted his attention, and he focused on the far bank of the
river. He watched as eight large oxen were led to the edge of the
high cliffs of the western bank. He thought it a strange place to
lead such a team, and he watched in fascination as several men
pulled on something and attached it to the team of oxen. He was too
far downstream to have a good view, but the sunlight soon glinted
off of something in the water. Something rising out of the water,
he corrected himself. As he tried to focus on the bright object, he
suddenly understood what he was seeing.

The colonel remembered seeing a chain
attached to the bottom of the crude dam, and he knew what the
Lanoirians were going to do. He kicked his horse into a gallop and
raced towards the rear of the column. As he sped along the eastern
bank, his eyes looked across the river at the team of oxen, trying
to gauge how much time he had left. The chain was not yet taut, but
he knew that there would be no chance of outrunning death. That was
not his goal. The colonel spied General Somma in the column, and he
shouted for him to leave the column. The general looked confused by
the request, but he complied. He turned his horse out of the
column, and the colonel brought his horse to a halt nearby. Colonel
Rotti leaped off his horse and ran towards the general.

“Dismount,” ordered the colonel as he
stripped off his sword and threw it on the ground. “Do it
quickly.”

General Somma dismounted. “What is wrong with
you, Colonel?”

“You must trust me, Somma,” the colonel
replied, ignoring his superior’s rank. “I am trying to save your
life. Get rid of anything that is heavy. Remove your boots, your
sword, anything that weighs anything.”

The request was absurd, but the general
watched as the colonel followed his own advice. Trusting in the
colonel, Somma began to comply. The other soldiers passing by
looked at the two senior officers and chuckled under their breaths.
Colonel Rotti did not even notice them. He was too busy rummaging
in his pack for a length of rope.


Chapter 24

The Flood

Colonel Rotti stripped off his pack and
tossed it on the ground. He stuck the small grappling hook in his
belt next to his knife and then picked up the coil of rope. He took
a section of rope and wrapped one end around the general, tying it
securely across his chest and under his arms.

“What are you doing, Rotti?” balked the
general.

“Saving your life, General,” the colonel
answered as he passed the other end of the rope under his own arms.
“Tie this for me. Make it as tight as you can.”

The general hesitated as the passing soldiers
started laughing loudly enough to hear.

“General,” the colonel said with a sense of
urgency, “that crude dam is about to come tumbling down. Tie the
rope, or I will not be around to save you.”

The general froze and his hands started
trembling.

“Tie it, General,” snapped the colonel. “I
can do it myself, but I will never get it as tight as you can.”

General Somma nodded and began tying the
rope, but he also started gasping for breath. Colonel Rotti knew
that the general was going to be worthless in just a few moments.
As soon as the knot was tied, Rotti took the general’s hand and
dragged him through the column, away from the small stream that
would soon become a torrent. He knew that they could not outrun the
flood, and that was not what he had in mind. Once through the
column, he halted and looked at the closest trees. He immediately
dismissed all of the younger trees as being too flimsy and
concentrated on the mature ones. He also did not look deep in the
woods. He wanted a tree on the very edge of the road, but he
particularly wanted a dead tree, or one that had uncovered roots,
something that would fall rather easily, but still be sturdy enough
to avoid being splintered by another tree. About one-hundred paces
away, he saw the perfect tree. It stood out from the rest so that
those trees upstream would not crush them while they waited. He
pulled the general in a run to the dead tree and placed the general
up against it.

“Stand right there and hug the tree,”
instructed the colonel as he ran around the tree once and then
passed the general to stand beside him. He pulled the general away
from the tree just enough to let the rope pass between Somma and
the tree. “Listen carefully to me now, General. What I have to say
are the most important words you will ever hear. Pay attention to
them.”

The general nodded nervously, unable to find
his voice.

“When you hear a crack split the air, that
will be the sound of the dam breaking. Do not be alarmed. Everyone
else is going to panic, but we will not. We are going to stand
right here and let the flood carry us downstream. You will have to
hold your breath for a very long time, so try to get a hold of your
breathing now while you can. Start taking deep breaths and holding
them for a bit before letting them out. When the time comes, I will
tell you when to take a big breath and hold it. Do you
understand?”

“I understand that we are all going to die,”
quaked the general.

“No, we aren’t,” the colonel replied with a
confidence in his voice that was totally contrived. “You must have
faith in me, Somma. Trust me.”

The general nodded, and the colonel felt
guilty for his deception. Rotti did not think his ploy had much
chance of success, but it was far better than running and screaming
like the rest of the soldiers were about to do. He pulled the hook
from his belt and forcefully slammed it into the tree between him
and the general. He then adjusted the rope so that it set in the
curvature of the hook

The crack boomed through the valley like a
clap of thunder directly overhead. Somma started sobbing fearfully,
and the colonel stretched his hand and gently patted the general’s
shoulder. Shouts and screams roared from the road as the soldiers
turned and saw the dam crumbing and the water breaking through. For
a few moments, the only danger was a huge torrent of water
streaming through a hole in the dam. Soldiers started running in
every direction, but none of them could outrun what was about to
happen. Not even the fastest horse could outrun the deluge that was
soon to be upon them.

With another series of loud cracks, the dam
ruptured with an explosive force. The huge trees that had made up
the dam flew through the air as a solid wall of water burst into
the valley. The water roared as it smashed into the ground and
swept downstream, tumultuous waves destroying everything they
touched. Rotti watched carefully as the flood headed downstream.
The center of the riverbed was the first to fill, and the deluge
carried some of the huge trees downstream like giant battering
rams. Anything in their path would be instantly crushed. The
colonel was not concerned with them. He was more concerned with the
huge trees that had been thrown to the sides of the stream by the
dam explosion. Those trees were not yet in the stream of flowing
water, but they would be as soon as the flood widened a little bit
more. They were the missiles that would kill the soldiers still on
the road.

He watched as the flood widened at an
alarming pace. He knew that the entire valley would be underwater
long before the lake was empty, but he was unprepared for the
swiftness with which the valley filled. Within mere moments, a
solid wall of water stretched across the entire valley. The colonel
watched it coming towards him with a sense of dread.

“Give me your hand,” Rotti said to the
general, “and grab the tree with your other hand. What ever you do,
do not panic. It will be scary, but trust in me. We will
survive.”

The colonel glanced over his shoulder and saw
the wall of water about to hit. He turned his face away from the
flood and shouted for the general to hold his breath. The water hit
like a solid brick wall, and the colonel felt himself get
lightheaded as he smashed against the tree that he was tied to.
Within an eye blink, he had gone from standing next to the road to
being entirely underwater. The force of the water tore at him,
trying to sweep him downstream, but the rope held him fast, so fast
that it felt as if the rope would rip right through his chest and
split him in two. He wanted to scream in agony, but he could not.
Objects began striking his back with increasing regularity, and
Rotti suddenly felt like a fool. The tree he had chosen was
sturdier than he had anticipated. Instead of falling easily as he
had hoped, it held firm, and showed every intention of continuing
to do so. That meant that he and the general were tied at the
bottom of the flood with no chance to escape.

Suddenly, Rotti felt the dead tree lean into
the flow of the water, but his lungs were already screaming for
air. He did not think he would survive even long enough to reach
the surface, and he thought about the poor general who had put his
faith in him. It was then that he realized that he no longer held
Somma’s hand. Rotti’s world started to go dark just as the tree was
ripped from the soil. The dead tree shot through the water like an
arrow and burst into the air before slamming back into the
tumultuous foam. Rotti’s eyes rolled back in his head as he gasped
for air. His lungs screamed for more air, and all the colonel could
think about was breathing. Waves crested over his body, and water
flowed into his mouth. He coughed and gasped as some of the water
found its way into his lungs. The colonel lost all sense of
time.

When his breathing was somewhat under
control, he opened his eyes. The first thing he saw was the wild,
raging water. What had been a peaceful river the previous fall now
had massive confused waves like the sea in the midst of a terrible
storm. Everywhere he looked, people and horses were thrashing in
the water, and hundreds of trees were floating downstream. The
water itself was murky brown, and huge waves rose unbidden with
little sense of direction or purpose. He glanced to his right and
saw the general. Somma appeared dead, but Rotti had to be sure. He
reached out and grabbed the general’s wrist. He felt life still
flowing through the general’s body, and his lips curled upward in a
slight smile. They had both survived the first challenge.

Colonel Rotti pulled himself to the general
to make sure that he was breathing. The back of General Somma’s
uniform was shredded, and his forehead had a nasty cut, but the
colonel could detect no other damage. He raised his head up and
looked around to get his bearings. The dead tree that they were
using for a raft had found its way to the center of the channel.
While the whole river was racing towards the sea, the center
channel was moving much faster than the edges. The colonel turned
to look behind him. The root structure of the dead tree appeared
intact, and it gave the colonel an idea. He pulled on the rope in
an attempt to reach the roots, but there was not enough play in the
rope. He pulled the knife from his sheath and cut the rope. Working
frantically in case the dead tree rammed some other debris and
threw him into the water, he pulled the rope from Somma’s end until
he had retrieved the entire coil. He then retied the free end of
the coil to the rope tied around his chest.

Colonel Rotti slowly dragged the general’s
body to the root cluster and leaned him against the roots to keep
his head up and away from the surface of the water. He then
positioned himself next to the general and began to think of how
the wild ride was going to end. The river was now much wider than
it had been the previous fall and there were steep banks on both
sides. Leaving their raft and swimming to the riverbank was not an
option, and not just because of the general’s fear of water.
Swimming in the river right now was a dangerous gambit. The
hundreds of floating bodies nearby attested to that. The current
was far too strong, and the flow was littered with trees and other
deadly debris. He wondered if he could in some way maneuver the
tree as if it were a raft. It was fairly steady in the water, not
pitching or rolling as it might have. The colonel turned and stared
at the roots, looking for something he would use as an oar or
tiller, but the roots were thick and massive. With just a knife, he
was not going to be able to cut through any of them. He sighed and
returned his gaze forward.

“We are alive,” General Somma said with a
sense of wonder.

“So far,” Colonel Rotti said with a grin.
Despite the precarious situation that they were in, he was thrilled
to hear the general’s voice. “The next trick will be getting back
to dry land.”

“How did you know that the dam would
burst?”

“I saw the oxen pulling it apart,” answered
the colonel.

“I don’t understand,” frowned the general.
“The Alceans destroyed their own dam just to flood us?”

“It is worse than that, General,” sighed
Colonel Rotti. “The Alceans built that dam just to destroy us. That
is why it was built so crudely. It was never meant to last. I
should have suspected the truth when I first saw that chain
attached to it.”

For several moments, neither of the soldiers
spoke, then the general looked the colonel in the eye with shock on
his face.

“That means that the Alceans knew that we
were coming this way.”

Colonel Rotti nodded. “And they have known
for a long time. Even such a crude dam would take a long time to
build. They must have started that dam just after Kerk and I passed
through here last fall.”

The dead tree shuddered and screams rang out
nearby. The colonel stuck his head up to see what was going on, but
he could not see the front end of their raft. Moments later,
fresh-killed bodies floated by on both sides in swirls of blood,
and Rotti understood the screams. Some soldiers had been
unfortunate enough to get in the path of the racing dead tree. The
incident caused the colonel to ponder about the stability of the
tree. When he had run the rope around it before the dam burst, he
had noticed a large branch on the opposite side, and he assumed
that the branch was now acting like a keel, giving the raft some
sense of stability, but what would happen when men tried to
scramble aboard, especially if they all chose to climb up the same
side? The colonel decided to prepare for such an event. He gathered
the slack coil of rope between the general and himself and pulled
his knife again.

“What are you doing?” the general asked
fearfully.

“We needed a lot of rope before so that we
could wrap it around this big tree,” explained the colonel, “but we
don’t need quite so much now. I still want to keep you tied to me
just in case one of us gets thrown in the water, but we have far
more rope than we need. I am going to cut out a large portion of it
and use it to help other survivors get aboard our raft. If I don’t,
they might capsize us in their haste to get on.”

The general merely nodded as Rotti cut the
rope and retied himself to the general. The colonel then tied one
of the ends of the long rope to a thick root in the center of the
root structure. He neatly coiled the rest of rope and placed it in
front of him where it would be handy to throw to a survivor.
Moments later, the tree shuddered again, and another chorus of
screams rose from in front of them. Colonel Rotti grimaced thinking
of the poor men struck by the giant tree. He stared carefully at
the water on his side of the tree, hoping to spot a survivor that
he could throw the rope to, but he saw none. Only bodies floated
by.

Unexpectedly, the tree suddenly rolled to the
right. Colonel Rotti instinctively reached and grabbed the general
before he slid off into the water. The colonel frowned as he saw a
pair of hands pulling on the roots on the other side of the
general. It was someone trying to climb aboard, and their method
would surely spin the tree and dump everyone into the water.

“Wait!” shouted the colonel. “I have a rope I
can throw you. Do not try to climb up the side, you will toss us
into the water. Get behind us, and I will throw you the rope.”

The man paid no attention to the colonel’s
words. He frantically clawed at the roots, trying to scramble up
them. Colonel Rotti took the coil of rope and tossed it high into
the air, letting the wind carry it over the root structure so that
it was now trailing behind the tree.

“There is a rope trailing behind us,” shouted
Colonel Rotti. “Grab onto it, and I will pull you aboard.”

“Stop playing around, Rotti, and throw me the
rope. That is an order.”

The colonel’s eyes grew wide as he recognized
the voice of General Franz. General Somma immediately reached for
the knife on Rotti’s belt, but the colonel stayed his hand.

“This is my duty, General,” Rotti said
softly, ignoring the continued angry shouts of General Franz.

“No, Colonel,” Somma said with determination
as he pushed away the colonel’s hand and took the knife from its
sheath. “If this is the last thing I do with my life, it is
something that I must do. I will not allow him to survive this and
live to torment other soldiers under him. He must be removed from
command, and I am the person to do it.”

The colonel frowned as General Somma moved to
cut the rope tying the two of them together. “What are you
doing?”

“I will not drag you to your death after all
you have done for me,” answered Somma. “You are as fine a man as I
have ever known, Rotti. Farewell.”

Colonel Rotti gasped. He finally understood
what the Spinoan general had in mind. Somma was going to throw
himself into the water so that he could get close enough to kill
Franz. Somma would, of course, die in the process. Rotti reached
out and seized the general’s wrist before he could sever the rope.
General Somma stared at the colonel with confusion. The colonel
smiled thinly.

“If you have the guts to throw yourself into
the water,” stated the colonel, “I have the guts to hang onto one
of these roots and haul you back up. Leave us tied together.”

The Spinoan general hesitated only a moment
before nodding in agreement. Rotti rose, helped the general to his
feet, and then wrapped his arms around the biggest root he could
reach.

“You are in command,” Rotti said softly.

General Somma nodded and walked forward as
far as the rope allowed. When he could go no further, he turned to
the right and walked until he slipped off the tree and into the
water. The tree immediately lurched to the right as the weight of
both generals pulled it over. Colonel Rotti hung onto the root, his
arms aching from the effort. After a moment, the tree pitched back
a bit. He bit his lips anxiously as he waited for some sign of the
outcome.

“Pull me up if you can,” said the voice of
General Somma.

Rotti pulled the general onto the tree, and
they both sat down exhausted. Neither of them spoke. A moment later
a voice spoke to them.

“Hail soldiers of the Federation. Those of
you who have survived the flood will be given a chance to
surrender. There are chains stretched across the river up ahead. If
you wish to surrender, drop your weapons in the river and use the
chains to get to the left bank. You will not be harmed. Should you
choose to stay in the river, or try to flee via the right bank, you
will be killed.”

The two Federation officers looked at each
other with questioning expressions. They could not tell where the
voice was coming from.

Finally, Somma shouted and pointed up.
“There! It is a tiny creature!”

Rotti looked up and saw a tiny, winged woman
with blue skin. She started repeating the same message. The colonel
also heard echoes of the message coming from every direction. “What
are you?” he shouted.

The tiny woman gazed down at him and said,
“There is no time to talk now. Make your choice quickly. The first
of the chains is coming up.”

The tiny woman flew overhead and disappeared.
Rotti turned to look for her, but the sight of the roots distracted
him. He frowned deeply. If there was a chain across the river, it
would either be too high for them to reach or it would be low
enough for the tree to get stuck. Either way, they would not be
able to simply reach up and grab the chain as they passed under
it.

“The Alceans are serious,” gasped General
Somma. “Look at the right bank. There are archers there ready to
kill anyone coming that way. This trap is well planned.”

Colonel Rotti glanced at the right bank and
saw the archers. He frowned and began pulling in the trailing rope.
When he had it all coiled up, he cut the rope binding him to the
general. He moved forward and frantically worked the hook out of
the tree and carried it back to his place near the roots as fast as
he could. He tied the free end of the rope to the hook and then
untied the other end from the roots.

“What are you planning?” asked the
general.

“I am not sure yet,” answered the colonel.
“The little woman said the first of the chains is coming up. That
means there is more than one chain across the river. I am thinking
of using the grappling hook to snare one of the chains off to the
left side of our raft. If I can do that, I will pass the end of the
rope to you so that you can climb it to safety.”

“What about you?” asked the general.

“I will think up something else for myself,”
answered the colonel. “I will figure out a way to snare the second
chain.”

“You had better hurry then,” the general
replied with a sense of urgency as he pointed forward.

Rotti turned toward the front of the raft and
saw the chain ahead of them. Strands of chain hung down from the
main chain at intervals to enable men in the water to grab onto,
but the main chain was so low that the tree would not be able to
pass under it.

“Get ready to ram that chain,” shouted Rotti
as he grabbed the nearest root and clung to it. “We are going to
stop rather abruptly.”

Both men braced for the collision, but
nothing happened. The colonel frowned in confusion and looked
forward. His eyes widened as he saw the chain high in the air. Just
above it was a tiny green man. He looked up at the creature as the
tree sailed under the chain.

“They are using magic,” remarked the general.
“That little man is raising the chain without touching it.
Unbelievable!”

Rotti agreed, but he was more concerned with
getting to land. He shouted up at the little green man. “How are we
to get to shore if you raise the chain out of reach?”

“Get off the tree,” replied the tiny
creature. “I cannot let the chain be snagged. There is another
chain coming up soon.”

“We can’t get off the tree,” Rotti shouted
back. “The general cannot swim.”

The chain passed overhead and then it was
magically lowered. Rotti shook his head in frustration. The
creature had not bothered to answer him. A moment later, the little
green man darted down from the sky and hovered before the
colonel.

“Did you say general?” asked the green man.
“Is he General Franz or General Somma?”

“I am General Somma,” stated the Spinoan
general. The disappointment showed on the little creature’s face.
“General Franz is dead.”

“He is dead?” brightened the little creature.
“Then you are in charge?”

General Somma raised an eyebrow. He had not
actually thought about it, but he was indeed in charge now. He
nodded.

“If you are willing to surrender,” the little
man said excitedly, “I will take you to shore.”

“I am willing to surrender,” replied the
general, “but I am not leaving without Colonel Rotti. You will take
us both to shore.”

The creature frowned. “I can only do one at a
time. I will have to come back for the colonel.”

“I can get off by myself, General,” stated
Rotti. “If this creature can get you to shore without drowning you,
take him up on his offer.”

“The general will not drown,” promised the
little man. “I will levitate him to shore. I will come back for
you, but If you wish to meet with him on shore, you must grab the
third chain. I am not sure if I can return that quickly.”

Colonel Rotti nodded. “Take the general to
shore, and do not mistreat him. I will get the third chain.”

The little man nodded enthusiastically and
darted directly over the general. As the colonel watched, General
Somma rose off the dead tree and floated towards the left bank.
Before he was out of sight, another green man appeared in front of
the colonel.

“I was told to bring you to shore,” stated
the little man. “Are you surrendering?”

“I am,” answered the colonel. “Please take me
to shore.”


Chapter 25

Surrender

Colonel Rotti felt his feet lift off the
tree, and he shook his head in wonder.

“What kind of creature are you?” he asked the
little green man. “If you cannot talk and carry me at the same
time, no answer is required. I have had enough time in the water
for one day.”

The little man laughed. “I am a fairy. I am
called Drobny and carrying you is no great chore. You weigh nothing
compared to the chain.”

“Are there many of your kind in Alcea?” asked
the colonel.

Drobny frowned. “You are the enemy. I should
not talk of such things. You will have to ask Rut-ki if you have
any more questions.”

“Rut-ki?” the colonel asked with a raised
eyebrow. “Is that a common name in Lanoir?”

“I do not think so,” answered the fairy. “I
only know of one Rut-ki. There she is now.”

Colonel Rotti looked down at the riverbank.
There were thousands of Lanoirian soldiers and hundreds of wagons,
but he recognized Rut-ki instantly. Drobny set him down next to
General Somma who was already talking to Rut-ki.

“The fairies can project an image of you to
your soldiers,” Rut-ki said. “The message will be delivered in your
own voice, with your exact words. I hope that you agree to send
such a message. We do not want to kill any more of your men than we
have to.”

“What will become of my men?” asked the
general.

“They will be cared for,” answered the Knight
of Alcea. “We have camps already set up for your men. I will not
tell you the locations of the camps, but they will be fed. We will
also heal any life-threatening wounds, but the number of healers is
limited. When the war is over, they will be returned to their home
countries.”

“That’s it?” asked Colonel Rotti. “There will
be no retribution?”

“Those are my orders from King Arik of
Alcea,” Rut-ki answered, a smile acknowledging the presence of the
colonel. “We plan no retribution, but we will strictly enforce the
imprisonment. If your men try to escape, they will be killed.”

“What do you want me to say?” asked the
general.

“Tell them that you have surrendered,”
answered Rut-ki. “Instruct them to abandon their weapons and use
the chains to come to the left bank. If you wish to tell them about
their treatment after surrendering, do so.”

“I will send the message,” declared the
general.

Rut-ki turned and nodded to Colonel Wu-sang,
and the Lanoirian colonel came over to stand next to Rut-ki.

“General Somma has agreed to send a message
to his men,” Rut-ki said to the Lanoirian colonel. “I will leave
him in your hands.”

The colonel nodded and led General Somma
away. Rut-ki turned to Colonel Rotti and smiled.

“We meet again, Rotti,” she said.

“You do not appear to be the blushing bride I
remember from my last journey here,” retorted Colonel Rotti. “You
certainly fooled me. Now you order around colonels as if you were a
general. Who are you actually?”

“I am Rut-ki, and I am a Knight of Alcea. I
report directly to King Arik.”

“I am not sure what a Knight of Alcea is, but
I can guess that I should be impressed. I certainly am impressed
with the reception you prepared for us today. It shows a tremendous
amount of planning, and I know that the Federation has spies in
this land. The fact that you were able to hide all of this from
them is a credit to your country.” The colonel hesitated and his
mood became more somber. “What will happen to General Somma?”

“That I cannot answer,” Rut-ki replied. “He
is to be kept separate from his men for now, but his ultimate fate
rests in the hands of King Arik. I cannot speculate on what that
might be, but know this: King Arik is a benevolent king.”

“May I request to stay with him?” asked
Colonel Rotti.

Rut-ki gazed questioningly at the colonel.
“Are you his son?”

“I am no relation to the general,” answered
Colonel Rotti, “but I do care for his well-being. He is a good man
who is here on no account of his own.”

“Would not every Federation colonel say the
same about his general?” asked Rut-ki.

“No,” answered Rotti. “Most of the Federation
generals have been eager for this war to begin. Somma was not one
of them. In fact, the man should not be a general at all, and he
knows it. Were General Franz still alive, those soldiers in the
river would be trying to climb the banks to fight you Lanoirians.
Certainly an easy surrender is worth something to Alcea?”

“I think the Federation soldiers should be
glad that Franz is dead then,” Rut-ki retorted. “I was truthful
when I said that we did not wish to kill your soldiers, but let me
be clear here. We would have killed every one of you if that is
what was necessary.”

“And you would have been right to react that
way,” agreed the colonel, “but I still need to be kept with the
general.”

“Why?” Rut-ki asked, the suspicious tone of
her voice clearly evident.

“To protect him.”

“I said that we would not harm him,” replied
Rut-ki. “Do you not believe me?”

Colonel Rotti fidgeted. It was not that he
suspected that the Alceans would go back on their word that
bothered the colonel. He was more concerned with what the
Federation would do to him for surrendering, or even worse, what
they would do if any of the other survivors saw Somma kill Franz,
but he dared not speak of the other teams.

“I believe you,” declared Colonel Rotti, “but
I still fear for his safety. Please allow me to remain with him. I
will personally accept his punishment as my own if that is what is
required.”

Rut-ki raised an eyebrow as she rolled the
colonel’s words around in her mind. She knew there was something in
those words to betray his meaning, but it took her a while to
figure it out. When she did, she smiled at the colonel.

“You are worried about how your own people
will treat General Somma for surrendering, aren’t you?”

“Something like that,” Rotti admitted with a
frown. “Do you Alceans read minds? Is that how you discovered that
we would be invading this way? Did you read my mind when I traveled
this way last fall?”

The Knight of Alcea smiled broadly. “We do
not read minds, Colonel. We knew you and Kerk were coming long
before you stepped through the portals. Bin-lu and I were waiting
for you to appear.”

The colonel gasped. If what Rut-ki said was
true, the Alceans had to have a spy deep within the upper echelons
of the Federation. Neither he nor General Somma had any idea about
the portals before he was ordered to go to Alcea. If they did have
such a spy in place, would they not also know about the other
teams? And how could he learn the answer to that question without
betraying his fellow Zarans?

Rut-ki interrupted the colonel’s thoughts. “I
do not have time to play games, Colonel. Let me just dispel your
fears. General Somma will not be harmed before King Arik determines
his fate. He will not be harmed by us or by your people. I promise
you that.”

“You are not in a position to promise that,”
retorted Colonel Rotti. “You cannot control what your enemy
does.”

“We cannot stop the enemy from attacking us,”
agreed Rut-ki. “If we were able to control the armies of the
Federation, you would not be here right now, but my promise still
stands. Only the total collapse of Alcea would allow the Federation
to get their hands on General Somma, and that is not going to
happen.” Colonel Rotti opened his mouth to argue that point, but
Rut-ki was growing tired of the games. “We know about the other
teams, Rotti. They will be met with Alcean armies just like the
4th and 18th Corps were. In fact, there are
one-hundred-thousand Federation soldiers already out of this
war.”

“Inconceivable,” scoffed the colonel.

“Is this true?” asked General Somma.

Rut-ki turned to see Colonel Wu-sang and
General Somma returning.

“It is true,” nodded the Knight of Alcea.
“The 6th and 15th Corps were totally
destroyed at Pontek, and all of Force Cordonia were sent somewhere
where they cannot harm anyone. They will be dealt with when the
other Federation armies are vanquished.”

“You said that you didn’t want to kill
Federation soldiers,” frowned the general. “Why is it that the
armies of Gattas and Montero were totally destroyed?”

“It was necessary,” answered Rut-ki. “While
we wish to preserve the lives of as many Zarans as possible, your
countries have sent a quarter of a million men to our shores. Our
primary task is to win this war. If we can do so and still preserve
the lives of Zarans, we will do that, but we intend to win one way
or another.”

“Why is it so important to the Alceans to
save our lives?” asked Colonel Rotti.

“The Federation is being used by evil
forces,” answered Rut-ki. “While your emperor might think this war
was his idea, it was not. The minions of Alutar are manipulating
him, and the Great Demon seeks the tears of millions. King Arik
wants to deny Alutar those tears by not killing all of your
men.”

“And you could not get General Gattas to
surrender,” General Somma said with a nod. “I can understand that.
Gattas was much like Franz. Neither of them could possibly fathom
an enemy army more capable than their own. Their egos make them
poor leaders of men.”

Colonel Rotti turned and stared at General
Somma. “Do you believe what these people are saying? I mean this
nonsense about the Great Demon?”

“I do,” answered the general. “I have always
felt that Emperor Jaar was being manipulated. He has spent our
fortunes and our futures on conquest, and for what? Before this
idea of expanding the Federation started, our people had food to
eat and jobs to labor at. Now our people are starving and the only
jobs available are holding a sword or a bow. You tell me why we are
attacking these people, Rotti? To get their food? If we Zarans
spent one tenth of our energy on cultivating fields as we do on
war, we would have no food shortage.”

“I guess I had not looked at it that way,”
confessed the colonel.

“Nor should you be expected to,” sighed the
general. “A colonel’s task is the formation and training of his
regiment, and you excel at that, but you will need to broaden your
horizons when you are promoted to general.”

Colonel Rotti shook his head. He wondered if
the bump on the head the general had received had affected his
reasoning. A defeated nation has no need for generals, and if the
Federation won the war, both of them would probably be executed for
surrendering.

“I want to offer my services to King Arik,”
General Somma said to Rut-ki. “I cannot command my men to fight
against their brothers, and I will tell you now that they are
unlikely to in any event, but I am willing to try to negotiate an
end to the attacks in Lanoir.”

“Can you do that?” asked Rut-ki.

“Truthfully,” sighed the general, “I do not
know. General Franz was the leader of Force Lanoir as well as
leader of Team Chi. With him dead, I now lead Team Chi, but I am
not sure about the rules regarding Force Lanoir. I might be able to
talk Ruppert and Hanold into surrendering, especially if your
armies can get them at a disadvantage, but General Kolling will be
another matter. Being a Baroukan, I suspect he will consider
himself the proper successor to General Franz as Force Leader. All
four of the forces in Alcea are led by Baroukans, as if no other
nation was capable of producing generals qualified for such a lofty
position. That said, I will still try to get Kolling and Gertz to
surrender.”

“Have you gone mad?” scowled Colonel Rotti.
“You will be committing suicide.”

The general turned and stared at his colonel.
“Why did you save my life today, Colonel?”

“I probably shouldn’t have bothered,”
retorted Rotti. “Had I known that you would just throw it away
again before the sun set, I would not have wasted my energy.”

The general smiled and when he spoke his
voice was soft and caring. “You know that is not true, Rotti. Tell
me the truth. Why did you go to such trouble to save me?”

The colonel sighed and shook his head. “I see
good in you, General, and I didn’t want to see that good go to
waste. You might be ill-suited to your profession, but the world
needs more men like you.” The colonel sniffed and his eyes watered.
He turned away from the general before continuing. “I guess I saw
in you the father I never knew. I had to do whatever I could to
protect you.”

“Even at the risk of your own life,” Somma
said softly. “And you have no idea how much that meant to me, and
still means to me. The point is, Rotti, you risked your life to
save something that in your eyes was worth saving. I am proposing
to do exactly the same. I am willing to risk my life to save
forty-thousand Federation soldiers that are only here in Lanoir
because the emperor sent them here.”

“Those forty-thousand men don’t need saving,”
countered the colonel. “Either one of those teams is enough to
crush Lanoir. Why throw your life away for nothing?”

Somma chuckled and Rotti looked at him with a
puzzling expression.

“Perhaps I am not so ill-suited for this job
after all,” the general said jovially. “You and I seem to have very
different expectations on the odds facing the other teams. You see
two massive armies marching towards Ongchi from different
directions and crushing the Lanoirian capital between them like a
vise. I see no such thing. I know the strategies of the Federation
quite well, and I suspect that the Alceans do as well. The unknown
part of this equation is the strategy employed by the Alceans. It
should be obvious to you by now, that we Zarans do not have a clue.
That dam was one of the finest traps I have ever heard of. If the
Alceans were not intent on capturing the survivors, they could have
pulled this off with less than one-thousand men. Our two armies
would have ceased to exist. Do you really think these same Alceans
have no plans for the other armies? Do you take them for
incompetent fools?”

Rut-ki and Colonel Wu-sang stood observing
the entire conversation in silence. The Knight of Alcea watched
both of the Federation officers closely, trying to peer into their
minds based upon what she was seeing and hearing. When the last two
questions were asked, Colonel Rotti turned to Rut-ki.

“What do you have planned for the other
armies?” he asked. “Do you really have a chance of surviving the
coming battles?”

“I am not willing to share such information,”
answered Rut-ki. “I will say this much, though. Generals Ruppert
and Hanold will soon walk into a trap, and like you, they will have
a choice to make. They will surrender, or they will perish. I hope
that they choose to surrender, but either way, they will no longer
be in this war. As for Kolling and Gertz, they are walking towards
Ongchi. They have no horses. They have no food. They have no
black-cloaks. Their foraging parties are constantly being harassed,
and they are behind schedule. They will not arrive at Ongchi by the
thirteenth day. I will say no more about it.”

Colonel Rotti glanced at General Somma and
found him grinning. He nodded at the general and smiled back before
returning his eyes to Rut-ki.

“I made a request of you a short while ago,”
Rotti said. “You told me that the general’s life would not be in
danger, but we both now know that those words are no longer true. I
make my request once more.”

“Do you suddenly agree with the general’s
views?” asked the Knight of Alcea.

“I do,” replied the colonel, “and I apologize
to you for once more underestimating you. If those men can be saved
by surrendering, I will endeavor to help General Somma talk them
into it.”

“While you keep him safe?” grinned
Rut-ki.

“While I keep him safe,” echoed the
colonel.

* * * *

General Ross looked up as the tent flap moved
aside. He motioned the black-cloak forward and waved him towards a
chair across the table. Baku silently walked to the chair and sat
down.
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