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  Chapter 1


  Escape


  Pitor halted his ax in mid-swing as the sound once again drifted to his ears. He cocked his head and listened carefully. There was something ominous in the thunder-like sound rolling through the valley. The sound was quite distant, as was the valley, but there were no clouds in the sky, no hint of an impending storm.


  “What is it Dad?” queried his son, Alex.


  “Nothing son,” answered Pitor, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Probably just a distant storm brewing. Let’s get back to work. We’ve got three more trees to mark and fell before we get to go back to the village.”


  Pitor watched Alex’s shoulder length blond locks sway as his son sauntered off to work, seeking the right trees for the new tavern. His son knew what kind of trees Gathar, the village carpenter, wanted and Alex would search for just the right trees. Gathar was fastidious as always with his requirements. He felt his reputation as the finest carpenter in the whole Gordo region hinged on each and every job, which is why he always selected Pitor to supply his lumber.


  Pitor prided himself on always delivering what Gathar demanded and was training Alex to do the same. For the last five years, since he was nine, Alex had accompanied Pitor on his trips to the forest and his skills were fast approaching his father’s. In some respects, Alex was even more at home in the forest than Pitor.


  At first, Alex was overwhelmed with the feeling of solitude in the deep woods, but he came to know the forest as home. After a while, Alex preferred living in the forest to the dusty, noisy life in town. In town, people were always moving around, stirring up dust and jabbering about this thing or that. In the woods, there was nature. The forest was not silent as some thought. It was full of sounds, but Alex found the sounds pleasing. He also learned early that to hear the sounds and see what made them, one had to be silent. At first, Pitor was annoyed each time he found Alex sneaking up on an animal as he attributed it to inattention to work. Soon though, Pitor realized his son was at home in the forest and he could not complain about the lad’s ability to learn his craft. Alex was a fast learner and would soon be able to go out on his own. Alex was already faster at finding the proper trees than Pitor was and his muscular body never seemed to tire. Physically, Alex was more man than boy. Pitor put his musings aside and returned to work.


  Pitor gathered up his tools and looked for the ribbon that Alex would have used to mark the next tree. It had been hours since he last saw Alex, but he could not complain. The last two trees that Pitor felled had been marked, spiked and topped by Alex, and Pitor knew the last one would be also. Alex never let him down and if his son could do a man’s work so quickly that he could still find time to go scampering off after animals, then that was fine with Pitor.


  “Dad, called Alex, “come quick! I found out what is making the thunder and I have never seen anything like it. Come On!”


  “Alex,” answered Pitor, “we have one more tree to fell and then we can be off to your marvelous discovery. Grab an ax and give me a hand with this one. We’ll be done shortly.


  “Dad,” blurted Alex, “you don’t understand. Something is wrong, very wrong. Come to the rise and see for yourself.”


  “Okay, Alex,” answered Pitor, “I am curious about the thunder under a clear sky, but you will have to see Gathar about getting the cart when we get back.


  The two lumbermen climbed the small rise, which would afford them a view of the next valley. Pitor was shocked when he saw the valley was under a cloud of dust. Thousands of animals as far as the eye could see were streaming southward through the valley. Free of the sound-deadening forest, the sound here was greatly amplified and the thunder-like sound was constant. Something terrible must have spooked the animals because predator and prey alike were running as fast as their legs could carry them, seeking some refuge from what must be certain death behind them. To Pitor, there was no longer a mystery surrounding the rolling thunder; the Yaki had returned.


  “Alex,” ordered Pitor, “run back to the village as fast as you can. Tell Gathar to get all the men together quickly. Tell him the Yaki are coming and he must organize the men to hold the Yaki while the women and children escape.”


  “But Dad,” blurted Alex, “who are the Yaki and what do you mean escape?”


  “Don’t interrupt,” scolded his father, “Who or what the Yaki are is not important!”


  Composing himself, Pitor added, “I’m sorry Alex; I shouldn’t be snapping at you. I feel this is my fault. All day I have been hearing that thunder and putting it out of my mind when I should have investigated it immediately. I fear that I may have endangered the entire village by not getting a warning to them earlier. The Yaki are a fierce race of fox-like creatures that devour everything in their path. They look a bit like a fox, but are six to seven feet tall and can walk on two legs or run on all four. They are extremely fast and agile and their teeth can rip the flesh off of your bone quicker than you can feel the pain. I had hoped to never see them again. From what I see below, there must be thousands of them coming. Our village will never survive that many.”


  “Why haven’t I ever seen the Yaki in the woods before and how can we stop them?” asked Alex.


  “First,” answered Pitor, “the last attack of the Yaki was over thirty years ago. They were just a small band compared to what must be driving this many animals. I thought they were extinct, but nothing else could scare these animals so. Second, we are not going to stop them. You are going to lead the women and children to safety. No arguments here, Alex. You know the woods better than any man I know. Round up some of your friends and take whatever bows and knives Gathar says we can spare. Tell your mother to get the women and children together for a long journey. Take no belongings with you, only the weapons that Gathar can spare and enough food to last your party two or three days. You must guide the group up into the mountains. If you can, go through the pass although it is probably too late in the season to get through. Try anyway. I don’t know if we can stop the Yaki here. If we cannot then I don’t know how far they will chase you. They probably won’t stop until their bellies are full.”


  “How will you find us?” asked Alex.


  “Take some tree ribbons with you”, answered Pitor. “Tie one on a tree each time you change direction and place the knot in the direction that you went. We will follow the trail, but do not slow down or wait for us for any reason. You will already be slowed enough with the women and children and we will have no trouble finding you. Go now; run as fast as you can. We are depending on you to keep our families safe.”


  “Dad,” quizzed Alex, “you are going to follow us aren’t you?”


  “Son”, replied Pitor, “I love you and I love your mother. The only thing that will stop me is death. But I would rather be dead than to see my loved ones in the jaws of those vicious beasts. You move your party as quickly as you can and the men of the village will buy you time to escape. When we feel that you have enough of a lead, we will break off the fight and follow your markings. May the gods be with you son.”


  Alex ran through the woods, his mind filled with urgent thoughts. He kept hoping this was all a dream, a nightmare really, but the perspiration soaking his back and the feel of his feet pounding the forest floor jogged him back to reality. He had always been pretty much of a loner except for his work with his father and now he was being told to lead his village to safety. Everyone would be depending on him. What if he couldn’t do it? Maybe his father thought his skills were greater than they actually were. Gathar, the carpenter, was considered by most of the villagers to be the village leader and surely he would want his son, Laman, to lead the party to safety. Perhaps Alex could remain with his father and help repel the Yaki.


  Alex rounded the bend in the trail and saw the village. He was amazed that everyone was tending to his usual job as if nothing was wrong. Reality dawned quickly; he was the messenger of death. He headed straight for the new tavern that was under construction hoping to find Gathar there, but the only person there was Kyle, the tavern owner’s son. Kyle and Laman were Alex’s closest friends and undoubtedly would be joining the exodus into the mountains.


  “Kyle, “ panted Alex, “Where is Gathar? I must speak with him immediately.”


  “He just left with Laman to return to his shop and prepare the cart that you will be needing for tomorrow,” stated Kyle. You did get the trees that we need for the floor, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, but there is something more important to discuss. Come with me; I am going to need your help.”


  Alex took off for the carpentry shop with Kyle close behind. Alex barged through the door knocking down some long wooden strips that were leaning against the wall.


  “Hey! Careful there, Alex,” admonished Gathar. “Laman spent half a day on those strips and I’ll not be having you ruin his work in your haste. Go outside and play and I hope this means that you have finally finished felling my trees.”


  “I’m sorry,” apologized Alex. “Father sent me to warn you that the Yaki are coming. We saw thousands of animals fleeing down the next valley and father says that you must organize the men to defend the town while the women and children escape. He fears that there is not enough time for the whole village to leave and that the men will have to delay the Yaki.”


  “My gods!” exclaimed Gathar. “The next valley, you say? I fear Pitor is correct. He would not send you if he was not. Okay, listen closely now. Alexander, you will lead the village to safety. Laman, Kyle, I want you two to follow Alex’s lead. Do what he says, but offer him your thoughts constantly.”


  “But,” exclaimed Alex, “Why me? I thought you would want Laman to…”.


  “Enough,” retorted Gathar. “Laman is as fine a carpenter as most men will ever be, but you Alex, are a woodsman and a survivor. You are stronger than most men of the village, most of the villagers respect your judgment and you are stubborn, just like your father. You won’t give in when the youngsters whine that they are tired or when the women need to rest for just another five minutes. No, Alex, you must lead our families to safety and Laman and Kyle will be your right and left hands. Now go and organize the women and children. We all have much to do and too little time to do it.”


  The three boys left the carpentry shop dazed. The whole situation had an unreal quality to it. Three boys who worked with their fathers, learning their trades or playing in the fields, were being thrust into the responsibility of caring for the entire village. Even though it would only be for a few days, Alex couldn’t help feeling the tremendous weight of this responsibility. Laman seemed excited, as if this was going to be a great adventure, while Kyle was subdued.


  “Well, where do we start, fearless leader?” exclaimed Laman.


  “We start with our mothers,” stated Alex. “We can’t go around to each villager and explain the situation, so we will each inform our mothers of the problem. They can start spreading the word. Let’s meet back here in fifteen minutes. We need to get the cart out and get it loaded with provisions. Laman, I am going to need you to construct a few seats in the cart so that some of the weaker can take turns resting on the journey. Kyle, you need to start gathering supplies for the trip. No personal belongings, no matter how important, will be allowed. We will need food for three days. Try to make it food that will last a long time and not spoil under the weather. Also, get whatever herbs and medicinal goods the men can spare. Keep in mind that we will have to tend to the men’s wounds when they meet up with us.”


  The three boys split up and headed home. Alex’s small home was located at the edge of the village as though his father never wanted to be far from the woods. Alex’s mother, Lavinda, was in the yard when Alex approached. As Alex told his mother about the Yaki and the preparations to leave the village, he could see the concern creeping into her eyes.


  “Where is your father?” she asked.


  “Dad will be along shortly,” replied Alex. “He and Gathar need to ready the village’s defenses. Everyone who is leaving should gather at the carpentry shop and be ready to leave. I have to return to Gathar and see what spare weapons he can find.”


  Lavinda watched Alex leave, thinking how much like his father he had become. Pride in her son competed with fear for the safety of the village as she turned to warn others of what was coming.


  Alex found Gathar and his father behind the carpentry shop with a group of other men. Brahm, the owner of the new tavern, was speaking.


  “I can help Pitor fell trees across the road, but I’m not sure that will even slow the critters down much.”


  “It will, if we lace spikes to them after they’re felled,” noted Pitor.


  “I have about a dozen metal traps,” said Gast, the trapper. “They won’t stop the Yaki, but if we place them appropriately, it will make them wary enough to slow them down.”


  “I may be able to help,” offered Fred, the dairyman. “I have about a hundred cows that I can slaughter. I can take them about a mile out of town and kill one on the road. Then I can put one down every hundred yards or so, making a trail of cow bodies stretching away from the village. Maybe they would lead the Yaki away from us.”


  “It is a risky task, Fred, but it will buy us some time,” said Gathar. “You will not be able to handle that large a herd by yourself though. Take five or six of the men with you and get started. If the Yaki get close, abandon the cows and get back here. We are going to need every defender that we can get. The rest of you men make the preparations for the fire barricade and the smoke.”


  Men scurried in all directions. Alex realized that if they were able to return to the village, there would not be much of a village to return to. Every building was being prepared to be burned. All of their livestock would be slaughtered. Many of the men would die. He wondered…


  “They won’t,” stated Kyle.


  “What’s that, Kyle?” asked Alex.


  “You were wondering if any of them would survive. They won’t. They know it too. Look at their faces, Alex. They’re doing all of this for us, so we will survive.”


  Kyle always imagined the worst, thought Alex. If anything could go wrong, Kyle absolutely knew it would. Still, Alex looked at his father and Gathar. Their faces were a mask of grim determination and their eyes were full of sorrow. No hint of a successful outcome could be seen anywhere.


  “We don’t have time to dwell on this,” snapped Alex. “Let’s get the horses hitched to the cart.”


  Kyle went into the shop where Laman was just finishing his work on the cart. The two boys hitched up the horses and brought the cart out into the street so that it could be loaded. Alex went to Gathar and inquired about the weapons that could be taken with the cart. The selection of weapons was pretty meager; half a dozen bows and an assortment of knives and hatchets. Pitor had already put Alex’s ax in the cart along with all of the tree ribbons that they had. Alex went out into the street where the women and children were all gathered, ready to go. Little children were crying; women were giving their husbands a last embrace. Laman and Kyle were taking a count of the party to make sure everyone was assembled. Alex saw his father returning from the new barricade and went over and embraced him.


  For a while neither spoke, then Alex said, “I love you Dad”.


  “And I love you, son,” replied Pitor. “Take care of your mother and the rest of the villagers. Never doubt your abilities, son. You can keep them safe and organized. Keep them moving and never look back.”


  With that, Alex turned and led the procession into the woods. Initially, the pace was quite brisk; fear driving the villagers onward. After several hours on the mostly uphill trail, fatigue was setting in. Alex called a halt. The sun was setting and everyone assumed that they would camp here for the night.


  When everyone had had a drink and was seated, Alex addressed the group. “We are going to rest for fifteen minutes and then we will be moving on. I know many of you are tired and want to rest for the night. We cannot. The moon is full and I know this area of the forest well. We will be safe moving at night, but the pace will be a little slower. We are also going to move the wagon to the back of the group to allow stragglers a brief chance to rest. There is only room for six in the wagon, so when the seventh straggler is picked up, the one who has been in the wagon the longest must get out and walk again.”


  “Why can’t we sleep here?” shouted one woman.


  “Yes,” cried another. “It’s dangerous for women and children to move through the forest at night. It’s okay for you young lads with bows and knives, but what if some forest animal attacks us?”


  “Quiet, please,” shouted Alex. When the murmuring subsided, Alex continued. “I’m sorry for my abruptness. Some things are so clear to me that I assumed they would be clear to all. That was wrong. We have only traveled a short distance so far. I know it seems greater to most of you and that you are tired, but we have not seen a forest animal since we left the village. The animals in this area have already cleared out. They know that danger is close. We must know that also. There are no animals to attack us except those behind us. We must put as much distance between the village and us as we can; as soon as we can. As for stragglers, anyone left behind the group will die, so we must all care for each other. It is going to be a physical ordeal, but we will survive. We must also care for the horses. If we continually give them too much weight to pull, we will lose them.”


  “But can’t we just wait here for our men?” asked Kara, the dressmaker.


  It was Lavinda who replied. “They are not coming. They knew they had a choice to make. They could have fled with us and fought the Yaki on these trails, in which case we would all have died, or they could try to slow the Yaki down long enough for us to escape. They cannot slow the Yaki down by shooting a few arrows at them and then come running after us. No, they will fight the Yaki until the last man is dead. Why do you think they had these big strong boys lead us into the forest, when the boys could fight almost as good as any man? These boys are here in our men’s place. They are now the men of the village. We are all that is left of our village and we must press on if we hope to survive.”


  The whole encampment was silent. Here and there you could hear a woman’s sob or a young child’s whimpering as the truth sunk in. Suddenly, Kara wiped her eyes and stood. She walked over to Alex and hugged him and without a word started walking up the trail. One by one, the rest of the women and children rose and followed. Several nodded to Alex or patted his shoulder on the way past.


  There were no stragglers during the night. Alex stopped the group each hour for a rest. There were no more questions and the rest stops hosted only quiet whispers. A couple of hours before sunrise, Alex began noticing signs of forest life, scant at first, but increasing as they went on. At the next rest, he decided it would be safe to let the group sleep for a while. Alex let Kyle and Laman sleep as well, while he stood guard. It was quite chilly up here in the mountains and Alex cursed himself for not thinking about blankets. Women and children were huddled together, trying to keep warm. Alex realized that it was going to get a lot colder as they ascended further. The next night he would have to allow time for gathering wood for campfires. Alex reflected on the day’s events. He had guessed that he would not see his father again, even before Kyle brought it up, but his mother’s speech brought it home like a smart crack on the head from a walking stick. He would miss his father greatly. He had spent every day of the last five years working by his father’s side. When he thought of it, Alex realized that he had not only lost his father, but his best friend as well.


  A little after sunrise, Kyle awoke and offered to stand guard while Alex got some sleep. Alex’s sleep was fitful. He dreamed of his father felling a tree and of the split going bad. The tree was falling in slow motion and was going to crush his father. Alex sprinted over and put his back to the huge tree, holding it up while his father slid out from beneath it. The strain on his shoulders was incredible. His father was free, but he could not let the tree down. It continued to press down on him and then started shaking violently. He couldn’t hold it any longer; it was going to crush him, but his father just looked on and said, “Never doubt your abilities, son.” The pressing and shaking continued until Alex opened his eyes and saw Laman leaning over him, shaking him to wake him up.


  “Whhaat?”, stammered Alex.


  “Alex come look,” said Laman. “Kyle can see smoke from the valley. He thinks it might be the village.”


  Alex and Laman scampered up the ridge and peered down into the valley. The village was burning. This was not the smoke of the fire barricade the men were talking about, it was the whole village. The buildings would have been torched only to kill the Yaki inside searching for prey. Alex knew the Yaki would be on their trail now. The villagers didn’t move as quickly as the herds of animals that were trying to escape the Yaki, so the group would be the Yaki’s next meal if they didn’t move out quickly.


  “Okay, friends,” asked Alex, “What do we do now? We have half a day’s lead on these creatures and they can move a lot quicker than we can.”


  “What makes you think they can even find us?” queried Laman.


  “Oh, they’ll find us all right,” answered Kyle. “They are probably half way here already. We’re doomed now. I can feel it.”


  “Look, we’re not dead yet and we’re not going to be,” stated Alex. “What do we know about these creatures and how can we use that knowledge to stay alive?”


  “Well,” offered Kyle, “My grandfather was around during the last attack thirty years ago. He used to tell us stories of the Yaki, but I’m not sure if they were true stories or just something to scare us. He told one about climbing a tall tree and shooting Yaki until his arrows ran out. He said that the Yaki couldn’t climb trees very well because of the way their rear legs are jointed.”


  “Yeah, and my father said they are terrified of fire,” added Laman. “That’s probably why the men set up the fire barricade.”


  After a moment Alex said, “Okay, if they attack like most meat eaters that travel in packs, they will try to distract us while one or two come in for a killing blow. So, what we need is a place for a lot of people to hide. It should have a narrow opening that we can defend, such as a cave. I think I know where we are going to defeat the Yaki! There is a large cave about four hours from here, maybe longer with the wagon. Outside the cave are several large trees that we could shoot arrows from. Laman, I want you to sit in the wagon for this trip. Make arrows, as many as you can. Kyle will gather wood as we travel and keep you supplied. I know you don’t have anything to use as tips, so just sharpen the ends of the arrows. When we get there, we will only have a couple of hours to gather wood for fires. We’ll need to gather as much as we can. We must keep a fire going at all times in the mouth of the cave. The women and children can help gather the wood.”


  “Do you really believe that we are going to stand a chance against a horde of Yaki with a bunch of pointed wooden sticks?” groused Kyle.


  “Sure we will,” smirked Laman. “We’ll trounce the little critters and be wearing fur gloves by morning!”


  Alex left his two friends battling it out and returned to the camp. The women and children were already stirring. He informed them of the village’s fate and their plan to use the cave. There were no responses.


  Alex was still tying ribbons to the trees each time they changed direction. A portion of him refused to accept the obvious fate of the village men. He was seeing more and more animals as the group progressed. Maybe Laman was right. Maybe the Yaki wouldn’t follow them, but go a different direction instead. Alex couldn’t afford to stake their survival on a guess. Just as likely, Kyle was correct and they were all doomed. Alex started to get his first hint as to why he was chosen to lead the group. He must not make the mistake of leaning too far in either direction. Let Laman and Kyle be the right hand and the left hand; stay somewhere between them. Don’t be cocky and don’t give up.


  After four hours on the trail, Alex called a halt by a small marsh. They could see the cave now above them, but the trail to it was difficult and would probably take another half hour. He thought it would be better for the group to savor this last bit of fresh outdoors before he shut them up in a cave for who knows how long. After just a few minutes, the children seemed refreshed enough to be running around and playing. Laman was cutting reeds and giving them to the children to use as shooters for small seeds until one of the children shot a seed at the farmer’s wife. She was not amused and the children quickly moved to the other side of the clearing. Kyle was still out searching for wood for Laman’s arrows. Lavinda and Kara were taking the small children into the bushes to relieve themselves. Alex lay down on the grass and closed his eyes. The sun felt warm on his face and it felt good to relax. Soon they would all be busy again.


  The scream startled Alex and he was up in a flash. He heard a bowstring sing and knew there was trouble. Alex raced towards the commotion and saw Kyle pushing a little girl out of the woods. The girl was crying hysterically and her mother ran over to comfort her.


  “Kyle,” screamed Alex, “What is it? Are we under attack?”


  “No, No,” yelled Kyle. “No attack, but..”.


  “But what?” demanded Alex as ran up to where Kyle was standing.


  On the ground lay Lavinda, Alex’s mother. Even as he neared her, her body was turning blue. Next to Lavinda was a dead myric with an arrow through its head. The myric was a large marsh animal whose quills were extremely poisonous. The scream wouldn’t have come from Lavinda because the poison works so quickly that she would have been dead before she hit the ground.


  “There were dozens of little ones,” said Kyle. “She must have disturbed their nest and the large one attacked her. I was so close, but couldn’t do anything but shoot the large one.”


  Alex said nothing. He knelt beside his mother and held her. His whole world was being destroyed in a single day; his father, his home, his mother. Alex started crying uncontrollably. Kyle left Alex alone with his mother and walked back into the camp. Everyone was whispering and the children were no longer playing.


  Laman started getting everyone ready to move on. Larc, a sturdy twelve-year-old boy, went over to Kyle and offered to help dig a grave. Laman led the procession up the mountain, while Kyle and Larc readied the gravesite for Lavinda. When the grave was complete, Kyle started to get Alex, but stopped. Alex’s large muscular body was still kneeling down holding his mother. He imagined what damage Alex could do in a rage and decided to wait. Larc could see the villagers approaching the cave and knew they must go, so he walked over to Alex and gently laid his hand on Alex’s shoulder. Alex looked back and saw the boy and the grave. Gently he picked up his mother and carried her over to the shallow pit and carefully laid her down. While Kyle covered the grave, Alex walked back and picked up the myric by its mouth and headed up the trail.


  Laman entered the cave first and was startled to find an old man with thinning gray hair and a tall slender golden haired girl already there. “Who are you?” asked Laman.


  “I am Jenneva,” answered the fourteen-year-old girl. “And this is my Uncle Hasra. He is not feeling well so we decided to rest here. Do you own this cave?”


  “No,” replied Laman, “we are from a village in the valley that was being attacked by Yaki and are planning to stay here until we can finish them off. They should be coming soon and then the fun will begin.”


  “The Yaki will not be fun, my young warrior,” stated Hasra. “I was going to ask if you had fought the Yaki to get here, but from your enthusiasm I can tell that you have not yet set eyes upon one. There is no pleasure in killing Yaki; only death. Whether it is your death or theirs will depend upon your comrades’ skill. How many warriors have you?”


  Laman pictured the women and children of the village as they started pouring into the cave and suddenly felt very foolish. “Well, we don’t actually have to kill them all, just scare them away.”


  Hasra watched the villagers enter and asked, “Where are the men of your village?”


  Laman replied, “They stayed in the village to delay the Yaki.”


  “While you got the women and children to safety,” quipped Hasra. “They were brave men indeed. You honor their memory by being bold, young man, but do not be foolish. The Yaki are fierce warriors and will not be scared away. They will leave if you can deny them meat for a period of time though. Your idea of holding up in this cave is a good one. It may work.”


  “Actually, that was Alex’s idea,” offered Laman. “His mother just died from a myric quill and I should make sure that he is coming. You and your niece are welcome to our food and supplies.”


  Laman left the cave and surveyed the surroundings. Alex did choose well. There were two large trees just outside the cave entrance and the path leading to the cave was too small for the cart to pass through. If the Yaki decided to charge the cave they could only come two at a time. Laman decided that they would have to hide the cart and bring the horses inside. He called out to two of the older boys in the group and instructed them on hiding the cart. After it was emptied, they would take the cart back to the marsh and push it into the pond, bringing the horses back with them. Laman could see Alex, Kyle and Larc coming up the path. Alex walked like a puppet; eyes down, feet shuffling, shoulders slumped. He realized that Alex would be worthless if it came to battle. Laman and Kyle would have to take turns up in the trees. Laman grabbed bundles of arrows from the cart and climbed one of the trees. He placed the bundles near a large horizontal branch and attached them to the tree with two of Alex’s tree ribbons. He repeated the procedure on the other tree.


  When he came down, Kyle was just coming out of the cave. “How is our fearless leader doing? Will he survive?” Laman quipped.


  “Not funny,” Kyle retorted. “He hasn’t said a word since he saw her lying there. I’m worried about him. I mean, if he goes berserk, he may just run out of the cave and throw that damn dead myric at the Yaki. He actually brought it with him. He carried that poisonous thing up the path and into the cave. If somebody brushes up against it, we’ll have another body on our hands.”


  “Why not just tell him to get rid of it?” asked Laman.


  “You try to ask him,” answered Kyle. “He hasn’t said a word. He doesn’t even know we exist. Remember the merchant who used to come to the village a couple of times a year? Do you remember the old man who used to ride the wagon with him?”


  “Yeah, sure, we used to call him, ‘The Statue’.”


  “Well that’s pretty much what he was. He couldn’t even feed himself. The merchant had to lift him down off the wagon, sit him in a chair and even feed him. I’m afraid that‘s what Alex will become.”


  “We can’t be spending our time worrying about Alex right now,” said Laman. I’ve got two bundles of arrows in each tree and I’ve sent the wagon back down to the marsh. We need to make sure that there is enough firewood in the cave to keep a fire going at all times and one of us should be up in a tree watching for the Yaki. I’ll take the first stint in the trees and you tend to the firewood.”


  Kyle went into the cave and started getting everyone organized. The younger boys had created a huge pile of firewood just inside the entrance. The women were staking out regions of the cave for their families. Alex sat in the back of the cave, just staring at the dead myric. The new girl, Jenneva was trying to comfort Alex, but he didn’t seem to even know that she was there. Hasra was helpful with information on what to expect when the Yaki arrived. He had Larc and some of the other boys attaching knives to the ends of sticks to use as lances. Kyle piled wood in the cave opening to create a fire barricade. Now all they could do was wait.


  An hour later, the Yaki arrived. Laman had shouted warning just moments before the sound of the pack reached those in the cave. The villagers had only several dozen metal tipped arrows and Laman and Kyle had agreed to keep those in the cave. If they needed to go outside for any reason, the extra stopping power of a proper arrow would be useful. Laman remained in the tree with only his hastily made wooden arrows. Kyle and three of the younger boys had bows and wooden arrows inside the cave. The first two Yaki were cautious, sniffing around the path and heading for the cave. Kyle lit the fire while Laman sent arrows hurtling downward. Laman scored a hit on one of the Yaki and both of them took off howling. Laman thought their hides must be tougher than they had estimated. The Yaki with the arrow in his back didn’t seem to be moving very slowly.


  Kyle realized that he should have started the fire earlier. While the wood was burning well enough, the fire wasn’t large enough to keep the Yaki from charging through. Jenneva seemed to sense the same thing and came over to help Kyle throw more wood on the fire. Suddenly, four Yaki came howling up the path, two by two. Laman was firing as fast as he could, but wasn’t able to hit them. The Yaki reared up as they reached the fire barricade, as if trying to see over it. Kyle ran to get his bow, leaving Jenneva to throw more wood on the fire. One of the Yaki turned back down the path, and with a low growl reversed course and charged the fire barricade. The Yaki leaped into the air and sailed over the fire. Jenneva screamed.


  Chapter 2


  The Village Leader


  Alex was in his yard. His father had just given him a new bow and he was shooting at trees. He missed more often than he scored, but he would get better. Father said he just had to practice. He had to remember to take his time and smoothly let the arrow fly. Don’t try to jerk it or shoot too quickly. Concentrate on the target and wait for the bow to steady. But it was hard to concentrate with the children next door whooping and hollering. They shouldn’t even be playing by the old well. Their father would whip them if he saw them there. Got to concentrate. Steady. And then he heard the scream. She must have fallen into the old well. Alex jumped up and started running. Abruptly he stopped. He wasn’t a child anymore. He wasn’t in his backyard. He was in a cave with the villagers. The girl screaming wasn’t the girl next door; it was a strange girl at the mouth of the cave. He quickly snapped back to reality. The fire barricade was burning; Kyle was running towards the opening with his bow and Larc was pushing a Yaki back towards the fire with a long stick. Alex ran over to Larc and helped him push the Yaki back. Kyle started shooting at the other Yaki with his wooden arrows. One of them collapsed when he hit it in the chest. Alex and Larc pushed their Yaki into the fire and it howled as its fur ignited. The remaining two Yaki turned around and sped down the path.


  Alex looked at the end of Larc’s stick and saw the knife attached. “Hey, that’s a great idea, Larc”, exclaimed Alex.


  “The lance was Hasra’s idea,” beamed Larc, “but I was prepared for them coming over the fire.”


  “Alex, welcome back to the land of the living,” said Kyle. “We thought we lost you for ever. Jenneva has been trying to coax you out of your prison, but I guess you just needed some action like Laman.”


  “Where is Laman?” asked Alex.


  “He’s outside in one of the trees,” replied Jenneva.


  Alex looked out and saw a dozen wooden arrows on the ground. “Laman,” he shouted, “ come down and get inside before the fire gets any bigger. You’re not going to do any good hitting these beasts in the back and we can use an extra bowman in here.”


  Laman climbed down and scurried towards the cave. Alex grabbed a large log and threw it across the fire so that Laman could run over it. Alex couldn’t help looking at the hideous creature burning in the fire. How were the villagers going to keep these beasts out of the cave when it took both Larc and himself to push back one Yaki that already had a knife in his chest?


  “We taught them a lesson, didn’t we,” cheered Laman.


  “We managed to kill two of them before they have us for dinner,” remarked Kyle. “How many of them did you see from up in that tree?”


  “Oh, there are lots of them,” said Laman. “Can’t count that high. Over a hundred easy.”


  Alex laughed and grabbed a piece of smoked beef from the provisions as he headed towards the back of the cave. Jenneva came over and sat next to him. “How can you laugh at a time like this,” she queried.


  “I don’t know. I guess it just feels good to hear the two of them bickering again. I guess I took my mother’s death pretty badly. I can’t afford to indulge in feeling sorry for myself. These people need me to get them through this. I don’t mean that I’m anything special, they need all of us to work together and one of us can’t go off on their own little despair trip. I loved my parents dearly and I will miss them, but they would be the first to tell me to snap out of it and get my mind back on our problem. Concentrate, they would say. But what about you? I know your name is Jenneva and that you’re here with your uncle, but I don’t know why you’re here or where you are going.”


  “I am on a journey with Uncle Hasra,” Jenneva stated. “He had begun feeling poorly the last few months and he decided that he cannot care for me anymore. We journey to the home of my cousins where I will live from now on. I have never met them and they live far to the east. Yesterday, we stopped in this cave to rest. Uncle Hasra has not felt well enough to continue. I fear he is getting much worse with every passing day.”


  “What of your parents?” asked Alex.


  “I do not remember them,” answered Jenneva. “Uncle Hasra is the only family I have ever known.”


  Alex told her about working with his father, discovering the Yaki were coming and the hasty departure from the village. He had trouble describing his mother’s death and couldn’t even remember coming to the cave. He told her about the dream he was having when she screamed. It wasn’t really a dream, but a memory. The little girl had really fallen down the well and died. It had been the first death that Alex had witnessed and he had relived it many times in dreams.


  “Why did you bring that myric thing back to the cave with you?” asked Jenneva. “What if someone accidentally got stabbed with one of those quills? From what Kyle told me, it would be instant death!”


  “I don’t know,” said Alex. “The poison is so powerful it could probably kill a horse and shouldn’t be…but that’s it! It is powerful.”


  Alex jumped up, ran over to Laman and blurted, “Laman, can you attach the myric quills somehow to your arrows? The poison is so strong that it would kill the Yaki for sure. There must be several hundred quills on that one myric alone!”


  “Alex,” replied Laman, “the arrows that I made aren’t that smooth to begin with. If I had my tools, I could hollow out the tip and insert the quill, but just strapping the quill onto the arrow is not going to work. You’re a good bowman Alex. You’ve had arrows that are front heavy or warped. You’d be lucky to hit something with it and we’d just be throwing arrows and quills away.”


  “You’re right, Laman,” said Alex. “If anything, we need to conserve our arrows. If we ever run out of them, we’re finished. Cut down one of the quivers for me though. I’m going to pull the quills and store them in the quiver so nobody accidentally gets stabbed. We’ll find a way to use them eventually.”


  Alex wandered around the cave, checking each of the families to make sure everyone was all right. When he came to Larc’s family, he made a point of praising Larc for his quick thinking and courage against the Yaki. He also thanked the boy for his kindness and help when his mother died. Larc’s family should be proud of their son and they should know that Alex was proud of him too, Alex reasoned. When Alex reached Hasra, he sat down. Hasra was not looking well at all.


  “Are you in pain?” Alex asked. “We have some supply of herbs and medicines. Perhaps there is something that will help.”


  Hasra shook his head and Alex thanked him for his idea of creating lances. Alex rose and continued his travel around the cave. Finally, he returned to Jenneva and sat down. Laman had already delivered his shortened quiver and Alex began to pull the quills and store them safely away. It was dark outside and Alex didn’t expect the Yaki to attack at night. Still, they would keep a guard posted at the entrance at all times. Alex thought of Larc’s performance and made a mental note to involve more of the younger boys in the village duties. Then he nodded off to sleep.


  Alex woke with a start, his ear stinging. He saw two children quickly lie down and pretend they were sleeping. Rolling over he discovered a small seed next to his head and understood the stinging in his ear. He got up and walked over to the children and without a word took their reeds away from them. The children didn’t protest, but giggled themselves to sleep. Alex sat down next to Jenneva and shoved the long reeds into his quiver. For a while he just sat in the dim light, pondering their situation. Larc’s friend, Eddie, was on guard duty at the mouth of the cave. Everyone else was either sleeping or sitting quietly, deep in his or her own thoughts. Laman and Kyle had performed well while Alex was lost in mourning, but Larc’s performance made Alex realize that the villagers were not a herd of sheep to be shepherded, but were resources that needed to be used wisely. The three twelve- year- old boys had already been asked to share guard duty and had responded with eagerness. Perhaps in the morning he will have a village meeting and ask for suggestions as to how the other villagers think they can help.


  Alex got up and walked to the mouth of the cave. “How goes it, Eddie?” he asked.


  “It is very quiet out there,” replied Eddie. “Earlier, Larc had said he heard scrapping noises, but I haven’t heard anything. Do you think they will just go away?”


  “I don’t think so, Eddie. I think they are hungry, but not starving. If anything, they will get more desperate as time goes by. I imagine they have probably cleaned out most of the forest animals by now. We may be the only food left in the area for them.”


  “I guess you’re right, Alex. That’s probably why they came and got the body of the Yaki that Kyle shot. I thought they were going to bury it, but maybe they’re going to eat it,” pondered Eddie.


  “What did you say?” exclaimed Alex. “Did you say the Yaki came and took their dead away?”


  “Not the one that fell in the fire, but they took the one that Kyle shot,” answered Eddie. Two of the Yaki crept up and dragged the body back down the path.”


  Alex raced across the cave to where Hasra was resting. Hasra was sitting up with a pained look upon his face and seemed to be having trouble breathing. “Hasra,” Alex asked, “Are you feeling poorly?”


  “I feel as if some heavy weight has found a home on my chest,” wheezed Hasra. “I have felt this before and I am sure it will pass, but these are not your worries, warrior, they are mine. I know from the condition of your arrival that your worries are great. My Jenneva seems to be inclined to help ease your burden.”


  “I do not mean to take Jenneva away from you,” stammered Alex. “And I assure you I have no disrespectful intentions towards your niece. We only talk.”


  “You misunderstand me,” laughed Hasra. “Jenneva is my jewel, but she can do nothing for me now. I fear my time is limited and I will no longer be able to care for Jenneva. It gives me pleasure that my Jenneva would choose to comfort a man who willingly carries the burden for many. A man, and it seems a woman too, can learn many things by quietly observing. You think yourself yet a boy, but these villagers see you as a man, their leader. They see in you the strength of a warrior, the compassion of a father, and the wisdom of a thinker. I think they are correct, but I will add that you need to devote more energy to the thinking portion. Jenneva senses this, too, and believes that she can help you in some way. Let her try. Talk with her as a friend and perhaps you will see things in a different light.”


  “I will dwell upon your thoughts,” stated Alex, “but right now I need your wisdom in another arena. I need to know if the Yaki eat their own kind or do they bury their dead?”


  “The Yaki most certainly will feast upon their own,” answered Hasra. “They normally will not kill each other, but if one dies in battle he will be among the devoured. There are no Yaki graves and no mourning from what I’ve heard. Why does this matter to you?”


  “I have thoughts of killing the Yaki with the poisoned quills of a myric,” Alex responded. “I have not thought of a way to get the quills into the beasts yet, but if they feed upon their dead then the poison may well spread to those not killed by us. It may allow us to survive.”


  Hasra smiled. “It seems I may have underestimated your devotion to the thinking arena. It is a good plan, but you still must find a way to get the poison to the Yaki. Talk to some of the others. Explain your plan and see what they think. A poor leader tries to solve all of the world’s problems by himself, while a great leader realizes that everyone has something to offer and finds a way to utilize their talents.”


  Alex rose and, thanking Hasra for his advice, decided to get some sleep before the sun rose. In the morning he would call a meeting of the villagers and get everyone involved.


  Alex awoke to Eddie’s shouts. The Yaki were gathering on the path. Alex ran to the mouth of the cave and peered out. He could hear the Yaki growling and scurrying about, but was only able to catch an occasional glimpse of the red furry animals. He was certain they would attack soon. Alex ordered more logs to be thrown on the fire and made sure that the villagers were all awakened.


  The Yaki came charging up the path in pairs. Soon there were several dozen prowling around the clearing before the cave. Some were rearing up before the fire, trying to see what treats awaited them inside the cave, while others were pawing at log ends at the bottom of the fire, hoping to collapse the barricade. Alex and Laman started firing arrows at the upright Yaki. Alex was a fairly good shot and pierced the neck of one. Laman’s arrow pierced the side of another. Others immediately replaced the two Yaki and Kyle and the younger boys joined in shooting arrows. The snaps of the bowstrings and the howls of Yaki pain filled the air, but the Yaki kept coming. The wooden arrows were only lethal when they struck a vital area and most of shots were not that well placed. It was difficult, even for a good shot like Alex, to land a killing blow when the target was only several feet away and moving quickly. The flames of the fire often obscured the view, making the shots even more difficult.


  After five minutes of battle, Alex noticed the younger boys tiring. Their shots were less frequent and less accurate. Soon Laman and Kyle would tire also. Alex knew he was probably in the best physical condition of the group due to his years of tree felling, but he would eventually tire as well. The Yaki, however, were limited only to the number of bodies they could squeeze into the clearing. As one of them tired, another would replace it. The villagers didn’t even know how many Yaki there were. Laman guessed there were hundreds from having seen them while in his tree perch, but the occupants of the cave were limited to seeing only those in the clearing or those coming up the path.


  “Larc, Eddie, Nolan,” shouted Alex, “Take a break. Conserve your energy. We are going to have to rotate firing so that we don’t all tire at once. Larc, you will replace Kyle when he tires. Eddie, you replace Laman. Nolan will replace me. Each shooter should step back and rest when he tires and not start shooting again until his replacement steps back. We also have to conserve our arrows, so try to shoot only when you have a good shot. It’s okay to fire a stray one to discourage an overly aggressive furball, but we can’t afford to do it too often.”


  Five minutes later, Alex stepped back and let Nolan take over. He felt good letting his muscles relax and unwind for a few moments. Alex surveyed the cave and saw fear on the villagers’ faces. Little children were crying and their mothers were trying to comfort them, often with tears in their own eyes. Jenneva was helping by going around to each family group and offering words of comfort and reassurance, often distracting the children with jokes or silly antics. Alex thought of this strange girl. She showed much courage in the face of certain death. She was traveling through this wild country with her sick uncle as if she had not a care in the world. She had tried to comfort Alex, a stranger to her, when others had been afraid to come with an arm’s reach of him. Now she was doing her best to cheer up the children, when most girls would be cowering in the corner nibbling their nails. And yet, Alex knew she was afraid. She was afraid of the Yaki and she was fearful of losing her uncle, yet she refused to be dominated by her fears. She controlled her fears and used her wits to channel her energy elsewhere. Alex thought of his talk with Hasra and vowed to spend some time talking with Jenneva. Perhaps he could discover how she managed to control her emotions so well.


  Alex was ready to get back into the fray, but Nolan had not yet stepped back. Alex could have told Nolan to stand down, but Nolan’s shooting was fine and he did not appear to be tiring yet. Even as the leader, if Alex pulled Nolan out of the line, he would be ruining the very feeling of participation that he was trying to build upon. The Yaki were not diminishing, but the supply of wooden arrows was. What would the Yaki do when the defenders stopped shooting arrows? They would still have to get over the fire barricade. As if on cue, one of the Yaki that was pawing the base of the barricade managed to collapse a small section of the barricade.


  Alex ran forward, grabbed a burning stick from the fire and hurled it at the Yaki. The Yaki’s fur burst into flames, much like dry pine needles thrown into a fire. The Yaki’s inhuman scream filled the cave. All of the boys started hurling flaming sticks at the Yaki. Several Yaki burst into flames and ran down the path. The rest of the Yaki backed away from the cave entrance, unsure of whether to continue attacking or flee. They eventually chose to saunter down the path and out of sight.


  “Yah!” shouted Laman. “Cave dwellers five. Crispy critters nothing.”


  “Count your arrows, Laman,” retorted Kyle. “The next time they come, sticks will be all that we have to throw at them.”


  Alex noted that Kyle was exaggerating, but their supply of arrows was getting dangerously low. A few minutes rest for everyone was in order, and then he would convene a village meeting. “Jenneva,” called Alex, “Will you take a turn as sentry for awhile?”


  “Sure, Alex,” she responded.


  After a few moments, Alex gathered everyone together for the meeting. Alex explained their situation, as he knew it, neither offering false hopes nor dwelling on their losses so far. He explained that he was not the chief of a tribe, but only one of the villagers. All of the villagers had to make the decisions and each of the villagers had to share the responsibilities and tasks. He told them about the poisoned quills and the problem of how to deliver them. He also pointed out the diminishing arrow supply and the likelihood that their food supply would run out. They had brought enough food for three days and today was their third day. The villagers had conserved their supplies and they could probably stretch it for two more days, but no more. They could, of course, eat the horses, but then they would have no wagon when the siege was finally lifted. Alex then opened the meeting for general discussion.


  Everyone started talking, but it was Tora, Laman’s mother who stood. “Alexander Tork,” she stated, “Perhaps being a woodsman, you are ignorant of the village ways, so I will educate you. The villagers have always had input in crucial decisions concerning the welfare of the village and always will.”


  The rest of the villagers started mumbling and fidgeting. Laman’s face was turning red and Kara’s fists were clenched. Jenneva looked shocked, but Hasra was smirking.


  “Our village,” Tora continued, “has always recognized one individual as village leader. That position used to reside with my husband, Gathar. The village leader is responsible for the safety of the village. He, of course, needs the input of all of the villagers, but he alone makes the decisions and each villager is obligated to obey. Quite frankly, I was shocked when you were chosen over Laman to lead this party. It was always assumed that Laman would follow in his father’s footsteps.”


  “Mother!” Laman interjected.


  “Quiet, son,” Tora admonished, “I have the floor and the right to speak my mind. I could not fathom you, Alex, as a woodsman knowing anything about leading the village. I assumed the situation was only temporary, so I bit my tongue and remained silent. I will remain silent no longer. You led us up this mountain at a back-breaking pace. You led us to this dank cave where we are holed up with a thousand Yaki outside the entrance. Many of us objected, but your bullheadedness would not compromise. No, you continue to have your way with us. The point of all this is that you have been the village leader for three days and shown us your style of leadership. Now you have called a village meeting. You probably don’t realize the significance of your act, but when a village meeting is called, the villagers have a right to elect their leader. We have not elected you our leader. We elected Gathar and he chose you. That is not the way of our village.”


  The murmur from the villagers was getting quite loud now. Many felt that Tora was unfairly criticizing Alex for the situation that they were in. Kara shouted, “What is your point, Tora? Are you making a nomination or just exercising your vocal chords?”


  Kara’s statement brought several chuckles. Alex reflected that it was good to hear some levity from the villagers even if it was at his expense.


  Tora continued, “Yes, Kara I am making a nomination and I would expect my time on the floor to be respected and not interrupted. As most of you know, my right to make a nomination for village leader must be acknowledged by the current leader, even though he was not legally elected. Alexander Tork, do you recognize my right as a villager to make my nomination?”


  Alex cleared his throat. “Tora, I have always respected Gathar, your husband, but I feel that there is some misunderstanding here. Gathar did not make me the village leader. He merely asked me to lead the villagers to safety and I have tried to do my best. I know that I pushed very hard, but in my opinion I did what was required to get the job done. I know that I have failed you in some respects, like allowing one of our party to come to harm, but I alone bear the guilt and pain of that mistake. As for my condition after my mother’s death, I can only ask your forgiveness. I have no ambition to be the village leader and I would have no hesitation in following Laman’s orders. You ask my permission to make a nomination for village leader; you have it, not as your village leader, but as one of you, a villager.”


  “Well spoken, Alexander,” replied Tora. “I will get to my nomination shortly, but first there are few items that need to be made clear to you. You do not feel the pain of your mother’s loss alone. Lavinda was very dear to all of us. And you should feel no guilt. Lavinda was knowledgeable about myrics as most of us are. The guilt associated with her death could be claimed by any one of us who wanted just a few more minutes at this stop or that stop. No, Lavinda would not want any of us to feel guilt at her death, especially you. You were her pride and joy, much as Laman is mine. As to your condition after Lavinda’s death, none of us could have sprung back as you have. To be torn from the woods you love, have both of your parents killed and saddled with a bunch of whiners who just want to go home while you are being attacked by vicious animals is a heavy burden. Alexander Tork, you have kept us alive for three days without losses due to the Yaki. I do not believe that Gathar, gods rest his soul, could have done as well. And you had to do it over our objections. My own son, Laman, idolizes you. I formally request that this village elect Alexander Tork as our village leader.”


  Tora sat down amidst cheers. The vote was quick and unanimous. Alex was stunned at the support from the villagers. He was certain that most of them had despised him for dragging them to this cave. Laman and Kyle came over and slapped Alex on the back.


  Laman quipped, “Now I will have to call you our Official Fearless Leader.”


  “Yeah,” retorted Kyle, “but I hope your mother never tries to praise me.”


  Alex laughed. He would never get over the bickering these two friends threw at each other. Alex returned his attention to the meeting. People were offering suggestions for food rationing, sharing guard duty and keeping the fire barricade stoked. Alex was pleased. The villagers not only accepted new duties, but also welcomed them. Each seemed eager to get involved. One little eight-year-old girl, Jo, came over and tugged on his sleeve. Alex recognized her as one of the little ones who hit him with the seed last night.


  “Alex,” said Jo, “can’t we just poison these little seeds and shoot them at the Yaki?”


  Alex looked at the reeds in his quiver and excitement coursed through his veins. “I don’t think we can poison the seeds, Jo, but you have just come up with a wonderful idea!”


  Alex went over to the mouth of the cave and took a reed and a quill out of his quiver. He carefully slid the quill into the reed and took aim at the tree Laman had used for scouting. Alex blew hard and the quill sailed over the fire and struck the tree, its tip imbedded deeply. Jenneva applauded and others turned to see what was happening. Alex explained his variation of Jo’s idea and soon the warriors were gathering the children’s’ reeds. Alex cautioned the group several times about avoiding the quill tips, lest they end up killing themselves. Kyle went back to the myric and finished removing the quills while Laman made up a bunch of small quivers. Nolan relieved Jenneva of guard duty and Jenneva and Alex went back to their spot in rear of the cave.


  Alex and Jenneva spent the morning talking about their homes and favorite things to do. Alex discovered that Jenneva was an avid reader and enjoyed walking in the woods. Alex talked about his love of the woods, archery, and horseback riding. Jenneva went to check on Hasra and Alex went to see what the commotion was at the mouth of the cave.


  Laman had just jumped down off of the horse he had been standing on. Hanging from the roof of the cave was a long leather strap pieced together from quiver slings. Larc led the horse back to its area of the cave.


  “What are you fellows up to?” asked Alex.


  “Larc had this great idea,” chortled Laman. “It’s called Kyle’s swing!”


  “You twit,” replied Kyle. “Whoever uses that foul contraption won’t be named Kyle. I’m not ready to be roasted yet. No thanks!”


  “You probably would never make it over, anyway,” countered Laman. “It’s a swing, Alex. We beat a knife into a crevice and attached the long leather strap to it. This way we can swing over the fire to get our arrows back or climb the tree to see what the Yaki are doing. They’ve been quiet since they took their beating this morning and we figured it might be a good opportunity to replenish our arrow supply. I suppose they are probably feasting on their brethren and won’t be back until they need another one toasted.”


  “It looks great,” said Alex, “But I’m not ready to trade you for some wooden arrows, Laman. How do you plan on getting back in?”


  “Well,” considered Laman, “I kind of figured I would run and leap at the strap.”


  “Nice try,” retorted Kyle. “If you could leap that high, you would be able to just leap over the fire. Remember the Yaki that tried it?”


  “Sounds like you have some more figuring to do, Laman,” stated Alex. “Find a way to get back in and I’ll give it a try.”


  Alex wandered around the cave. He didn’t like waiting for something to happen. He would have to work on that emotion. He had talked to Jenneva about her composure and she had enlightened him. Her secret was simple. Do not dwell on things that you cannot affect; concentrate on those things which you can do that will make a difference. He looked over at her. She was a beautiful girl. Her long blonde hair came half way down her back and she was tall for her age. She had long slender limbs and a smile that always looked like it was meant especially for you. Her manner was soft spoken and confident. Whenever she wanted to make a point, she seemed to have the knack of making you think it was your idea. Alex liked her.


  Late that afternoon, the Yaki attacked again. This time the boys were ready. The Yaki tried the same procedure that they had used that morning. Several of them would rear as a distraction, while others tried to collapse the barricade. All six boys lined the barricade and carefully began loading quills into their reeds. Alex had been adamant about using the quills; no quick movements were allowed. He did not want any accidents. One by one, the boys chose their targets and let their quills fly. One by one, the Yaki started dropping. After just a few minutes, the pile of Yaki was so large that Alex was afraid the animals might use the pile of bodies to leap over the barricade. Alex started screaming. Larc was the first to catch on and also started screaming. Soon all of the boys were screaming. The attacking Yaki were confused. They backed up warily as if expecting a charge from the cave inhabitants. One Yaki whirled around and headed down the path. Soon they were all gone. Only the bodies remained.


  There were no further attacks that afternoon and things were quiet all night. When Alex awoke, Nolan was on guard duty. Alex walked over to the cave entrance and spoke with him.


  “Anything happening?” Alex questioned.


  “I haven’t heard a thing, but all of the Yaki bodies are gone. It’s spooky that they can move so quietly.”


  Alex thought of his last five years in the woods sneaking up on animals, and how much better he had become with practice. “Not really,” he stated. “They have to be quiet to eat. If they are noisy or make the mistake of approaching upwind from their prey, they don’t eat. The number of animals that fled from this pack already would have kept the Yaki fat for a long time. I see that our firewood is getting dangerously low. If this quill trick didn’t work, we’re going to be seeing those Yaki real close up. Get Laman and Kyle. I’m going out on the swing, but I want that large log thrown on the fire when I get ready to come back in.”


  Nolan scampered off and soon returned with Laman and Kyle.


  “Hey,” Laman chirped, “you’re not going to let me use the swing?”


  “You’ve got to be kidding,” remarked Kyle, “it’s safer for Alex to face the Yaki alone than to face your mother if you didn’t make it back.”


  “How about you two oafs get that large log ready for my return,” commanded Alex. “Nolan, load your reed just in case.”


  Alex swung over the barricade and quickly climbed up the tree. After just a few moments, Alex climbed down the tree and disappeared down the path. Thirty minutes later Laman and Kyle were arguing over whether they should go looking for Alex or not. Forty minutes later Alex returned and ran over the large log.


  “Get everyone ready,” ordered Alex. “I saw dead Yaki as far as I could see, but not a single one moving! We’re getting out of here as soon as we can. Clear the barricade. Laman, you and Eddie take the horses down to the marsh and retrieve the wagon.”


  The cave was full of activity and the sound of cheerful voices was almost deafening. Alex went over to Jenneva and Hasra.


  “We’re getting ready to leave,” stated Alex. “Will you come with us?”


  “Where are you going?” asked Jenneva.


  “The other side of the mountains,” replied Alex. “We either go through the pass or we go around. We may have wiped out one band of Yaki, but there are plenty more around. A hundred Yaki did not cause the stampede my father and I saw. I also saw fresh tracks down by the marsh that couldn’t have been more than a couple of hours old. I think some of the Yaki might have been smart enough not to eat their tainted cousins. I’m not going to subject these villagers to any more Yaki attacks.”


  “Jenneva,” said Hasra, “Go with them. I will continue on to River’s Run on my own.”


  “No,” Jenneva stated, “I will not leave you here to die. We set out to go to Dawn’s and to Dawn’s we shall go.”


  “If you travel with us,” Alex offered, “Hasra can ride in the cart.”


  “You will not get through the pass this late, warrior,” said Hasra. “Do not waste your time and energy trying. Head for Bordon. It is your only choice, and take this defiant girl with you, before I am forced to beat some sense into her.”


  “Alex,” purred Jenneva, “Thank you for your kind offer, but we must decline. My uncle and I are going in the opposite direction. We must rest before we resume our journey, so we will say goodbye now and wish you a safe trip. Please give our regards to the others as we do not wish to be disturbed any further.”


  Alex was shocked. This charming girl had just rudely dismissed him. It seemed so out of character for Jenneva, but Alex had enough on his mind that he did not wish a confrontation with the couple. “Fare thee well,” he replied and left to organize the villagers’ departure.


  Within an hour the cart was loaded and the villagers departed. Hasra and Jenneva appeared to be sleeping and no one disturbed them. Alex was sad because he liked both Hasra and Jenneva very much, or he thought he had. Perhaps he never knew the real Jenneva. He remembered her secret and put the sadness out of his mind. He had a village to transport and a long way to go. Bordon was a good two weeks’ walk without any troubles to slow them down. If they ran into more Yaki or the horses went lame, they would be fighting the weather as well as fatigue. He would have to push the villagers hard again. Maybe at the next village meeting they would replace him with someone else, but at least they would be able to have another meeting. Alex worked his way to the front of the line. The trail would soon split and he wanted to make sure they took the proper trail.


  Chapter 3


  Refuge


  The trip to Bordon took three weeks instead of two. There were no further Yaki attacks and the greatest calamity was the wagon tipping over. The villagers were weary, but they were also turning into well-seasoned travelers. Larc, Nolan, and Eddie had really matured and were very helpful during the trip. Alex was able to utilize them as scouts or have them keep the party moving while the older boys went off in search of food. Bordon was in view now and the party would reach the border town in a few hours.


  “Laman,” called Alex, “the trail from here to Bordon is fairly straight. Keep the group moving along. I am going on ahead to see if there might be an area of the town where the villagers can camp. We also need to get supplies for the rest of the journey and materials to start our new village.”


  “Don’t forget to inquire about some carpentry tools,” added Laman. “If we are going to have to build a village out of the dust, we will need some basic tools at least.”


  “I’ll inquire, Laman,” replied Alex, “but I’m pretty sure the town’s people aren’t giving any away today. I’ll see if I can gain some employment for us. We’ll meet when you get to --- Bordon.”


  Alex waved goodbye to the caravan and started jogging towards the town. He tried to recall what he had heard about Bordon. He knew it was primarily a border town between the Kingdom of Targa and the Republic of Cordonia. It hosted a small fishing fleet that worked the waters of the Targa Sea and it was the only way through the mountains that was accessible year round.


  Alex slowed to a walk as he reached the town. Bordon seemed to have two streets. One well-worn dirt road squirmed along the Targa coast and through the town to a customs checkpoint on the Cordonian border. The other was a short dusty cross street that ran from a group of huts to cross the main road to the fishing docks. The huts appeared to be fairly old wooden structures with thatched roofs. Lining the main road were stores and merchants. Most of the commerce seemed geared to the passing traveler. There were two inns, a blacksmith, and a butcher with fruits and vegetables displayed on tables out front. In addition there was an arms dealer, three taverns, and a large wooden structure named Tulek’s Shipping. There were several other small stores that did not have signs, but Alex assumed one of them must be a medicinal store. At the far end of town by the border were a large wooden stockade on one side of the road and a small stone structure on the other. On a hill overlooking the stockade was a very large stone house with gardens. Between the small stone structure and the sea were a large field and a small wooden shack.


  Down the cross street, Alex saw the fishing docks. There was an assortment of old rickety looking fishing boats, several long flat tables used to cut fish and a number of smaller tables that were displaying a variety of sea life, presumably for sale. There was also a wooden building approximately twice the size of the town huts with a fisherman’s net hung above the door. Across the street was the fourth tavern.


  Alex ran his hand through his long tawny hair and sighed. He was not sure what he had expected to find in Bordon, but the prospect of finding enough work in the town to supply his party did not look good. He had pushed the villagers for three weeks to get this far, and they needed to replenish their supplies and rest for a while. Alex walked toward the docks and talked with the fishermen. They laughed at his request for work and showed him a rotting pile of fish that hadn’t sold. Undaunted, Alex strode over to the net maker’s hut. A weathered old man sat in a chair with his feet on the table, snoring. Alex closed the door loudly and the old man nearly fell out of his chair. Suffering a string of obscenities, most which Alex didn’t understand, he quickly retreated outdoors.


  Having never been exposed to alcohol, Alex decided to bypass the taverns. At the blacksmith’s, he was politely told no. The butcher explained that with winter coming, traffic on the road was down and so were his sales. The first inn, the Boar’s Head, was run by a friendly couple that with their daughter were able to handle all of the work. A young woman ran the second inn, the Wagon Wheel. Even though it was late afternoon, there appeared to be no guests at the inn. Alex inquired about work and the young woman starting crying. Trying to soothe her, Alex inquired about the reason for her distress. The woman went into a long story of how she had come to inherit the inn. She had no knowledge of running an inn and could not understand why everyone chose the Boar’s Head over the Wagon Wheel. Alex wanted to press for work, but the woman would not stop crying or talking long enough for Alex to get a word in, so he turned and left. Alex was beginning to long for the woods where things were simpler. These town people were either outright rude or overly friendly.


  He saw his caravan approaching the town, but figured he still had time to try Tulek’s Shipping. He entered the building through the large double doors and saw half a dozen wagons. Out the back door he could see that the company had their own stables. A large bullnecked man who was completely bald approached him.


  “Ramor’s the name, lad. What can I do ya for?”


  “I’m looking for work,” said Alex.


  “Ya are, now, are ya?” returned Ramor. “And what is it ya do, lad?”


  “Well,” answered Alex, “I can do most anything you need, I guess. I mean, that is, that I am willing to do anything you want done.”


  “We got no call for laborers,” quipped Ramor. “I see yer carrying a bow. Ya knows how to use it?”


  “Sure,” exclaimed Alex, “I can hit a ground squirrel at better than fifty paces. I’m not sure how much better, because they’re not that hard to sneak up on.”


  “I’m sure ya can,” doubted Ramor. “We may be looking for some guards next week. Come back then and we’ll see what ya can do.”


  Alex stood looking at Ramor’s muscular back as the man strode away.


  The villagers were nearing the town now and Alex jogged out to meet them. They looked like a bedraggled bunch, having worn the same clothes for almost a month. The village women had been good about washing everyone’s clothes whenever they had the chance, but that did not help the worn out clothes and shoes that many of them were wearing. Alex had a brief moment of utter despair before he remembered Jenneva’s secret.


  “Ho, fearless leader,” greeted Laman. “Where do we park our caravan?”


  Alex looked at Laman’s smiling freckled face, and thought quickly. “There is a large field down by the border between a small stone structure and a small wooden hut. We’ll set up camp there. After you lead the group to the camp, meet me down by the sea. I have some thinking to do and could use your counsel.”


  “Sure, boss,” grinned Laman. “Should I have Kyle join us?”


  “No,” replied Alex, “right now I need your optimism.”


  Laman led the group down the main street, joyfully checking out the town. The townspeople looked out in disgust or pity as the group moved by. Alex strolled down the waterfront, trying to think of a way to make money. He wondered how Laman would approach the problem. When Alex reached the small wooden hut by the field he sat down on a large rock and stared at the sea. Soon Kyle came running from the field.


  “Alex,” gasped Kyle, “that small stone hut is the custom’s hut and they say that field is only for travelers awaiting inspection to cross the border. They say we have to move on. Laman is trying to charm them, but with his charm we’re likely to end up in jail.”


  Alex was trying to hold himself in check. Nothing, absolutely nothing was going right today. The sun was starting to set, the townspeople had the manners of an alley cat, and now some dictator in a uniform was telling these women and children to go home. A home they no longer had. Alex’s fists were clenched and his muscles were tensing up. He was ready to do battle with a custom’s inspector. Alex whirled and started towards the stone hut. Laman and a sandy haired boy were strolling towards him. They seemed to be having a jovial chat and Alex felt his rage start to subside.


  “Alex, this is Oscar Dalek, Bordon’s welcoming committee,” introduced Laman. “Oscar, this is Alex Tork, our fearless leader.”


  “I am pleased to know that Bordon has a welcoming committee,” quipped Alex as he offered the boy his hand.


  “Oh, certainly!” remarked Oscar. “Laman, here, has been telling me that the custom’s inspectors were giving you a hard time about staying in the field. I can take care of them. They’re my friends.”


  Alex was starting to relax. At last they had found someone cordial in Bordon. This tall lanky boy put the rest of the town to shame. The villagers deserved to rest after what Alex had put them through. “That is very kind of you, Oscar,” acknowledged Alex. “I was beginning to doubt that there was a decent person in Bordon, and for that I apologize.”


  “Oh, no apology is necessary, Alex,” offered Oscar. “I can see that your party has traveled long and hard and deserves a night’s rest. And because of the late hour of your arrival and my good nature, I will only charge you ten crowns for the entire party.”


  Alex snapped. He stepped forward and seized Oscar’s tunic with his right hand, lifted the boy over his head and slammed him into the wooden hut. Alex held him against the hut, two feet off the ground. “You little slug,” lashed Alex, “is that what your life is worth? Ten crowns?”


  Laman and Kyle tried to control Alex. Laman tried to squeeze between Alex and Oscar and Alex shoved him away with his left hand, sending Laman sprawling. Kyle grabbed Alex’s right forearm and tried to force it downward, but Alex viciously grabbed Kyle’s wrist with his free hand and squeezed until Kyle let go.


  “These women and children whom you want to charge to use your field,” spat Alex, “don’t have ten crowns. They don’t have one crown. They don’t have a home. They don’t have husbands or fathers. They don’t have clothes to keep them warm. They don’t have decent shoes to walk in.”


  Laman and Kyle looked at each other. They had known that Alex was strong. They had seen his muscular body, but neither had imagined that he possessed such strength. They had both been village boys while Alex had been out in the woods felling trees. They realized that neither one of them would be a match for Alex, but his outburst had captivated the attention of the villagers and the custom’s inspectors were starting to get curious about the commotion. They had to do something quick or Alex was going to be in a great deal of trouble. “Fearless leader,” joked Laman, “perhaps this good citizen can tell us of a field we may camp in. The villagers won’t mind another short walk. We don’t want to upset the customs inspectors now, do we?”


  “They don’t have jobs,” continued Alex.


  “The customs inspectors are coming Alex,” warned Kyle. “They’ll arrest you, Alex.”


  “And your lousy town won’t allow them to have jobs, so now they don’t have hope,” shouted Alex.


  “They’re coming, Alex. Alex, please,” pleaded Laman.


  “The only thing these poor villagers have,” argued Alex, “is me. And that, Oscar Dalek, gives you something in common with these poor villagers, because the only thing you have between life and death, is me. Now I suggest, sir, that you graciously offer the use of this field to these villagers; with your compliments, of course. I know these inspector friends of yours are going to take me away for mishandling you, but I give you my solemn oath, Oscar Dalek, if these villagers are harassed or abused or forced to move, I will come back to kill you.”


  “Hey, what’s going on here?” demanded one of the inspectors.


  “It’s okay, Reese,” gasped Oscar. “I made a very unfortunate joke about this gentleman’s sister and he was just enlightening me about the proper protocol in his area of the kingdom.”


  Alex lowered Oscar to the ground and turned to face the inspector.


  “I told the villagers that they can use the field for a few days, Reese,” added Oscar. Why don’t you come over later and join us at the campfire for some ale and stories. And I’ll try to keep mine socially acceptable this time.”


  “Well okay, Oscar,” said Reese, “if they’re friends of yours, they’re friends of mine, but you have a strange way of entertaining your friends.”


  Alex told Kyle and Laman to get a fire going. Kyle was reluctant to leave, but he was soon following Laman, who was in a jovial and highly animated conversation with Reese. They seemed to be sharing some joke and Kyle was fascinated at how Laman always managed to find humor in the darkest corners. Reese appeared to be totally engrossed in whatever Laman was saying. They looked like two old friends who hadn’t met in along time.


  Oscar straightened his tunic. “Okay, village leader, I have kept my portion of the bargain; I trust you will keep yours and allow me to speak without harm.”


  “You may speak,” snapped Alex, his muscles starting to quiver from the reducing tension.


  “Bordon is a commerce town,” started Oscar. “Everyone here has to earn their living through their wits. I was merely trying to gain some food for my mother and myself. I assumed you were traveling gypsies and deduced that ten crowns would be fair remuneration for the use of the field. I know nothing of your troubles, but I do now recognize that there are no men in your party. Let us start over, Alex. I have secured your use of the field for a few days, let us sit and talk so that I may become familiar with your troubles. Perhaps I can help you.”


  Alex was beginning to feel guilty about his abuse of the boy. He had failed to keep his emotions in check and his thoughts drifted to Jenneva. He wished she had come with them. She had a calming effect on Alex and he could use her to keep his wits. “All right, Oscar,” he replied, “let us talk. Perhaps I have misjudged you as well.”


  Alex told the story of the villagers; the death of the men, the flight of women and children, the attack of the Yaki and their trek to Bordon. He also told Oscar about his earlier reception from the townspeople in his quest for work.


  Oscar laughed and quickly explained himself, “I am not laughing at your predicament, Alex, I am amused at the townspeople’s response to you. They have no imagination. I need to know what skills your party possesses and what items you will need to start your village.”


  Oscar and Alex strolled over into the field, where Kyle and Nolan were starting the fire. The women and children were getting settled in. Lenor and her ten-year-old daughter, Marga, were absorbed in preparing food for the group. The boys had managed to kill a wild boar earlier in the day and it would be a good diversion from the rabbit and quail that had been the standard fare for the last few days. Marga had her long brown hair tied back like her mother. It was easy for Alex to see that Marga resembled her slender mother rather than her rotund father, Fred. Alex thought back to that day which seemed so long ago and remembered the farmer, Fred, offering to lead his cows out and slaughter them. Hasra was right; the men had been very brave. They had given everything they had to see their families safe and Alex could not let them down.


  Alex and Oscar sat before the fire and soon Laman and Kyle joined them. Alex was saying, “…and nails for building.”


  “And carpentry tools,” added Laman.


  “Seeds and livestock,” offered Lenor.


  The villagers were starting to gather around the boys now.


  “Bolts of cloth and thread and leather,” chimed Kara.


  “Hoes, rakes, and shovels,” continued Marga.


  “Paint and brushes,” proposed Nolan.


  “Paint?” queried Oscar.


  “Sure,” said Nolan. “Paint stops the wood from weathering and the stores ought to have proper signs attached.”


  “With the men gone,” asked Oscar, “are you sure these villagers are going to be able to create a village from nothing?”


  “Sure,” asserted Laman, “I can fashion wood almost as well as my dad and he was the best carpenter in the Gordo Region. Alex knows trees and you’re aware of his strength to fell them.”


  Larc snickered and Alex felt his face getting warm.


  “I’ve been painting with my dad for three years now,” continued Nolan. “And Marga and her mom handled most of the farming at their place.”


  “You should see what Kara can do with thread and cloth,” said Lenor.


  Oscar was starting to see the wisps of a plan forming in his mind. “If I can get you your supplies by bartering your labor, would that be acceptable to everyone?” he asked.


  The group assured him of their desire to do precisely that.


  “And would I be out of line,” offered Oscar timidly, “ to expect a broker’s fee for my services?”


  Alex laughed. “No, Broker Dalek, you would not be out of line. Providing of course, your fees were reasonable.” Alex was beginning to appreciate Oscar’s tenacity.


  “Well, then,” laughed Oscar, “let me go and get us some refreshments to toast our contract.”


  Oscar took off for the small wooden shack by the shore and shortly returned with a small keg and some tin cups. A tall, lanky woman followed him with short, auburn hair carrying a plate of dried biscuits. The woman’s dress had seen better days, but it was clean. Oscar introduced Marta, his mother. The cask contained ale and, as if on cue, Reese appeared when it did. Alex was hesitant about trying the ale, but Kyle insisted that it was good ale and that Alex would be insulting their host if he didn’t at least toast their contract.


  The talk centered on Bordon and Oscar revealed that his father used to be a customs inspector at this very post. Smugglers trying to sneak goods across the border had killed his father. Reese added that everyone believed the smugglers worked for Tulek, but nothing could be proven. Alex had wondered how this lad had been able to appropriate the customs inspector’s field. Oscar and Reese continued their banter, touching on each of the town’s population. Alex discovered that the large stone house across the road belonged to Tulek, who was considered the mayor and most prominent citizen of Bordon.


  Alex enjoyed the bitter taste of the ale and was beginning to feel very relaxed. The talk continued for many hours, with many of the villagers joining in. Alex had left the discussion early. He had begun to feel extremely drowsy and his lack of sleep during the last month finally caught up with him.


  The sun was already well into the sky when Alex awoke. His face was warm and his mouth felt like someone had dusted the interior of it. He had a slight throbbing in his head and his eyes had trouble focusing. He could hear a female singing somewhere nearby. He stumbled down to the sea and dove in. The water was cold and the slight shock to his body started waking him up.


  “Ah, fearless leader,” greeted Laman. You slept the sleep of the dead last night. Your troops are already in battle.”


  “Battle?” quizzed Alex, “What battle? Who?”


  “Easy,” replied Laman, “It’s only a figure of speech. Nolan is off painting the Wagon Wheel. Oscar got them to agree to buy twice as much paint and twice as many brushes than they needed, if Nolan would do the painting for free. Oscar also has arranged for Kara to make dresses for sale. She will get to keep an equal amount of cloth and thread for her labors. She was also given a fine set of needles for performing the work.”


  “That’s great,” exclaimed Alex, “I may have misjudged our wily friend.”


  “Does that mean that you’re glad you didn’t kill him?” laughed Laman.


  “Very funny, Laman,” Alex drawled as they were walking back to the campsite. Alex noticed that everyone seemed to be cheerful this morning. A few people were singing, whistling or humming. Others were sporting smiles that Alex had not seen in a long time. Alex noted a couple sitting with their backs against Marta’s shack, talking. It was Carlene, Larc’s mother, and Reese. They looked as if they belonged together. Carlene’s long black hair had the same sheen as Reese’s did, they appeared to be around the same age, and both had similar dark brown eyes. Reese appeared to be listening intently, twirling his long black mustache, to some yarn that Carlene was spinning. They both smiled and waved as Alex walked by.


  Kara was sitting at a long table, which must have been brought out of Marta’s house, with bolts of cloth and spools of thread spread around. Ganora, Nolan’s little sister, was there learning Kara’s craft. Oscar came trotting across the field.


  “Alex, great news!” called Oscar. “Old man Hoover has agreed to supply many things on your list.”


  “Good morning, Oscar,” greeted Alex. “I see our broker has been busy this morning. I will admit, you do seem to have a talent for dealing. I wonder how much it will cost the gods to admit you into the heavens. Still, we are grateful. I have not seen these people happy in a long time and it is your doing.”


  “No, village leader,” quipped Oscar, “it is your doing. If you had killed me last night, you would be in jail and these villagers would be lost on the road somewhere. I see you took quite a liking to my ale last night.”


  “I’m afraid I’m not a drinker,” answered Alex. “I think I must have drank from the bottom of the cask, though, I have such a dusty taste in my mouth.”


  Oscar laughed. “Come into the house and I will fix you some coffee. We can discuss old man Hoover’s requirements.”


  “Ah, yes,” said Alex, “coffee is just what I need. What is it that we have to do for this Hoover and what is it that we owe you for your services?”


  “Do not worry about my fee, Alex,” answered Oscar. “It will be something that you will gladly do. As for Hoover, he owns the dry goods store here in Bordon. You probably never noticed it because it is small and has no sign. He wants you to paint him a beautiful sign and add a small addition to his store.”


  “And for this, he is going to give us many of the things on our list?” asked Alex.


  “Well,” responded Oscar, “actually the small addition will triple the size of his store and you have to supply the lumber. Hoover has started a petition to have building tools hit with an import tax, so when the Cordonian workers come in the summer time seeking work, it will be cheaper for them to buy new tools here than to bring theirs with them. I don’t think King Eugene will go for such nonsense, but it does not matter for our deal. He is willing to supply your goods in return for the lumber and work.”


  “Very well,” stated Alex. “It looks like I will be teaching Larc how to fell trees. Oscar, I may have misjudged you last night, but I demand to know what my payment is going to be. I do not wish to misjudge you again and I will not bargain what I cannot pay.”


  “Okay,” replied Oscar. “I want my mother to have a decent house. An inspector’s pay is very little, but my father chose to live in the town rather than at the stockade. He never had a chance to completely finish our house before he died. I tried patching it up with whatever materials I could find, but my skills are not the same as yours or Laman’s. We have the worst house in the town and people look down at my mother because of it. Someday I will have Tulek’s house up on the hill for her to live in, but for now I want you to repair this house and paint it.”


  Alex smiled. He was starting to like this little conniver. He certainly would never play cards with him, but he was beginning to think Oscar had a heart after all. “Agreed.” stated Alex, “We will make your mother’s home a place for her to be proud of.”


  Alex and Larc spent everyday in the woods felling trees. Larc was a good worker. He did not have the knowledge of the trade that Alex possessed, but he was a fast learner and a strong lad. Alex enjoyed working with Larc. Most of the time they worked in silence, but when they spoke Alex realized that Larc was a lot like himself. They would be done felling trees today, and then Alex and Larc could help with the construction.


  The villagers were busy. They had tarps to cover the construction work at the dry goods store and a couple for Marta’s house. They moved her furniture outside so that they could remove the roof and start replacing the walls. Marta and Oscar were camping out with the villagers and were sharing the duties as well. The dry goods store had priority, so the boys spent most of the day there. The women were instructed each morning on the tasks for Marta’s house. When questions arose or the strength of a lad was needed, someone would go to the store and fetch Laman or Kyle. In the evenings everyone would sit around the fire and discuss their work or tell stories. The villagers were happy having something to do. They were proud of their work and excited about getting the needed supplies for their village. Nolan’s painting skills were sought after in the town. He had a flair for color combinations and a talent for sign painting. Kara’s dresses were the talk of the town. Bordon didn’t have its own dressmaker, so the dresses previously sold in town were imported. This made them expensive and fairly common. Kara’s dresses were unique and tailored for each individual. The villagers were being accepted by the townspeople.


  One morning Alex awoke and saw three wagons sitting at the edge of their campsite. Over traditional morning coffee, Alex asked Oscar why the wagons were there. Oscar explained that they were Tulek’s wagons probably bound for some city in Cordonia. The inspectors would hold them up for three days and check every parcel in every wagon. Tulek ranted and raved every time this happened. His deliveries would be delayed and he had to pay for the drivers and guards while they sat around waiting. He had even sent letters to the King, but nothing ever happened to change the practice. The King would send an inquiry to the Baron. The Baron would summon his Regional Commander. The Regional Commander would demand an answer from the Garrison Commander at the stockade. The Garrison Commander would summon Reese or Elwin, the Customs Inspectors. Reese or Elwin would explain that they had reason to suspect there was contraband on board, had held the wagons for inspection, had found nothing and let the wagons pass.


  “Do they do this for all of the wagons that come through?” questioned Alex.


  “No,” replied Oscar. “Elwin and my father were close friends. He is convinced that is was Tulek’s boys that killed my father. He hates Tulek and will do anything he can to cause him grief.”


  Alex looked over at the wagons. Reese was inside one of the wagons handing out packages to Elwin. Alex noticed that Elwin had a long scar on his face, running from his brown hair down to his jawbone, and asked Oscar about it.


  “Sometimes the inspectors get some unruly travelers,” answered Oscar. “Smuggling is a hanging offense and when they get caught at it, they’ll go for their weapons. Elwin was a little slow once. He says my father killed the attacker and saved his life, but I was too young to remember.”


  Alex joined the boys at the dry goods store. The addition was completed and they had to clean up the site so that Nolan could start painting. Now they would be able to finish up Marta’s house. Within two weeks they would be leaving Bordon, heading into the Garrett Region where they planned to set up the new village. They had managed to procure just about everything they needed except for livestock. They would be able to buy livestock nearer the village, providing they had money.


  In the evening everyone was sitting around the campfire as usual. Reese once again had joined the group. He seemed to be spending quite a bit of time with Carlene recently. The villagers were starting to get excited at the prospect of finally founding their new village and spirits were high.


  Suddenly a scream split the night. Alex wasn’t sure where it had come from, but Reese took off for the wagons. Elwin came charging out of his stone building and also headed for the wagons, his sword drawn. Alex ran. One of the wagon guards was holding Marga against the wagon. As Alex saw Reese and Elwin converge on the wagon, the other two guards pulled their swords to protect their friend. The drivers ran to the center of the road to indicate that they were not involved. The inspectors were afraid to advance lest the guards harmed the girl. It was a standoff.


  Larc came running over to Alex and handed him his bow. Larc then grabbed two of Laman’s homemade arrows and with his knife chopped off the sharpened points. Alex understood and said, “I’ve got the one on the right.”


  Both boys fired at the same time. Alex’s blunted arrow struck his guard in the forehead and the guard collapsed to the ground. Larc’s arrow hit his guard in the chest. The guard dropped his sword and staggered backwards. Elwin and Reese rushed in. Reese held his sword to the chest of the disarmed guard, while Elwin had his pressed against the throat of the guard holding Marga. Laman and Kyle rushed over and gathered the guards’ swords.


  Oscar must have immediately run to the stockade because he was already on his way back with half a dozen soldiers. Marga ran to her mother and the village women gathered around to comfort her. After reviving the guard Alex had shot, the soldiers led the three captives away.


  “That was quick thinking, Larc,” praised Alex.


  “And good shooting,” added Reese. “If you boys ever decide to join the army, let me know. I’d be proud to sponsor you.”


  The drivers made a point of coming over to the campfire and apologizing for the guards. They wanted to make it clear that they had nothing to do with the affair and were glad that the guards were arrested and wouldn’t be going to Kalamaar with them. They then returned to their wagons and avoided the villagers.


  Knowing very little about Cordonia, Alex asked Reese about Kalamaar. Reese told him that Kalamaar was a very large city in Cordonia. It was a seaport about a week’s ride by wagon. It was the capital of the Kalamaar Province and had a very large market.


  The campsite returned to normal. Marga had not been harmed and the event would have been a minor one had the guards not drawn their weapons. As it was, they would be spending some time in jail.


  In the morning, Ramor came striding into the campsite looking for Alex. Alex saw him coming and figured it might be trouble.


  “You villagers have cost me three guards and a delay in my shipment,” stated Ramor. “How do you plan to repay me?”


  The rest of the boys had gathered beside Alex, and it was Oscar who replied. “Repay you? You don’t seem to have a firm grasp of the situation, Ramor. Alex here saved you money. You were about to pay for guards that weren’t worth the money you were paying them. You are very fortunate that they blunted their arrows before shooting or you would have had three dead guards. And I’m sure you know what would have happened if your guards had killed another inspector before Alex intervened.”


  “Another inspector?” spat Ramor. “Tulek Shipping had nothing to do with your father’s death and you know it. You do make a good case against the guards though. Defeated by a bunch of boys! You must handle that bow rather well, Alex. If I remember correctly, you were looking for some work a while back. You could repay me by guarding my shipment to Kalamaar and back.”


  “And what remuneration are you offering for this service?” asked Alex.


  “Ah, you want to be paid as well?” chided Ramor. “Very well, I’ll give you fifty crowns each for three guards.”


  “Fifty crowns!” laughed Oscar. “You paid those fools one hundred crowns each and they would have never made it to Kalamaar. No, Ramor, I’m sure I could talk Alex into guarding your precious cargo for two hundred crowns each. You might be able to do better elsewhere, but I’m sure that your wagons are ready to proceed today. Of course, without guards, you would be a fool to allow the wagons to leave. Getting replacement guards might take you two or three days.”


  “Alex, do you let this little viper speak for you?” asked Ramor. “Certainly, you will be more reasonable in your demands.”


  “Actually, Ramor,” answered Alex, “the six hundred crowns would be helpful to the village, but I’m not sure we have the two weeks to spare for the trip. Give me an hour to think it over and I’ll give you an answer.”


  “Not in this lifetime, villager,” spat Ramor. He turned and stormed back down the road.


  “Sorry, Oscar,” said Alex. “I thought I saw the game you were playing and pressed it too far.”


  “Not at all, Alex,” laughed Oscar, “I couldn’t have done better myself. We had better start making up our packs. I doubt Ramor will give us the full hour.”


  “You think he will still want to hire us?” asked Alex. “And what do you mean we?”


  “You don’t think I’m letting you go without me, do you? I’ve always wanted to see Kalamaar,” said Oscar. “I might be able to make some contacts there for my own shipping company. Besides without me along, you might get yourself into trouble.”


  “Okay,” conceded Alex, “four hundred crowns for the village is better than what I would have asked for anyway.”


  Half an hour later, Tulek himself arrived. “What is this arrogance, young man? You dispose of my guards, negotiate an outrageous fee, and still refuse to guard my shipment? Here is your six hundred crowns. Now get those wagons rolling.”


  “Yes sir,” replied Alex, “We’ll leave within fifteen minutes. You can count on us, sir.”


  Satisfied, Tulek turned and headed down the road. Alex couldn’t contain his laughter. “Oscar,” he snickered, “I’m not sure whether it’s more dangerous having an enemy like you or a Yaki. Larc, get your stuff together. You’re coming with me and our verbal warrior.”


  Eddie gave Oscar his bow and quivers and the boys headed for the wagons. The drivers were congregated at the second wagon and appeared to be in a jovial mood. They were an odd-looking group. From the ages of the drivers, they could have been three generations of the same family, but their appearances couldn’t have been farther apart. Fram, the lead driver, was an ancient, wrinkled, gray-haired man. Jerrick, in the middle wagon, was a twenty year old whose tanned muscular body indicated that he had been doing outdoor labor for some time. He had thick, dark hair, which hung down over his ears and forehead. The last wagon was driven by Gidas, a middle-aged, short, scrawny man with thinning hair.. The boys paired off with drivers, Alex taking the lead wagon and Larc taking the last, leaving the middle wagon to Oscar.


  The wagons pulled out of the field and the villagers waved goodbye. By the time the boys returned to Bordon, Marta’s new and larger house would be completed. It would then be time to gather their supplies and start the final leg of their travels to their new home. For now, they were headed for Kalamaar.


  “You’re a quiet one, aren’t you,” commented Fram.


  “Sorry,” said Alex. “I was just thinking of the villagers and what they’ve been through. They’ve lost everything, and yet they were so cheerful, waving as we left.”


  “You’re a sentimental one, too, then,” added Fram. “That’s good, Alex. I saw last night what you could do and I prefer to have that kind of courage in a man who cares about others. Those dogs that you helped run in last night were a bad lot. I’ve ridden with them before. They’d cut your throat for a couple of crowns and it always gave me an uneasy feeling riding with them. You’d never know if they had sold out to bandits or not.”


  “Are there many problems with bandits on this route?” asked Alex.


  “More than most routes,” explained Fram, “though I’ve had many a trip with no encounters. The important thing, though, are your guards and old Tulek normally employs those with good skills. If you do run into bandits, you either live or die by the skills of your guards.”


  “Surely the bandits won’t hurt the drivers,” said Alex. “I mean all they’re after is the cargo and if they can scare off the guards, they can take the cargo and leave. I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”


  “Ah, lad,” sighed Fram, ‘that’s not the way it works here. You won’t be using any blunted arrows on this trip. I’d a thought Ramor would’ve explained that much to you. If we run across any bandits, it will be them or us. They take no prisoners; they leave no witnesses. No lad, if we are attacked they will kill us all, but let’s not dwell on such unpleasantness. I’ve run this route for thirty years and I plan to run it a few more. Have you ever been to Kalamaar before?”


  “No,” replied Alex, “I’ve heard it mentioned in conversations, but all I know of it, I learned last night from one of the inspectors.”


  “Well, you’re in for a treat then, lad,” laughed Fram. “It’s probably bigger than any city you have ever seen. I remember the first trip I made to Kalamaar…”


  Alex was lost in thought. He had never killed a man before and did not look forward to starting now. Sure, he had threatened Oscar, but it had just been a threat. He was angry and yelling at Oscar had been his vent to let off steam. Oh, he had been mad enough to get into a serious brawl, but killing a man, that was something else. He wondered if he could do it if he was forced to defend the caravan. And what about Larc and Oscar? Perhaps he was in over his head.


  “…and we had to carry him back to the wagon,” Fram was saying. “Ho, now, I think I lost my audience. Okay, lad, I’ll give it a rest for a while.”


  “I’m sorry, Fram,” replied Alex, “there’s a lot passing through my mind.”


  The first day of the trip was uneventful. Alex liked Fram and felt sure that the feeling was mutual. Fram was a wealth of information. Fram knew practically every foot of the road; when to move left or right to avoid rough areas. The trip certainly was very beautiful. The road was in the forest, but ran along the coast of the Targa Sea. Alex was mesmerized by the size of the sea and thrilled by the abundant wildlife in the forest. They had only seen two other travelers the entire day, some local farmers moving livestock.


  The caravan camped the first night in a clearing by the sea. Fram and Gidas laid out the campsite while Jerrick’s duty was to prepare the meal. The boys went off into the woods for some archery practice. Oscar did not have much experience with a bow and Alex labored to make him as good a shot as possible. Alex also explained the use of the reed and quills and cautioned Oscar on the importance of slow, deliberate movements when employing the blowgun. Alex mentioned his conversation with Fram and the knowledge that they may be called upon to kill bandits. Larc merely nodded, while Oscar confirmed that Reese had told him that they never found survivors of raids.


  Throughout the practice the boys revealed their conversations with the other drivers. It was evident that Oscar liked Jerrick. Jerrick had been a driver for three years, but this was his first time on the Bordon-Kalamaar run. He had last been on the Balfour-Bordon run with Gidas when they had been attacked. The lead driver had been killed and the guards deserted. Jerrick had hidden in the forest as drivers are instructed to do when attacked. When it was all over, Gidas and Jerrick had to walk the rest of the way to Bordon. Jerrick was sure that they would be fired, but Gidas blamed everything on the deserting guards, claiming they must have been in on it. Ramor had said he suspected the guards were no good and would give Gidas and Jerrick a chance on this run.


  Larc indicated that Gidas was a pretty sour sort of man. He didn’t talk much and when he did it was normally with a fairly foul vocabulary. He had grumbled about having to break in new guards while following some old fool and a kid. Larc had gotten the impression that Gidas knew the guards who had been arrested the previous night and that they had been the only thing about this trip that Gidas had liked. Gidas had also inquired about the additional small quiver each of the boys had. Larc wasn’t sure why, but he had told Gidas that it was a religious thing prominent in some of the small villages in the Gordo Region.


  The boys had about an hour of practice before Jerrick called that dinner was ready. Alex cautioned the other boys that they might be in over their heads. He told them to keep their ears open and to hold to Larc’s story on the small quivers.


  Dinner was pleasant and Jerrick proved to be a competent cook. The animals were accustomed to the invasion of humans in their midst. Alex was pleased to hear the familiar sounds of the forest again. Fram captivated the boys with selected tales of his thirty years experience. He was, indeed, a gifted storyteller.


  Morning came early for the caravan. Fram had them up and moving before the sun rose. The trip was enjoyable for Alex. The forest smells mixed with the scent of the sea and the warm sun beating on his face, gave Alex a feeling of serenity. Fram’s stories were quite amusing and educational. The old weathered man was a wealth of information and Alex was always full of questions. Fram always seemed thankful that Alex was actually interested in what he had to say. Alex assumed that most of the guards employed by Tulek would have told the old man to shut up on the first day.


  Each night the boys would go off into the woods for archery practice while the drivers took turns setting up the campsite and cooking dinner. Gidas was a fair cook, not as appetizing as Jerrick, but the boys looked forward to another meal created by Fram. The silver-haired driver had a unique way of preparing food that seemed to tantalize the taste buds. Fram cooked the second night and it was his turn again tonight, so the boys were excited.


  During the practice each night the boys would compare information received from the drivers during the day. Jerrick had wanted to join the army when he was younger, but had failed to find a sponsor. He had roamed around for a couple of years doing odd jobs before he was finally hired as a driver three years ago. He now enjoys the travel and gave up his aspirations of being a soldier. Gidas was rather tight lipped and had more questions about the boys than information he wished to share. Fram, on the other hand, would tell much more than you wished to know. Fram called and the boys hurried to the campsite.


  Food supplies for the trip had been loaded with the cargo in Bordon, so the guards did not have to hunt for food during the journey. Each driver could select the food for cooking duties during the trip. Fram created a beef dish with a wine and berry sauce. The wine and berry flavors fought for supremacy in combining with the flavor of the beef. The result was that each bite had a slightly different taste and all of them were excellent. The old man’s eyes crinkled with each compliment. Oscar thought Fram would be better suited as a chef in an expensive inn and said so. Fram laughed and said he loved the travel his job allowed him, but when he was no longer able to drive, he would love to cook. Fram once again captivated the group with his stories until it was time to turn in.


  Alex awoke with a start. Thinking that he must have been awakened by some sound, he listened intently. He heard nothing. He heard no sounds, no animals. The animals had grown accustomed to their presence hours ago, so something else had disturbed them. He quickly rose and grabbed his bow and quivers. He woke the others and cautioned them to be silent. Gidas was missing. Perhaps he was being overly cautious. Maybe Gidas had gone to relieve himself and startled the animals. Still, he motioned the group into the woods away from the road. He sent Fram and Jerrick deeper into the woods and told them to keep down. After a short while, Gidas came strolling into the camp, loudly demanding to know where everyone was. Alex didn’t answer.


  Gidas was furious, stating that he had only gone to relieve himself and came back to find everyone hiding. He demanded that they come out and stop trying to scare him. Alex figured that Gidas was telling the truth and he had been overreacting. Just then Alex heard sounds coming from the road.


  “Gidas,” he called softly, “get into the woods. Somebody is behind you on the road.”


  “Alex,” Gidas said, trying to determine the direction that Alex’s voice had come from, “is that you?”


  Alex called to Gidas again and Gidas came towards Alex’s voice and entered the woods. Gidas knelt next to Alex and demanded an end to the joke. Alex told Gidas to go further into the woods and hide himself and Gidas obeyed.


  Alex heard rustling sounds coming from behind the wagons and peered into the night. The fire had long ago died to embers and the woods were quite dark. Alex managed to pick out several shapes moving through the campsite and shoving blankets aside with their swords. “Throw your bows out and we’ll let you live,” the shape called out. Alex said nothing.


  “I don’t have time for boys’ games,” the shadow shouted. “Throw out your bows now and I’ll let you all live. If you don’t, we’ll kill you all. Drivers included.”


  Gidas called from the rear, “Throw them your bows. We don’t need to die for Tulek’s cargo.”


  Fram shouted, “Don’t be fooled lads. They’ll no more let us live, than they’re on a pilgrimage to the temple.”


  An arrow sailed into the woods in the direction of Fram’s voice. Alex peered at the shadows. He could make out six of them. They would never survive an archery contest with the bandits. Alex whispered to Larc and Oscar. Oscar gave his bow to Larc and crawled off to the right. Alex gave his bow to Larc and crawled off to the left. “You’ve got one minute to throw out your bows or we come in after you,” came the demand.


  Larc positioned himself behind a large tree and waited as long as he thought he could before calling out, “Okay, we’re throwing the bows out.”


  Fram cried, “No!” and another arrow sped towards his voice.


  Larc threw one bow at a time out. When the third bow bounced in the campsite, several arrows thudded into the tree Larc was hiding behind. The laugh boomed through the forest, “Never send boys to do a man’s work, I say.” Larc immediately moved as Alex had instructed.


  The six shapes moved towards the forest. Larc saw one of them stumble and fall. They were getting closer and Larc got his reed ready. Another of the shadows fell and there were sounds of confusion coming from the clearing. Larc sent a quill sailing into the leader and the shape immediately dropped to the ground, jostling the man next to him. Alex saw the leader fall as he was sending a quill into a bandit who had turned around to see what had happened to the cohort behind him. Uncertainty filled the clearing and the two remaining killers weren’t sure whether they should continue the attack or flee. Within seconds it didn’t matter, Oscar and Larc had fired their second shots and the clearing was quiet.


  Oscar came out of the woods and pulled the quills from each of the bandits, while Alex and Larc remained concealed. Gidas came up behind Larc to see what was going on and Larc demanded that he remain down. Oscar disposed of the quills in the forest and Alex came walking up the path from the road.


  “It’s okay to come out now,” he called. “Fram, Gidas, Jerrick, it’s safe to come out. Let’s get this site cleaned up and get out of here.” Alex then turned around and disappeared down towards the road.


  The group started to reassemble in the clearing. Oscar was gathering the bandits’ weapons and searching the bodies. When Oscar was finished, Larc helped him drag the bodies into the woods.


  “What happened?” demanded Gidas. “How did they die? I don’t understand. I thought we all would die.”


  Oscar stepped into the clearing and said, “Did he forget to mention it? Alex is a mage. All he had to do was look into their eyes and their own wickedness stopped their hearts.”


  Gidas was speechless. The boys helped themselves to the weapons, so that each boy now had a sword, shield and dagger in addition to his bow. The rest of the weapons were put into the back of Fram’s wagon. Alex returned leading six saddled horses. He proceeded to tie two to the back of each wagon. “It looks like the village has a start on its livestock,” he commented.


  Gidas started to object, pointedly avoiding Alex’s gaze. Larc stepped over to Gidas and held up a hand drawn map that had been found on one of the bodies. The map showed their stopping points. A note was scrawled on the back, which indicated the boys were armed only with bows and not to worry about the additional quivers because they were religious articles. “Alex knows,” Larc stated.


  Gidas grabbed Larc’s sword but before he could complete his swing a myric quill appeared in his chest.


  Chapter 4


  Magician


  Jenneva wept. Her Uncle Hasra had died during the night. He had pleaded with her yesterday to go after Alex and the villagers but she had been stubborn. She had refused to leave her uncle to die alone. He had been too weak to travel and she knew that if she left him alone in the cave that he would die there. If she remained with him, she thought his condition would improve with rest. He must have known that he did not have much time left, but he was too weak to even argue with her. Poor Alex. He must have been confused when her friendship turned to rude dismissal, but she could not allow Alex time to agree with her uncle. Now she was alone. She would not be able to find River’s Run on her own and she couldn’t hope to find Alex in the forest.


  The thought of roaming the forest alone looking for someone who could give her directions made her body shiver. She was afraid, she realized. She had never known fear before. Even trapped in the cave with the Yaki attacking, she had not known fear. Her uncle had been with her; Alex and the villagers had been with her. She had felt comforted and knew everything would work out somehow. Not any longer. She should not have thought about the Yaki. That very thought brought the sounds of scurrying outside the cave to her ears. Even though she knew it was probably her imagination, she could not put the sounds out of her mind. She backed into the wall of the cave and the stone was cold on her back. Another shiver ran through her body and she couldn’t be sure if she was shivering from the cold contact with the wall or the fear coursing through her body.


  What was it that Alex’s father kept saying to him? Concentrate. Never doubt your abilities. What abilities? Her only ability had been to control her emotions. She laughed. Control her emotions? She couldn’t even stop shivering. Concentrate on what you can affect. Dismiss that which you can’t. That had been her secret that she had shared with Alex. He had been impressed. She wondered how impressed he would be if he could see her now?


  She jumped. Had she seen movement outside the cave opening? The sounds were still there. Was she losing her mind? She backed farther into the cave. The Yaki were coming for her. She knew it. She backed into the deepest corner of the cave and, with a feeling of disorientation, passed through the stone. Jenneva’s world went black and she sat down and cried herself asleep.


  Jenneva awoke in the darkness. Her skin was taut from her eyes to her jaw where her tears had dried. She wasn’t sure how long she had slept or even if she was now awake. She felt awake and composed but her surroundings were different enough to cause a great deal of doubt. She remembered losing control after discovering that Hasra had died. The last thing she remembered was the feeling of having passed through the stone of the cave. She knew this must be her mind playing tricks on her, but then where was she?


  She could feel the stone wall on both sides of her. She seemed to be in a tunnel and could go either way, but which way should she go? It was unsettling to be unable to see. Slowly she rose to a standing position, careful to not strike her head. She placed her right hand on the wall and stretched her left out in front her and started walking slowly. The tunnel was long. After about a half hour, she switched hands. The tunnel twisted and turned every which way but she had the distinct impression of constantly going down. She switched hands several more times before she realized that had she been consistent with which wall she had been following, she would have been able to retrace her steps. It wouldn’t matter now. She was sure that she had gone through several intersections in the last several hours.


  Jenneva sat down to rest. She reached into the pouch at her waist and scooped out some berries. She ate them slowly, savoring each one. She must conserve them. She was thankful that she had gone out yesterday and picked the berries. The villagers had left some smoked beef and dried biscuits for her and Hasra but she had wanted something fresh and picked the berries. She contemplated the tunnels she had been meandering in. They were obviously man made and quite extensive. She didn’t think she was going in circles because the slope always appeared to be down. She was puzzled as to how she had entered the tunnels. She was sure that she was not sleeping now. And she didn’t think she was insane, but she could not explain her entrance into the tunnels. Had there been a narrow opening into the cave, she would have seen some light when she woke up, even if it was night out. She had seen nothing.


  Time to move on. For several more hours, Jenneva groped along in the darkness, always going down a barely perceptible slope. She stopped and rested several more times. If these tunnels are man made, she thought, sooner or later there would be an exit and maybe some one who could direct her. The slope stopped and the walls were curved. She could hear the echo of her footsteps, which indicated to her that she was in a large chamber. She inched along the wall until it abruptly turned. She bent down and laid a berry on the ground and then went past the turn in the wall. The wall started again and she began to think her impression was correct. She felt from the curve in the wall that she was in a round chamber. If this were true, it would be the first significant landmark on her mental map. She continued around the room, checking for the berry at each intersection. She found it on the eighth intersection.


  Jenneva sat down and ate the berry. She needed a plan. If these tunnels were extensive, she could be lost for days. She couldn’t survive on a pouch full of berries forever and she had no indication of any miners in the tunnels. She needed a clue as to which of the seven remaining tunnels to explore. Perhaps there was one that was worn more than the others. She felt the floor of the tunnel that she was at. Nothing remarkable here. She crawled to the next tunnel. Nothing here either, but the tunnel appeared to incline upward. She continued until she had made the complete circle. There was no way she could determine which path was the most used. Five of the tunnels slanted upward, including the one she had come down. Three of them appeared to stay level. Two of the level paths were directly opposite each other. She decided to try the remaining level path.


  This tunnel was fairly straight and level, but had numerous intersections. After half an hour, she detected light down one of the cross tunnels. The excitement of a possible escape sent energy coursing through her body. She could mover faster now as she was able to see, but she kept her pace slow. The tunnel made a right turn and ended in a solid wall. The wall was aglow. She reached out and touched the wall and her hand seemed to go through it. Hesitantly, she slowly walked through the wall and found herself in an extremely large cavern that was brightly lit. The light seemed to emanate from the ceiling although she saw no torches of any kind. Jenneva walked towards the center of the cavern. The ground looked similar to the floor of the cave she had left Uncle Hasra in, but it felt spongy. She saw a man sitting cross-legged on the ground with his back towards her. She called out, “Hello.”


  The man spun around and raised his hands towards her. Instantly, Jenneva found herself in a giant birdcage. The man rose, his long, brilliantly patterned robe flowing around him. Jenneva could see his long, gray beard swinging in step with his approach. She thought she should be afraid of this man, but she was not. She remained silent. “Who dares to enter my chambers unbidden?” he demanded in a voice that reverberated off the walls.


  “I am Jenneva,” she whispered, “and I apologize for disturbing you, but I am lost.”


  “Lost?” roared the man. “You expect me to believe that you just happened to wander in here? Do not trifle with me woman, if that’s what you are. Who is this Jenneva and why do you suspect that I would recognize the name?”


  “I am a woman!” snapped Jenneva, “Even your old eyes should be able to see that! I do not expect you to know me and I don’t really care to know you. What I want is for you to remove this fool cage and direct me to the exit so I may be on my way.”


  “Oh, certainly, Your Majesty,” mocked the man. “I’ll remove my barrier so that you may attack me. Stop playing me for the fool. I will never release the barrier until you have satisfied me.”


  “Well,” quipped Jenneva, “then you had better throw some food in here because these berries won’t last forever. If I die it is going to smell pretty bad in your holy chambers.”


  The man’s eyes twinkled as he watched the girl sitting there eating a berry. “Tell me your story of how you came to my chambers.”


  Jenneva told the man about traveling with her Uncle Hasra, the appearance of the villagers, the attack of the Yaki and the death of her uncle. He sat there looking quite bored as if listening to a merchant selling water as a miracle cure. When she told him of her uncharacteristic bout of fear and backing into the cave wall and ending up in darkness, his interest heightened. He walked over to the cage and examined her closely. She continued her story but he held up his hand and walked away. He returned a moment later and handed her a damp cloth. “Wipe your face,” he instructed.


  Jenneva wiped the tearstains off her face and returned the cloth. “Thank you,” she said. He indicated that she should continue, so she told him of the many hours of traveling the dark passages complete with her feelings and thoughts as best she could remember them. She explained her logic at the circle room and told how she had seen the light and glowing wall and walked through it.


  “This Hasra,” he asked, “did he have another name?”


  “His formal name was Hasra Roth,” she replied.


  “And is your name Roth also?”


  “I don’t know. I have always been called just Jenneva. I did not know my parents or Hasra’s relationship to them, but he loved me as his own and cared for me. We were traveling to River’s Run where my cousin, Dawn, lives but Uncle Hasra did say that she was ‘sort of’ a cousin.”


  “You may call me Egam,” stated the old man as he raised his hands. “Please make yourself comfortable.” The cage disappeared. “And forgive my method of introduction, but I have enemies whom mean me harm and are very talented in their ability to deceive. You may wander as you will. You will find food, accommodations and facilities. You will be treated as my guest. If you will excuse me for awhile, I have some research to do.”


  Jenneva wandered around the cave. It had a very airy feel to it; fresh, not like the dank passages she had roamed for hours. The cavern was huge and filled with tables, bookshelves, and furniture. She had never seen so many books before. Uncle Hasra used to boast that his book collection was second in the region only to the Baron’s. With amazement, Jenneva realized that Uncle Hasra’s collection would not fill even one shelf of Egam’s library and Egam had many shelves. The tables were covered with beakers and flasks. Shelves with glass jars and tins were tiered around the cave. There were also a wide variety of objects that were foreign to her, spheres of various sizes and composition, as well as rectangular objects of different colors that appeared solid and without lids. Most unique was an arrangement of four doorframes that were arranged in a square, but with enough room to walk around each door. There were no doors in the frames and it looked like a giant ivy garden before the ivy was planted.


  Walking around, she realized that the cavern was even larger than she had thought. It took her over ten minutes to walk from one side to the other. She discovered a large pool of water on the floor and stopped to view her reflection. She looked horrible. Her long, golden hair was knotted and dirty. Her face was still smudged although the tearstains were gone. She looked down at her dress and wondered how Egam could have refrained from laughing at her condition. Jenneva didn’t think she could appear dirtier if she lay in the dirt road and rolled herself over and over.


  Jenneva looked around for Egam, but he was nowhere in sight. She quickly stepped out of her dress and dipped it in the water. The pool of water was much deeper than it appeared. She reached her hand down as far as she could reach and could not touch the bottom. Timidly, she placed her foot in the water and was rewarded with the feel of a firm bottom. She placed her other foot further into the pool and found that it sloped downward towards the center. She walked in until she was waist deep. The water was cold, but it felt refreshing to Jenneva. She ducked her head under the water quickly and got her hair wet. The water tasted fresh and Jenneva longed for a bath. She looked around again for Egam and was startled to see a long purple robe, comb, towel and slippers laid out where she had dropped her dress. Jenneva removed her sandals and the rest of her clothes and happily submerged herself.


  After bathing,Jenneva wrapped herself in the purple robe and combed her hair. She spread her clothes out over the stone floor to dry. The refreshing bath had buoyed her spirits. Egam approached with a silver tray loaded with fresh fruit, cheese and bread. He sat facing Jenneva and asked, “I trust you are refreshed. Eat. Those berries make for a terrible diet.”


  “Thank you, sir,” she replied. “I am indebted for your gracious hospitality.”


  Egam waved his hand as if to dismiss the need for gratitude. “You mentioned that your Uncle Hasra died while taking you to live with this Dawn, who is not really your cousin. Have you no other family? Even distant relatives?”


  “If I do, uncle was not aware of them,” stated Jenneva. “When my uncle realized that he was not well enough to care for me, he pondered for several days on where to take me. He never spoke of my parents. In truth, I believe that he did not know them, much less was he related to them. Several times I broached the subject of our association, but he would not speak of its origin, as if afraid to. No, I fear that River’s Run is the only destination that I can plead. Do you know how to get there?”


  Egam ignored the question. “Have you ever met this Dawn?” he asked. “Is she aware that you are coming?”


  “I do not recall ever having met Dawn,” she replied hesitantly. “Why is it important for you to know if she was expecting me?”


  “You are cautious,” remarked Egam. “That is as it should be. If Dawn is expecting you and you fail to show up, she should alert the authorities. If the authorities were to find you in my company while I was helping you to River’s Run, they might assume me a kidnapper. If you were to decide not to continue on to River’s Run, I could still be the subject of scrutiny. If however, you were not expected, she would not alert the authorities and they would not be looking for you.”


  “Are you a wanted man?” she asked. “Do you fear the authorities discovering your hideout?”


  “I am not wanted by the authorities,” he declared. “I do have enemies, but I do not fear them, I respect them. I respect them enough to realize that any inquiries, however small, would not escape their scrutiny. I am not yet ready to meet them. I will choose the time and place for the confrontation, not them, not fate, not you. You walk into my home and fear me for a kidnapper. Is this rational?”


  “I am sorry, Egam. I do not mean to spurn your hospitality. Nor do I wish to bring trouble upon you. If you could just give me directions to River’s Run, I will be on my way and never mention our meeting.”


  “And what will you do in River’s Run? Do you have an occupation to pursue? Have you thought about what tasks will fill your years?” asked Egam.


  “No,” Jenneva answered, “I have no plans. I like to read though. Books are filled with knowledge and adventure.” She looked around the cavern at Egam’s volumes of words.


  Egam caught the twinkle in Jenneva’s blue eyes as she surveyed his library. “Very well, then,” he said, “perhaps you will be my guest for a few days while you rest up for your long journey and then I’ll point the way to River’s Run.”


  Jenneva was overwhelmed by the selection of reading material. She found whole sections of the library devoted to history, mathematics, medicine, art, and geography. His section on literature had to be better than the Baron’s, but the most extensive sections were on magic, science, religion and folklore. Uncle Hasra had always said that there was no such thing as magic; that every event had a logical explanation. Still, Jenneva could not think of any explanations for her entrance into the tunnels or the glowing wall that she walked through. And she was sure that the birdcage Egam had used on her would defy logic.


  She had seen little of the old gray-haired man in the last several days but when they did meet he was always cheerful and considerate. He kept an ample supply of fresh food available and didn’t seem to care how much Jenneva ate. He was never hurried or irritable and would always answer Jenneva’s questions. She was free to roam wherever she wished, whenever she wanted to.


  Jenneva began to dwell on the old man’s questions. What did she hope to accomplish with her life? What type of occupation would she be good at? Would anyone care if she never showed up at River’s Run? She knew that Uncle Hasra had not sent a letter to Dawn because he had mentioned that fact. She didn’t tell Egam because she did not fully trust him. Why can’t she just stay here and devour his books? Perhaps he will let her work around the cave in return for her staying? She could promise not to get in the way. She trusted him now. He asked her daily if she was ready to leave. Maybe he wanted her to leave? Perhaps he enjoyed his solitude.


  Egam disrupted her thoughts. “Won’t your cousin be worried?” he asked. “You have dallied for a month now and she must be very worried.”


  Could it really have been a month, she thought. It had seemed like only a few days. “Egam,” she said, “I am sorry. I didn’t realize that I had been here that long. I have been an imposition on you. Perhaps I can repay you by performing some chores. You have extended every courtesy to me and I feel that I must repay you in some fashion.”


  Egam laughed. “You seek a way to prolong your departure. You are clever, but are you talented?”


  “What do you mean?” she stammered.


  “What do you know of magic?” he asked.


  “I do not believe magic exists,” stated Jenneva. “All things have a logical explanation.”


  “Logical?” deliberated Egam. “Yes that is true, but it is also true that magic is logical. It takes a very perceptive person to tap the logic of magic. People say that a person has magical talent, but it is really the ability to perceive forces that others mislabel as illogical or non-existent. Of course, talent is not enough. A good magician must also study and experiment. She must devote her life to bettering her skills.”


  The use of the female gender in Egam’s statements was not lost on Jenneva. This man was a magician and he was offering her an apprenticeship. Maybe. “And if this person did possess the ability and agreed to devote her life to study, would she be bound to her instructor?” she asked.


  “To be bound to an instructor is an illogical thought,” stated Egam. “One is privileged to serve a master, but it is the master who is obligated to the student. The best master will not stop teaching until the student is better than the master. That is a serious obligation, don’t you agree?”


  “What if the student does not have the ability?” asked Jenneva.


  “Instruction ends and the student is dismissed,” answered Egam. “Do you doubt your abilities, Jenneva? Why do you think I was so disturbed with your arrival? Only magical talent could have entered my realm. The entrance to the old tunnels from the cave where you left your uncle has remained unmolested for hundreds of years, yet you passed through. Your entrance to this cavern through a solid stonewall is evidence of your abilities. A non-perceptive individual would have been unable to even detect the light through the wall. Your ability to perform these feats without the knowledge that you were performing magic indicates an ability of greatness that I have trouble comprehending. This is why I tried to determine your heritage. A person of such great abilities does not just happen. Whoever your parents were, they were magicians of great power. Perhaps some day we may discover their identity, but today we start learning. Come with me.”


  Egam led Jenneva to one of the large tables. On the table was a small block of stone atop some parchments. Egam removed the stone and took one parchment and placed it in front of Jenneva. “This is a fairly simple feat and one that I know you will be able to accomplish. You are going to move this parchment across the table. You will have trouble at first because you do not know how to control the power. You must will the parchment to move. It may help to have a reason for your desire to see it moved.”


  Jenneva stared at the parchment, mentally she wished the paper would move, but it did not. She demanded that the paper move, but it refused. It would be easier, she thought, to just bend down and blow the paper across the table. “Concentrate,” pleaded Egam. Concentrate. Never doubt your abilities. The parchment will move because I will it to move, she thought. She concentrated. Slowly, the parchment started sliding across the table.


  “Very good start,” congratulated Egam. “Now let’s try something of greater substance.” Egam took the stone and placed it in front of Jenneva.


  “That was a trick right?” questioned Jenneva. “You probably moved the paper and let me think I was doing it.”


  Egam smiled and shook his head. “Do not doubt your abilities because you did not know they existed. Try the stone.”


  Jenneva willed the stone to move as she had with the parchment, but the rock only vibrated. She tried harder. Her head started to ache and still the rock remained. The pain distracted her mind. “Concentrate,” said Egam. “Your desire to be a magician must be proved.” Concentrate. Never doubt your abilities. The pain increased. She wanted to stop, but she must not fail. “Your desire for fame depends on this rock,” said Egam. She felt like her eyeballs would pop out of her head, but she kept trying. “Fortune awaits the verification of your abilities,” stated Egam. The pain was intense. Her vision blurred and the stone merged with the table. She was getting dizzy. She could not keep this up. She would pass out. “Hasra’s soul is being crushed by the rock,” shouted Egam. Suddenly, the rock flew across the table and smashed into the wall, disintegrating into thousands of dust particles. Jenneva fainted.


  Jenneva awoke in her bed. She still had a headache, but the intensity of it was greatly diminished. She was aware that she had succeeded in moving the stone, but she was concerned about the pain caused by the effort. Moments later, Egam arrived with a tray of cheese and a pot of tea. Egam removed a tin from his robe and tapped a small amount of white powder into the tea. “Drink this,” he commanded.


  “What is it?” asked Jenneva hesitantly.


  “What do you care?” asked Egam. “I am your master and until you become the master, never doubt my intentions. Your trust in me must be unconditional.”


  Jenneva drank the tea and ate a small piece of cheese.


  “Good,” said Egam. “It was a mixture of antler and metal. It has an amazing effect on stress headaches. You did well today, Jenneva. You have verified my conclusions regarding your abilities. I have never had a student that could move the rock on their first attempt. You also showed your intentions for your powers, and this is good. Many seek the power for their own glorification, but for you helping others is a more powerful motivation. I couldn’t be more pleased. I have laid out a course of instruction for you. At first it will consist more of reading than experimentation. You must develop a knowledge base that will give you reference into the origin of the powers. This knowledge will come from a variety of sources. I’m sure you noticed the breadth of my library. It is not because I like to collect books. Each of those volumes contains information pertinent to magic. There is also the need to learn about potions and elixirs.”


  Jenneva’s headache was gone. She reviewed his outline for training and noticed that there was no reference to time anywhere in the document. Egam explained that the training would proceed at whatever rate she was capable of learning.


  Jenneva was excited and read volume after volume. Time had no meaning down here in the cave. She noted, that however Egam had arranged the lighting for the cavern, he had compensated for day and night. At times the overhead light was very bright and at other times it was very dim. Jenneva suspected that whatever spell he used, he had crafted it to coincide with life on the surface. There were things that she missed on the surface. The feel of sunlight on your face, the sight of the moon, the smell of green grass, the sounds of wildlife. She missed them all. She would have to ask Egam for a trip to the surface. Perhaps she would wait. As much as she desired a touch of reality, she loved reading his books. The experiments were also going well and a trip to the surface would halt them. For the past week they had been working on mind speech. It fascinated Jenneva that two individuals could communicate without an utterance. He could even read her thoughts without her sending them. Soon she would learn that technique as well.


  “So,” uttered Egam, “you desire the real world do you?”


  Egam, that’s unfair! You’re eavesdropping again.


  “You’re just jealous,” laughed Egam. “Perhaps you will master it soon. Come. I have been saving a surprise for you.”


  Egam led her to the pool of water and went into an incantation. Suddenly the cave walls disappeared and they were outdoors. Jenneva was disoriented. He hadn’t transported them anywhere because everything that existed in the cave was still there. She looked around. The pool was actually a pond. The cave floor was grass. There were trees behind the bookshelves. They appeared to be in a small valley completely encircled by towering peaks. The peaks even had snow on them. Her bed was in a little alcove on the edge of the valley.


  “Which is real?” he asked.


  “This is real,” answered Jenneva.


  “How do you know?” queried Egam.


  “It’s logical,” she replied. “I should have realized it long ago. That first day when I arrived, the cave floor was spongy, like grass. The pool had a dirt bottom like a pond. The light was set up for day and night but that’s because it was day and night. This is a magnificent illusion, Egam, but why live in a cave when you have such beauty here?”


  “The illusion is two way,” answered Egam. “When we see the cave ceiling, those above us see another peak. Unfortunately, Jenneva, I still have enemies and I am not ready for them.”


  “Tell me of them, Egam.”


  “It is dangerous for you to know too much, too soon. Today we are dealing with mind speech. My enemies possess these powers as well. So far, I can block them. In the future, who knows. You, however, have not yet mastered mind speech. You could be easy prey to the likes of Sarac.”


  “Who is Sarac?” prodded Jenneva.


  “This is important, Jenneva,” cautioned Egam. “I have already said too much, but I will ease your curiosity a little further. You must always be conscious of never mentioning his name in mind speech. If his name has to be mentioned at all, do so verbally. Now, Sarac was a student of mine some time ago. He was very talented but, unlike yourself, he wanted to learn for selfish reasons. He learned quickly and mastered all that I could teach in a mere seven years. He kept his association with me because of my vast library. I have always guarded my library with a ward that I have shared with no one. Magic, as with all of life, has two faces, the light and the dark. The light side of magic is just as powerful as the dark, but it is not destructive in nature. That is not to say that you can’t destroy things with the light side. You did that your first day when you smashed the rock into the cave wall. The rock was reduced to dust. That is destructive.”


  Egam sat by the pond and continued. “The dark side of magic is devoted to destruction. My library contains a wealth of information on the dark side as well as the light side. I have never had an interest in the dark side, but Sarac did. As I had fulfilled my obligation as master, I terminated our relationship. I did this for his own good as well as the good of all. Sarac swore he would defeat me and gain my library. He tried, but while he knew all that I knew, he was not yet as strong as I was.”


  “How long ago was this?”


  “It is over thirty years now,” replied Egam. “Thirty years that he has been honing his skills to defeat me.”


  “Several times,” she asked, “you have said that you are not yet ready for your enemies. If he knows all that you know, how can you ever be ready?”


  “I have started studying the dark side,” he answered. “It is not what I wish to spend my time studying, but I have no choice. I must prepare to defeat Sarac or he will defeat me.”


  “You mentioned enemies as in plural,” queried Jenneva, “who are the others?”


  “I am not sure of the others. Shortly after Sarac left, I took on another promising student, Kirsta. She also was very gifted. You must understand that I am not obligated to accept a student. I do so only for those judged exceptional. Anyway, Kirsta was pure of heart as you are. She also learned what I could teach in seven years and left to go out on her own. I liked Kirsta very much and we kept in touch for a while. One day while she was visiting me I found her browsing references on the dark side. I tried to probe her mind, but she caught me at it and protected herself. We have not spoken since.”


  “Just because she was looking up something on the dark side, you have canceled her friendship?” asked Jenneva.


  “No, not for using the library. During the mind probe I picked up two items that disturbed me. She had Sarac on her mind. I believe that Sarac was using her to get the information he needed. Kirsta must have been in love with Sarac or I am sure that she would never have helped him. I still care for her very much, but I cannot afford to open myself to her.”


  “You mentioned two things in the mind probe, but only mentioned Sarac. What is the other thing you discovered?”


  “The Origin Scroll”, sighed Egam. “The Origin Scroll is a lost historical tome that purportedly has spells and incantations that are so powerful that they can create and destroy universes. No one has ever seen it, but there are references to it in the earliest volumes of both magic and religious orders. That book in Sarac’s hands would have the worst consequences for all of mankind.”


  “Are you going to have to destroy Kirsta as well?”


  “I don’t know, I hope not. Sarac is evil, but I think Kirsta is not. I think she fell in love with him and often love will blind you to reality. The problem is not limited to Sarac though. Sarac has become a master in his own right. He also takes in students and I believe Sarac would try to control his students. He once joked about creating a spell that would bind the caster to its creator. He is the type of master to create such a spell and teach it to his students. When they learned the spell and cast it, they would be eternally bound to Sarac, his to control. And if his students became masters, and taught this spell to their students; well you can see where this leads.”


  “Is there anything that I can do to help,” asked Jenneva.


  “If it is your desire to help,” replied Egam, “you will. I am obligated as your master to teach you all that I know. I have been studying the dark side for twenty years now. You are not obligated to learn all that I know, I am obligated to teach all that I know. The decision will be yours when the time comes. Know this though, if Sarac has his way I will never finish tutoring you. He will see me dead before then. I have spoken of the ward, which protects my library. If ever I should die, know that I will leave a clue for you to gain access to my library. You will need to find the clue, cancel the ward and place your own ward of protection on the books. The library will be yours and so will the obligation to safeguard it.”


  Chapter 5


  Kalamaar


  Fram decided to alter the locations of the evening stops, just in case Gidas had passed the information on to other bandit groups. Larc was driving the last wagon alone and doing very well. Fram was not his usual jovial self this morning. “You know that Jerrick and I will be fired when we return,” he stated.


  “Why would Tulek fire you?” asked Alex. “We beat off a bandit attack and saved his cargo. We even got rid of a dishonest driver who had probably been setting up his caravans for years.”


  “Well,” drawled the old driver, “there’s a small problem that you aren’t aware of. Ramor is married to Gidas’ sister. Ramor has always protected Gidas and I am sure this event will be no exception. When the dust settles, you can be sure that the death of Gidas will be our fault. You will be fortunate if Ramor doesn’t have you arrested for murder.”


  They rode on in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Fram knew that he would not be able to secure another job at his age. Alex thought of the trouble he was bringing to the rest of the party. They soon camped for the night. This would be the last stop before Kalamaar. The boys skipped archery practice and helped set up the camp. Fram took over the cooking duties, as tonight would have been Gidas’s turn. Alex told the boys about his conversation with Fram and the mood around the campfire was quite sullen. Alex finally broke the silence. “Look, there is no reason for everyone to be fired or go to jail because of my actions. When we get back to Bordon, I will go see Tulek and take the responsibility for the death of Gidas. Ramor can take his wrath out on me and the rest of you should not be harassed.”


  After several moments of silence, Oscar asked, “Alex why did you kill Gidas?”


  Alex was stunned. “What do you mean? He was going to kill Larc.”


  “Larc,” Oscar queried, “why was Gidas going to kill you?”


  “What is this nonsense,” sighed Larc. “You know very well why he was going to kill me. I told him that I had found his note on the bandits.”


  “Look,” Oscar stated, “the way I see it is this. If Gidas had not tried to kill Larc, Alex would not have killed him. If Larc had not found the note, Gidas would not have tried to kill Larc. If the bandits had not attacked us, Larc would not have found the note. Therefore, the bandits were responsible for the death of Gidas.”


  “I follow you, Oscar,” Jerrick chimed in. “When we get back, we can say that we were attacked by bandits and managed to kill them all. Unfortunately, Gidas was also killed.”


  “Unfortunately?” retorted Alex.


  “Very much so,” laughed Fram. “It would have been very fortunate had the bandits killed him, but I guess his death had to be unfortunate.”


  “Don’t worry about a thing, Alex,” added Oscar. “I will personally make the report to Tulek when we get back.”


  The boys took turns during the night standing guard and in the morning the caravan left for Kalamaar.


  Kalamaar was a large walled city. Oscar had never seen anything so large. He was excited. He figured there must be many ways to make money in a city this size, and money was important to Oscar. The massive gates to the city were open and the caravan entered the city. Tulek’s shipment was going to a company called Sanchez Import Export Company and Fram knew the way by heart. Within a few minutes, Fram guided the caravan to an enormous building with the Sanchez sign on it. The building had four large double doors, compared to Tulek’s one.


  A tall, slender man of middle years with black curly hair ordered the caravan to halt. Oscar leaped from the wagon and raced up to Fram’s wagon to see what was going to happen.


  “Good afternoon, Fram,” greeted the slender man. “I see you are right on schedule again, three days late. I suppose you have the usual excuse.”


  “Yes sir, Gomer,” Fram replied. “Customs delay again.”


  “They’re hiring your guards pretty young these day,” noted Gomer.


  “Best guards that I’ve ever ridden with, Gomer,” beamed Fram. “We were attacked two nights ago by six bandits and the boys got them all. One of our drivers foolishly got in the way though.”


  “Impressive,” said Gomer. “If I recall, you’ve never had a good word for a guard. You must be getting old,” he laughed. “Anything missing?”


  “Not a parcel,” stated Fram.


  “Well, good then. Bring the wagons up to four, five and six. We’ll get you unloaded quickly.”


  A young, swarthy man with black hair had been standing on the other side of Fram’s wagon listening to the report. He stepped forward and said, “So you’re Fram. I’ve heard my father mention the name several times. He said you know the road to Bordon better than any other Targa driver. I’m Juan Sanchez, the owner.”


  “I’m pleased to meet you, Juan,” Fram said. “And flattered by your father’s remarks. I hope he is in good health.”


  “Actually, he is not,” replied Juan. “That is why I am taking over the company. His health is no longer good enough to conduct the affairs of business. I have spent the last two weeks reviewing his ledgers and I have to tell you that I am not happy with the service I’m receiving from you. Every shipment from Bordon for the last year has been at least three days late. In addition, four of our shipments have been stolen between Balfour and Bordon. We cannot afford for these loses and delays to continue. When you return to Bordon please inform Tulek that if he cannot perform as he agreed to I will have no further need of his services. This is not meant as a slight to you, Fram, please do not take it as such.”


  “I understand, Juan,” replied Fram. “I will deliver the message personally.”


  Juan retreated to his office and Fram got the wagons to their proper docks. Oscar paraded around the building checking out the operation. He had been in Tulek’s shop many times and had thought it was big, but this was enormous. Each of the four doors had six docks. Sanchez could load or unload over twenty wagons at the same time. He knew how much traffic came from Bordon, so quite a bit of Sanchez’s business either came by sea or from further on up the coast. Oscar had no idea how much merchandise must be hauled around from one place to another. Small wonder that Tulek had the greatest house in Bordon. Sanchez’s house must be even larger. He had to be a very wealthy man, wealthy enough to take a gamble. Oscar smiled and headed for Juan’s office.


  “Good afternoon, Mister Sanchez,” Oscar greeted. “I am Oscar Dalek and I have business proposition for you.”


  “Well, Oscar,” Juan replied, “we are not formal here. You may call me Juan. So you have a proposition for me. Aren’t you a little young for business, Oscar?”


  “No,” answered Oscar. “I am old enough to have gotten your caravan here safely and I’m old enough to recognize when you are being cheated.”


  “Cheated?” Juan asked. “Who is cheating me?”


  “I am also old enough to know when information is valuable,” stated Oscar.


  “Very well,” Juan laughed, crinkling his black eyebrows. “What is your business proposition?”


  “According to my calculations,” Oscar began, “you have lost over one hundred wagon days because of Tulek’s delays. That amounts to over thirty thousand crowns. In addition, you lost twelve wagons worth of cargo. Now, I don’t know how much the cargo was worth, but you do. The point is that you expect some losses and delays and you figure that into your costs. But these losses are excessive. You can stop them.”


  “You have quite a head for business after all, young Oscar. How can I stop them?”


  “You can enter into a contract with Dalek Shipping,” replied Oscar. “You will supply me with one wagon and the parts for two more wagons. I will deliver your goods from Balfour to Kalamaar at the rate of three wagons per month. I will also carry your exports to Bordon or Balfour in the same wagons. I will charge you the same rate that you are currently paying Tulek, but I will deduct one thousand crowns for each day that I am late. I do not anticipate losing any of your cargo, but as we both know, bandits do exist. I am prepared to pay for any cargo that is lost if my losses exceed six wagons a year.”


  “Impressive,” stated Juan. “If Tulek made me this offer, I would jump at it. No offense meant, Oscar, but I am not quite as thrilled hearing it from you. You ask for the wagons because you do not own any. You do not own any because you have no business. You do not have the finances to live up to your bargain and I think that you do not understand the business very well. I am dissatisfied with Tulek, but he has good drivers, good guards and the finances to back an offer like this. I’ll tell you what; you get Tulek to make the same offer and I will give you ten thousand crowns.”


  “Tulek cannot make the same offer,” said Oscar, “because he is the cause of your losses.”


  “What do you mean,” demanded Juan, “that he is the cause of my losses?”


  “Tulek’s shipments are delayed for three days because he is suspected of smuggling and killing a customs inspector. My shipments would not be delayed. Tulek also delivers your cargo in two stages. First from Balfour to Bordon and then from Bordon to Kalamaar. I would deliver direct from Balfour to Kalamaar. As for Tulek’s good guards, they are in jail. They were put there by me and my associates and we are the guards on this shipment. As for Tulek’s good drivers, they will be working for me, including Fram.”


  “You have thought this out rather well,” admitted Juan, “but you still do not have the financial resources to honor your contract. Tulek has been in this business for many years and he lost twelve wagon loads of my goods this year.”


  “I also do not have the overhead that Tulek has,” smiled Oscar. “All of your payments will be profits after paying off my men. I will have sufficient money to hold up my end of the agreement.”


  Juan frowned as he stared at the young man before him and Oscar decided it was time to close the deal. Oscar took out the map that Larc had found on the bandit and placed it on Juan’s desk. “This is the reason that you lost so much cargo. We took it off one of the bandits that we killed. It was given to him by Tulek’s driver who died. Tulek has been stuffing his pockets with more of your money than he should have.”


  Juan looked at the map and Oscar could see the fury burning Juan’s dark eyes. “I will have the contract drawn up by tomorrow morning, Oscar. My men will load the wagon parts in a new wagon for you. You will have to supply your own horses. My agent in Balfour is Mick Gruther. You will make your first pickup in Balfour in three weeks. Tell Fram not to bother with the message for Tulek. Let him find out on his own. I will hold you to your contract, Oscar, so do not disappoint me.”


  “Thank you, Juan,” acknowledged Oscar. “I will not let you down and soon I will have the financial resources that you spoke of.”


  Juan laughed, “I’m sure you will, Oscar.”


  Oscar went out and offered Fram and Jerrick jobs and they both accepted. The shipment back to Bordon would not be ready until morning, so the group decided to see the city.


  The large, deep-water port fascinated Oscar. His hometown of Bordon did not have deep water and the fishing vessels were flat bottomed to allow them to navigate in the shallow waters. Kalamaar was a true seaport. He saw ships from Sordoa, Lanoir, and even the mysterious Isles of the Sea, but the vast majority of ships were Cordonian. Fram explained that Cordonia did not have a seaport on the Sordoan Sea and this had led to an ages-old conflict with Targa. Cordonia and Targa both claimed the area north of Targa and east of Cordonia. Targa claimed that Cordonia ended at the West Mountains and Cordonia claimed that Targa ended at the Tice River. The land north of the Tice River and east of the West Mountains became known as the Disputed Area.


  Most shipping was conducted in the Sordoan Sea leaving Cordonia the option of either trading via land or braving the Horn of Lanoir. The Horn of Lanoir was a long peninsula extending southward from the continent and the location of the worst storms and seas known to sailors.


  Oscar watched as workers unloaded one of the large Cordonian ships. He was amazed at the amount of cargo that a single ship could hold. Some day he promised himself he would own a great ship, but right now he would settle for Tulek’s house.


  From the harbor, the group went to the market square. This was an enormous area of shops, stalls, and stands. The size of the market was greater than the entire town of Bordon. One could buy anything here. Oscar spent many hours perusing the wares, paying particular attention to what goods came from outside Cordonia. He saw spices and strange woods from the Isle of Grakus, which was located in the Sordoan Sea. He saw coconuts, dates, pottery and art from Sordoa, animal skins, horns and tusks from Lanoir. This one market was filled with opportunities for a shipper and he had heard that Kantor, the capital of Cordonia, had a market twice as large.


  The group had dinner at a marketplace inn where they spent the night. In the morning they went to Sanchez’s warehouse where Oscar signed the contract. Alex had to drive the extra wagon and Oscar rode with Fram. The trip back to Bordon was uneventful. Oscar spent the entire week pumping Fram for information about shipping, Tulek’s contacts, travel in the kingdom, and possible problems that he should expect with his new business.


  When they entered Bordon, Alex drove the new wagon behind Marta’s new home and tied up the spare horses. He then joined Jerrick in the middle wagon. Everyone was shouting greetings and questions, but the homecoming would have to wait until they delivered the cargo. The caravan entered Tulek’s and Ramor waved them to their docks. Ramor came over to Fram and asked, “Where is Gidas?”


  Fram told him about the ambush and that Gidas had been killed during the attack. Ramor was livid. He smashed his fist several times into the side of the wagon and it was clear to all that Ramor was having a difficult time controlling his rage. He stormed off in the direction of Tulek’s office. Fram and Jerrick had not been paid their wages yet. It was customary to be paid at the end of a trip. Tulek had given Alex his pay in advance to ensure that they accepted the job.


  Ramor came back from Tulek’s office a little more composed. He informed Alex, Larc, and Oscar that their services were no longer needed. He then asked Fram and Jerrick to accompany him to Tulek’s office.


  “Fram,” Tulek began, “you were head of this caravan and you returned without our best driver. That is inexcusable. Had you kept the original guards out of trouble, you would have been protected by better than boys. Your conduct might be explained as a result of your old age, but I rather think it is the result of poor judgment. Tulek Shipping can no longer use your services. You are dismissed without pay. If you want your pay I would suggest that you go talk to the overpaid guards who accompanied you. Now, get out.”


  Fram smiled, turned and left the office.


  “Jerrick,” Tulek continued, “I can find no fault of yours in this mess. Ramor has told me that you have worked with Gidas and that you are a smart boy. I am considering you for the position of lead driver on the Bordon to Kalamaar run, but I need to be assured of your loyalty to the firm. I understand from Gidas that you know how to keep your mouth shut when necessary, but I need proof of your ability to follow orders without question. Here is your pay for the last trip. Go with Ramor and he will instruct you on what is necessary to secure the position of lead driver.”


  Wordlessly, Jerrick turned and followed Ramor out of Tulek’s office and into Ramor’s. Ramor indicated that Jerrick should sit as he pulled out a piece of paper and began writing. Ramor scribbled furiously as he said, “You know, Jerrick, Gidas had a special place in this business. He had become quite wealthy before his accident and you can, too. That Sanchez is always cheating us on our rates, so we play a little game with him to recoup our losses. Here, sign this.”


  Jerrick looked at the document he was being asked to sign. It was an affidavit attesting to the attack of Sanchez’s shipment. The part that bothered Jerrick was that it stated that the attack took place on the way back and that all of the wagons had been lost to the bandits. It stated that Jerrick had been the only known survivor, but that others of the party may have been in collusion with the bandits.


  Jerrick stated, “I can’t sign this. It is all a lie.”


  “You will sign it if you wish to remained employed,” replied Ramor. “Don’t worry, you will be given extra compensation of say, 500 crowns, for your trouble. And there will be other opportunities for you to line your pockets. Gidas’s death has left a very fortunate opening for you.”


  “And if I go to the authorities with this paper?” asked Jerrick.


  “What of it?” answered Ramor. “I have merely filled in the paper as you told me the event happened. Of course, if you were to do that, I don’t think that you would live very long. Accidents do happen now and then.”


  Jerrick threw the paper down and stormed out of the office. Out on the street, the rest of the party was waiting for him and he described the attempt to get him to fill Gidas’s place. Oscar gave Fram the hundred crowns that he should have been paid and they walked back to Marta’s.


  The villagers were all excited to see their boys return and makeshift tables had been set up in the field for a celebration. Everyone had questions for the boys. They wanted to know about the horses, wagon, Fram and Jerrick. The tales of the bandit attack and Kalamaar enthralled them. Everyone congratulated Oscar on his new business. The atmosphere was very festive.


  Alex had a chance to look at Marta’s new house. It was quite large for a town house and Marta’s face beamed with pride and thanks as she showed it. Alex announced that they would have a day of rest and then the villagers would leave to found their new village. Everyone celebrated and with pride looked back at what they had accomplished since coming to Bordon.


  A few hours later Larc’s mother, Charlene, and the Inspector, Reese, made an announcement. They had planned to get married in the spring, but they wanted their friends to join in the event, so they were having the wedding tomorrow. Marta announced that Charlene and Reese were going to share her new home until they found a place of their own, no matter how many years that took. All laughed and the partying resumed.


  The next day was even more festive. The villagers had decorated the field for the marriage. Many of Reese’s friends from the stockade came to the event, as did many of the townspeople. It was a combination wedding and farewell to the villagers that so many of the townspeople had accepted as their own.


  Larc came over and talked to Alex. Larc had decided to stay in Bordon. His mother was the only family he had and Oscar had offered him a job with Dalek Shipping. Alex was glad for Larc, but sad at the thought of not having Larc by his side. He had grown very fond of Larc. In fact, Alex was going to miss Oscar and Fram, as well.


  As the festival went into the evening, the boys helped Oscar assemble the two wagons. Oscar, Fram, Jerrick and Larc would be leaving for Balfour before sun up. They wanted to get the wagons out of town before Tulek saw them. Tulek would eventually learn of his new competition, but Oscar would rather have it be later. Alex and the villagers would be leaving at dawn on their final leg of the journey started so long ago. Larc had donated his caravan pay to the village to help buy livestock when they got closer to the village site.


  The full fury of winter was only a month away and the villagers had a good two-week trek in front of them. The boys would have their hands full providing shelter from the weather for the villagers. Alex and Laman decided that when they arrived at the site they would build one large building for all to share. When each of the villagers finally had their own home, the large building would be converted into a barn for Lenor and Marga. It was going to be hard on the villagers with no men and too few boys around for the heavy jobs, but Alex’s admiration for these women and children was not unfounded. They would not only survive, but they would handle it well.


  The valley that they were headed for had been given to Pitor’s father for service to the Crown. Pitor’s father had saved King Olweg’s life in the last Cordonian War. The King was reviewing the battlefield when a band of enemy archers got behind the Targan lines. One archer spotted the king and hoped for a quick and easy end to the conflict. Alex’s grandfather, Gandy, was a runner and found himself in the position of throwing his body in front of the king. The move saved King Olweg, but cost Gandy his arm.


  When Gandy returned home from the war, he was a hero and wore his disability like a medal. Several times he had taken Pitor to see his valley. After several years though, Gandy could no longer cope with his useless arm and began drinking heavily. Pitor had been handling the felling of the trees alone and had been doing fairly well. He tried to console his father but was unable to. One night his drunken father threw the deed into the fire, alternately laughing and crying about the grant of a wooded valley to a one-armed lumberman. Several days later they found his body in a stream. Pitor had loaded the body into the carpenter’s cart and, along with his son Alex, had transported the body to his father’s valley to be buried. It was the only time Alex had ever been to the Gandy Valley.


  It was a brisk winter’s morn when they entered Gandy Valley. The valley was heavily wooded, as were the slopes of the hills surrounding it. Alex led the party to a large clearing at the north end of the valley and declared that this would be the site of the village. There was a stream that led through the valley and Alex wanted the village to be upstream of the farms and timbering. On a little knoll at the edge of the clearing he found his grandfather’s marker and spent a few moments in prayer.


  Alex held a village meeting to lay out his plan and get input from the villagers. Eddie volunteered to be Alex’s assistant felling trees. Tora made a motion to name the village at this time. The motion passed and the village was named Lavinda in memory of Alex’s mother.


  Each villager found a task to do in setting up the new village. Within a week they had the barn roofed and were working on the inner partitions. Alex and Eddie were already working on clearing the edges of the village. Eddie had been sleeping well this last week. He was not muscular like Larc and at first had difficulty performing the tasks that Alex set out for him. Everyone worked from before dawn until after dusk. Eddie was constantly in pain but never complained. Alex admired him for that and was determined to make a woodsman out of him.


  Nolan, who was already skilled at painting, was learning carpentry from Laman. Kyle and Marga had teamed up to obtain whatever provisions the villagers would need to get through the winter. Tora and Kara had created a drawing of the village and families were allowed to select their desired location for a home.


  When the first heavy snows came, the village of Lavinda was ready.


  Chapter 6


  Sarac


  Sarac stormed into the laboratory. Mordac was peering into a crystal ball that was clamped in the skeletal jawbone of a long deceased Yaki. “Have you detected his presence yet?” demanded Sarac.


  “Not yet,” replied Sarac’s young assistant. Mordac stood and straightened his long, black robe. He removed his black pointed cap and brushed his fingers through his curly brown hair. “The Yaki attacks covered the entire Gordo Region. Most of the villages in the region no longer exist. Are you sure that his hidden laboratory is in that region?”


  Sarac laid his long, wooden staff on the table and eased his tall, slender body into one of the chairs. “No, not really. It is where I last sensed Egam’s presence though.” Sarac’s black sunken eyes looked weary. For years he had been searching for the library of his old master. The library, he was sure, that contained the references he needed to find the Origin Scroll. He threw his black cape on the table and tossed his long black hair over the chair back. “Perhaps, he didn’t think the Yaki were a significant threat to the kingdom. Possibly, he is so well hidden that he wasn’t even aware of the Yaki invasion.”


  “Maybe,” began Mordac, “we should spread the Yaki attacks to surrounding regions.”


  “No,” stated Sarac, twirling his long, black mustache. “I think the Yaki attacks may have gone unnoticed outside the Gordo Region. What we need is something so outrageous that the entire kingdom will be alarmed. Something that will force Egam to show his hand.”


  “What about melting the snow on the Boulder Mountains?” asked Mordac. “That would cause tremendous flooding on both sides of the mountains.”


  “That might cause a lot of deaths, but it would not force the kingdom to mobilize their entire army. No,” answered Sarac, “we need something that will threaten the very existence of the kingdom. Only something so severe will guarantee that Egam comes out of hiding. His love for the kingdom would force him to put himself in peril to save the day.”


  “Okay,” Mordac countered, “suppose we gather all your masters and assistants together and stage an attack at each of the kingdom’s garrisons?”


  “A waste of my resources,” replied Sarac. “Some of my magicians would be killed and there would be no long term tangible threat for the kingdom to rally against.” Sarac rose and walked to the window of the ancient castle. The castle in the Disputed Area had been in great decay when Sarac found it. Now it was a veritable fortress. His gaze moved to one of the towers where a pair of his goblin archers were changing watch. The goblins were a ferocious race, if somewhat lacking in intelligence. Perhaps he could convince Guldar, the king of the goblins, to begin harassing the kingdom. He would have to offer Guldar something tangible in return. Guldar, while not the smartest person around, was very intelligent for a goblin. He would realize that the goblin losses would be great. Sarac would have to find something that the goblins greatly yearned for.


  “Mordac,” commanded Sarac, “I think we will have the goblins help the Yaki attack the kingdom. The threat of goblins would demand the attention of King Eugene. I want you to set up a meeting with Guldar. Tell him that I want to discuss a matter of great importance to both of us. Then I want you to hang around his camp for a while. See if you can gain some insight into something that would cause the goblins to die while attacking the kingdom.”


  “When do you want this meeting?” asked Mordac.


  “I want the meeting set for sometime after you have gained the information that we need to ally him,” answered Sarac. “Tell him six months from now. If you have not found the information by then, make some excuse to delay the meeting another six months. Do not give Guldar any clue as to what the meeting will be about. I do not want to rush the attack this time. If Egam realizes that we are using these attacks to flush him out, he will purposely stay hidden. I would rather wait and guarantee that we can find Egam, than rush it and foil another attempt. I will be spending some time in Lanoir. I have heard through one of our Black Devils that there is a large library at one of the temples down there. I will gain admittance somehow and peruse their volumes. If you need to contact me, send the message via our Black Devils unless it is urgent. Remember, the use of mind speak over such distances would expose us to detection.”


  “Your will, Master,” submitted Mordac.


  Sarac had a long journey before him. He could not use magical means for this trip without certain detection by Egam. Very few magicians had developed their powers to that extent and he was sure that Egam would take notice of such an event. Still he would be free to use many spells that could be detected only by someone within the general vicinity of the caster. Sarac grabbed his cape and staff and went to the stables.


  It had been a while since Sarac had been on a long trip with Cauldron, his great black horse. Cauldron was a Sordoan stallion, the finest available anywhere. Sarac dug his heels into Cauldron and set off for the coast. His first sizable town would be Bordon on the border with Cordonia. There he would have to start disguising himself. Not only did Egam have spies everywhere, but he didn’t want to be recognized by any of his own Black Devils, lest they inadvertently give him away. He would check with some of his Black Devils along the way, but only those who were considered the most reliable.


  About a week into his journey, Sarac ran across a band of Yaki scavenging for food. The Yaki had simple minds and were easy to control, but these Yaki were starving. They would not be controlled. Their minds had shut out what little thought they were capable of and raw instinct for survival had taken over. Sarac blasted the first few with simple fireballs and lashed Cauldron with his staff. Cauldron took off at a gallop. The Yaki might out sprint the stallion, but they would never be able to maintain the pace. Sarac looked back and cast a couple of Tree Mines. The Tree Mines hit their target and two giant trees exploded in a mist of wood slivers. The slivers sliced into the ranks of the Yaki. Those that weren’t immediately torn to shreds hesitated long enough to ensure Sarac’s lead. Sarac mused that it would be in poor taste to be eaten by the very Yaki he had unleashed.


  On approaching Bordon, Sarac chose his first disguise. He chose the bright green tunic of a Cordonian courier and rode into town. He looked forward to a fine meal and decent bed for the night. He dismounted in front of the Wagon Wheel Inn as it was the most gaily painted building in town and looked fairly new. He was not interested in sleeping in an old musty room. He tossed the reins to a small boy outside the inn and told the boy to feed and stable the horse. Sarac went into the inn and ordered a meal and a room. The meal was satisfying and Sarac lay in bed feeling elated. It actually felt good to be off traveling the land for a change, not studying or reading old scrolls. Sarac contentedly drifted off to sleep.


  In the morning, Sarac left the inn and went to the stables to retrieve Cauldron, but the stallion was not in the stables. The stable hand had never received the horse from the small boy. Sarac was furious and went in search of the little boy. Sarac found the boy playing in the alley alongside the butcher shop and demanded to know where his horse was.


  “I tied him up to the post at the inn,” said the little boy.


  “I told you to take him to the stables,” asserted Sarac.


  “My father doesn’t allow me to go to the stables,” whimpered the boy. “He says it’s too dangerous being by those big horses.”


  “Well, you are going to find my horse,” demanded Sarac, “or I will turn you into a toad.”


  The little boy started crying loudly and Sarac did not want the attention the boy’s crying would bring, yet the boy must be punished. Sarac walked to the end of the alley, then turned and hurled a fireball at the youngster. A smoldering pile of ashes was all that was left of the little boy. With a smile of satisfaction, Sarac started searching the town for his horse. Sarac soon found that there were only two places in town with horses besides the stables -- Tulek’s Shipping and the Dalek Shipping Company. He tried Dalek’s first and did not find his black stallion. A sandy-haired boy offered to let him look around and Sarac satisfied himself that the horse was not there. He walked up the road and entered Tulek’s Shipping. Ramor was quite rude to the stranger and denied knowing anything about the horse. He also refused to allow Sarac to look for himself. Sarac was not in a mood to be treated rudely and thought about frying Ramor on the spot, but decided he should be more subtle and stepped outside to plan his attack.


  Just then, three wagons stopped outside Tulek’s Shipping. The sandy- haired boy he had spoken to before asked if he had found his horse.


  “No,” replied Sarac trying to remain calm. “I have searched everywhere, so whoever stole him has hidden him.”


  “Well,” said the sandy-haired boy, “we’re heading south as far as Balfour and you’re welcome to ride with us if you wish.”


  “I really need to find my horse,” Sarac replied.


  “Suit yourself,” stated the boy, “but we’re the only ones heading south for a week and you won’t even be able to buy a horse in this town.”


  “Wait,” shouted Sarac, “I do believe that I will take your kind offer.” He would have to find his horse on the return trip.


  “Hop up,” said the boy. “I am Oscar. Welcome to our caravan.”


  “Thank you, Oscar. My name is Carson,” stated Sarac.


  “My pleasure, Carson,” replied Oscar. “You will be able to buy a horse in Balfour. It’s a larger town than Bordon.”


  Just outside of town, the caravan met up with six armored horsemen and Sarac steeled himself for an attack. Oscar sensed the tautness of his passenger and said, “It’s okay, Carson. They’re with us. There have been too many robberies in these parts and Ramor has been itching to get at me, so we have our own security force. Sometimes they travel along side us, so that bandits know what they’re here for. Sometimes they are nowhere to be seen, which keeps the bandits guessing. It’s worked out pretty good so far.”


  Oscar was pleasant company for Sarac and he actually enjoyed riding with the caravan even if it had cost him some time. One night Oscar got to talking about his hometown, Bordon, and how nice the people were. Sarac sneered when mention of the town brought back memories of his stolen horse, but he also realized that if Oscar lived in Bordon, he might be able to retrieve his horse. “Oscar,” he said, “if you can find my horse, I will give you something of great value.”


  Oscar laughed, “Carson, that is not necessary, I know where your horse is.”


  Sarac was incensed. “Why didn’t you tell me then?”


  Oscar answered, “Carson, there is only one person in that town who would steal your horse and that is Ramor. Your horse is up at his master’s house, the stone house on the hill. I didn’t tell you while we were in town, because I didn’t want to see you killed. Tulek has armed guards at his house and he wouldn’t have let you in anyway. I am heading back to Bordon as soon as I load my cargo. I promise you that I will get a detachment from the garrison to fetch your horse and it will be waiting for you on your return from Balfour.”


  Sarac considered Oscar’s statement. He wasn’t coming back for some time and when he did, he wouldn’t look like Carson. “Oscar,” he said, “I have a longer journey than just to Balfour, but I want my horse safe. If you will retrieve my horse and keep him at the stables of this Dalek Shipping Company for me, I will send a friend to pick him up.”


  “No problem,” replied Oscar, “but how will I know your friend when he comes?”


  “Do you see this ring upon my finger?” ask Sarac.


  “Yes,” answered Oscar, “it is very unique indeed.”


  “Good,” stated Sarac, “my friend will give you this ring in exchange for my horse.”


  “Showing me the ring will be good enough,” said Oscar.


  “No, my friend,” demanded Sarac, “you have done me two good deeds and I wish not to be indebted. This ring is more than gold. It is a magical ring that I found many years ago. It warms your finger when someone is lying to you. That’s why I knew this Ramor was lying to me, but I still did not know where my horse was. No, Oscar I wish you to have it and my debt to you will be paid.”


  “A magical ring, I cannot refuse,” said Oscar. “If I can be of further assistance, Carson, please do not hesitate.”


  Sarac departed the group on the outskirts of Balfour. After the caravan was out of sight he changed into the red and black outfit of a Sordoan emissary. His hair was now short like the typical Sordoan and he looked like he had gained twenty pounds. His skin was wrinkled and his temples were starting to gray. Carson was gone and Abdul was here.


  Sarac smiled when he thought about Oscar’s delight over the ring. It was merely an inexpensive ring with a spell cast upon it. He would purchase another ring in Balfour for himself and properly prepare it. Sarac had a trustworthy Black Devil in Balfour named Lagor. He would use Lagor to get the horse and deal with Ramor. He found Lagor’s house and knocked. A young man with short, blond hair answered the door to find an emissary from Sordoa on his doorstep. The emissary gave a familiar hand sign and the young man welcomed the stranger into his home.


  “I am Abdul and I am seeking Lagor,” stated Sarac.


  “Abdul is welcome to the home of Lagor,” replied Lagor. “How may I be of service to the One Above All Others?”


  “He requires your assistance in some trivial aid to this traveler,” Sarac said. “You will supply me with a horse. You will purchase for me a ring from the market. Choose one that is used and ancient looking, but gold. After I leave, you will have a mission. The mission is to travel to Bordon and deal with a problem. You will give this ring that I am wearing to a man named Oscar at Dalek’s Shipping Company. He will be there for only a few hours exactly one week from today. He will give you, in return, a great black stallion. You will bring the horse back here and stable him until someone calls for him. Then you must deal with a man named Ramor at Tulek’s Shipping. Do not be gentle, it should send a message to his master.”


  “His will, Abdul,” vowed Lagor. Lagor returned an hour later with the ring and horse. Abdul left for Sordoa.


  * * *


  One week later, Lagor was sitting under a tree waiting for someone to arrive at Dalek’s. He had already inquired at the building and had been told that Oscar was in town on an errand and that he would return shortly. He saw a man coming from the garrison with a large, black horse and went to greet him. Ramor was also watching.


  “You are Oscar?” asked Lagor.


  “I am,” smiled Oscar. “What can I do for you?”


  Lagor handed him Sarac’s ring. “I was asked to give this to you and retrieve the horse. Would you mind stabling him for me while I run an errand?”


  “Not at all,” agreed Oscar as he slipped the ring onto his finger.


  Lagor turned and marched up the street to Tulek’s Shipping. He walked in and asked to speak to Ramor. He was led to the rear of the building where Ramor was hiding. Before Lagor realized what was going on, Ramor plunged a knife into his neck. Lagor never returned for the horse.


  * * *


  Sarac had just crossed the border into Sordoa. His attire granted him entry into the country with few questions asked. Here Sarac had a choice. The normal route to Lanoir was down the east coast and through the Sordoan capital. The route through the Great Sordoan Desert would be four weeks faster, if a bit more hostile. Another personage was in order. It wouldn’t do for an emissary to be roaming around the desert. This time Sarac chose a worshiper making a pilgrimage. He had aged bronze skin with white hair and was wrapped in a white robe and turban. A wisp of a white beard completed his look.


  Sarac wasn’t worried about finding water. He had a spell that could accomplish that task with almost no chance of detection. He really only had to pass up the more powerful spells, those which would set off alarm bells with Egam. He wondered where Egam was hiding. He almost certainly had to be within the borders of Targa. He had this foolish notion that it was his job to safeguard the kingdom, as if Targa cared for his help. Sarac would be happy when he put the old fool out of his misery. There was no one else who could challenge him except maybe Kirsta, but Egam had thrown Kirsta out. Besides the last thing that Kirsta would want was to be found by Sarac. They had an old score to settle and he was sure that she wasn’t going to win when they met. Still, there had been good years with Kirsta. He might even take her back if she groveled enough and if she cast the spell of the Black Devil. That spell would bind her to Sarac forever. She would never have the will to disobey him after that.


  Sarac spent the night at the Koman Oasis. During the night three riders arrived. They were a desperate looking bunch and Sarac issued a ward of protection around his sleeping site. In the dark of the night they came, looking for whatever they could steal. Simple fireballs would have ended the threat, but Sarac needed some amusement. He cast Thy Master’s Hand at the largest of them. The spell enabled Sarac to manipulate the thief like a puppet. While the ward confused the two smaller bandits, the puppet attacked, slicing their throats. The remaining thief looked on in astonishment as he tried to drop the knife or throw it down. He could not, of course, for he didn’t control it. Sarac forced him to turn the knife upon himself. Sarac thought it amusing. The magician wondered if the thief’s veins would burst before he thrust the knife into his own abdomen. The knife won and Sarac returned to his sleep as the bandit’s blood flowed into the sand.


  Sarac emerged from the desert and saw the towering peaks of the Southern Mountains. The mountains were snow capped but the pass that he was heading for was fairly low in elevation. He had no worry that it would be snowed in. The temple he was heading for was in Marchek, a coastal city about two weeks’ ride from the other side of the pass.


  Sarac arrived in Marchek around noon. It was easy to find the Temple of Risa, Goddess of Water. He had only to ride along the waterfront. Sarac needed a plan to gain access to the library. He decided to portray a monk from the temple in Klandon. Soon Sarac was Brother Timothy, a short, plump man of many years. He was bald and walked with a slight limp, requiring a walking stick. He was dressed in the pale blue tunic with dark blue sash that was characteristic of the Order. Brother Timothy was, of course, old and slightly senile. That should help Sarac get around any breach in protocol.


  Sarac entered the temple and looked around. The temple was quite similar to other temples that he had seen except, of course, for the color motif. Sarac strode to the altar and mimicked the motions of other devotees. He rose and hobbled through the large door off to one side of the altar. He went down the long corridor searching for the library. A young acolyte with a blue tunic and white sash stopped him. “Excuse me, brother, but you seem lost. Can I direct you?” asked the young man.


  “Help me?” stammered Sarac. “Oh, yes, of course. I was looking for the library but I seem to have lost my way. I do that so frequently these days, you know. I do pray that they stop moving things.”


  The acolyte was sympathetic to the old man. “The library is on the second floor, still. You do have a pass from Brother Dominic, don’t you?”


  “I think I do. Wait, maybe that was for the temple in Tagaret. I’m not sure, do I need one?”


  “Oh, yes. You must have a pass from Brother Dominic or they will not let you into the library,” the young man replied.


  “Well, perhaps you could get me a pass?” solicited Sarac.


  “I’m afraid that would be beyond my station, but I can lead you to Brother Dominic.” The young acolyte led Sarac down the corridor and introduced him to Brother Dominic.


  Sarac had a slight feeling of apprehension. He had removed his truth ring as the Order forbade the wearing of jewelry. He would have no way of knowing if he slipped up until it was too late. He could not use his spells to protect himself and still hope to get access to the library. Any display of magic and the Order would have the library locked up tight for some time. Magicians were always trying to gather spells and other knowledge from the temples and the Orders saw the magicians as a threat to their continued status with the populace.


  “Praise to you and your temple, Brother Dominic,” greeted Sarac. “I am Brother Timothy from Klandon and am seeking entry into your esteemed library. Have we met before, Brother Dominic? Today, I mean?”


  “No, Brother Timothy, we have not met, today or ever,” answered Brother Dominic. “I am quite sure that I would have remembered. From the temple in Klandon, you say? I have not been informed of your journey to Marchek. What need do you have of our library?”


  “Ah, I am on a quest throughout Lanoir for information on the earliest sightings of our Goddess Risa in the Klandon area. It was the subject of my paper many years ago when I was but an acolyte. Oh, how quickly the years have gone by. I am seeking in my final years those references that were not available to me in my youth. I’m afraid I did not give a definitive schedule to my own temple, as I was not sure in which order I would be searching the temples of Lanoir. So you can see, Brother … Dominic, yes that’s it Dominic. So you can see, Brother Dominic, there is no way that they could have foretold you when I was coming.”


  “Yes, I see, Brother Timothy, still your visit is quite irregular,” stated Brother Dominic. “Perhaps you could stay with us for a while and I could have some acolytes investigate our volumes for you. You would be welcome to join with us during that time.”


  “You are very thoughtful, Brother Dominic,” smiled Sarac, “but I have never in my years allowed another to do my work. I am quite sure that the Goddess would not approve.”


  Brother Dominic was caught. Brother Timothy was, of course, correct. The Order taught that one should not rise above one’s duty to the Goddess and he had already offered to allow Brother Timothy to stay. He issued a pass to the library, good until the visiting monk’s work was complete.


  He was so ecstatic, Sarac had trouble maintaining his limp on the way to the library. He climbed the stairs to the second story and showed his pass to the monk at the door. He stepped into the library and stood in awe of the massive number of volumes that lined shelves around the room. Sarac had no doubt that he would find some clues to the whereabouts of the Origin Scroll here.


  Chapter 7


  Dalek


  Oscar stood on the shore gazing out at the calm, azure waters of the Targa Sea. He had been searching for an area of the Targa coast suitable for a deep-water port for three years now, ever since the start of the Dalek Shipping Company. Finally he found it at the mouth of the Cleb River in the southwest corner of Targa, not far from the Sordoan border. It was a beautifully wooded area on both sides of the river. The land where the river met the sea would be fertile and getting settlers to move into the area should not prove difficult. Oscar would need to see Baron Whitley to obtain a land grant to create his city. He had never met the Baron before but Oscar felt confident he could obtain the grant.


  The last three years had been very prosperous for Oscar. His Balfour to Kalamaar run had provided his starting capital. He had invested his profits in more wagons and a well-trained roving band of security agents. There were still many robberies on the routes he traveled but not many of them were aimed at Dalek Shipping caravans. The first year his agents eliminated more bandits than the number hung for their offenses in the entire kingdom. Word spread quickly and the bandits soon preferred to attack his rivals rather than risk ending their careers.


  Oscar now had over thirty wagons transporting cargoes from as far as Tagaret to Kantor. He hadn’t been able to get into the Sordoan market yet, but a seaport near their border would help. Sordoa, like Targa, had no seaport on the Targa Sea. Lanoir’s seaports were fine harbors but the Lanoirians had no merchant fleet. They depended on Cordonian ships to move their freight. Oscar planned to challenge that monopoly as well.


  Tulek’s Shipping was hardly moving freight anymore. If it wasn’t for Ramor’s bullheadedness and threats to some of Tulek’s clients, Tulek would have no business. Still, Tulek and the other shippers had been forced into contracts that limited their clients’ exposure to theft. The contracts were modeled after the original contract that Oscar negotiated with Sanchez. Ramor’s game of hijacking his own shipments was over.


  * * *


  Oscar rode off to talk with Baron Whitley. Springtime came early to southern Targa and the ride through the forest was hampered with unusually wet terrain. The Baron’s castle was on the Cleb River and Oscar found the swollen banks of the river challenging to navigate. A dry campsite would not be found on this trip. Two days later Oscar arrived at the Baron’s castle, soaked and filthy. While he did not doubt his ability to convince the Baron about the new city, Oscar did wonder if the guards would even allow him entrance to the castle. His worry was unwarranted, however, for as Oscar rode up to the drawbridge, the Baron, who was inspecting the moat, greeted Oscar.


  “Ho there, traveler,” shouted Baron Whitley. “Enjoying the Whitley swamp are you?”


  “Aye,” replied Oscar. “Oscar Dalek of Dalek’s Shipping Company calling on Baron Whitley.”


  “Shipping company, eh?” mused the noble. “Not sure that I have much need for a shipping company, then I don’t have much need for a swollen moat either. Come in and let us both discard our wet rags and have a brandy before the fireplace.”


  Whitley Castle was quite large for an outlying barony. Oscar had never been in a large castle before and he was amazed at the size of the rooms and the number of passageways leading off the main corridor. The baron had an attendant take Oscar to a bedroom. There he was provided with a bath. His wet clothes were whisked away and he was provided with a robe and slippers. The attendant showed him a wardrobe loaded with fine clothes of varying sizes. Oscar tried on different clothes until he found those that fit best. The lavender trousers and vest with white frilled shirt were quite a deviation from the green pants and tunic, which were Oscar’s normal garb. He did, however, feel much better cleaned and dressed in dry clothes.


  The baron was waiting for Oscar by the fireplace. The baron was a middle-aged man, rounded about the waist, but not fat. He looked rather regal in his gray slacks and red velvet jacket. His brown hair was starting to show traces of gray and he sported the largest mustache Oscar had ever seen. The mustache was curled at each end and the baron was constantly twiddling with it. “What I know about the Dalek Shipping Company is limited, I’m afraid,” opened the baron. “I do recall that it is a fairly recent venture and centered around Bordon, I believe. I do not remember any of your enterprises being located within my barony, so I must wonder what brings young Oscar Dalek to my door.”


  “Baron Whitley,” began Oscar, “I must first thank you for seeing me and providing a much needed change of clothes.”


  “So you are enjoying the Whitley springtime, eh?” laughed the noble. “I admit that your age surprises me. I have, of course, heard of Dalek Shipping, especially the complaints from many shipping companies regarding the ‘Dalek’ contract. There have even been petitions before the king to have such contracts banned. On the other hand, most territories report a mysterious drop in highway robberies and the king welcomes this news. Tell me, did you inherit this business from your father?”


  “No, sir,” replied Oscar, “my father was a Customs Inspector in Bordon. Smugglers killed him. I have had to provide for my family in his stead. I am told that I have the knack of seeing an opportunity and the pluck to act upon it. I hope I can live up to those expectations. Baron, the reason I am calling on you is that I have an endeavor that requires your blessing. As you are well aware, Targa has no seaport on the Targa Sea. Sordoa, also, is lacking a seaport on the Targa Sea and Lanoir has no merchant fleet to speak of. This puts the kingdom in the position of leaving the Targa Sea to the Cordonians. We lose shipping revenue as well as prestige. If we can build a fleet of merchant ships and port them on the Targa Sea, other nations will become dependent upon us. This alone would lessen the threat of war against the Kingdom of Targa.”


  “This is an interesting concept, Oscar, but I would think that if it could be done, someone would already have done it. That aside, why would you require my pleasing for such an endeavor?” quizzed Baron Whitley.


  Oscar had been waiting for this opportunity. “Baron, I want a land grant from you. Specifically, I want title to all of the lands within six miles of the mouth of the Cleb River. In return, I will make your barony home to one of the largest ports on the Targa Sea. I will make Targa the envy of all nations, as we will control the majority of shipping on both coasts. People from all over Targa will come to your new city and your barony will grow in prestige within the kingdom.”


  Baron Whitley sat starring at the young man before him, twirling his mustache. Finally, he said, “Oscar, you are ambitious and it might work. There are two questions that come to mind. I have tried in the past to populate that area of the coast and people have refused. Only a few families accepted the offer and they wanted to fish for a living. How do you intend to coerce people into populating your new city? And with no kingdom navy on the Targa Sea, how do you plan on protecting your merchant ships?”


  Oscar did not answer quickly like an overeager youngster, nor did he hesitate too long as he would if he were unsure of himself. Confidently, Oscar replied, “Baron your reputation for logic and understanding is well deserved. You tried to import people in hopes that they would develop a city. I will develop a city to import the people. Jobs, Baron, jobs. The people will come because there will be good paying jobs available. The port will be located half way between Lanoir and Cordonia. Practically all trade between Targa and these countries will flow through our city. I also have a plan in mind for a new type of business that I call warehousing. I plan to build large buildings that merchants can rent for storage of their goods while they negotiate with buyers for the best price. When their buyer is chosen the goods will be loaded on a ship for delivery. The goods will already be half way to their destination. I also plan to set up offices that buyers in other countries can rent for their representatives. With the sellers’ goods already in town and the buyers’ representatives close at hand, our city will become the marketplace for the whole Targa Sea.”


  Oscar took a sip of brandy. He had never tasted a brandy so fine and the liquid warmed his body. Oscar continued, “As for the need for kingdom warships, I plan to build a different type of vessel than what is commonly used on the Targa Sea. My ships will be smaller and faster. I’m sure you know the trend in shipping today is larger to carry more cargo. Unfortunately, these large ships carry so much they often have to stop at three or four ports on their journey. My ships will be able to be loaded and unloaded more quickly. They will sail faster and be bound for one port only. They will have the capability of docking at smaller ports than the current cargo ships. And best of all, they will be able to outrun any attackers. In addition, I plan to have two of the ships fitted as warships. They will be the same hull shape and size as the merchant ships and it will be hard to tell them apart until it is too late. I have used similar procedures with my wagon caravans and, I must tell you, it is well worth the price.”


  The baron lit his pipe and leaned back in his chair. Oscar could tell that the baron was searching for faults with the plan. Oscar knew what they were but he was not going to share that information. Baron Whitley finally said, “There are still some problems with your plan, Oscar. An admirable plan, no doubt, but problems just the same. With your bent for security, you would have your ships made only in Targa. Correct?”


  “Absolutely, sir,” answered Oscar reassuringly.


  “I thought as much,” stated the noble. “But the ships that you describe would have to be made in Tagaret on the east coast. They would be decimated rounding the Horn of Lanoir. You would suffer incredible losses.”


  “Not exactly, baron,” replied Oscar. The first ships would indeed be made in Tagaret, but they would not be rounding the Horn. Remember, they will be shallow draft boats. They will sail up the Boulder River to Klandon. Special wagons will be waiting for them and transport them to the Cleb River. They will sail down the Cleb River to the Targa Sea. After they have proved their financial success, I plan to initiate shipbuilding here for our particular type of ship.”


  “Impressive, my young businessman,” complimented Baron Whitley. “But there is still the matter of cost. What you are proposing would be an expensive proposition for most nations, never mind a young man, no matter how clever.”


  “You think quickly, baron,” responded Oscar. “I have dwelt on these problems for over three years since I first laid eyes on a Cordonian cargo ship. You have picked out each problem area in a matter of only moments. I hope that you will allow me to seek your counsel in the future. As for the money required for this project, it can be done. You must realize that all of the things that I have mentioned cannot occur simultaneously. I have very profitable trade routes along the coast. I have very many wagons tied up on these routes. When the first ships are ready these land routes will be discontinued. The boats will carry the cargoes bound for coastal cities. The wagons will be used on new inland routes, specifically hauling cargo from all cities of Targa to and from our new city. In essence, my business will double. I have always turned my profits back into the business. That is how Dalek Shipping Company has grown so fast. I will continue to do so. You are, however, correct in assuming that will not be enough. I am going to have to seek another investor, one that is convinced of the viability of my plan and yet is willing to leave me full rein over its operation.”


  “You do amaze me, Oscar,” began Baron Whitley. “I cannot imagine anyone being foolhardy enough to invest in such folly.” Oscar smiled for he felt the skin of his finger tingling with heat from his ring. “No, a man would have to have more money than brains to invest in such a venture,” continued the baron. “Still, it would bring a great deal of prestige to my barony. How much do you think it would cost?”


  The baron was sold. They spent the evening and the next day reviewing Oscar’s plans for the new city, the city to be named Dalek. Oscar was elated. He was not yet eighteen, the age when most boys were joining the army or starting a business of their own. Oscar had one of the largest shipping companies in Targa, a city named after him, and a partnership with a baron. He liked the baron and not just because he was a partner. The baron seemed very much like what Oscar imagined a father would be. His advice was always constructive, his reprimands gentle.


  The baron was rounding up workers to build the new city and docks. Oscar was off to Tagaret, the capital of Targa. Oscar chose the path along the Cleb River. He wanted to see the route the initial ships would be using. When he got even with Klandon he searched for the best path for the wagons that would be hauling the ships. It was pretty flat country between the rivers except for a couple of small hills. The caravan should have no trouble. Even if the ships weren’t ready until winter, he didn’t expect any problems. He had been in Klandon several times in the last few years and always took the opportunity to work on his relations with brokers in the city. Soon he would need these brokers to make commitments on using his new land routes and shipping their goods to Dalek.


  After a moment he realized that he could make this a lot easier for them. He was planning to sail his ships down the Cleb River. Why not send Klandon’s goods the same way? It was bound to cut several days off the journey to Dalek. He could use barges for the downstream voyage instead of ships. He could also use the wagons that he was going to have specially built to haul the ships, haul the barges back upstream. Each wagon could probably haul six barges upriver. He could have a barge leave for Dalek once a week on a schedule and every twelve weeks, have two wagons take the barges back. This would just about guarantee a large portion of Klandon’s shipping business. He could also use the normal wagons that he was going to use for Klandon somewhere else.


  Oscar again followed the river leaving Klandon, the Boulder River. He had only been as far as Tagaret once. He liked the city. It was very large and people were always moving about. It was Targa’s largest city and seaport as well as the capital. This is where the kingdom’s navy was berthed. The kingdom had warships as large as the Cordonian cargo ships that he had seen in Kalamaar but they almost never left the Sordoan Sea. Before the rise of Cordonia the Targa Sea was a fishing body of water.


  There were three shipbuilders in the city but Baron Whitley had highly recommended Targa Shipbuilding. Oscar would start there. He had a letter of introduction from the baron, so Oscar knew he would be taken seriously. Oscar’s age had been a problem in getting audiences with some of his clients, but his persistence had always paid off.


  Oscar entered the building and asked to speak with the owner. He showed his letter of introduction and was shown to the office of Daryl Downs, the owner. Oscar introduced himself as the owner of Dalek Shipping Company and presented his letter of introduction. Daryl read the letter and said,” Well, Oscar, I see you come recommended. What can I do for you?”


  “Well, I need some ships built and Baron Whitley recommended you as the best shipbuilder in all of Targa,” Oscar began.


  “Yes, Oscar, the baron is correct,” stated Daryl. “What type of ship do you require? I have plans here for every type of ship.”


  “Daryl,” Oscar said, “I have my own plans with me. Not plans really, I don’t mean actual diagrams, but I have specific requirements. I also have a problem. Competitive forces require me to demand that any shipbuilder to see these documents execute a statement promising not to use these specifications for a ship built for anyone but Dalek Shipping Company for a period of five years. Can you agree to that?”


  “This is highly irregular,” retorted Daryl. “We are not only the best shipbuilder in Targa, we are also the best ship designer in Targa. I really don’t think that we would be stealing a design for a boat from a boy who runs a wagon company.”


  Oscar flinched at Daryl’s use of the word boy. Oscar had earned respect from his clients and it irked him every time he had to start dealing with someone new, especially if that person had an attitude problem. “Well, Daryl,” Oscar shot back, “If you had no interest in stealing a little boy’s design, you would have no problem signing the document. I am sorry to have taken up your time, but I can see that you are a very busy man. I will try somewhere else to get my thirty ships built.”


  Daryl realized that he had been demeaning to this prospective customer and the mention of thirty ships shocked him. “Wait,” Daryl offered, “I am sorry for my remarks. I really did not mean to say boy. It is, well, you have to admit that it is very unusual for someone your age to be in the position that you are. Your letter of introduction from Baron Whitley is sufficient to earn my respect and I apologize for my inadvertent slip of the tongue. I will admit that you have me intrigued. Thirty ships is a very large production run and would take years to complete. Let me have the document to sign. You do not represent a foreign government, do you?”


  Oscar handed him the document and watched him sign it. “No,” answered Oscar, “only a shipping company. Here are the requirements. You can see that I have specified the length and draw as well as the beam. The deck hatches are also unique. I have included a sketch of the location of the masts but I am not sure if that is feasible. I will be depending on your skill to determine that. What I am looking for Daryl is a fast, shallow draft ship that can carry a decent amount of cargo. The deck hatches and mast placement are designed to allow for quick and easy loading and unloading. The length and beam, I tried to calculate to balance the need for sharp maneuvering against cargo load. The shallow draft is obvious. I plan to run these ships in areas that require it.”


  Daryl spent several minutes studying the drawings. At times he scribbled notes on a pad. Finally Daryl said, “It can be done. We have to move this mast a little bit for stability but I know what you’re looking for and the change won’t bother you. I want to defer my final answer until I’ve had some others look at this but I’m pretty sure we can do it. It will be expensive. You’re looking at over three million crowns. There is, of course, a very large problem. I could take this contract and start producing these ships but you would soon find out that they are not worthy of rounding the Horn. Yes, I figured out where you are going with these shallow draft boats. You would probably only end up with ten to fifteen ships when you reach Bordon.”


  “I have a solution for that,” Oscar quickly answered. “I don’t plan on going round the Horn. I want you to build them on the west coast.”


  “The west coast,” Daryl laughed, “You’re crazy. There is absolutely no water there, no shipbuilding facilities, no shipbuilders. No! Certainly not. I’ve been to Bordon, in a boat. Sorry, Oscar, I don’t mean to laugh at you, but look at what your asking.”


  “Daryl,” Oscar sighed, “I am not talking about Bordon. Yes, you were informed correctly, I am from Bordon and my business is in Bordon, but I am not talking about building ships in Bordon. I am talking about building ships in Dalek. I know you have not heard of Dalek, because only Baron Whitley and myself know about it. Now you do. The baron and I are building a new city on the coast of the Targa Sea. It will quickly become the largest city in west Targa. My business will be run out of Dalek. These thirty ships will berth in Dalek. For five years, you will be building ships for the Dalek Shipping Company. By that time, every port on the Targa Sea is going to want some of these ships. Daryl, I’m giving you the chance to double the size of your company.”


  “I don’t doubt your sincerity, Oscar,” Daryl stated. “But I’m not sure you understand the commitment that you are asking. The cost of setting a whole new shop in Dalek is overwhelming. There is the cost of the land, the cost of the building, the docks, and the equipment. It’s madness.”


  Oscar smirked. Most of the costs that Daryl was referring to didn’t really exist. Oscar owned the land; he could give it away to get his ships built. The buildings and docks were a small incremental cost. He was already hiring permanent lumbermen and permanent carpenters. Oscar would be glad to have more work for them. Building materials were already abundant on the property.


  “Daryl,” he offered, “I know the costs are high but the profit potential is enormous.” Daryl was thinking. That was good sign to Oscar. After a few moments Oscar continued, “I’ll make you a deal. Let’s go in partners. All that you have to supply is the expertise and craftsmen. I will supply the land, buildings, and docks. I will even build free homes for your workers, so that you will have no problems getting workers to move to Dalek. We can even call it the Dalek Shipbuilding Company, so if it fails there will be no reflection on your current business. This way your risk is almost nothing, but your reward will make you a very rich man.”


  Daryl thought about it. His only real risk was in losing skilled personnel. If it failed he could get them back. If it didn’t fail, he could probably entice workers over from his competition. He did, after all, have the finest reputation in Targa for shipbuilding and most of his competitors’ workers would jump at the chance to work for him. “Okay,” said Daryl, “You have yourself a partner.”


  “Great,” declared Oscar, “We shall celebrate this evening at the finest restaurant in Targa. Now, it is going to take me several months to get ready for the workers. I would like you to get the design properly laid out and start production on three prototypes. That way, the workers will be familiar with the ship when we start to produce them in Dalek.” Daryl started to protest, but Oscar merely continued. “And don’t worry about the Horn of Lanoir. I’ve arranged to take the ships up the Boulder River to Klandon, across to the Cleb River and down to Dalek.”


  “But you cannot just drag a boat across the land and expect it to float when you get to the Cleb,” sighed Daryl.


  “Of course not,” laughed Oscar. “I’ve already started building special wagons to transport them between the rivers.”


  Daryl stared at the boy sitting across from him. “You had this planned all along, didn’t you?” Daryl asked.


  “Certainly,” laughed Oscar. “Come on, let’s get started on that dinner.”


  Daryl joined in laughing and they went to toast their new partnership. Oscar was pleased. Things were actually proceeding better than he had planned. He knew he had knowledgeable allies in Baron Whitley and Daryl Downs. He could use their advice on the many things that he did not yet understand. One thing Oscar did understand, and that was that he was going to understand everything before he was done.


  Chapter 8


  Progress


  Alex raised his shield as the sword came crashing down, arcing towards his head. He deflected the blow with his shield and allowed its downward force to aid him in his roll towards his opponent’s feet. He rolled his body knocking the other man to the ground. His opponent was confused but Alex had planned his move well and timing was everything when your life could be measured in seconds. Alex was instantly on his feet, holding the point of his sword against the other man’s throat. “Enough,” cried Eddie, “I can never predict what crazy stunt you will try next. Why can’t you just fight like everyone else?”


  Alex extended his hand and helped Eddie off the ground. “I don’t know,” replied Alex. “I guess I just don’t see the sense of standing there trading blows. If someone is trying to kill you, you ought to do whatever you can to survive. Most times I think the best way to win is to do something your opponent doesn’t expect. Anyway, I won again today so you have to make dinner.”


  “I always have to make dinner,” Eddie complained.


  “Not true,” retorted Alex, “Last week I had to once. Remember the roast duck with chestnuts?”


  “Yeah,” sighed Eddie, “I remember. You tripped was all. Come on, I’ll race you back to the cabin.”


  Alex had grown quite fond of Eddie and the boys shared a cabin. Eddie was actually pretty good with a sword, Alex realized. He just never seemed to catch Alex’s trick of the day. Alex stopped at the little knoll where his grandfather was buried. He did every day and Eddie won the race every day. Alex never really knew his grandfather but this simple grave had come to represent Alex’s mother and father to the boy. Alex looked down at the village named for his mother, Lavinda. It had grown to quite a village over the last several years. The first winter had been rough on the villagers but the villagers were tough. They had worked together and not only persevered but had actually grown.


  Men had been attracted by tales of a village with all women. Most of the men had come to offer help. Many had stayed. The men found that their help was welcome but the women had things under control. These men admired the women for what they had done. That admiration led to courtship and quite a few marriages. Other couples came as well. The first year stragglers came in all winter. Many of them had escaped Yaki attacks, also. The Yaki had attacked all over the Gordo Region not just Alex’s village. Those who survived were drawn like a magnet to Lavinda. The village had grown so much that it was approaching a town.


  Village customs had also been set that first year. The villagers had started the winter in one common building, now Lenor’s barn. Every day the villagers would go out and work on a cabin. When the cabin was completed a family would move in. The villagers would start on the next cabin. Eventually everyone had a cabin. Today when new villagers arrive the entire village helps build the cabin. They always keep one cabin available for guests to live in while their cabin is built. They also hold village meetings every full moon and Alex is still the village leader. He had tried to step down and let someone else take charge but the villagers would hear nothing of it.


  Alex and Eddie and sometimes the rest of the boys would practice with the swords that had been confiscated from the bandits on the road to Kalamaar. Archery practice was also commonplace. The exodus from the old village had impressed upon everyone the need to know how to defend oneself and the rest of the villagers. The village even had a defense plan. It was improbable that the Yaki would ever attack on this side of the Boulder Mountains but there were other dangers to prepare for. It’s not that the villagers lived in fear. They lived with confidence knowing they would survive again if terror came.


  Alex walked down to the cabin. He must have stayed at the grave longer than usual because Eddie was ready to serve dinner when he arrived. Lenor had a cow that had fallen into a ravine and died, so everyone in the village would be having beef tonight. The smell of the beef roasting caught Alex as he entered the cabin. Beef was a delicacy in the village. Lenor’s herd was just getting to the size where it would be permissible to slaughter one once in a while. The village had been living on hunted game and probably would for some time. Game was plentiful in the valley.


  Eddie prepared a beef and mushroom dish with a honey based sauce. Eddie was a natural cook and Alex savored each bite. The sound of horses outside caught the boys’ attention. Alex raced out and saw three men riding into the village with at least a dozen additional horses. Eddie came running out and handed Alex his bow and quivers. “Are you boys still carrying those funny little quivers?” the lead rider shouted.


  It took Alex a moment to recognize his old friend. Larc had really grown. He was a rather large and imposing figure, his biceps pressing against his shirt as his arms moved. “Larc, you old dog,” greeted Alex. “Decided to come home, did you?”


  Larc dismounted and introduced his companions. “Actually, I am making a delivery,” answered Larc. “A dozen horses for the brave men and women of Lavinda, compliments of Oscar Dalek.”


  “Oscar! How is he? And your mother and Reese?” questioned Alex. “Eddie, see if you can round up some table and chairs. We need to invite our guests to dinner and I’m sure everyone will want to hear what they have to say.”


  Alex was correct. Everyone gathered around Larc as he told stories of Oscar and his prosperity. Larc also brought the villagers up to date on all of the friends they had left behind in Bordon. Someone asked if Oscar had ever gotten his stone house on the hill. Larc replied that Oscar had not but had managed to acquire an entire city in southwest Targa. Alex smirked. He was not surprised.


  Alex brought Larc up to date with the village and how it had progressed. He explained that they did still carry the little quivers. Indeed, they made a point of tracking myrics and killing the mature ones whenever they could. The village had amassed a large stockpile of quills. Alex asked if Larc or Oscar had seen or heard anything of Jenneva since the cave and was disappointed when Larc said they had not.


  * * *


  Egam interrupted Jenneva’s experiment. “Jenneva, you have learned faster than any student I have ever had. You devoured my books and are capable of performing any spell that I am capable of, with the exception of the Dark Side. Even Sarac and Kirsta took seven years to learn what you have learned in three. Unfortunately, that brings us to the question that we both have been avoiding for some time. I have been studying the Dark Side for over twenty years now and feel that I have learned a great deal. As I said in the beginning, I am bound to teach you the full extent of my knowledge but you are not bound to stay and learn it. You don’t need to answer right away. In fact, you are welcome to stay as long as you wish and continue reading my books, though I doubt there are many left you haven’t read.”


  “Egam, you have been a wonderful teacher and more. I sometimes think that you are much like the father I never knew. I could not possibly leave you now. Besides, I have nowhere left to go. There are times that I am amazed at what you have taught me. I could have gone through my entire life never knowing the ability that was dormant inside me. You have created in me a thirst for knowledge and given me the moral values to know how to use that knowledge. I am forever indebted to you. I will stay.”


  “I am so glad,” remarked Egam. “I would have sorely missed you. I have lived alone for many years and thought myself impervious to human attachment, but you have shattered that illusion. I am proud to be thought of as a father to you, for you are the type of woman any man would be glad to call daughter. I sometimes wonder who your father might have been, for surely he must have been a great magician.”


  “You believe him dead then?” she asked.


  “Undoubtedly, Jenneva,” the wizard answered. “If he were alive, he would have found you by now. Your mother, as well.”


  “You are probably right,” she agreed. “It doesn’t matter. Uncle Hasra was always kind to me and cared for me and I have you now. I have also decided that I want to learn the Dark Side.”


  “Jenneva, are you sure? The Dark Side is evil. You know that I am only studying it to counter Sarac. Other than that it has no place in this world.”


  “I know why you have devoted the last twenty years of your life to it,” Jenneva stated. “But you are wrong to believe that Sarac is the only reason for learning it.”


  Egam was shocked. Jenneva could not possibly turn into another Kirsta, could she? No, Kirsta was a brilliant student and a wonderful girl, but Jenneva was so pure of heart that he could not picture her executing a Dark Spell.


  When Egam didn’t answer, Jenneva continued. “Egam, I have two reasons for wanting to learn about the Dark Side. First, it is knowledge and I have a thirst for knowledge that is unquenchable. Second, someone needs to counter Sarac and others like him. Should Sarac defeat you it would be up to me to defeat him. We cannot allow the world to be subject to his whim. For me to refuse to learn because I am afraid or because you are afraid, is not acceptable. Even if Sarac is defeated, there will always be another Sarac. No, good magicians must learn destructive magic. It is the only responsible path. You have shown me that a magician who studies the Dark Side does not have to be evil. Do you have so little faith in how you have taught me that you would fear me turning to the Dark Side?”


  “No,” replied the mage. “I have faith in you, Jenneva. I fear the loss of your innocence in regards to magic. My knowledge of the Dark Side troubles me from time to time. I have just learned to control it. I would be much happier having never learned it, though. I fear that I am doomed to consign you to the same fate. You are correct, however, it is up to good magicians to safeguard all life and we cannot be selfish about it. Very well, we will start instruction tomorrow; but for tonight, let us be merry and put Sarac out of our minds.”


  * * *


  Sarac rose from his chair and walked around the library. He had been at this temple way too long, but the knowledge stored here was incredible. For three years he had been looting knowledge from under Brother Dominic’s nose. The old fool had accepted Sarac as Brother Timothy. He had tried once, shortly after Sarac arrived, to get confirmation from the temple in Klandon. How unfortunate that his messenger should meet such an untimely death only minutes short of returning to Brother Dominic.


  Sarac was sure that he now possessed spells that no other magician alive could use. Some of the volumes in this library hadn’t been read in hundreds of years. He wasn’t sure, though, if he was any closer to finding the Origin Scroll. He had found many references to the old tome, verifying its existence, but the most recent mention of it was the cargo manifest of a Lanoirian ship bound for Trekum, the capital of Sordoa, and that was three hundred and fifty years ago. He would have to get one of his Black Devils to check public records in Sordoa. Sarac had no more time to spend in this library. He must continue with his plan to get rid of Egam and take the old magician’s library for himself. He would have to stop in Bordon on the way home. His network of Black Devils had reported on Lagor’s disappearance while trying to retrieve Cauldron, Sarac’s black stallion. Sarac was sure that Ramor was behind the loss of one of Sarac’s trusted operatives. He was assured that his horse was still being taken care of by Oscar.


  * * *


  Oscar had left Dalek and was returning to Bordon. The city was coming along nicely. The carpentry shop was busy dawn to dusk. The main frame of the shipbuilding factory was complete and the docks were in place. Already forty homes had been constructed and workers were moving in every day. His first three ships would leave Tagaret within a month. Baron Whitley had taken to the task of organizing the workers with a zeal that surprised Oscar. He got along well with the baron and always spent a couple of days at his castle when he was in town. Now that everything was proceeding so well for Oscar, it seemed almost anticlimactic to deal with Tulek. Tulek had lost another shipment and had been unable to cover the loss. Oscar through a moneylender in Balfour had lent the money to Tulek, requiring his house as collateral. The note was past due and Oscar meant to collect. Tulek’s reign over the poor people of Bordon was at an end.


  Oscar was nearing Bordon when he detected a noise in the bushes. It was much too large a noise for small game. Oscar picked up speed and soon a rider emerged from the woods racing after him. Oscar looked back and recognized Ramor charging with his sword drawn. Oscar carried a sword and a bow but he did not want a fight with Ramor. He would not have a chance to get off an arrow and he was no match for Ramor with a sword. He sent his horse into a gallop but Ramor was still gaining on him. Oscar raced around a bend in the road and nearly collided with a man dressed in animal skins, most likely a trapper. Oscar was racing down a rather rare section of straight road when he heard an inhuman scream. He chanced a glance back and immediately slowed his horse and turned around. Ramor was lying in the road burning. It was a hideous sight and the stench almost emptied Oscar’s stomach. By the time Oscar made it to the charred corpse, Ramor had ceased to exist.


  The man in skins had stopped and Oscar asked him what had happened. The man stated that Ramor had just burst into flames and he didn’t know why. Oscar’s ring warmed his finger and Oscar stared at the stranger.


  The stranger addressed Oscar. “You must be Oscar Dalek. My name is Kit. I see that you are wearing the ring I gave to Carson. That must mean that you have his horse, Cauldron. He asked if I would stop by and pick it up for him.”


  Oscar’s finger was getting very warm and he knew that the man was lying. He also knew that whatever happened to Ramor could happen to him.


  As if sensing his thoughts, the stranger transformed into Carson before Oscar’s eyes. “Okay, Oscar,” Carson said, “I’ll stop trying to defeat my own ring. The man I sent to pick up the horse never returned. Ramor killed him, just like he was about to kill you. I have been busy and was not able to come myself until now. Actually, I’m rather glad I happened along. I like you, Oscar, and I would have been disappointed if Ramor had disposed of you before I got to him. Don’t ask me who I am because I will not answer you. Let us remain friends as Carson and Oscar. I mean you no harm and will leave as soon as I trade you this horse for Cauldron.”


  Oscar knew Carson, or whoever he was, was telling the truth this time and agreed to trade horses. Carson deflected Oscar’s questions, so Oscar stopped asking. Oscar had heard tales of magic before but he was glad when the stranger mounted Cauldron and left.


  Oscar stopped by his home and refreshed himself and caught up on the company news. Fram was handling most of the shipping business now and only occasionally took a wagon out. Larc informed him of his visit to Lavinda and Oscar promised himself that he would take time to get out to the village for a visit.


  Oscar, Larc and Fram rode up to Tulek’s house and knocked on the door. Oscar noticed that Tulek’s security guards were absent. He figured Tulek had been unable to pay them and they left. An old man admitted the party after Oscar had asked for an audience. They proceeded to Tulek’s study and found him sitting at his desk staring out the window. Tulek looked at the party entering and his face turned into an angry scowl. “What are you doing in my house?” demanded Tulek.


  Oscar stared at the old man and could almost have pitied him, had he not had Oscar’s father killed. “You misunderstand my intentions, Tulek. I haven’t come for a social visit. I have come to tell you that you have three days to get out of my house. Ramor screwed up and lost one of your shipments. You had to borrow money from a lender in Balfour, putting up this house as collateral. You have failed to repay the note and it is overdue. That note, Tulek, was mine.”


  Oscar could see the fury and hatred in Tulek’s contorted face. “Your house indeed, boy Dalek. Not while I’m living. Your father was as ignorant as you. And Ramor will do to you what he did to your father. Now get out of my house.”


  Oscar could see that Tulek had not only dismissed them from the premises, he had also dismissed them from his mind. “Tulek, Ramor won’t do your dirty work anymore. I watched him die on my way into town. He was waiting for me, but you already know that. What he hadn’t counted on was a magician who had lost a certain black stallion. It’s a nasty sight to watch a man burn to death. I guess you’re going to have to kill me yourself, Tulek.”


  Tulek’s expression went from shock to despair. He was defeated and he knew it. This young boy had crushed him more painfully than any death he could imagine. Tulek’s death had been a slow, lingering, three-year disease that had eaten him bit by bit. He said nothing.


  “Three days, Tulek. After that we physically remove you. And I wouldn’t suggest staying in town. There are quite a few townspeople down there practicing throwing rocks.” Oscar turned and left. When Oscar thought about it, Tulek’s demise was probably a lot more painful then the death Ramor suffered at the hands of Carson.


  * * *


  Sarac stabled Cauldron and climbed to his laboratory. Mordac had already returned from the goblin camp. “What news of Guldar?” asked Sarac.


  “He was getting a little mad about the meetings being canceled until I convinced him that you were off gathering information on the attack,” answered Mordac.


  “The attack?” questioned the dark magician.


  “Yes, you asked me to find the key to getting Guldar and his goblins to attack the kingdom. Well, the key is that they now believe that the kingdom intends to attack them. I fed it to them slowly over the time you were away. As you requested, I met with them every six months. I stayed there for the first year but could find no motivation for their cooperation. On one of my visits I overheard some talk about new building in the Disputed Area and the idea hit. I told Guldar that the kingdom was working out a plan to populate the Disputed Area to keep Cordonia from getting it. I assured him that the first phase of such a plan would be a military strike to wipe out the goblins. This got him very excited and he wanted details. I told him that you were personally taking charge of getting the information because of your high regard for him. It’s a good thing that fool doesn’t have one of your rings.”


  “Yes, I should probably learn to be more careful with those. It is such a childish spell that I forget the power it offers a normal man. You have done well, Mordac. I want the attack to begin at the start of winter so that both armies get bogged down and are forced to wait until spring. This will allow enough time for Egam to learn of it and come to the aid of the kingdom. It is too late to organize the offense for this winter, so we will tell Guldar that he needs to attack next winter to stop the invasion of his homeland. It’s about time we stirred up a little excitement. I can hardly wait for the fun to begin. We also have preparations to make. I want the Black Devils alerted. When Egam raises his ugly head I want it on a pike!”


  Chapter 9


  Lavinda


  Jo came running down the hill as fast as her long legs would carry her. She raced through the clear zone and angled for the bridge. Once across the bridge, she veered toward the tower and the animal horn that would be hanging there. She grabbed the horn and placed it to her full lips and tried to blow but she had no breath remaining. She stood there panting, her hands on her knees, trying to catch her breath. Slowly, she stood erect and pushed the long, brown hair away from her face. This time when she blew the horn the loud tone echoed through the valley. Satisfied, she let the horn drop to swing on its tether and took off for the village square.


  Alex was behind the village giving archery lessons to a group of new villagers. The villagers had agreed that everyone over the age of eight had to learn to use a bow and the archery classes were a continual event. At the sound of the horn, Alex turned and ran to the village square shouting for the newcomers to follow. When he arrived the square was packed and everyone gathered around little Jo. Alex reflected that he still called her little Jo though at thirteen now she certainly was not a little girl anymore.


  Jo was drenched with perspiration and bent over trying to catch her breath while babbling incoherently. Seeing Alex approaching, she straightened and tried to speak. Alex merely held his hand up in a gesture to tell her to wait. He quickly surveyed the assembled villagers to determine if anyone was absent. For five years Alex had been preaching restraint and the need for controlled, logical thought especially in times of urgency. Jo obviously had something very important to say and the message would be delivered faster if she had to say it only once. Sensing that Jo had regained her breath, he asked her to report.


  “Sorry, Alex. I was over the west hill gathering herbs before the first snow hits when I heard a distant noise. I went to investigate and saw a Yaki eating a deer. I was cautious and kept myself hidden. I also looked around for any signs of other Yaki but didn’t see any. I did not try to shoot at it. I thought the best thing to do was to return quickly to the village and alert everyone without the Yaki knowing it had been seen. I realize now that I should have paced myself rather the running all the way.”


  “You did fine, Jo,” remarked Alex. “Eddie, man the tower until we’re through with the meeting. Okay, everyone. We discussed this situation many times but I’ll go through it again for the newcomers. These Yaki destroyed the village that the founders came from. The men of the village valiantly gave their lives to provide time for the women and children to escape. They barely did escape. At one of the first village meetings after founding Lavinda the village agreed that would never happen again. This village will not be abandoned. It may not even be attacked but we will prepare for an attack anyway. We designed this village with defense as our primary goal. We have steep mountains to the north and east of us and the river to our west between us and the pass. We are also prepared to defend against an attack from the south. We have a definite plan and everyone except the newcomers should know their responsibility. Anyone not sure of where they are supposed to go or what they are supposed to do, check with the Director. Whoever is Director at the time will be right here in the center of the square at a table that will be brought out. Are there any questions?”


  “Are we allowed to leave the village?” asked one of the newcomers.


  “Anyone wishing to leave the village must do so in the next half hour. After that time, there will be no way out of Lavinda. One of the first things we will be doing is removing the bridge. If you are going to leave, do it now. Are there any other questions?” Alex asked.


  No one responded and Alex said, “Jo, I want you to take the first turn as Director. Direct the newcomers wherever they will do the most good.”


  Alex’s job in the preparation stage was primarily to keep track of progress and help out where necessary. Marga had already replaced Eddie in the tower. Nolan and Laman had half the bridge railings removed. Alex climbed the tower to get a better view. The plan was a relatively simple one although it had been modified many times over the years. All village buildings had been kept to the east side of the river where they could not be attacked from the rear. The east shore of the river had been left wooded while the west side had been stripped bare for a least three hundred feet. That was called the West Clear Zone and the bridge that connected to it had been designed to be quickly dismantled. There was also a South Clear Zone but only on the east side of the river. Both clear zones would be populated with sharpened sticks facing away from the village. The idea was to allow the villagers trees to hide behind while the attackers were forced into the open and delayed by the sharpened sticks. Every villager knew how to shoot and arrows were plentiful. Laman had also designed the tables supplied with each cabin to fit between two specific trees. The villagers would be without tables during a siege but they would have extra protection against enemy arrows. Unfortunately, the south area did not have enough tables for all the trees.


  The tower had been a recent addition. Its height of over thirty feet gave the villagers a little better idea of what was coming. It was also an excellent spot for Alex to see how the preparations were coming. The little children were planting the spikes in the clear zone. The men were moving the tables into position. Horses were already attached to the farthest section of the bridge but that would not be removed until the clear zone preparations were complete.


  Alex wondered if he had overreacted by starting the preparations. Jo had seen only one Yaki. Alex had no doubt that she had seen a Yaki. All of the original villagers had seen them close enough to remember them. No, Alex determined. Even if it turns out to be a false alarm, the value of a practice exercise was worth the disruption. Within four hours all of the preparations were complete. Now they had to wait.


  It was early winter so the trees had lost most of their leaves and the view from the tower was excellent. Alex had climbed again to look around. Nolan was on duty in the tower. Alex knew if there was anything to see it would have already been reported but he didn’t like waiting. He admired the villagers. It had been their idea to fortify the village, their decision to never again evacuate.


  Two days went by and there were no Yaki sightings. The villagers were beginning to talk about rolling back their defenses. Alex was inclined to agree, but decided that a scouting expedition was in order before they lowered their shields. Alex and Eddie swam across the river and weaved their way through the spikes in the clear zone. They climbed the west hill and crawled to the top. There appeared to be no activity in the next valley and the pair descended to the bottom. This would have been the area where Jo saw the Yaki. They searched around and found the remains of the deer but no Yaki.


  The next valley to the west connected with the mountain pass to the Gordo Region. Alex led the way up the next hill and again they gazed into the valley. Alex was about to descend into the next valley when he thought he saw someone move. Quietly, they waited to catch sight of the figure. Alex felt his heart beating faster as he watched goblins starting to come into the valley from the mountain pass, hundreds of goblins. The Yaki were coming also but what really scared Alex was the sight of goblins riding Yaki. He knew how fast the Yaki could run and he had heard how fierce the goblins could fight. Working together his enemies could destroy a great many villages. Alex and Eddie had to get back to the village quickly. One of them would also have to alert the King’s Army. Fortunately for the villagers, the goblins were upwind and heading south, not east. Alex lightly touched Eddie on the arm and they quietly headed back to the village.


  They ran at a fast pace but slow enough to proceed quietly. They detected no pursuit and made it back to the village without incident. There was no sounding of the horn, rather the need for a village meeting was passed by word of mouth. When the villagers were gathered Alex explained the situation. He ordered the villagers to extinguish all fires and keep noise to a minimum. He also explained that he was going to try to reach the nearest garrison and get help. There was a murmur of dissent concerning Alex leaving but Alex could not permit anyone else to take the risk alone. The villagers accepted the news bravely and prepared for battle. No one complained about extinguishing the fires even though the last few nights had been so cold that water buckets had frozen.


  Alex was preparing to depart when the shout came down from the tower. The enemy had arrived. Alex ordered the fires lit and the villagers ran to their positions. The village defense plan called for one defensive position for every two villagers so there would always be people not fighting.


  There was no attack immediately. The Yaki and the goblins gathered in the trees on the other side of the river. “ What a weird alliance” Alex thought, ”these large fox-like creatures with saliva dripping from their fangs and the hideous looking goblins with their swords, axes, and bows.” The Yaki were not very intelligent creatures and would have charged into the spikes or drowned in the river. Nobody had planned for a goblin attack; it was unheard of for goblins to come this far south. The goblins seemed to be studying the village to determine its weakness. Alex saw several goblin explorers head south through the trees. He was sure that they would follow the river to see if there was a crossing point further downstream. Alex knew there was not. Still, they would be able to swim across outside of the villagers’ bow range if they wished. Alex knew how cold that water was and thought of the goblins trying to fight when they were wet and freezing. The thought brought a slight smile to his lips.


  The explorers returned and shortly thereafter arrows started flying from the trees. The arrows were well short of the village and no threat. The villagers knew the range of their arrows and would not fire until the target was within their range. After a few minutes, goblin archers raced from the trees toward the riverbank, weaving between the spikes as they ran. They stood on the opposite bank and started firing. The villagers started firing back and goblins started dying. The goblin arrows kept flying. Another immediately replaced each archer killed but their arrows were not hitting the villagers. The villagers had excellent protection and enough people and arrows to keep this up for a very long time.


  Several Yaki ran forward and tumbled down the riverbank. They attempted to cross the river but Alex watched their bodies being carried downstream by the frigid water. The goblin archers, seeing their arrows were having no effect, retreated to the tree line. The battlefield fell silent.


  “Those goblins are really stupid,” commented Laman. “I counted at least forty dead goblin archers and I don’t think they even hit a single villager! And the Yaki, ha! People will find their frozen bodies floating in the Targa Sea.”


  “They may be stupid,” retorted Kyle, “but I’ve heard stories of goblin raids. They don’t give up because of heavy losses. They think that dying in battle is the only proper death for a warrior and a glorious thing. Look out there, Laman. There are hundreds of them and more are still coming over the ridge.”


  “No problem, Kyle. We’ll be glad to give them all a glorious death. Let them come. We can start a branch of the Goblin Proper Death Society. You know, ‘Stand right here to be processed. Thank you. Next!’ It’ll be fun,” he laughed.


  “You’re sick, Laman. The goblins will probably fill the river gorge with the dead bodies and then march over them,” Kyle added. “You heard Alex before. They’re streaming in through the pass. They don’t care how many die as long as they win.”


  Just then the sound of an ax hitting a tree echoed through the valley. The purpose of the clear zone was not just to remove cover from the riverbank but also to remove the source of trees large enough to span the river. Alex thought the goblins were going to try and create a bridge. It was suicide, of course, but, as Kyle pointed out, the goblins didn’t care. Worse, it was getting dark. If the goblins decided to create their bridge at night, it would be hard for the villagers to see them.


  “Laman,” asked Alex, “Do you know how to make a catapult?”


  “I’ve never seen one, Alex, but ought to be able to rig up something. What are you thinking about?”


  “I think the goblins may try to drag trees down to the river tonight to make a bridge or dam the river. It’s going to be hard for us to see them. Even if we rain arrows into the dark and get a lot of them, they may succeed. I was thinking that if we could pepper the ground with burning coals we could slow them down until sunrise.”


  “I can try making something, Alex, but I’m not going to come up with anything useable for tonight,” replied Laman.


  “Okay, Laman, but build it anyway. If we can come up with some other diversion for tonight, we may be able to use your catapult tomorrow night.”


  “Will do, fearless leader,” Laman quipped. “I guess you’re planning on them staying until either they die or we do?”


  “Yes, I can’t imagine anything that would make them give up.”


  “How about a forest fire?” asked Kyle.


  Alex’s mood brightened a little. “Yes, we could burn them out if we could figure out how to get the fire started. The leaves over there would help get the fire going. Eddie and I could certainly reach the trees from the tower but they would just put the arrows out as quickly as we fired them.”


  “Don’t aim for the leaves,” prompted Kyle. “Aim for the Yaki. Remember how quickly the Yaki ignited? How they ran around howling and rolling on the ground? You ignite half a dozen Yaki and they’ll start the fire for you.”


  Alex was smiling at Kyle’s plan when he felt the first snowflake. It was early for a snowfall in the valley but the temperature certainly had been cold enough for it. There was a lot of excitement across the river as well. If it was snowing down here, the goblins had little time to make up their minds which side of the pass they wanted to spend the winter on. Within hours the pass would be closed if it wasn’t already. Alex decided to help make up the goblins’ minds. “Kyle, I’m going to find Eddie. You get us a couple of buckets of fire arrows and hoist them into the tower.”


  Alex rounded up Eddie and they returned to the tower. Alex could hear a great deal of commotion across the river and the tree felling had stopped. There were several Yaki crouched at the edge of the trees eyeing the fallen goblin bodies. Alex knew that as soon as darkness came the Yaki would slither out and retrieve their meal. He didn’t think the one that he was aiming for would be one of the diners.


  Alex and Eddie let fly their arrows within seconds of each other and quickly reloaded. Within minutes there were howling Yaki carrying fire throughout the woods. Some of the beasts headed for the clear zone to be punctured by the spikes or shot by the villagers. One even made it to the river, only to be swept away. Alex saw a flaming Yaki body fly from the woods into the clear zone. Its head had been severed. More flaming Yaki came flying out of the woods. The goblins were killing the fire spreaders and tossing their bodies out of the woods. The other Yaki were none too happy about this and were growling and snarling. Eddie and Alex kept firing until their buckets were empty. Here and there small fires had started but not the forest fire they had hoped for.


  The enemy camp had polarized into goblins and Yaki. Evidently, the goblins could communicate with the Yaki because Alex could see one from each side in the middle of the two groups in an apparent argument. The snow was starting to come down heavier when both enemy factions turned and left the valley.


  Alex decided to spend the night in the village and leave in the morning to alert the garrison at Bordon. During a quick village meeting, Laman was elected to be the village leader until Alex returned -- assuming he would return. Just after sunrise Alex stripped off his clothing and swam across the river towing a rope. He tied the rope around a tree and Eddie sent Alex’s clothes and a towel across the rope from the tower. Alex was dry and dressed but he was still chilled to the bone. He would like to have been warm before starting his journey through the snow but that had not been an option. Eddie next sent over a backpack loaded with provisions and a sack containing Alex’s weapons. Eddie untied the rope and let it drop. Alex coiled the rigid rope as best he could and waved goodbye.


  Alex was wary of running into stragglers from the goblins’ retreat so he angled well south of the valley that connected with the pass. It was still snowing heavily and Alex realized that it would take him over two weeks to get to Bordon on foot. Alex turned west when he reached the road to Bordon.


  Two days later, Alex heard the sound of battle. Snarls and growls competed with the sounds of men. Alex hurried his pace, but approached cautiously. He rounded a bend in the road and saw four kingdom soldiers in hand-to-hand combat with goblins while a Yaki was feasting on a fresh kill. He fitted an arrow to his bow and slowly shot it through the Yaki’s neck. He plucked another arrow into a goblin’s back. Two more goblins that had been looting bodies had escaped Alex’s view of the battleground and now were charging towards him. He shot one in the chest but the other goblin leaped at him and knocked his bow from his hand. They rolled in the snow, each trying for an advantage. The goblin rolled on top of Alex and reached for his throat. Alex gripped the goblin’s wrists and started to spread them away from his throat. It was a bad move. The goblin’s mouth opened and Alex caught a glimpse of incredibly sharp animal fangs heading for his neck. Alex pulled with his right arm while pushing with his left and managed to roll the goblin over. Lying atop the goblin, Alex quickly reached into his small quiver, grabbed a quill and thrust it into the goblin’s eye.


  Alex shot to his feet, ran towards the remaining fighters, and reached into his small quiver for two more quills. Two kingdom soldiers were ganging up on one goblin while the other two soldiers had one goblin each. Holding a quill in each hand, Alex headed for the even matches. He stabbed each goblin in the back with a quill and they dropped instantly. The soldier with fiery red hair twirled and threw his knife at the remaining goblin. Alex was amazed. At a distance of over twenty feet, the knife sunk into the goblins neck. The battle was won.


  “Thank ya, mate,” greeted the knife-throwing soldier. “Sergeant Ferguson here. Any that pulls me out of a scrap can call me Fergy. We’re much obliged.”


  “Glad I was able to help. I’m Alex Tork from Lavinda,” Alex said as he shook hands with the heavy set sergeant.”


  “Todd Racor,” the dark soldier said. “Are you the Alex that’s friends with Oscar form Bordon?”


  “Yeah, are you guys from Bordon?” asked Alex.


  “All but Fergy here,” replied Todd wiping the snow off his black mustache. “He’s up from Tagaret to train us border boys.”


  “Yeah, right!” added the young, blond boy. “Some training. And we thought training was just practice. Brian Wilby, Alex, and damn glad to meet you.”


  The overweight soldier was the last to join them. He strode over slowly, shaking his brown locks and gasping for air. “Bill Hodge, Alex. You must be a friend of Reese, too, then and that puts you in good stead with what’s left of the Bordon garrison.”


  “What’s left?” quizzed Alex. “You mean this is all that’s left of the entire garrison?”


  “Almost,” answered Fergy, shoving a pipe under his thick red mustache. “We left a skeleton crew there and rushed east on reports of goblins. We found the reports to be true. Have you seen any further east?”


  “Saw lots of them,” replied Alex. “They attacked Lavinda then headed west towards the pass. I set out the next morning for Bordon to warn the garrison and haven’t seen any since, but I bypassed the valley that leads to the pass. If this party was heading west, I’d think it was because the pass is closed.”


  Fergy lit his pipe and inhaled deeply. “I’d say you were right. Lavinda’s wiped out then?”


  “No, not a single casualty. We designed Lavinda to be defendable and for the most part, she is. We hadn’t planned on goblins coming with the Yaki and I imagine we’ll be making some additions to the defenses right soon.”


  “Brian, Todd, round up five horses,” Fergy commanded. “Tell me, Alex, what are those things sticking out of the backs of those goblins.”


  “Myric quills, my secret weapon. I learned in the Yaki attack five years ago that they are a potent weapon. I also carry reeds to propel them. The poison kills instantly.”


  “I may have come up here to train others but I can see that I have a lot to learn from you frontier men.” Fergy lit his pipe again and gathered his weapons. “Alex, you’re going to join me on a little trip to Tagaret.”


  “Thanks for the offer, Fergy,” replied Alex, “But I’ve got to get back to the village. Come spring those goblins will be back and we’ve got some preparations that need to be done.”


  “Alex,” stated the gruff sergeant, “It was not an offer, it was an order. I’m one of the King’s Own, a sergeant in the Red Swords. Now, in case you frontier boys haven’t kept up on kingdom law, that means I have the power to order you to accompany me. To refuse is treason. Do I make myself clear?”


  “Yes, sir,” spat Alex. “But it doesn’t mean I have to like it.”


  “No, you don’t, son,” soothed Fergy. “No, you don’t. But don’t get your butt in an uproar. I’m bringing you down for the good of the frontier. If you fought the Yaki five years ago, you’ve fought them three times now. You’ve fought the goblins twice and you’re still alive. You know the country, and you have some tricks up your sleeve that allow you to survive. The King’s Army is small, not familiar with the frontier, and has not fought the enemy. The King’s advisors need to hear what you know. Your village will be safe until spring as well as the many other villages up here and we’ll be back with reinforcements long before that.”


  “I’m sorry, Fergy. I’m a little short tempered, I guess, but Lavinda means a lot to me. I should’ve realized that there are other villages that need protection, too. Let me get my gear.”


  “Sure, Alex. Bill, I want the three of you to head back to Bordon and report on what has happened. Alex and I are heading for Tagaret.”


  Fergy and Alex headed cross-country for Klandon. Within a day they were out of the snow and able to proceed faster. Each night when they stopped they would share stories, Fergy of life in the military and the capital, Alex about the villagers and the village. They each had developed a growing respect and admiration for the other. When they traveled through the marshes along the Boulder River Alex showed Fergy how to catch and dequill a myric. In the evenings Fergy would instruct Alex in swordsmanship and hand-to-hand combat. By the time they got to Tagaret they were good friends.


  Chapter 10


  Vibrations


  “Egam,” called Jenneva, “I think I’ve found a couple of useful spells that we haven’t covered.”


  “Oh, that’s good, Jenneva. What are they?”


  “Eyes of Lothar and Lothar’s Tongue,” replied Jenneva.


  “That’s nice, Jenneva.”


  “Egam, you haven’t heard a word I said, have you?”


  “What? Oh, I’m sorry, Jenneva. I’ve got Sarac on my mind again. I really don’t like delving into this Dark magic. Why did I ever accept him as a student?”


  “Egam, stop punishing yourself. You cannot tell how a student will turn out. You taught him because he was brilliant and talented.”


  “Yes, he was brilliant. It was a requirement to study under me. I should have had more requirements. I’m sure that he is behind this goblin invasion, but I can’t see how it would profit him. Goblins and Yaki have never been close confederates. Oh, they’ve done some nasty deeds together, but it was always small and isolated. This . . . this is massive. Their army could cause serious damage to the kingdom. If they hadn’t been so stupid as to start their invasion just at the start of winter, there would be no stopping them. Now they’re bogged down until spring. Well, at least that will give me time to figure out how to stop them.”


  “Of course!” exclaimed Jenneva. “Vibrations!”


  Egam gave Jenneva a puzzled look.


  “Sarac has started this invasion to find you,” Jenneva continued. “The whole thing is a scam. He doesn’t care about the kingdom, or the goblins, or the Yaki. He set this up to flush you out. That’s why they’re attacking in winter. He needs to make sure that you have time to react because he has no idea where you are. And when you choose to end this nonsense, he’s got you. He’ll use the Vibrations spell and know exactly where you are.”


  “Yes, yes, you are a smart girl. That’s the only explanation that makes sense. How callous can a person become? But he must be using something stronger than Vibrations, or maybe a variation of it. Vibrations is not that strong of a spell. It basically allows the caster to feel the vibrations of magic, but it’s airborne. If you can distort or divert the airwaves, generic Vibrations is useless. For example, the ward over this garden does not allow air to escape. That’s why it remains warm in here even during winter. Our sounds can’t even be heard on the next peak. I keep this cavern at a higher pressure than the rest of the mountain, so our air exits through the tunnels. The tunnels are miles long and have dozens of exits. By the time our vibrations exit they are so weak that they wouldn’t even be felt in the cave where Hasra died.”


  “That doesn’t mean he has discovered a variation of Vibrations, in fact, it assures us that he is using the generic Vibrations. He doesn’t know where you are. That’s why he needs to lure you out. Most of the Dark spells that we’ve learned are line-of-sight spells. You can’t destroy the goblins from in here.”


  Egam lapsed into silence. “Okay,” he finally said. “If he’s using Vibrations, he has to be filtering for certain spells or he would be overwhelmed by all of the little magic that goes on. He can’t know for certain that I’ve started studying the Dark Side, although he might assume it. All this means is that he’s monitoring very advanced Light Side spells, like transportation spells. If that’s the case, you must not use those spells either. Sarac has no way of knowing about you and it is better that we keep it that way.”


  “That would mean I’m free to go out and use lower level Dark spells like Fireballs.”


  “Yes, if we’re correct, but you’re not going to kill thousands of goblins and Yaki with Fireballs.”


  “True,” Jenneva agreed, “but perhaps in combination with other things like potions and concoctions. Perhaps letting the kingdom army have some Fire Glue or something like it.”


  “Possibly. I think I will spend a few days outside and see what the situation is like.”


  “Egam, I think you need to spend some time on planning. You need to figure out how to deal with Sarac. I will go out in a few days. I’ve just about read everything here and think I’ll take a look at Hasra’s library from a new perspective.”


  



  Tagaret was a large city, the capital of Targa. It was also home to the King’s Army and Alex noted many soldiers visible here. He had enjoyed the trip here with Fergy and wondered what lay in store for him. Alex gazed up at the Royal Palace, clearly the tallest structure in Tagaret. He wondered what it would be like to live in such a grand setting. The whole city seemed to revolve around the castle perched upon its small hill. He hoped Fergy would be able to get him a closer peek at it.


  The greatest bustle in town was centered around the river. Dozens of docks lined both sides of the river and boats of every size and description were in view. Small rafts with produce were tied to the wharf where merchants were selling their wares. Larger rafts with sheep and cattle were coming downstream, probably taking their goods to market. Cargo ships were being loaded and unloaded as he had seen in Kalamaar. There were also large gun ships, as large or even larger than the cargo ships. Merchant stalls were spread out all over town although there were a larger number of them along the river. There was no central market square like the one in Kalamaar.


  Fergy turned toward the Palace and rode up to one of the gates. The gate was guarded by men whom Alex recognized as Red Swords because of the red lapels on their gray uniforms. Fergy had described quite a bit of the military order of things to Alex on their journey and had impressed upon him the importance of the red lapels. The Red Swords were considered the elite of the King’s Army and guarded the Royal Palace. Once through the gate, Alex could see that the Red Swords were also barracked on the Palace grounds.


  Fergy rode over to one of the barracks and dismounted. He led Alex into the barracks and suggested that they get washed before reporting. They stripped off their clothes and Fergy led Alex to a bathing area. Alex had never seen what Fergy described as a shower. Instead of bathing in a tub, one could stand under a large barrel and pull on a chain to dispense water. The water, however, was very cold. Alex realized that they piped river water in for the showers and it was not heated. Fergy opened a chest and took out a gray uniform. With his knife he cut off the red lapels and tossed the uniform to Alex. “Put this on. It’s clean and Sachek won’t be needing it anymore, poor lad.” Alex didn’t need to ask who Sachek was; he had already heard the story of the man who had accompanied Fergy to Bordon.


  When they were dressed, Fergy led Alex through the courtyard into a side door in the castle. “I’m taking you to Colonel Gregor, head of the Red Swords. I have to report the situation up north. Do not speak until you are told to.”


  They went only a short way down the corridor and entered a room with a guard standing by the open door. “Colonel Gregor, Sergeant Ferguson reporting, Sir.”


  Alex stood stiffly trying to imitate the posture of the guards he had seen. He felt rather funny, but he did not want Fergy to be embarrassed by his conduct. Fergy briefly described his journey and started going into greater detail at the departure from the Bordon garrison. Colonel Gregor kept looking over at Alex, probably wondering who he was and what he was doing here, but he did not interrupt the sergeant’s report. He obviously had a good deal of respect for the sergeant and would let him complete his report before questioning him.


  When the report was completed, the colonel stood and introduced himself to Alex and asked him to wait in the hall. After just a few moments, Fergy came out and asked Alex to join them again. Fergy indicated that Alex should sit and then sat down himself. The colonel was sitting behind his desk, his hand rubbing his square jaw, staring at a map on the wall. Abruptly, he turned to Alex and said, “You heard the sergeant’s report, Alex. It makes the situation up north seem rather serious. I’ve heard that you have faced these Yaki before and survived. Your own village seems to have faired well. Is there any reason to believe that the army needs to be involved?”


  “R . . reason?” stuttered Alex. “Y . . you can’t be serious. What is the army for if it can’t protect the kingdom’s citizens? Hundreds of people died in the Gordo Region five years ago and come the first thaw, hundreds more are going to die on this side of the Boulders. I was lucky to have survived; many were not so lucky. Our village was designed from the very start to be defendable and I’d say we had a very close call. Other villages will stand no chance at all. Excuse me, sir, but I understood that the Red Swords were elite warriors. It looks to me as if you want the villagers to protect your men!”


  Fergy winced at Alex’s comments, but the colonel was smiling. “Easy, son. I am just trying to assess the needs of the frontier. Targa does not have such a large army as to have men everywhere at all times. Tell me about your village’s defenses.”


  Alex calmed down and described the clear zones with spikes, the tower, location of village structures, table barricades and the removable bridge. He also went into detail about the philosophy of the villagers and their vow to never again be overrun. He ended with mention of the mandatory training for all residents.


  The colonel ran his hand through his short, black hair and stared at Alex as if expecting something else to be said. Finally, the colonel asked, “I assume that your village leader was a former military man. May I have his name?”


  “We have no military men, Colonel. I am the village leader, or at least I was, until I was hijacked. Now a friend leads the village. Laman is his name.”


  “Was your father in the service of our King then?”


  “No, my father was a lumberman as am I, but my grandfather was. He lost an arm saving King Olweg’s life and was deeded the valley that Lavinda occupies. Colonel, a man doesn’t need to be in the army to learn how to fight or how to survive. My villagers are mostly women and children and there’s many a good bowman amongst them. If we have to fight the Yaki and goblins by ourselves, so be it, but I intend on being there with them, with or without the King’s permission.”


  Alex was standing now with his fists clenched, his face turning red. Fergy was clearly nervous, for one did not properly dismiss the King’s wishes here in Tagaret. “Sit,” commanded the colonel. “You need to work on your emotions, Alex. A good soldier does not let his emotions get in the way of his duty. I have no doubt of your desire to protect your villagers. Indeed, I believe in you it is a mandate. I also think that the mandate does not pertain to just the villagers, but to all people needing protection. That is admirable. As for leave from the King to return to your village, that is something for the King to decide and you will abide by his decision. I think you need to do some thinking about how best you can serve people in need. You have natural skills, Alex . . . considerable skills. I do not speak of your ability to cut trees and frolic in the woods in between Yaki attacks. You will soon meet with General Clark, General of the King’s Army. He is going to want to know about the geography in the area of the attacks, as well as the method of attacks being used against our citizens. You have the best knowledge of these areas that we can supply to the general. I was hoping that you might wear red lapels to that meeting.”


  “Well . . . Fergy, I mean Sergeant Ferguson, removed them. He told me the insignia couldn’t be worn by those other than Red Swords.”


  Fergy could no longer hold his laughter. “You dumb frontiersman. You’re being offered the chance to serve with the greatest fighting unit in the world. Only the best of the Regular Army has even a chance to apply. Gads, lad, we’ll have to work on that denseness of yours.”


  “I don’t understand. I’ve never been in the army. How can I become a Red Sword?”


  Colonel Gregor cleared his throat. “Alex, you have seen more action than most soldiers. We haven’t had a war in almost two generations. Your conduct in saving Fergy and his men was exemplary. Fergy has spoken about your skills and ingenuity. The layout of your village shows great understanding of warfare. The army is wonderful at teaching fighting skills, but some of the other qualities you possess cannot be easily taught. I run the Red Swords and I get to choose who is accepted. If the General says I can only pick from the army, I need only to wait, because he will undoubtedly induct you into service even if it’s just as a Guide. It would, of course, be a little awkward for me to transfer you fifteen minutes after he inducted you, but I think you can help more people in the Red Swords. The most important reason for you to accept, however, is I can guarantee that you will get the chance to help your village by killing more Yaki.”


  “Do you think the General will send the army north?”


  “I don’t know, but if he does, Red Swords will be at the front. If he doesn’t, I will send you with a detachment of Red Swords anyway. That is my promise to you to get you to join. Targa needs men like you Alex. We need you to help save villagers in many Lavindas, not just one.”


  The room was silent. Alex had never thought of joining the army as Jerrick had. Yet, if he returned to his village, he would be ignoring the other villages. That seemed rather selfish to Alex and Laman was capable of leading the village. Perhaps he could do something good in the army. Someone had to send the Yaki back home, wherever that was. Fergy had taught him a great deal on the trip here, but Alex knew he had a lot more to learn. And being a Red Sword is something his grandfather would have been proud of. “Okay, how do I start?”


  After congratulations, Fergy took Alex back to the barracks to get him properly dressed. He was assigned Sachek’s bunk. Fergy gave Alex a tour of the Red Swords’ area of the grounds and introduced him to many of the men. The Sergeant also gave Alex a quick course on protocol within the army as well as within the Palace. Alex was dizzy with all of the foolish rules, but tried his best to memorize them.


  The next morning, Fergy told Alex the Colonel wanted to see him. Alex went down the corridor, hoping he wouldn’t make a mistake in front of the Colonel. He wished Fergy were accompanying him. He entered the Colonel’s room. “Colonel Gregor, Private Tork reporting, Sir.”


  “Private, we have a meeting with General Clark and the King. Duke Nelson, the King’s advisor, will also be present. This is an informal meeting, but you will not speak unless you are directed to. Let’s go.”


  Colonel Gregor led the way through a maze of passages to a large hall. The Colonel introduced Alex to General Clark who was already waiting by two massive doors that were closed. The doors opened and a short, fat man with a scraggly beard came out and waddled down the corridor. The colonel pointed to the fat man who was wearing a purple and yellow wraparound and said, “That’s Al’un Neplak, the ambassador from Sordoa.”


  The door was still open, but no one had invited them in. Alex could hear voices from the other room. “That obese runt. He expects me to believe that he came as a friendly gesture, as a neighbor. For what? To demand that we change the color of the uniforms that the border guard wears? Does this man have nothing better to do? The color of our uniforms clash with the color of his guards’ uniforms. This is what he considers neighborly? I can’t believe I have to deal with such stupidity. Get the General in here and let’s go over this goblin thing.”


  Duke Nelson stepped into the hall and indicated that the group should enter. Alex was nervous. He had never seen the King, nor ever met anyone who had. The King was a tall, elderly man with gray hair and heavy eyebrows. The introduction was informal. The soldiers offered a short bow and the King came around the table and greeted the General as one would greet an old friend. He nodded to the Colonel and addressing no one in particular said, “So, this is the Tork boy. I understand we have officers fighting over you, son. Well, don’t let them keep you from becoming as fine a soldier as your grandfather. I was on the field that day when your grandfather intercepted the arrow meant for my father. A brave man, indeed.”


  The King had stopped talking and the Colonel nudged Alex. “Yes, Your Highness. I mean, I won’t, Your Highness.” Alex stammered.


  The King laughed. “Don’t be so nervous, son. My bite isn’t what it used to be and certainly not as fierce as a Yaki. Now, let’s find out what we’re up against in the frontier.”


  The five men discussed the Yaki, goblins, Lavinda, Bordon, and what the Kingdom’s response should be. In the end it was determined that the Red Swords would send a scouting party north of the Boulders to find out about the enemy, while the army prepared for spring battle. The King wanted to know how many there were and why they were attacking. Alex was to go with the party and guide them through the terrain. Just as quickly as it started, the meeting was adjourned.


  The Colonel led Alex back to his office. “You did well, Alex. I was not aware that King Eugene was on the field the day your grandfather lost his arm. I’m afraid General Clark was aware of it and we had quite a row over me bringing you into the Red Swords. He seems to think the King’s favor would rest well with the officer that brought you into service for the King. I agreed to allow him the credit of enlisting you as I am not concerned with praise, but efficiency. Evidently, the King has ears everywhere and found out about the squabble. I apologize for any embarrassment this may have caused you.”


  “Now, Private Tork,” the colonel continued, “you will be assigned to Sergeant Ferguson. He will brief you on your mission. Having spoken with the King, you are aware of the urgency of this mission. Serve the kingdom well. Dismissed.”


  Alex felt like he just had a conversation with two different people. He did not see the sanity in the use of these foolish protocols, but he was happy just the same to be heading home or, at least, near it. He returned to the barracks and began gathering his gear for the journey.


  Fergy led four men over to Alex and introduced them. The six of them would comprise the Red Sword scouting party. Fergy ordered the men to make the horses ready and pulled Alex aside. “So, you got to see the King, did ya, lad? And on your first day, too.”


  “He seemed like an all right fellow,” Alex answered. “He made a big deal about my grandfather, but it seems the General did too. Not sure I understand it all. Nobody made a big deal about him when he was crippled or when he died, except the family.”


  “Ah, Alex,” soothed Fergy, “you’re showing that frontier mentality. No disrespect meant, but I think your grandfather must have had it too. In Targa, to personally save the King’s life is a grand thing. You told me, yourself, that Lavinda was in the valley deeded to your grandfather. It’s tradition in Targa for a person who performs the deed your grandfather did to be given an estate and made a nobleman of that estate. Your grandfather was a baron, Alex. It sounds to me that he didn’t cater much to being a nobleman and ignored it. The King and his family will never ignore it. I’m sorry your grandfather died the way he did, but it was not because Targa didn’t care. It was because that was what your grandfather wished. Now let’s get going and I hope you know the north country as well as we think you do.”


  The Red Sword party mounted and headed north.


  * * *


  “Oscar, my boy, come in,” greeted Baron Whitley. “How are things going up north?”


  “Not too good, Baron. Stories are coming down from Bordon about goblin attacks. Sounds like most of the garrison up there were wiped out trying to get rid of them. If you don’t mind, I’d like to send a letter inviting my mother and two close friends to stay here for a while.”


  “Certainly, Oscar. I’d like to meet your mother and her friends are welcome as well. I have more than enough room here. What of your shipping depot up there?”


  “That’s not a problem. I’ll move the office operations to Balfour. That will only leave the depot and there is not much damage that can be done to it. I am a little worried about some old friends that live in a village up near the pass in the Boulders, but there is no mail delivery out that way in the winter. I heard that you’re going to the capital to see the King.”


  “It’s sure good this isn’t a military installation, the way secrets are kept,” the Baron laughed. “It’s your fault, really. The King is impressed with the prominence Targa has received because of your shipping in the Targa Sea. Our province has gained respect and can no longer be governed by a mere baron.”


  “You can’t mean that he would turn the province over to someone else? Wouldn’t that be illegal?”


  “It would only be legal if I was guilty of a crime against Targa, but, no, that is not what I meant. The King is making me a Duke. I feel slightly guilty being given a title for your works. Why don’t you join me at Tagaret and I’ll introduce you to the King? I’ve told him of you before, but it’s not the same as meeting you in person.”


  “Thanks, Baron,” replied Oscar, “But I cannot. I have to get the letters off to my mother and the Bordon office and then I’m taking the new ship up to Kantor to negotiate a direct trade contract. Kantor’s the last stronghold in Cordonia. If I can get this contract settled, we’re well on our way of owning the Targa Sea. Besides, if the King ever saw how young I was, he might take your title away.”


  Baron Whitley gave a great barrel laugh that always made Oscar smile. “So you’ve got another ship in, then. How many is that now?”


  “We’re up to fifteen. Actually, that’s ahead of schedule. Daryl’s pleased and so am I. We’ll have another fifteen over the next three years. The barges from Klandon are working well also.”


  “Well, I’ll give the King your regards. I’ll tell him you’re up in Cordonia conquering another trade route. Tell your mother that if I have not returned from the capital when she arrives to just move in. I’ll have the staff alerted and they’ll know what to do. Safe journey, Oscar.”


  Oscar sighed and headed down to Dalek. This is not as much fun as it was five years ago, he thought. He already had more wealth than he knew what to do with. He enjoyed the challenge of a good haggle, but the day-to-day operations were boring. He hadn’t had a great idea in two years and started to wonder if he was past his prime. Well, at least he had Kantor to look forward to. That would be different even if it was likely to be bitter cold up there.


  Chapter 11


  Frontier


  Alex was exhausted. They had been on the road for almost a week and every evening and every morning they practiced. They practiced swordsmanship, hand-to-hand combat, stealth kills, and archery. Tonight was swordsmanship and Fergy was merciless. Alex was bruised, tired, cold and sweating. David tossed Alex a towel. “You’d better wipe off before that stuff freezes,” David quipped.


  The four Red Swords accompanying Fergy and himself were all corporals. Alex didn’t have a chance to know any of them really well, but he liked them all. Fergy didn’t stand on protocol out in the field. He didn’t have to. Alex was sure that each of these men would die before they would question Fergy’s orders. They idolized him and were clearly hurt if he reprimanded them, which he had had to do only once. The first night Fergy gave the signal for silence and everyone missed it. Fergy chewed them out and they never missed another cue. They were fairly close to Tagaret when the incident happened and Alex was sure that Fergy planned it to keep them on their toes.


  “Fergy,” Alex asked, “how are you planning to get us through the pass? I’m sure the snow will be so deep we won’t be able to move.”


  “Good question, Alex, but before I answer it, draw me a map of your village. You did say it was two valleys east of the pass, right?”


  “That it is.” Alex drew a map of the entire valley in the snow.


  “David, Ben, Mitar, Salc, over here,” Fergy called as he winked his eye at Alex. “Gentlemen, this is our objective. How do we attack?”


  The Red Sword Corporals studied the map and started asking questions. How wide is the stream? How Deep? How high are the east cliffs and the north cliffs? How many defenders? Alex answered all of the questions accurately except for the number of defenders. For that question he answered that he wasn’t sure, but he knew women and children and a few boys defended it. No one but Alex noticed the smirk on Fergy’s face.


  The blond Corporal, Ben, was the first to offer a suggestion. “I’d attack from the east cliffs. We could lower ropes at night and be inside their perimeter before anyone knew what was happening.”


  David shook his tawny head and said, “A lot of work that is not needed. I say we position ourselves up in these trees across from the tower. We pick off the sentries during the night and swim the river. We can gain the tower and demand their surrender.”


  “Yeah, but if just one person sees you, we’ve got a problem crossing the river,” Salc jumped in. He smoothed his dark hair as he continued. “The best way is to get across the river first. Here, to the south of the village. We can belly crawl up to this clear area at night and weave slowly through these spikes. Once we’re past the clear area, we split up and take out the sentries.”


  The dark skinned Corporal said nothing. “Mitar,” queried Fergy, “no plan?”


  “A question, Alex,” asked Mitar. “These women and children, are they skilled?”


  “A fair question, Mitar,” Alex answered. “They’re not soldiers, but I think they are good enough to defeat any of the plans offered so far.”


  “Then my solution is to walk in,” said Mitar. “Act friendly, be friendly. At a prescribed time during the night, we get up and slit their throats.”


  Alex almost jumped on Mitar, but Fergy’s hand stopped him. “Mitar, I think you found the village’s weakness. Very good. Fortunately, goblins would never get away with that plan. The rest of you need to remember to never underestimate the enemy. Only Mitar asked about their skill level.”


  “That’s hardly fair, Fergy,” argued Salc. “You’re condemning our plans without the possibility that they would succeed regardless of the enemies skill.”


  “Alex, what are the chances of Salc’s plan working?” asked Fergy.


  “I would say that there is not a chance that he could get across the Clear Zone undetected. I’d be willing to prove it, except the villagers would probably shoot and kill us before we surrendered.”


  “I’ll wager a month’s wages, Alex,” offered Salc.


  “I don’t want your money, Salc. I just don’t want your death on my villagers’ hands. I thought we came up here to stalk the goblins, not attack Lavinda.”


  Fergy called for quiet. “Alex, you asked how we were going to get through the pass. Well, we aren’t. We’re going through Lavinda. We have to leave our horses somewhere and I know your villagers will take care of them. I also thought that you would want to see your friends before we go further north. This is a scouting mission, but it is also a training mission. I’m sure most of you have the aches to prove it. The Red Swords are about more than just fighting well. We need to know about strategy and tactics, survival and stealth. Salc, I’m willing to try your plan if you think it will work, but there are some ground rules that must be followed. Anyone who harms a villager for any reason, is dead. I don’t care if you see a villager ready to cut your buddy’s throat. That’s his problem, not yours. The moment we’re detected, the operation is over and we depend on Alex to get us out of our own mess. Any questions?”


  “Fergy, why do this?” asked Alex. “You’re risking lives for a game.”


  “No, Alex. No game. What better way to test the security of your village without your leadership? As for us, our lives in the next few weeks will depend not only on our skills, but our thoughts. If just one of my party underestimates the enemy, we could all die. No, this is no game. If one of us dies attacking Lavinda, the rest of us will have a better chance in the north for the knowledge we gained. Salc, this is your operation. From the moment we enter the valley until detection, you’re Sergeant. Now, let’s get some sleep.”


  The next evening they entered the valley. As soon as Salc took over command, they crossed the river and stopped to dry and warm the horses. They tied the horses to trees and started their stealthy approach. Alex was hoping that he would hear the horn at any moment, but there was no horn sound that night. Five hundred feet from the Clear Zone, Salc dropped to his belly and started crawling. The rest of the Red Swords followed single file. When Salc reached the edge of the Clear Zone, Alex got worried. What if something had happened to the villagers. They could all have been killed while he was out running around the country.


  Salc didn’t see anybody. There were no fires in the village. No sounds of life at all. Salc started to crawl into the Clear Zone when a dozen arrows slammed into the ground in front of him. A young girl’s voice called out, “Stand and identify yourselves or we will open fire. Do it now!”


  Alex immediately jumped up and yelled, “Alexander Tork, Marga. Don’t shoot.”


  The rest of the Red Swords stood with their arms raised and Alex worked his way forward into the Clear Zone so he could be seen. “Alex, walk over here. The rest of you stay put and keep your hands raised.”


  Alex walked over and gave Marga a hug. “I’m so glad to see you, Marga. I thought everyone in the village was dead.” Alex explained who the men were and why they were trying to sneak in. She called out for the rest of the men to come across the Clear Zone and soon everyone was in the village square trading stories.


  Alex found out that there had been no further attacks on the village. The villagers had also decided to maintain a perch halfway up the east cliff and keep it manned all the time. Nolan had been up there and saw the Red Swords enter the valley. The horn was not necessary to set up the ambush. Alex was telling Marga how proud of her he was when Laman and Kyle showed up.


  “Hey, look at you,” quipped Laman. “I’ve heard from some of the newcomers about the Red Swords. They’re an elite force. Congratulations, Alex! I bet you’re going to really wipe out a mess of furballs now. Wish I could come with ya.”


  “Don’t be a jerk, Laman,” retorted Kyle. “The Red Swords have the highest death rate of any army group. You might as well say goodbye to Alex now. This is the last you’re ever going to see him.”


  Alex put an arm around each of his friends. “I never thought I’d say this, but I’ve really missed you guys.”


  The villagers accepted the Red Swords as they would newcomers and everyone talked into the wee hours of the morning. The next day was a day of relaxation for the Red Swords. The following morning the ascent of the north cliff would begin. Alex had been up it in the summer with Eddie, but he was not looking forward to this winter climb. It would be hazardous, but Fergy’s plan made sense. The pass would be harder to get through and was likely guarded at the other end.


  Farewells were said and the six men disappeared up the north cliff. The next few days were torturous. Ben almost lost it at one point but was hoisted up by Mitar. It took them six days to travel to the other side. If the pass had been open it would have taken four hours. They stood on the edge on the cliff before descending and surveyed the vast northlands below them. Fortunately, there were no goblins or Yaki east of the pass, so they would have no trouble descending. The pass definitely had a large concentration of goblins camped out. They couldn’t count from this distance, but estimated six to seven hundred at the entrance to the pass alone. The goblin encampments appeared to spread westward from the pass and Fergy decided to head further north to circle around them.


  They headed north for three days before they found a break in the campfires and were able to head west. The second day heading west brought concern. They had been waiting for an end to the campfires southward. This would have allowed them to determine how large an area the goblins were using for the buildup. They were startled to see campfires to their north again, but decided to press on.


  The next day they had to stop. There were campfires directly west and they could no longer proceed in that direction. “There must be thousands of them,” remarked David.


  “More than that,” Fergy declared. “Considering the ground we’ve covered, it’s certainly more than ten thousand. This is no small raiding party set up to attack some villages. This is a war party meant to take over the Kingdom. Come spring, this group will be pouring through the pass for days and days. We’ve got enough of an estimate for me to make a call on what they want, but we still need to find out why they’re attacking.”


  “If they plan on taking over the Kingdom,” asked Ben, “what does it matter why?”


  “Well,” responded the Sergeant, “because that’s our orders. Suppose for just a moment that this whole thing is being driven by the Cordonians. We commit all our forces against the goblins and they lure us east. Then the Cordonians strike our west coast. We’d be caught between two massive armies.”


  “Okay,” Salc considered, “when the goblins try to draw us east, we don’t go for it.”


  “No good,” stated Alex. “Suppose the Cordonians aren’t really behind it, after all, and the goblins outflank our troops and attack Tagaret.”


  “Right,” said Fergy. “You see, we need to find out what’s driving these little buggers. The question is, how are we going to do that?”


  “Certainly not by sitting in the middle of them,” quipped David. “Why don’t we get out of here?”


  “Now that’s a plan I can live with,” said Fergy.


  They turned around and headed east again. In the morning there were campfires to the east. They were surrounded. They stopped moving and outlined their options. Whichever direction they went, they would have to penetrate the enemy lines. If they went due south, they might not be able to cross the enemy line. The goblins might be backed right up against the mountains. They eventually decided to go north. It was the least likely place that anyone would expect infiltrators. It was also the best possible choice for a lower density of goblins. The movement of the campfires indicated that the goblins were still arriving. Alex’s knowledge of the terrain would help to some extent, but they were still going to have to squeeze between at least two campfires. If they were detected, Tagaret would get no report. Their white-hooded outfits had kept them out of sight fairly well so far, but that was only because they had not come close to the enemy. Now they could only travel by night.


  They were crawling in single file when Fergy called a halt. The campfires up ahead were too close to possibly squeeze between. Fergy waved Alex to the front. Alex saw the problem and, knowing the country, led the group eastward. After a half-mile, they came to a small creek in a gully. The creek was frozen and Alex crawled onto it. Slowly they crawled northward on the frozen creek. Alex heard some small cracks from the back of the line. He hoped nobody got wet because there would be no fire for him to warm up and dry out. Frostbite on this mission could very well be a death sentence.


  Just up ahead there were two goblin campfires, one on each side of the gully. They were so close that Alex could see their ugly faces, faces made even more grotesque by the dancing flames of the fire. Alex indicated that they should go past one at a time and then kept on moving. The goblins were bantering back and forth between campsites. Alex had no idea what they were saying, but recognized the nature of the conversation, a typical ‘we’re better than you contest’. When he was in between the two groups, someone threw something and it came sliding across the ice in front of him. He glanced at it and saw that it was a rather large bone that had been gnawed on. Without trying to determine what kind of animal it was, he kept going. It did make him think that they hadn’t seen any Yaki since entering the north country. Alex smiled as he waved for the next man to come forward.


  One by one they crept past the two campsites. They still had to make some distance before sunrise or they would be sitting ducks. The stream widened as it went further north and Alex remembered that there should be a bridge coming up soon. In another fifteen minutes, he sighted it and called a halt under the bridge. This would be the safest place they were going to find to sleep for the day.


  Several times during the day, goblin parties tramped over the bridge. It wasn’t as much a day of sleeping as it was a day of waiting. Shortly after sundown, Fergy stuck his head above the bank and looked around. There were campfires spread all around, but they were not orderly and close together as they had been before. These were the campfires of groups heading to the staging area. Fergy announced that they would soon have to head east or west or they would end up in the Disputed Area. He was going to head west towards Cordonia. If Cordonia was involved, their army should be making some sort of preparations, too.


  They continued traveling the creek bed although they were able to walk now if they kept low. Halfway through the night the creek turned eastward and it was time to go overland to head west. The fires were scarcer now and it looked like the worst was behind them. Fergy took a guess at twenty to thirty thousand goblins and that depended on how far west they went. There were also streams of campfires still to the north. No one could have imagined that there were that many goblins around. They had also started seeing Yaki, though not large groupings of them. Fergy assumed that the Yaki would continue to roam and forage until it was time for the offensive.


  Several times during the westward trek, Alex found gullies where they could have a small fire during the day. The fires were a risk, with the goblins still assembling from the north, but Ben was quite ill. He developed a severe cough and was running a fever.


  Two days after Ben became sick, he was no longer able to keep up with the group. His blond hair was so wet with perspiration that water was running down his face. Fergy called a halt to the column even though it was still dark. “Mitar, David,” he commanded, “start a fire. If we can’t break his fever, we’re going to have to leave him behind. Alex, Salc, take up positions east and west. I want to know if anything moves. I don’t care if it’s just a goblin at one of those campfires relieving himself, I want to know about it.”


  Alex was disturbed with the thought of leaving Ben to die. He had been told the rules before leaving Tagaret and understood the reasoning behind them, but that didn’t ease the anguish of consigning a friend to death. He started whittling small trees to make a sled in case that became an option. Mitar saw what Alex was doing and soon both of them were whittling.


  An hour before dawn Fergy snapped his fingers and the group gathered at the fire. “He’s not going to make it. Prepare to move out.”


  “Sergeant, we have the makings of a sled,” offered Mitar. “We’re not going to be going far in an hour and then we have to settle in for the day ourselves. Can we drag Ben with us at least that far?”


  “Look, I’m no fonder of the situation than you lads are. If we’re seen towing a sled, we’ll stick out like a hairless Yaki. We’ll also be leaving tracks that will not be connected with anything the goblins expect to see.”


  “Sergeant,” suggested Alex, “we’re only about a half hour from a thick stand of trees. We can drag Ben there and the last in line can cover the tracks. It’s probably safer then leaving Ben here. If the Yaki find Ben, they’ll follow our scent, anyway, hoping for another meal.”


  Fergy pondered Alex’s statement about the Yaki. It was something he hadn’t counted on. If the Yaki picked up their scent with or without Ben, they were in trouble. “Well, what are you dimwits waiting for? Get that sled built and be quick about it.”


  They made the woods just before dawn and settled in a secluded area away from the trails. Sometime the following night they would reach the West Mountains, the border with Cordonia. Getting Ben over the mountains was a problem no one wanted to dwell on. At dusk they moved on.


  They took turns pulling Ben’s sled and covering the tracks, but the terrain was getting steeper and rockier. They had almost made the mountains at sunrise, but not quite. There was no suitable cover to hide in and no goblins in sight so they continued on. Salc spotted a small group of Yaki trailing them and they picked up the pace. Within fifteen minutes, the pack had grown to over thirty.


  Just as it looked as if they might gain entrance to a canyon, the Yaki attacked. Everyone had their bows ready and fired upon the Yaki. Salc kept on pulling Ben while the others killed Yaki. A band of goblins were attracted by the noise and were coming to investigate. The Red Swords were backing their way into a canyon when one Yaki leaped down from the rocks. Salc quickly dropped the sled and drew his sword. He struck the Yaki so fiercely that he almost decapitated it, but not before the Yaki had succeeded in ripping Ben’s throat out.


  The Red Swords retreated into a canyon and started looking for a way out. It was a shallow canyon with a wide mouth, not much protection at all. Worse, if they couldn’t find a way out, it may well end up being their grave. They retreated until their backs were against the steep wall. There were two large boulders a little way forward of the back wall and the Red Swords used them for cover. They could not see any more Yaki above them, but the mouth of the canyon was full of them.


  They were too far away for quills or sword. The Yaki ran back and forth in the mouth of the canyon inviting arrow shots and indeed the Red Swords were managing to kill a few. Fergy stopped the firing and reminded everyone to watch their arrow supply. If they ran out of arrows the Yaki would charge and overwhelm them. If they stopped firing arrows entirely, the Yaki would attack them; so Fergy ordered them to take turns firing and to only fire when they had an absolute kill.


  This worked for ten minutes, then the goblins arrived. The goblin archers were firing at the Red Swords, but most of their arrows were hitting the boulders. The goblins did manage, however, to force the Red Swords to keep their heads down. It was only a matter of, time before the enemy decided to send the Yaki to attack while the goblins provided covering fire. When that happened, the Red Swords would die.


  Alex looked around for something flammable, but there was nothing he would be able to reach. He hoped he could ignite several Yaki or create some type of fire barricade as he did five years earlier.


  Suddenly, a goblin arrow caught Salc in the forehead when he tried to shoot. Salc was dead before he hit the ground. They were down to four now and there were more goblins arriving. Everyone fell silent, each pondering his own thoughts of death.


  And then the Yaki charged.


  Chapter 12


  Kantor


  The Red Swords started firing in concert at the charging Yaki. All of sudden there was a tremendous flash of light at the mouth of the canyon! A gust of wind slammed into the Yaki and hurled them against the cliffs as if a large, invisible hand had slapped them. The sound echoing off of the steep canyon walls was deafening.


  The force of the wind knocked Alex and the other Red Swords down and Alex jumped to his feet. Some of the previously airborne Yaki were starting to stir and Alex tore into them with his sword. Other members of the Red Swords were doing the same. Within moments the Yaki had been dispatched and Alex looked around the canyon. Goblin bodies littered the mouth of the canyon, many of them burned severely. He cautiously walked to the mouth of the canyon and peered out. There was nothing alive in the vicinity of the canyon, but in the distance he could see several bands of goblins coming towards him. Alex called to the others and started gathering up all of the quivers he could find. They had to move quickly and get up into the mountains before the next set of goblins arrived.


  Alex wondered what had happened. He knew he was going to die when the Yaki charged, then instantly it was over. Alex started scrambling south along the base of the mountains. The other Red Swords were close behind. “Hurry, Alex,” called Fergy, “find us a way up quick.”


  Alex heard a voice in his head. “Turn into the next canyon, Alex.” Alex obeyed, but he wasn’t sure what was going on. This canyon looked like another dead end. Perhaps the force wave had damaged his mind. He might be going crazy. He was about to retrace his steps out of the canyon when he noticed a crevice that angled up and back. It was narrow, but worth a chance investigation. He slipped and cursed his bad luck. The others were shouting for him to come back down. His mind spoke again. “Concentrate. Never doubt your abilities.” Alex called for his friends to follow him. The goblins were closing in on them now. They had just moments to get into a defensive position and Alex was leading them up this crevice. The goblin archers would pick them off before they ever got to safety.


  Alex reached a plateau and crawled onto it. He watched the others scrambling to get up before the goblins could take aim. Mitar joined Alex on the plateau, then David, but Fergy was not going to make it. Alex watched as the goblin archer pulled back his bow, and then disappeared in a ball of flame. Fergy scrambled onto the plateau and Alex turned around and stared into the face of Jenneva.


  “Move out of the way,” she commanded. Alex and the others scooted further along the ledge and Jenneva brought her two hands together. As her hands touched each other, the crevice that the goblins were climbing crumbled from both sides. The goblins and rocks joined together and slid down into the canyon into a tangled heap of stone, blood, and bones.


  Jenneva turned and ordered, “Quickly, follow me.” She led them off the ledge to another crevice and the five of them scrambled up to a large, flat area where they could rest.


  “Jenneva?” asked Alex. “Can this really be you?”


  “Alex, I’m flattered that you remember me, but now is not the time for questions. You seemed to have attracted some unwanted attention. I suggest that you get your breath and then we get out of here. After you and your friends are safe, we can talk privately.”


  They started climbing the mountains. The Red Swords kept pestering Alex for some answers, but he just shrugged or said that she was an old friend. They climbed all day with only a few stops to catch their breath. Each time they stopped Alex tried to talk with Jenneva, but she always seemed to disappear, only to return and urge them onward.


  They finally reached a small valley between two peaks where they could have a fire without it being seen from below. They had heard no sounds of goblins following them. Fergy ordered David and Mitar to get a fire going and pulled Alex aside. “I am extremely grateful for the help from your friend, but I have to know who she is. The information that we have must get back to Tagaret and I cannot chance the possibility that your friend might have other ideas.”


  Alex nodded and went off to find Jenneva. He found her down the valley sitting under a small tree. He walked over and sat beside her. “Jenneva, I am so glad to see you. I have so much to ask you, but I cannot fathom what you did back there. How can you do these things?”


  Jenneva put her hand to his lips to silence him and then she hugged him. They embraced for a long time and finally Jenneva drew back. “Alex, I have thought of you often. I don’t know where to begin or how much is safe for you to know. Let’s just say that I have abilities that I never knew about and that I have spent the last five years developing those abilities. It’s not really safe to go into further detail.”


  “That’s it? You can wipe five years out with a mere sentence. I meet a lovely young girl and five years later I meet her again and she’s blowing up mountains, but she hasn’t done anything really in between. Jenneva, you should know I would never harm you.”


  “Alex,” she laughed, “I am not worried about you harming me and, yes, I know that you wouldn’t. At first I was worried that your friends would try something, but then I realized that if you considered them friends, I must also. Alex, it is very complicated and you must give me time to think about it. When I came out here, you were the last person I expected to run into. Give me time. Tell me what you’ve been doing the last five years.”


  Alex sighed. He knew that Jenneva was strong willed and would not say anything further unless she felt like it. He told her about everything that had happened to him over the years up to the point of joining the Red Swords. He knew Fergy would not want him revealing the nature of their mission to someone who wouldn’t reveal why she was up here where only goblins seemed to exist. He suggested that they go back and join the others.


  They went back to the camp and Fergy came over to meet them. “I believe you two must know each other. I’m Sergeant Ferguson and I want to thank you for your help with those nasty critters.”


  “Sergeant, I am pleased to meet friends of Alex and welcome you as my own. I am called Jenneva.”


  “Well then, Jenneva, I’d like to ask you how you accomplished that little feat of engineering back there. I assume you were also responsible for that little helpful explosion in the canyon?”


  Jenneva laughed heartily. “Sergeant, I’m not really sure what you mean. I just happened along and showed you the way up into these mountains.”


  “I’m sure, ma’am. Do you travel these beautiful lands often?”


  Jenneva thought for a while without answering. Alex had given in and respected her secrecy. He didn’t like it, but he accepted it. This Sergeant was another matter. He had a job to do and the discipline to do it. He had never known the sweet, little Jenneva and he wasn’t going to accept her avoidance of the issue. They were both after the same thing, pretty much, and she needed to help the army defeat the goblins; but she wasn’t sure how much information she could afford to release. Finally she said, “Sergeant, you’re up here to determine the strength of the enemy. I can help you with that task. I can also assure you that we have common enemies. I will not betray you to the goblins. If I had wanted to do that, I could have merely ignored the happenings below. I have reasons of my own that limit what I may tell you. If you can respect my silence in certain areas, I can help you get out of here alive. I can also help your army defeat these beasts.”


  “Oh, I’m not so worried about the goblins. They won’t follow us any further, but how do I know that you don’t work for a foreign government that means the Kingdom harm?”


  “You have only my word, Sergeant. I am Targan and my reason for being in this beautiful country, as you put it, is to help Targa.”


  “And how might a fair lass such as yourself help Targa by roaming through the goblin bands?”


  “Sergeant, I am searching for the source of the problem. The goblins are more a worry for the army than me. The source of the problem is more of a worry for me than for the army. Why can’t we just work together and trust each other?”


  “You know who is behind the goblins?”, asked Fergy.


  “Yes, I know who, but not where. The same person who directed the Yaki five years ago is directing the goblins. He is an evil magician named Sarac and I must find him.”


  “Then the Cordonians have nothing to do with this?”


  “Nothing at all. I cannot tell you why Sarac is doing this, but I know for certain that he is. And, Sergeant, you must be careful who you share this information with. He has spies everywhere and if he finds out that he is discovered, I will never find him. That is one of the reasons that I must be cautious. Sarac does not know that I am searching for him and he must not know.”


  “Jenneva, I do think that I am beginning to understand. I can’t pretend to know the ways of magic and in that area I am willing to defer to your judgment, but I have to report what I know to my superiors. Would you consider coming with us to Tagaret to speak to them yourself? And for the gods sake, lass, please call me Fergy.”


  Jenneva smiled. “Fergy, I think that is an excellent idea. My search for Sarac has not been very successful and part of my mission is to help the army defeat the goblins. I sense in you a kindred spirit. I am not sure of your superiors or even the two whom accompany you, so you will have to guide me in that area.”


  “David and Mitar, I trust with my life as I also trust Colonel Gregor. Above the Colonel are General Clark, Duke Nelson, and King Eugene. I cannot imagine the King as a threat, but I will let you judge the other two for yourself.”


  “That I can accept. Perhaps, then, I should meet your friends as we’ll be spending a great deal of time together.”


  Alex introduced Jenneva to David and Mitar and the five talked over dinner. There was no mention of magic or Sarac. Alex and Jenneva went off by themselves after dinner and talked. Jenneva still refused to discuss anything about herself since Hasra’s death, but she talked about her childhood and he went into greater detail about his trip to Bordon and the founding of Lavinda.


  It took them a week to cross the West Mountains with Jenneva leading the way. Alex had never traveled this far and no longer possessed knowledge of the land. One morning Jenneva brought common Cordonian clothes for the soldiers to wear. No one asked where they came from, but it was obvious that they could not enter the Cordonian capitol with Targan military uniforms.


  They finally reached the headwaters of the Black River and followed it west. Their detour through Cordonia was eating up valuable time and Fergy was getting nervous that the army would not have time to prepare for the large number of goblins they would be facing.


  Finally, the Black River widened and was flowing, so they took the time to build a raft. The raft sped their journey along, but they knew at the end of it they would wind up in Kantor, the capital of Cordonia, far away from Targa. When they got to Kantor, they would try to find a boat to get to Targa.


  Kantor was a very large city, larger than Kalamaar, Alex realized. They abandoned the raft at the outskirts of the city. Everyone agreed that the first stop should be an inn. They needed a decent meal, a bath and a soft bed for the night. Jenneva was up early and went shopping in the marketplace. Fergy went out looking for a ship. Fergy was the only one of the Red Swords who had a working knowledge of the Cordonian language. Alex, Mitar, and David relaxed over a large breakfast. They wanted to get out and see the city, but Fergy told them to stay at the inn and be ready to leave on a moment’s notice. Jenneva came back with a large chest she must have purchased in the marketplace.


  Fergy finally came back with the news that there were no ships bound for Targa for at least a week. Even if they could buy horses, it would take over two weeks to reach Kalamaar with no guarantee that there would be a ship leaving from there. There was little they could do but wait and they decided they might as well see the city while they were waiting.


  As they walked through the harbor area Alex noticed a new ship, smaller that the rest. What caught his eye were the words “Dalek Shipping” on the stern. He ran to the ship and up the gangplank. A sailor stopped him at the deck and asked his business. He said he was a personal friend of Oscar Dalek and needed passage to Targa. The sailor would not let him on the ship, but asked for his name and the name of the inn he was staying at. The sailor said someone would contact him. Alex could get no more out of the sailor and returned to his friends. Excitedly, he told them of the ship and they agreed to return to the inn and wait. Mitar was left behind to watch the ship in case they decided to set sail without them. If that happened, Fergy was prepared to force their way aboard.


  Three hours later, Alex nearly dropped his cup when Oscar walked into the inn. “Oscar Dalek, I can’t believe it!”


  “Alex Tork, I thought it was someone’s idea of a joke. What are you doing in Kantor? Don’t tell me you mistook Kantor for Lavinda? Let me guess. You finally got married and this is your wife?”


  The two old friends embraced. Alex invited Oscar to sit and lowered his voice. They were starting to attract attention, and notice was one thing they didn’t want. Alex introduced his Red Sword companions without their titles and then introduced Jenneva. “So, I am right. You did get married. She’s the only woman I’ve ever heard you mention,” quipped Oscar.


  Alex turned beet red and Jenneva giggled. “Oscar, I didn’t get married and I’m not on my honeymoon. Now cut it out or I’ll tell all of these people what you’re really like.”


  “You win, Alex. I’ll be good, but I still think it’s a fair idea.”


  “Listen, Oscar, we need to get to Tagaret quickly. It’s a very important matter that I shouldn’t discuss here.”


  Oscar took a new look at Alex’s companions. He noticed the distinctly short military hair, calluses and their erect posture. “Does this pertain to cave friends from five years ago that may be coming to visit again this year?”


  “Yes, it does,” answered Alex. “I’ve changed jobs and live in Tagaret now.”


  “Say no more, my friend,” Oscar said loudly. “My ship is available for your honeymoon cruise. We depart immediately, let’s go.”


  They gathered their belongings and headed for the harbor. Oscar led the way up the gangplank and gave the order to get under way. Nothing was said until they were well under way. “Okay, Alex, explain what’s happening.”


  Alex reintroduced his Red Sword companions and explained that he was also a Red Sword. Despite Fergy’s concerned eyes, Alex explained about the goblins and the need to get to Tagaret and report. He did not mention Sarac or Jenneva’s abilities. When Oscar asked about Jenneva, Fergy said that they met in Kantor, causing Oscar’s ring to warm his hand. Jenneva was immediately alerted. She had picked up the Vibrations from Oscar’s ring. She was filtering for Transportation spells, but her proximity to Oscar must have triggered her senses.


  “Oscar, Alex told me about your wonderful adventures in Bordon. I almost feel like I’ve known you for years. That’s a beautiful ring you’re wearing. May I ask where you got it?” asked Jenneva. She had to distract Oscar so that he didn’t discover the information about Sarac until she knew more about him. Alex had a good sense about people, but it had been close to five years since Alex had known Oscar and Jenneva could not afford to take chances.


  He wasn’t sure why, but Oscar knew that Jenneva was aware of the ring’s special capabilities. “I got it from a courier passing through town. It was payment for watching his horse.”


  Jenneva mumbled something that Oscar did not quite get. “I’m sorry, Jenneva, I didn’t hear that.”


  “Oh, sorry, Oscar, I said it must have been a beautiful horse.”


  “Actually it was, a large black stallion, called Cauldron.”


  Jenneva had invoked Lothar’s Tongue. The spell was a verbal deception spell. Anything she said whether true or false would not set off Oscar’s ring. Jenneva smiled and allowed the conversation to return to Alex. Oscar knew enough about people to suspect there was something he was missing. He would have to be cautious around her.


  Alex and Oscar had a lot of time to renew their old friendship. Alex thanked Oscar for the horses and congratulated him on his financial success. Oscar was impressed that Alex had joined the Red Swords and thought it had been a wise decision on the Colonel’s part. Jenneva joined most of the conversations and Oscar soon forgot his earlier uneasiness. Fergy had started up the practice sessions again and even Oscar joined in. Oscar was no match for the Red Swords, but the practice did improve his skills.


  Jenneva spent a lot of time up at the bow. She did exercises and was constantly playing in the chest she purchased in Kantor. One day when she was at the bow exercising, Oscar pulled Alex aside. “Alex, how much do you really know about Jenneva?”


  “I don’t know a great deal, Oscar, but I know she’s a good woman. She is strange and I’ve felt the tensions between the two of you, but I get a good feeling about her. I trust her.”


  “I wish I could share your trust, Alex. Something I’ve never told anyone, and I mean anyone, is about my ring. The story I told about it is true enough, but what I didn’t say is that it has magical powers. It warms my finger whenever anyone lies. It has been a great tool in dealing with people. It has helped me avoid getting cheated several times. When I asked you about Jenneva, Fergy cut in and said that you met her in Kantor. My ring told me that was a lie. Not a big deal in itself, but Jenneva knew right then that the ring was magical. She didn’t say so, but I know it. She also keeps prodding me for information on the guy that gave it to me. All of this adds up to someone who’s not being honest with me, Alex. I haven’t said anything or brushed her off because she’s a friend of yours, but I don’t trust her.”


  “Oscar, trust her. I don’t know why I do, but I feel that you should, too. She has been very secretive since we met, but I don’t think she wants to be. I think she has knowledge of something that is so important, that she is afraid to let it leak out. I don’t think it’s a matter of whether she trusts us or not. I think it is more a fear that whoever she shares the information with will be in danger.”


  “And she’s better equipped to deal with that danger than you are?”


  “I think she is.”


  “Then she does have powers. I knew it.” Oscar turned and walked toward the bow of the ship with Alex close behind. Jenneva saw them coming and closed the chest.


  “Another secret, Jenneva?” asked Oscar. “Look, it’s time we started trusting each other a little here. Alex has absolute trust in you and I trust Alex, so that’s supposed to mean that I can trust you, but I don’t feel that way. I think it’s because you don’t trust me. One of has to give, so I’ll go first.” Oscar removed his ring and put it on Jenneva’s finger. “Now, what is it that you want to know of me?”


  Jenneva laughed and handed Oscar’s ring back to him. “I detected it the first day and protected myself against it. Okay, Oscar you have a good point. I do trust Alex and he does trust you, so we’ll stop playing games. Yes, I have powers. I’m not even sure of the extent of them. I met Alex and the Red Swords in the West Mountains while looking for someone else. I think the person that I am searching for gave you that ring. He is a master of magic and I need to know everything about him that I can find out. I also cannot let him know that I even exist. If he discovers me before I discover him, I will die and perhaps the kingdom will as well. So now Oscar, my life is in your hands. I cannot give you any more trust than that.”


  “I have many contacts, perhaps I can help you locate him,” ventured Oscar.


  “No, please do not act on this information, Oscar. He is more powerful than you can imagine. Your ring is but a toy to him. Truth and lies don’t matter; he can tap into your very mind and extract what he wants. Do not pursue him; avoid contact with him. You must promise me.”


  Oscar could not imagine anyone with that kind of power. “Promise me Oscar. You must promise. I don’t have his skill yet, but you are no match.”


  “I promise, Jenneva,” answered Oscar. “I have much to learn. I thought I knew a lot, but I can see now that I have barely touched the surface of knowledge. How did you do that?”


  Jenneva just smiled. Alex wasn’t sure what had transpired, but he was glad to see everyone happy together. Jenneva opened her chest and presented a sword to Alex. The sword was very old and very expensive. It had a jeweled handle and delicate gold scrolling.


  “Alex, I want you to have this. Carry it with you always. This is not an ornamental piece for over your fireplace. It is a weapon of destruction. Never let it leave your side.”


  She removed several jars from the chest and laid them on the deck. “These jars contain a concoction called Fire Glue that will burst into flame on impact with something. The fire it starts cannot be put out by water. It will burn until it consumes whatever it is attached to. It doesn’t take very much of it to do the job. Break the tip off of an arrow and dip the arrow into the jar and fire it into the sea.”


  Alex complied. The arrow hit the water and went under. When the arrow floated to the surface it was burning. It continued burning until it was out of sight.


  “Keep these jars safe. When we get to Tagaret, I will give the formula to the Royal Magician. He can create supplies for the Army to use against the goblins.”


  That night they got hit with a squall, one of those winter storms fairly common on the Targa Sea. Unfortunately, they were pushed way south of their course. They also lost their fresh water barrels. The course correction would not be much of a problem. Oscar had hired the best sea captain there was. They had to get water, though, and he would have to talk with Captain Hill. Oscar went to the helm. The wind was still fairly strong and was blowing the Captain’s black hair over his handsome face giving him a very rugged sailor’s appearance.


  “Raymond, we’ve lost our fresh water supply during the squall. We’re going to need to replenish. Have you fixed our location yet?”


  “Not a problem, sir. That spit of land off the starboard beam is the northernmost Isles of the Sea. I’ll have us at the island in no time.”


  They made the island in good time and anchored in a place the chart called Atar’s Cove. Fergy, Alex, and Jenneva went ashore in the dingy towing two water barrels. The island appeared to be uninhabited. The beach was a beautiful white strand that curved around the harbor. They crossed the beach and entered the jungle. A monkey swung down and startled Jenneva then scampered off.


  “I’ll be darned,” said Fergy. “That’s a lemur. I haven’t seen one of those since I was on the Isle of Grakus. Thought that was the only place that had them.”


  They split up and searched for a lake or stream. Jenneva saw a hut through the trees and made her way to it. The path was anything but straight and when Jenneva reached the clearing she had seen the hut in, it was gone. She figured that she must be in the wrong clearing and started searching for the hut. When she went to cross the clearing a tiger jumped out of the woods and sat in the path. She had no desire to harm the animal, but she also did not want it to harm her. She backed up slowly. Suddenly Fergy called out that he had found water. Jenneva backed into the woods and ran to the beach. Alex and Fergy already had the two barrels full and reattached to the dingy. They climbed in and headed back to the ship. Jenneva stared at the strange island and saw a camel come around the point and walk along the beach.


  They raised anchor and the Captain set sail for Dalek.


  They had just left the harbor when they spotted a ship bearing down on them. Being in the lee of the island, Captain Hill did not yet have full sail and the water to port was too shallow to maneuver. “They’re going to try and ram us,” shouted the Captain. “It must be a black ship after our cargo.”


  “Can’t we outrun them?” Oscar asked.


  “We could if we had sail and they were behind us,” answered the Captain. “They mean to split us in two and then land on the beach and loot our cargo. If I try to maneuver they will just sink us in deeper water.”


  Chapter 13


  Tagaret


  “Captain Hill,” asked Alex, “If they destroy our ship and their ship what will they do?”


  “They’re as good as dead or marooned if they do that. No, they need one of the ships afloat.”


  “Would they continue to try and ram us if their ship was on fire and they couldn’t put it out?”


  “Only if they’re fools, lad. And I don’t think they are. What are you thinking?”


  “We’re going to start their ship burning just before they ram us.”


  “Aye, lad. Let me tell you when to fire, then. When it’s time I’m going to cut hard to starboard, so make sure your men are prepared for it.”


  Alex grabbed the jars of Fire Glue and ran to the starboard rail. He called the other Red Swords and instructed them to grab a jar and dip their arrows and prepare to fire on his signal. The four Red Swords spread out on the deck.


  The black ship kept coming. Alex could see the men on it raising their swords. Captain Hill called out and the ship lurched to the right. The four Red Swords let fly their arrows. Alex could see the men trying to stamp out the fire and screaming when their feet started burning. The Red Swords let fly more arrows and the black ship veered to port turning back out to sea. Captain Hill shouted orders to his crew and the sails began to fill again. The Red Swords continued firing arrows until the other ship was out of range. Alex watched the other ship burning until they were too far away to see even the island.


  The rest of the voyage to Dalek was uneventful. The voyage had been a bonding experience for the Red Swords, Jenneva, Oscar and his crew. The sight of Dalek harbor from the sea was breathtaking. The new city was bustling with activity and the docks were lined with Dalek Shipping ships. Oscar invited Jenneva, Captain Hill, and the Red Swords to overnight at Baron Whitley’s castle. They got horses from the stables and departed for the castle. The Baron had the road from Dalek to the castle widened and smoothed to make the journey more pleasant.


  The Baron was informed of an entourage coming and met them at the door. “Well, if this isn’t a raiding party, I’ve never laid eyes upon one. Welcome home, Oscar.”


  “Thank you, Baron. I trust you’re open to some unexpected company this evening?”


  “That’s Duke to you, boy. Certainly, the more the merrier. Come, come, I know your mother will be glad to see you. You will have to introduce us to all of your friends. They look like a very interesting group.”


  Waiting inside with Marta were Reese and Carlene. Carlene was very obviously pregnant. Oscar made the introductions and Jenneva and Carlene made their way to a sofa. Reese informed everyone that he had news that the Bordon garrison was outfitted with fresh troops. Alex reported on the welfare of Lavinda and Fergy spoke about the goblins in the northlands. No one spoke of Sarac or of Jenneva’s abilities.


  The Duke announced that Marta and he would be going to the capital to ask the King’s blessing on their forthcoming marriage. Oscar felt no tingle from his ring and immediately congratulated both of them. Oscar also revealed that he planned to go to the capital and bring Captain Hill with him to offer support to the war effort.


  * * *


  Duke Whitley and Marta were going by carriage, so the rest of the group went on ahead. When they arrived, Jenneva, Oscar, and Captain Hill went to an inn, while the Red Swords reported in to the barracks. Fergy asked Alex to accompany him to Colonel Gregor’s office. Fergy made his report on the infiltration of the northlands and estimated the goblin troop strength at thirty to fifty thousand, representing his early estimate and Jenneva’s estimate. He reported the deaths of Ben and Salc. Fergy then asked Alex to complete the report. Alex wasn’t sure how to deal with Jenneva’s place in things, so he risked being honest.


  “Colonel, I have information to report that is important to the Kingdom. However, there is a chance that my reporting it may damage the kingdom. Being a fairly new member of the Army, I am not quite sure how to approach this situation.”


  “Private, are you insinuating that I might jeopardize the Kingdom with my knowledge of your information?”


  “Not exactly, sir. I am suggesting that there is a chain of command that you, as an officer, are bound to and there may be others in that chain of command who may inadvertently make poor use of the information.”


  “Sergeant Ferguson, are you privy to this man’s information?”


  “Yes, sir, I am. If I may say so, sir, I agree with his concern.”


  The Colonel had a great deal of respect for Fergy and had never doubted his concerns before. “Very well, Private, thank you for your report. Now if you wouldn’t mind, please talk to yourself for a while. I’ll only sit here and eavesdrop.”


  Alex grinned and began his report. “We ran into an old friend of mine whom I have not seen in five years. During the course of those years, she developed some remarkable talents, some of which saved the Red Swords four empty bunks. She claims to know without doubt that there is one individual behind the Yaki raids of five years ago and the current army amassing north of the Boulders. This one individual is a master of magic. She will not address the issue of motive, but she is desirous of helping the army defeat the invaders. I personally believe that she could be of enormous help. She is adamant, however, that her role and her abilities be kept secret. She claims that if this magician were to learn of her existence, it would cost her her life and cause serious damage to the Kingdom. It is this last point which I fear would be inadvertently misused.”


  “Thank you, Corporal Tork. I think you will make a fine Red Sword officer some day. Would it be possible for me to meet with this friend of yours?”


  Both Fergy and the Colonel were grinning and Alex finally realized that the use of the title, Corporal, had not been a mistake. He had been given a promotion. “Thank you, sir. Actually, we took the liberty of inviting her to Tagaret. She is staying at the Palace Shadow along with Oscar Dalek. I can set up a meeting for you, if you like.”


  “Oscar Dalek of Dalek Shipping? Does she know him?”


  “Oscar is an old friend of mine. It was his ship that brought us back from Kantor, where he had fortunately been on a business trip. He has quite a fleet of ships on the Targa Sea and could possibly provide transportation for the war effort.”


  “You constantly amaze me, Tork. Oscar Dalek is a bit of a legend in western Targa. General Clark was speaking with the King not two days ago about demanding the use of Dalek’s ships. If possible I would like you to introduce me to him and I don’t want you to set up a meeting with your special woman. I’m ready to see her now. Let’s go.”


  They met in Oscar’s suite and Colonel Gregor was struck by Oscar’s youth and Jenneva’s beauty. The Colonel’s questions were considerate and non-invasive. Fully understanding the concerns, he came up with a plan. He would arrange a meeting between the King and his advisors and Oscar and his advisors of which Jenneva would be one. He would also schedule a meeting with the King and his Magical Advisor, Lord Habas, immediately following. He would suggest at some point in the meeting that Oscar should meet with the King’s advisors and they could later report to the King. Jenneva would inconspicuously remain behind. Jenneva agreed and Oscar thought it a wonderful plan. The Colonel left to make the arrangements and promised a messenger would call for them.


  The Colonel had arranged the two meetings to follow his own report of the Red Sword penetration team. The four remaining members of the team were asked to attend. Duke Nelson and General Clark were again in attendance. The Colonel delivered the entire report including the return voyage on the Dalek ship. He left out only the portion regarding Jenneva. He attributed her mention of a master of magic as the aggressor to a northlands local, which was technically correct. The General brightened up at the mention of Dalek and the Colonel informed the General that Dalek would be at the next meeting. The General also suggested a meeting with Lord Habas. The King smiled and indicated that he had already arranged it. The General appeared slightly deflated.


  The King thanked the Red Swords for their courage and bravery and added that he shared their grief at the loss of two of their comrades. As they were leaving, the King indicated that the Colonel and Alex should remain. The General was having a bad day. All of his ideas were being usurped by others and now the King had asked this new Corporal to remain for the next meeting as if he were as important as the General. It was bad enough that he had to suffer the smug Colonel. “Your Highness, shouldn’t the young soldier be exempt from these meetings? After his harrowing plunge into the enemies’ stronghold, he surely deserves some pleasure time.”


  “General Clark, it is so refreshing to hear your concerns for the well being of our lowliest soldiers, but I thought you, of all people, were interested in getting the help of this Oscar Dalek?”


  “I am, Your Highness. I think it is imperative to the war effort as I stated two days ago. He has the only Targa ships on the Targa Sea. We need them even if we have to seize them. I fail, however, to see the connection between these two items.”


  The King almost felt guilty about having so much fun at the General’s expense . . . almost. “Well, General, we could attempt to seize Dalek’s ships, but when your troops got there his ships might happen to be at ports in other countries. That would be most unfortunate for your troops. It would be much better if he were willing to offer their service to the Crown. It is very fortunate that this young soldier whom you sponsored is a personal friend of Oscar Dalek. I think we’ll keep him in the meeting, if the General has no objections.”


  The General was frazzled. He supposedly sponsored the boy and didn’t know of his relationship with Oscar Dalek. He looked like a fool. He could barely wait for this meeting to be over.


  Oscar, Jenneva, and Captain Hill entered and bowed before the King. Oscar thanked the King for giving an audience to himself and his associates. Oscar went on to offer the use of his ships to the Crown. He also offered the use of his sixty wagons to the Crown for the purpose of moving supplies to the troops. The King spoke. “Duke Whitley has spoken very highly of you, Oscar. He also warned me not to be impressed by your youthful looks. I can see why now. The Crown accepts your gracious offer and declares its indebtedness to your person. I think it is wise for you to meet directly with my advisors to work out the details. That is something I do not need to be involved in and I have another scheduled meeting. I would like you and your advisors to dine with me this evening.”


  Oscar, Captain Hill, and the King’s advisors left the room. Alex watched Lord Habas enter the room. Lord Habas was an old man with thin, white hair. His face was wrinkled, but his eyes shone like gems. His long, slender, wrinkled fingers were wrapped around a walking stick, but he walked spryly. The man seemed to be a series of contradictions. When he greeted the King his voice was like a whispered echo in a stone corridor.


  “And welcome to you, as well, Lord Habas”, said King Eugene. “I have some friends who require your wisdom. Please share your wealth of information with them. They are to be trusted.”


  “As you wish, Your Highness.”


  The King indicated that Jenneva could begin. The Colonel must have told the King of her fears and he was respecting her wishes. “Lord Habas, who are the five greatest magicians alive today?”


  “That is a very hard question to answer, not only because I do not know the capabilities of all magicians, but because I also do not know who is alive. I will guess and I think that will satisfy you. Present company excepted, I would list, not necessarily in order mind you, Mustar, Egam, Galdan, Sarac, and Kirsta. Now I must point out that this changes from time to time and no one troubles themselves to keep me up to date.”


  “And do you know where these magicians can be found?” Jenneva asked.


  “Only Mustar and Galdan, and their locations are only approximate. Mustar resides in the Great Sordoan Desert. Galdan, surely, is in Glendor, Land of the Elves.”


  “What of Sarac, Egam, and Kirsta?”


  “Sarac is still alive, I am sure. He is everywhere, and nowhere, but his presence is felt from time to time. Kirsta and Egam may be dead. Their presence has not been felt for over twenty years.”


  “When you speak of their presence, are you referring to Vibrations?”


  Lord Habas’s eyes widened and stared at Jenneva as if seeing her for the first time. He was clearly uncomfortable with the direction the conversation was heading, but he served the King and would continue. “No, Vibrations are not identifiable to an individual. Presence is a verification of continued existence. Myths and legends do not constitute presence. Sightings, deeds, communications, and conversations are the foundations of presence. For example, Mustar accepted a new student a few years back. That student recently visited a merchant in Trekum whom I also deal with. He made several mentions of his master’s needs. That incident constitutes a segment of presence. Of itself, the incident does not guarantee that Mustar still lives, but a number of incidents put together constitutes a presence.”


  Jenneva knew she was stepping close to the abyss, but she had to be certain of Lord Habas. “What of Sarac’s presence?”


  “Sarac’s presence is the strongest of all. Sarac used to be a student of Egam. They had a falling out over Sarac’s desire to learn the Dark Side.” His eyes peered into Jenneva’s trying to determine if the phrase held significance to her. “Sarac left and began taking on students of his own. He took on many students, which is not usual for a Master. It was as if he were running a school or building an army. His former students became known as the Black Devils. Each Black Devil was branded on the inside of his left arm with a black skull after attaining a certain level of skill. Some masters adhere to the age-old concept of teaching a student all that he can before releasing the student to be his own Master. Sarac does not conform to this tradition; therefore, the Black Devils are not yet Masters. Were Sarac to die, these former students would be looking for a new Master to finish their training. This has not happened, yet there are many reported sightings of men with the brand. This is why I said Sarac is everywhere, yet nowhere.”


  “This Dark Side that you spoke of, are you conversant with it?”


  Lord Habas’s eyes darkened and beads of perspiration began to form upon his brow. “No, the Dark Side is the embodiment of evil. Once the Dark Side is unleashed in a magician’s mind, it attempts to rule. The magician loses perspective of what is right and what is wrong. He looks only upon what is possible. The Masters for centuries past have shunned the Dark Side. It is precisely the reason that Egam threw Sarac out.”


  Satisfied with Lord Habas, Jenneva said, “Thank you, Lord Habas. I am sorry to have put you through this. Your allegiance to the King is legendary, but I had to be sure of your allegiance to the Light Side. Sarac is responsible for our current difficulties.”


  Looking to King Eugene for permission, Lord Habas asked, “With your permission, Your Highness?” With the King’s nod he continued, “Exactly who are you and how do you know this to be true?”


  Jenneva looked around the room before answering. “My name is Jenneva and I am a student of Egam. Sarac has been trying for thirty years to obtain Egam’s library, but he cannot find Egam to challenge him. Sarac knows that Egam would feel impelled to protect the kingdom, so he has created a threat to imperil it. He tried five years ago with the Yaki attack upon the Gordo Region, but Egam was not aware of it until it was over. The current troubles cannot go unnoticed no matter where Egam resides.”


  “So, Egam lives. I am glad. He has always been a pillar of those with the talent. It appears that he was also proper in his treatment of Sarac. The Dark Side has subdued Sarac. This does not bode well for the Kingdom. How long have you studied with Egam?”


  “I studied under Egam for five years. I now study with Egam.”


  “As I thought. Egam would not send a student in his stead. Five years speaks very highly of your abilities, Jenneva. I am honored to know you. Does Sarac know of you and why does Sarac try for so long to gain Egam’s library?”


  “Sarac does not know of me and he must not. That is the reason for my unorthodox introduction. Should Sarac discover me, all is in peril. As for Sarac’s interest in the library, he seeks the Origin Scroll.”


  “No! He could destroy the very fabric of life! Your Highness, I beg leave for Jenneva and myself. We have much to talk about.”


  The King nodded his approval and the two mages left. “Alexander Tork, you have very interesting friends,” he laughed. “Please join your friends this evening at my dinner table. Colonel Gregor, this information will remain with those in this room. Duke Nelson and General Clark do not need to involve themselves with these matters. If you have need for further discussion along these lines, request a private meeting with me. It will be accepted at all times. Before you leave I want to make myself very clear on another matter. General Clark is a pompous, self-inflating baboon, but he is the most skilled general I have ever known. I may treat him roughly from time to time, but that is the right of the Crown. I will not stand for others treating him similarly.”


  * * *


  Jenneva liked Lord Habas. She discovered that Egam and he had been friends for many years. It pained Habas when Egam no longer kept in touch. Now he understood.


  The Royal Magician's Library was very extensive. The majority of books overlapped what she had read at Egam’s hideaway, but here and there were gems that she had never seen. Habas also maintained volumes dedicated to the Dark Side, but Jenneva could tell they had not been used since they were placed on the shelf. Habas and Jenneva discussed the problem of Sarac and how to approach it, but they could not figure an angle into the wizard’s dark realm. Jenneva could sense that Habas longed to see his old friend and Jenneva planned to broach the subject with Egam when she saw him. Jenneva asked about the animals that she had seen at Atar’s Cove without mentioning where she had seen them. Habas pointed out that Tigers were confined to Lanoir, camels to Sordoa, and lemurs to the Isle of Grakus. He could not think of any place where one could find all three unless someone was collecting them. Habas offered to let Jenneva stay at the Palace and use his library while she was in Tagaret. He hoped that they could work together on a plan for defeating Sarac. She heartily accepted and then was off to dinner with the King.


  King Eugene sat at the head of the table. On his right were Oscar, Jenneva and Alex. On his left were Duke Whitley, Marta and Captain Hill. The King had given his blessing to the marriage. The Duke wished a small ceremony and the King, himself, would preside over the wedding tomorrow.


  “Oscar,” King Eugene began, “How are the preparations for transportation coming?”


  “Very well, Your Highness. We will probably need a week to get the exact schedules worked out, but General Clark has a good handle on the troop disposition and the supply wagons should not be too difficult.”


  “I assume this interruption in your business will be costly.”


  “It will be, Your Highness, but that is of minor import. I have plenty of money and the business is recoverable. My contract gives me three more years of exclusivity on my ship design and that should be time enough. Besides, I have friends and neighbors who will be on the front lines and they mean more to me than wealth. I used to think that I loved wealth. I have since found out that I love the challenge of obtaining it more than the wealth itself.”


  “That is a commendable attitude, Oscar. I think I see where Duke Whitley’s request is coming from.” The Duke gave a laugh and Oscar looked puzzled. The King continued. “Oh, now I’ve gone and spilled the beans, haven’t I? Very well. It may not have occurred to you, Oscar, but your mother is becoming a Duchess tomorrow. As such, you will be Duke Whitley’s only son. He has asked the Crown to make the city of Dalek and its surrounding area a barony with his son as Baron. The Crown has agreed. After the wedding tomorrow I will preside over the ceremony of bestowing new Titles of the realm.”


  Everyone applauded and congratulated Oscar. Alex laughed as the picture of Oscar when they first met popped into his mind -- the scruffy kid trying to squeeze ten crowns out of the villagers. The King cleared his throat and the room became quiet again. “I would wipe that smirk off your face, Corporal Tork. Your grandfather, Gandy Tork, was once bestowed a similar honor. He never acknowledged the Title, but you will not be so fortunate. You, as tradition demands, will also be titled tomorrow as Baron of Gandy Valley. Unlike your grandfather, you are still in active service in the Army and will not be able to spurn the ceremony.”


  After the laughter died down and everyone congratulated Alex, the King finished. “Actually, Alex, the kingdom needs more nobles that display your unselfish dedication to their people. I should think that if I did not have your grandfather’s heroic deed as an excuse to make you a nobleman, I would have to find another reason. I have spent many years in the Royal Palace with stuffy dukes and barons. It makes my heart young again to witness the next generation of Targans picking up their responsibilities. May the gods bless us in the coming months, so that this new generation has a Targa to govern.


  As everyone left the room, Jenneva pulled Oscar aside. “Oscar, when is your voyage to Kantor?”


  “We have one every week, Jenneva. Why?”


  “I was wondering if one of the ships could drop me off at Atar’s Cove and pick me up a month later.”


  “That’s a desolate place to spend a month, but if that is what you wish, I will arrange it.”


  “It is. Thank you, Baron.”


  “Not quite yet,” Oscar laughed.


  The next few weeks were busy. Jenneva was reading everything in Habas’s library that she could get her hands on. Oscar had finished his planning with General Clark and returned to Dalek. Alex and the Red Swords were undergoing intensive training of all kinds. Colonel Gregor, General Clark and Duke Nelson were putting the final touches on their plan for the army. All across the country troops were being mobilized and sent to their departure points. Spring was only two months away and the fate of the Kingdom would be decided then.


  Chapter 14


  Atar's Cove


  The sails fluttered as the captain brought the bow of the ship into the wind. It was pitch black out and only the skill of the captain kept the ship from running aground. The sky was overcast and the moonshine could not penetrate the cloud cover. The island was only a quarter mile away, but she could not even see it. Captain Hill knew where it was, though. “Are you sure you don’t want to be dropped off in the cove?” he asked.


  “No thanks, Captain. I prefer to land on the isolated stretch I picked out on the chart. Are you sure this is it?” queried Jenneva.


  The captain laughed. Isolated area? The damn island was uninhabited. “Aye, Jenneva, this is it. Is this where you want to be picked up as well?”


  “No, Captain, the cove will be fine for the pickup. I’ll see you one month from today. Calm sea to you and your crew.”


  One of the crew was already in the dinghy to take her ashore. Jenneva grabbed her bag and climbed into the small boat. The trip to shore was short.


  The sailor got out and pulled the boat onto the beach so she could step ashore. “Good luck, ma’am,” he called as he pushed the dinghy into the surf and scampered aboard.


  It was still two hours to sunrise and Jenneva knew she should wait for it before going inland, but she wanted to land undetected. She walked along the edge of the jungle looking for something that might be considered a path. She wasn’t sure what type of creature to expect in a jungle and was slightly frightened. The thought amused her. If her hunch was correct, she was about to encounter the deadliest creature on the planet and she was worried about spiders and snakes. She found a break in the foliage and entered the jungle.


  If her sense of direction was any good, she had about a half-mile trek through the jungle. The path, if you could call it that, was anything but straight. Without moon or stars, keeping her direction would not be easy. The jungle was alive with sounds that faded as she approached and picked up again after she had passed. To Jenneva, the sounds were deafening, but she was sure that she was not the only animal on the island that would cause them to fluctuate.


  It took her an hour to go the half-mile and her sense of direction had been fairly good. She looked around for a suitable tree and found one that had several large branches about twenty feet up. She started climbing and heard something large moving through the bushes. She hung in place and the noise kept moving further away. She continued her climb, branch by branch. She reached for the next branch and it moved and hissed. Jenneva suppressed a scream and looked up. A seven-foot snake had been resting on that branch, but was now slithering down the tree. She pulled herself up and sat on the large branch with her back against the trunk. Now she had to wait for the magician to show himself.


  She wasn’t sure if this was Sarac’s hiding place, but some magician lived here who didn’t want to be found. The hut below her was small and rustic -- but looks could be deceiving. She had thought it strange to see a tiger, a camel, and a lemur in the same place and Habas had confirmed it. She was also sure that the clearing where she faced the tiger was the same clearing that had contained a hut moments before. The tiger hadn’t attacked, of course, because it is a pet . . . someone’s pet.


  The first rays of dawn were sprinkling the forest clearing with dancing lights. Someone or something was moving in the hut below. She realized that she didn’t even know what Sarac looks like. How would she be able to tell? Did he have a family? Would they be here with him? Too many questions, she would have to wait and see.


  It was half an hour before the door opened. A mature woman wearing a purple kaftan scattered with red flowers came out carrying a bowl filled with white liquid. She laid the bowl in the clearing in front of the hut and sat down. Several moments later, a tiger came up the path. The tiger walked over to the woman and nudged her with its head. The woman ruffled the big cat’s fur on the side of its head and murmured to it. The cat lapped from the bowl and the woman rose and smoothed her short, blond hair. When the tiger had devoured the contents of the bowl, the woman and the cat strolled down the path to the beach.


  Jenneva’s view of the beach was very limited and she could not see them. She could not get out of the tree for fear that someone coming out of the hut would see her. She still had little information to form an opinion. Was the woman the magician, or was someone else in the hut? She could only wait and watch.


  Jenneva watched the entire day and her muscles were stiff. She had been able to flex them and change her position a little, but she was very uncomfortable. The woman spent most of the day in the hut. She made several trips to the beach. No other person entered or left the hut. Nightfall was coming and Jenneva could not sleep in the tree. She had expected to develop a plan the first day here, but she could not think of a way to approach this woman without the risk of exposing herself to Sarac, if he was indeed inside. She decided to wait a little while longer.


  An hour after sunset it was beginning to get dark. There was no light in the hut. Jenneva figured the occupants would be going to sleep. She quietly climbed down and lowered herself to the ground and headed for the cove. She would sleep on the beach and wait for the woman’s trip to the beach the next morning.


  Jenneva had tossed her bag into the bushes from where she slept. She did not want any recent footprints to indicate she was awake. She heard a rustle of someone approaching the beach and feigned sleep. She could hear the woman and cat approaching on the sand now. She wondered what must be going through the woman’s mind after seeing a woman’s body on the beach. It was risky to let her approach with no defenses, but Jenneva could not let magic give her away.


  “No, Tofu. You’ll scare her. If she’s alive, that is.”


  The woman bent down to feel Jenneva’s pulse. Jenneva must be careful not to lie, just in case the woman was suspicious enough to try detecting for one. Jenneva groaned and made a slight movement with her arm. The woman made no further advances or attempts at conversation, so Jenneva opened her eyes and looked around until she saw the woman. “Oh, where am I?”


  “You are safe. How did you get here?”


  “I was on a boat to Kantor. It was dark out. Who are you?”


  “Names are not important here. The question is: what are we to do with you?”


  “Does the boat to Kantor stop here? I could get on the next one.”


  “No. No boats stop here. Nobody comes here. Oh, bother! Come on, I’ll get you something to eat. You must be hungry. Don’t mind Tofu, he’s tame as a kitten.”


  Jenneva arose unsteadily and followed the woman. She was obviously going back to the hut. Jenneva would know very soon if anyone else lived inside. They arrived at the hut and entered. Inside was one room. There was a small bed in one corner, only large enough for one person. There was a small fireplace, a table and chair, a bookshelf, and a small pile of wood. This woman was the magician.


  “I see there’s no real injury. That’s good. We need to find a way to get you off the island.”


  “How can I get off the island when the boat does not stop here. Can’t I stay with you a while?”


  “No, I want nothing to do with people. You have to leave the island. I will find a way.”


  Jenneva knew the woman would find a way, even if it required magic. The disappearing hut trick was no beginner’s spell. This woman was either a Master or close to it and Jenneva had a hunch who she was. Jenneva had to find a way to prolong her stay. She may be able to gain some insight into her enemy.


  “If you don’t want me here, I can stay on the beach until I see a passing boat.”


  “Not a bad idea. Here eat this and don’t waste it, food is precious.”


  Jenneva ate the porridge and wandered over to the bookshelf. The woman immediately pulled Jenneva away. “Here now, don’t go snooping in other people’s belongings. People are always bothering me. Why don’t you all just stay away. Finish up your coconut milk and be gone.”


  “I didn’t mean anything. I’m sorry, Kirsta, I really didn’t mean anything by it.”


  “You people never mean it. You all just… What did you say? I never said my name. Who are you? Who sent you?” she screamed.


  Jenneva began to think she had pushed too far. Kirsta was a Master and she didn’t appear to be able to control her rage very well. If she didn’t do something quick, one of them could die. “I mean you no harm, Kirsta. I was on a ship that stopped here sometime ago and saw your hut and then it disappeared. I saw Tofu, a camel, and a lemur. I knew a magician lived here, but thought little of it. Later, I happened to be speaking to a Master Magician and asked him who the five greatest magicians in the world are. Kirsta was the only female name, so I just assumed that you must be Kirsta.”


  “A likely story and one that I don’t care about. I live here because I don’t want company and I don’t want people to know that I even exist. Now you present me with a problem. You’ll probably go around blabbing about meeting the Great Kirsta or some other nonsense and I can’t have that.”


  “If you wish, I will promise not to mention your name or existence to anyone. I said that I mean you no harm and my word is always good.”


  “Do you take me for a fool? I am supposed to trust your word when I don’t even know your name?”


  “I am sorry, Kirsta, my name is Jenneva and I will leave you alone.”


  Jenneva calmly walked out the door and took the path down to the beach. She retrieved her bag and sat on the sand. She had not found Sarac. She had found Kirsta and the woman could offer some insight on Sarac, but she was not going to. Now Jenneva had four weeks to wait for her pick up. An hour later Kirsta appeared and sat down next to Jenneva.


  “Jenneva, I am sorry for my behavior. I have spent too many years running away from people and I am taking my frustration out on you. I want you to stay with me for a while. Perhaps some company will do me good. We can make another bed and chair easily. Say you will stay.”


  Jenneva look at Kirsta. The woman had been crying and it was Jenneva’s fault. She should have left her alone, but now she really seemed to want company. Perhaps it will be good for Kirsta to have someone to talk to and, hopefully, she will talk about Sarac. “Kirsta, I truly apologize for invading your privacy. I will stay or go, whichever you wish.”


  “Then let’s get busy at making some furniture,” Kirsta replied.


  Jenneva could not picture this woman being part of Sarac’s team. It was obvious that she had lived alone here for many years. She invited Jenneva into her life and shared her hut and food. Jenneva joined her whenever she left the hut. Their walks along the beach were quiet strolls to visit with her animals and enjoy the beauty of the island. The tiger, in particular, seemed quite attached to Kirsta.


  Kirsta didn’t talk much. She arose and went to bed with the sun and spent many hours in between in her chair, staring out the hole in her hut that served as a window. Jenneva could not fathom a Master whiling the time away day after day. Each morning Jenneva would awaken to find Kirsta staring at her. Jenneva did not feel threatened by it. Kirsta was beginning to talk a little, but Jenneva’s attempts to gain information were met with silence. Kirsta would talk about her animals or the beauty of the island, but nothing of substance.


  One day Kirsta tripped over a tree root and sprained her wrist. The wrist swelled and Jenneva could see that Kirsta was in pain, so she asked, “Kirsta, you are a Master Magician. Why do you suffer in pain when you have the ability to ease it?”


  Kirsta’s eyes moistened and tears started to flow down her cheeks. “Magic is a an evil curse and to use it is to add to the evil in the world. You get out of life what you deserve. The pain is what I deserve. If only I deserved worse I could rest in peace, but death is a reward that has been denied to me.” She put her arms around Jenneva and cried. “Jenneva, I have been an evil woman and made a shambles of my life. The two that I loved spurned me, and the one that loved me, I abandoned.”


  Jenneva held her close and comforted her. “He may have spurned you, but Egam still loves you.”


  Kirsta sat erect. Bewilderment, joy and fear fought for supremacy in Kirsta’s emotions. “You know of Egam?”


  “Yes, he talks fondly of you often. His heart tears when he remembers that last day when he realized that he must deny you access to the library. His fear of Sarac and the Dark Side overwhelms his love for you.”


  “Egam is the wisest man I have ever known. Sarac means to have that library and use Egam’s body as a bookend. Sarac is a fool. He will kill Egam and anyone else who gets in the way of his quest for something he will never find. I’ve seen to that, at least.”


  “The Origin Scroll?” asked Jenneva. “You’ve destroyed it?”


  Kirsta was composed now. She dried her tears and Jenneva saw a fiery spirit that did not exist before. “You know an awful lot about things, Jenneva, yet I know nothing about you. Who are you? Where have you come from and how do you know about these things?”


  “There isn’t really very much to tell. I am a student of Egam. I was traveling with my Uncle Hasra five years ago when the Yaki attacked. Uncle Hasra died and I was left alone. I wandered and ended up finding Egam. He accepted me as a student and I have studied with him ever since. He does care for you, Kirsta. His eyes water whenever he thinks of you. I also think his hatred of Sarac strengthens when he thinks of Sarac using you.”


  “Yes, he was using me. I was young and thought that Sarac loved me, but I was just a brilliant student whom he could bend to his will. When I balked at reciting the Black Devil spell, he started showing his true colors. He had me traveling the world looking for his precious Origin Scroll. That’s when I found Fragrance.”


  “What is Fragrance?” quizzed Jenneva.


  Kirsta’s green eyes darkened and she laughed. “Fragrance is a Light Side spell that blocks mind control. Sarac would never give it a second look if he ran across it. He spends no time on the Light Side anymore and if he did the name of the spell would be enough for him to skip over it. I cast Fragrance and finally agreed to cast Black Devil. Only after I had cast his spell did I see the true Sarac and what I saw scared me. His heart is blacker than a moonless night in this jungle. I continued to look for the Origin Scroll, but now I was seeking it to keep it from Sarac. After I found it, I came here to hide, my prison in the jungle.”


  “The Origin Scroll, did you destroy it?”


  “Yes, it is gone forever and Sarac will never possess it.”


  “But couldn’t you have used it to destroy Sarac?”


  “I couldn’t take the chance. What if I failed and he got his hands on it. It could have been the end of everything we know. Besides, I don’t think I could kill Sarac.”


  “Why not, you said he was the embodiment of evil?”


  “Oh, yes, he is that. No, if anyone deserves to die, it is Sarac. I am not a destructive person, Jenneva. I don’t think I could have gone through with it.”


  “Well, I must. There is too much to love in the Kingdom to allow Sarac to destroy it all.” Jenneva put her arm around Kirsta. “Sarac has destroyed enough good things already. I will need your help.”


  “Jenneva, No. He will kill you. Stay here with me. You’ll be safe here.”


  “Kirsta, I cannot dwell on my own safety. If we all hide, then Sarac wins and Egam loses. You lose. The Kingdom loses. Alex and all of his friends lose. I cannot stand by and allow that.”


  “You have a man! Oh, I am so happy for you, Jenneva.” Jenneva saw the sparkle of life return to Kirsta’s eyes. She was quite a beautiful woman, Jenneva reflected. Just one more knot on Sarac’s noose, one more destructive act that he would pay for.


  “Okay, Jenneva, I’ll help you, but I have one condition and I will not be denied it.”


  “Kirsta, your help is worth anything I have.”


  “Good, then we’ll get started as soon as you fulfill your obligation to me. Tell me all about your man . . . everything.”


  Jenneva and Kirsta both laughed and hugged each other. After a while, Jenneva took Kirsta’s damaged wrist and held it while she started telling about Alex. Kirsta didn’t object to Jenneva’s use of magic on her wrist. Kirsta felt life and joy for the first time in many years.


  The two women got along well. They still took their walks along the beach every day, but they no longer sat in silence. Kirsta’s books were treasures she had found while searching for the Origin Scroll and treasures they were. Jenneva was delighted at finding so many new spells and concoctions. Each night they lit a fire in the fireplace. The hut was not very cold. Even in winter the island did not suffer the freezing temperatures of the mainland because of warm currents that flowed past the island. Blankets sufficed during the cold nights. The fire did provide light for reading, though, and Jenneva poured through Kirsta’s books as long as she was awake.


  They talked and got to know each other well. Kirsta was surprised to learn of the new city, Dalek. When she first came to the island, Balfour was the only city in Targa that a ship could get near. She didn’t know about Sarac’s Yaki attack of five years ago. She also didn’t know about the current amassing of goblins north of the Boulders. She did, however, know where Sarac was. At least she knew where Sarac was twenty years ago and thought he would still be there if no one had discovered him.


  The women magicians plotted and planned Sarac’s downfall, but could not seem to come up with a way of accomplishing it. The days passed quickly and all too soon it was time for Jenneva to leave. Kirsta was weeping. “Jenneva, please do not try to take Sarac on by yourself. He is too powerful. He has devoted his life to the Dark Side. He was powerful twenty years ago and I can’t begin to fathom what he has learned since then. If you can, please come and stay again. I have enjoyed your visit more than you can ever imagine.”


  “I will, Kirsta. I may even get you off this island.” The women hugged goodbye and Jenneva left for the cove.


  The trip back to Dalek gave Jenneva time to think. Winter was still going strong and a late spring would buy her some more time. She would need one of Oscar’s horses for the trip up North. She would stop at Uncle Hasra’s house on the way through Balfour. She wondered if anyone was taking care of the house. It was over five years since they left. She wouldn’t be able to spend much time on memories though; she had a sorcerer to slay.


  Chapter 15


  Black Devil


  Jenneva stood atop Kalas Mountain, the tallest peak in the Boulders, arms outstretched murmuring the incantation. Below her the goblin army campfires spread from horizon to horizon. Tens of thousands of ghastly beasts waiting for the spring thaw so they could surge forward and destroy every living thing in their path. Jenneva smiled as the ground began to rumble. Huge slabs of rock broke away from the faces of the mountains and began to tumble down onto the goblin encampments below! Whole bands of goblins were being crushed by thousands of pounds of solid rock! Further out, the earth was tearing itself apart. Enormous fissures were opening in the ground and goblin encampments were disappearing into the voids.


  Panic set into the amassed army. Goblins were running everywhere. Jenneva knew she could not destroy even half of them this way, but ten or twenty thousand fewer goblins would help the King’s Army.


  Far to the north, Sarac jumped to his feet. “I’ve got him! Finally the old fool noticed the army. I was beginning to think he was dead.”


  “Sarac,” Mordac called, “you had better look at this. It’s not Egam!”


  Sarac strode over to the crystal ball. “What do you mean it’s not Egam? Who else could do this? Not even . . .” He peered into the ball at the image of Jenneva standing atop the mountain. “Who is this? Someone with this power and I’ve never heard of her? What are my Black Devils doing with their time? Look at her, she’s magnificent.”


  “Sarac, she’s destroying your army,” Mordac pleaded.


  “Oh, she can’t destroy them with those spells. She’ll kill quite a few, but not enough to make any difference. As long as the army remains a threat, I don’t care how many she kills. But her power, that I can admire . . . I could use her skills.”


  “But that is not a great feat for you, Sarac. I have seen you perform much harder spells.”


  “Yes, of course, but that is me. How many magicians do you know that could accomplish what she is doing? And she is so young and innocent looking. I must have her! I must control her!”


  Sarac stood by the window and transformed himself into a great raven.


  Jenneva looked down at the destruction and was pleased. Now she had to prolong winter. Again, she issued an incantation. Freezing winds blew from the north. Snow and ice began falling from the sky. She watched the little figures below her running in all directions.


  She sensed the Vibrations coming closer. So, he was on his way. Good. It was time they met. The raven came closer and swooped down on the peak. Sarac transformed himself and spoke. “How dare you play with my toys?”


  Jenneva laughed wickedly. “Your toys wanted to play. If you wish to keep your toys, you should present them with better manners. I don’t take kindly to animals that accost me.”


  Sarac waved his hand over the valley. “You did this because some goblins had problems with your genteel personage?”


  “Oh, you think an apology would have been sufficient? Of what significance are these creatures?”


  Sarac laughed. He liked her style. “I thought perhaps you might be here to preserve the Kingdom.”


  “The Kingdom?” she laughed. “Now you’re beginning to sound like that old fool, Egam. Him and his precious Targa . . . pitiful.”


  Sarac was curious. “Are you telling me that you studied under Egam? Surely you didn’t learn that spell from him?”


  “From him? You can’t be serious. Oh, he’s been trying to comprehend the Dark Side all right, but that’s like one of your creatures down there learning to fly. No, Egam is not that powerful. I could crush him whenever I want. His books are powerful. That’s what I need to get.”


  Sarac was skeptical. He didn’t like Egam, but he had always respected his ability. This woman was arrogant, or a farce, and he intended to find out which. “Come with me. Let us get out of this foul weather and talk. I think we may be able to help each other.”


  It was Jenneva’s turn to be skeptical. Was Sarac this gullible or so taken by a woman’s charm, that he would invite her into his lair? She really didn’t have much choice. She would do what she needed to do. She was still heady from her use of the Dark Side spells. She hoped Habas was wrong about the Dark Side taking over. “Okay, Magician, lead the way.”


  Sarac once again transformed into a great raven and took to the sky. Jenneva became a great eagle and followed. Kirsta had been correct. Sarac still maintained the same castle. The castle was well fortified with goblin archers and swordsmen. They landed in the laboratory and Mordac rose from his seat and backed away from the crystal ball.


  “Now, for introductions. I am Sarac and this is my assistant, Mordac.”


  “I am called Jenneva. You have a very nice castle here, Sarac. Mordac, how about some refreshments for your Master’s guest.”


  Mordac was affronted to be considered a servant. Sarac laughed deeply. “Yes, Mordac, that would be an excellent idea. Then join us for the discussion.”


  Jenneva looked around the laboratory. There were a great deal of books here, but Jenneva noticed another room across the corridor with even more. Sarac followed her gaze. Jenneva walked over and peered into the crystal ball, concentrating on the goblins. She smirked as she watched the aftermath of her destructive spells.


  “It used to be Egam’s ball,” Sarac said. “The only one there is. I imagine he was quite angry about losing it. I see you have a great interest in my books. Would you care to read them?”


  “A foolish question, Sarac. We live by what we read and it is very nice of you to offer the use of your library. I heartily accept.”


  “It’s not quite that easy, Jenneva. I didn’t offer. I asked and you answered. I don’t go around letting people read my books any more than Egam does. To gain access to my books you will have to be my student.”


  Jenneva pondered the potential results of her decision. In thirty-five years Sarac had amassed a tremendous library. The knowledge in these two rooms was immense. She could become the world’s greatest magician by possessing his library as well as Egam’s. “Then I will have to become your student.”


  “Perhaps, but I only accept students who I am sure share my view of the universe. You surely would want Egam’s library for your own. Why don’t you have it?”


  “Egam has a ward upon it. I cannot pierce it. It is the only reason that he still lives.”


  “Then why should I not fear a similar fate from you?”


  “You are a true mage, Sarac. You don’t shy away from the Dark Side. If Egam allowed me complete access to his library, I would have no ill will towards him. I feel confident that if I became your student, you would not place ridiculous restrictions on my use of your library. We could accomplish many things together, Sarac.”


  “Then you will have no problem telling me where Egam is hiding out?"


  “I will do better than that. When you have accepted me as your student and given me complete access to your library, we will go together to Egam’s hideout and retrieve his library to combine with yours.”


  “There are several problems with that, Jenneva. Neither one of us has been able to break his ward and Egam won’t stand idly by and let us take it.”


  “They are not problems, Sarac. They are challenges. I will deal with Egam personally and once we have his library here all of your students can help work on the ward.”


  “A very interesting solution, but I also have a grudge against Egam. Why should you have the pleasure of dispensing with him?”


  “Because you have had thirty-five years to deal with your grudge against him and you have not. Now it is my turn and it is a condition of our bargain.”


  Sarac was impressed with Jenneva, but he did not trust her. She was aggressive. Most of the time he enjoyed that in a woman, but not when it could be aimed at him. Kirsta had shown him the duplicity of women and he would not be tricked again. “If I agree to accept you as a student, I will accede to that one demand, but I am not convinced of your sincerity. I need some proof that this is not one of Egam’s tricks.”


  “My, aren’t we afraid of an old, useless man,” she laughed. “Well, Great Master, I’ll leave your determination of my worthiness in your hands. If you don’t mind, I think I’ll wait in your library while you ponder the consequences of an old man tricking you. Maybe your servant, Mordac, here can help you figure it out.”


  Mordac was livid. He started to rise and Sarac placed his hand on Mordac’s shoulder. “An excellent idea, Jenneva. I value Mordac’s input. Perhaps he has some special way for you to prove yourself.”


  Jenneva shivered. She had thoroughly alienated Mordac and he would approach this task with great zeal. She walked into Sarac’s library and perused the volumes.


  “Why do you allow her to talk to you that way, Master?” spat Mordac.


  “Mordac, do not take things so personally. She was intentionally trying to ruffle your feathers and I think she succeeded,” chuckled Sarac. “She’s clever, all right. Maybe too clever. She was intimidating you because she knows that you are my most trusted ally. That is a position she seeks for herself. This is actually promising. If she is trying to get rid of you, it stands to reason that she is not planning on getting rid of me. At least, not yet.”


  Sarac glanced into the crystal ball that was still focused on the goblin campgrounds and thought. “Hmmm. She seemed to feel no mercy destroying the goblin encampments, but if she was still allied with Egam, that should come as no surprise. Where is that village that caused the goblins so much trouble last fall, Mordac?”


  Mordac smiled. “Lavinda! Here it is. All of those women and children running around, it’s disgusting. The goblin commander in charge of that raid should have been killed.”


  “He was, Mordac, he was. Yes, this is an excellent choice and so outrageous that our old friend, Egam, may even show up to deal with her. That is a battle I should enjoy watching.” Sarac called Jenneva into the laboratory.


  Jenneva came into the room and glanced at the crystal ball and mumbled.


  “Jenneva, Mordac here has come up with an appropriate test of your skill. The village you see in the ball is called Lavinda. Your test will be to destroy it dramatically. Total annihilation with spectacular devastation. You must also deal with whatever response occurs.”


  Jenneva shuddered. This was Alex’s village. She had never even had the chance to visit and now she was to destroy it. No doubt Egam would appear and that was what Sarac was expecting, as well. She had to proceed with the plan or she would not attain what she desired most. “Very well, Sarac, I will deal with Egam when he shows up. Might as well get it out of the way now.”


  Sarac laughed. She was clever. She knew that Egam would appear. That showed a certain understanding that Mordac lacked. Perhaps she would make an excellent replacement for Mordac after all.


  The raven and the eagle flew through the snow filled sky and landed on the cliff overlooking Lavinda. Jenneva gazed down and watched the villagers. They were spotted and villagers were pointing up at them. She wondered what they were saying. She wondered what Alex would think if he could watch what she was about to do. No matter. She raised her hands high over her head and began to fulminate. Then she quickly brought them down again while muttering an incantation.


  The Gandy Valley erupted into one huge fireball! The trees in the forest fell like dominoes being pushed over by a cranky child. The cabins smashed against the canyon walls spilling their human contents throughout the valley. The tower collapsed and the barn exploded. The stream was vaporized and great clouds of mist and smoke spewed upward. Body parts were flying through the air mixed with pieces of wood and turf. In seconds it was over. A great cloud rose miles into the sky. It would be visible for hundreds of miles. Nothing remained of the village. The valley was just a crater with the water from the mountains trying to find a new path through it.


  An owl flew in and landed near Jenneva and Sarac. It transformed itself into Egam. “Jenneva, you are foul indeed. Worse than the disgusting company that I see you have acquired. I rue the day I accepted you as my student. Sarac I understood. He was obsessed with the Origin Scroll, but you! You do this for pleasure. You turn my stomach and make me wish I had burned my entire library. To think I allowed you its use so you could do this.”


  Jenneva’s laugh echoed off the valley walls. “Egam, you old fool. Didn’t your Master explain to you that magic is power and that power is to be savored? You sit in your cavern thinking the world is a wonderful place and you’re going to make it better. What have you done with your life? You have done nothing! You have learned and learned and yet you are ignorant. When you die, nobody will ever remember you. If I were to die this moment, I would be remembered through eternity. People would live in fear that Jenneva might return.”


  Sarac was enjoying the show immensely. This Jenneva was more than a magician. She was the woman he had hoped Kirsta would be. She reveled in destruction. She was delighted with power and she was vindictive.


  Egam was shaking. He raised his staff high, but before he could mutter more than a few syllables, Jenneva pointed her finger at him and he exploded like a crystal goblet with a Tree Mine inside of it. His pieces tinkled down the mountainside and clattered in the crater.


  Jenneva turned to Sarac and said, “Well, I’m pretty hungry. What have you got back at that palace of your that’s worth eating?”


  Sarac laughed all the way back to his castle. Mordac was waiting for them when they arrived. “Master, the crystal ball no longer works.”


  Sarac looked over at the crystal ball. It was a milky white, totally opaque. Jenneva came over and stood beside him. “It must have had a spell attached to it that was in sync with Egam’s lifeblood.”


  Sarac turned to Mordac. “Did you see everything that happened?”


  Mordac was white. He had expected Jenneva to fail or be exposed as an infiltrator. Now she was back and she wouldn’t appreciate Mordac’s chuckle over the choice of her test. She already didn’t like him for some reason. “I think so. I saw the valley destroyed and Egam arrive. The last thing I saw before the ball went blank was Egam exploding.”


  “And what a sight it was, too!” cackled Sarac. “Jenneva and I would like to dine alone this evening. Send up the finest meat we have available. Wine, too. You should take the night off, Mordac. You look terrible.”


  “That was splendid, Jenneva. I haven’t watched a show that entertaining in a long while. You have only one more step to take in becoming my student.”


  “And what is that, oh Great Master?” she quipped.


  “Something that will make you realize the correctness of your last statement. You will have to cast the spell of the Black Devil.”


  “The Black Devil? That’s one I haven’t run across before. What does it do?”


  “Well, you will have to cast it and find out.”


  “We have time before Mordac brings dinner,” she grinned.


  Sarac handed the scroll to Jenneva and she recited the incantation. She felt no difference and remarked to Sarac that nothing had happened. Sarac just smiled and returned to the table. “Well, I think first thing in the morning I will round up some help and we’ll be off to Egam’s hideout.”


  “I guess that means that I have unrestricted access to your library?”


  “Of course, my dear. Read anything you want, but I may have you do some traveling for me. I’m looking for a particular item and I expect to find a clue or its whereabouts in Egam’s books.”


  “Well, I see some problems here, Sarac.”


  Sarac was immediately on guard. Was this witch trying to change their agreement? “What do you mean, problems? There are no problems, we have an agreement.”


  “Now, Sarac, you know I wouldn’t try to betray my Master. We do have problems with your plan, though. We don’t want anybody other than you and I to know the location of Egam’s chamber. Think about it. He successfully hid there for over twenty-five years. There may come a time when we need that type of solitude.”


  Sarac was beginning to relax. “Yes, I see what you mean. I sometimes wonder where your cleverness comes from. You do seem to look at things differently than most people.”


  “Different than Mordac, you mean,” she grinned. “There is also another problem. Egam’s library will not give you any clues as to the whereabouts of the Origin Scroll. I know, I’ve read his entire library.”


  “You’ve read Egam’s entire library? You must have spent many years with Egam. No wonder you have such skills. And you know of my search for the Origin Scroll. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised at that. It must have been the reason for Egam dipping into the Dark Side. Well, if you’ve read it all, you must have some idea where the scroll can be found.”


  “Certainly, I do. Kirsta had it.”


  “You’ve met Kirsta? When?”


  “Fairly recently. I spent a month with her. She has a pitifully small library. Any more than a month would have been very boring. The only thing she wouldn’t let me read was that damn Origin Scroll. That didn’t bother me, though. I have no need to create universes. I just want to rule this one. With you, of course, Sarac.”


  “So, she did find the scroll after all. I figured that was why she dropped out of sight. Well, I’ll give her a surprise or two. I need to speak with her. Set it up for me.”


  “You don’t want me to do that, Sarac.”


  “That was not a request, Jenneva. I want to talk with her and you will set it up.”


  “No, I won’t. I have need of you myself and I’m not ready to give you up just yet,” quipped Jenneva.


  “Jenneva, I tire of your sense of humor. You don’t own me. Actually, the situation is quite the opposite. Why won’t you set this meeting up?"


  “Dear Master, if you truly want to be with Kirsta, I would have to kill you. She’s dead.”


  “Dead? You said you just spent a month with her and now you tell me she’s dead. How did she die?”


  “I killed her. Actually, you killed her. Oh, this is really pretty complicated. She was living in Lavinda. You do remember that village that we just obliterated, don’t you?”


  Sarac was frustrated. In the span of the last fifteen minutes he had his hands on the Origin Scroll and then he didn’t, then he did again, now he didn’t. “Where is the Origin Scroll, Jenneva?” he demanded.


  “When I left Lavinda, Kirsta had it with her. I assume it left Lavinda with her. And she did leave in a hurry, didn’t she?” sneered Jenneva.


  The wine glass shattered sending slivers of glass flying across the room. Sarac picked up a napkin and wrapped it around his bleeding fingers. Gone? Could the Origin Scroll really be gone? Destroyed by his own stupidity? “Jenneva, how could you be so power hungry and allow the Origin Scroll to be destroyed? This makes no sense. That was the most powerful spell in the universe.”


  Jenneva knew she might have pushed him too far. If he thought that all was lost, there was no telling what Sarac might do. She needed to channel his energies on something until she could read enough of his library to be able to defeat him. “Sarac,” she smiled, “The Origin Scroll was not the most important spell in the universe. The Origin Scroll was merely one of the scrolls that are found in the Book of the Beginning. It was not an original; it was a copy directly from this book. It is the Book of the Beginning that we need to search for.”


  Sarac leaned forward in his chair. “I thought the Book of the Beginning was a historical account of the creation of the gods. Are you saying that it is more than that?”


  “Historical account?” she chuckled. “That is the type of definition that would be given by someone who had no concept of magic. No, Sarac, the Book of the Beginning contains the spells that created the gods. If we find that book, we will be gods.”


  “Jenneva, I may yet bless the day I met you. What are you waiting for? You’re done eating. Get into that library and start reading. We have to find the Book of the Beginning.”


  Chapter 16


  The Pass


  David peered over the edge of the cliff at the thirty thousand goblins that were mobilizing for their attack. The King’s Army was scattered around the countryside and was outnumbered three to one. The goblins below were heading straight for the pass. The Corporal was one of a thousand Red Swords assigned to the heights of the mountain pass armed with Fire Glue. The Red Swords were evenly divided between the east peaks and the west peaks. Their job was to create a flaming inferno in the mountain pass itself. The inferno would be timed to catch as many goblins as possible in the first wave as they rushed toward the southern exit from the pass. His old Sergeant, Fergy, guarded this exit.


  Fergy had one thousand Red Swords with him to guard the southern exit from the mountain pass. Twenty of Oscar’s wagons were being used to block the exit from the pass. Behind the wagons, the Red Swords waited for the advancing army. Fergy knew the first wave of goblins would be decimated, but the element of surprise would be quickly lost. If the goblins overran his position the kingdom was in peril. There were no troops between him and Tagaret. General Clark had come up with a brilliant plan, but it required the use of the entire King’s Army. There would be no reserves to fall back on. The General expected the goblin army to get bogged down in the pass and be scorched from above. He knew that eventually the goblins would send a sizable portion of their force around the mountains to attack Fergy’s position from the west, breaking the human barricade. He was ready for such a move.


  * * *


  Mitar sat with his back to a large rock. He was one of several Red Swords who had been added to the three thousand army troops located half way between Fergy and Bordon. The wait was boring but it gave him time to reflect on his short life before the ten to fifteen thousand goblins came charging at him. The Army’s position was fortified with fallen trees. When the goblins came three thousand archers would be waiting. Given time, the goblins would overwhelm their position but if the General’s plan held, the goblins would not be given that time. The attacking forces led by Colonel Gregor would close in from the goblin’s rear and the ghastly, foreign force would be caught between two armies.


  Colonel Gregor sat on the deck of the Pegasus, Oscar’s flagship. The Pegasus was one of Oscar’s fleet of fifteen ships off the coast of Bordon. Bordon had been evacuated and the passing goblins would not give it a second glance. The fifteen ships were far enough offshore not to be noticed. Each ship was crammed with two hundred soldiers waiting for the expected goblins to pass. Twenty of Oscar’s wagons were hidden in town at his depot and in the old Tulek depot. The Colonel realized that timing was going to be crucial to avoid losing the protective force between Fergy and Bordon. As soon as the last of the goblin army passed by Bordon, the ships had to get to shore and unload their troops. A channel wide enough for two ships had been plowed through the soft mud. Each ship would have to get to shore, unload its troops and get back out to sea while the next ship was coming in. The troops from the first two ships had to get the wagons hitched up and proceed east after the goblins. The rest of the troops would be on foot. The wagons would be used as a barricade to trap the goblins between the two armies. This was the most crucial part of the General’s plan. If the goblins attacked before the wagons were set up, the western force could be wiped out.


  * * *


  Alex was cold. He was part of a force of one thousand Red Swords and two thousand army troops that were positioned north of the Boulders. He endured a long journey to get to his current position hidden in a canyon east of the pass. Alex was part of a force that came up the east coast of Targa to River’s Run. It was a small force used to transport wagons and horses to the Northland. They were needed to break up the ice on the Elga River so the Kingdom Navy ships could bring in the rest of the force. The ships sailed up the coast from Tagaret to the Tice River. They proceeded up the Tice River to the Elga River and went as far south as the ships could go. The Army then proceeded overland to the Boulders and crept westward as far as they dared. They filled the canyons and waited without the benefit of campfires. They were not able to hunt for food and had to depend on the provisions brought in by the wagons. This portion of the General’s plan called for mounted troops and they would engage once the northern entrance to the pass was clear. This army was the back door that would trap the goblins in the pass to be devastated by the archers above the pass.


  * * *


  Corporal David Jaynes shouted, “They’re coming! The first wave has just reached Fergy’s position.” David and the other Red Swords started raining Fire Glue laced arrows down at the goblins. It was an awesome sight. A thousand arrows streaking downward and igniting the goblin forces. From the southern exit the leading goblins were under fire from Fergy’s force. Two thousand Red Sword archers were raining death upon the goblins. Even a non-lethal hit on a goblin would put him out of the fight as he tried to extinguish the fire, which was eating through his flesh.


  The goblins were adaptable, though. They ran through the pass with shields raised over their heads and lowered them only when they came within range of Fergy’s men. Still, the pass became a killing ground and the pile of burning goblin bodies was making it difficult for the remaining forces to run through the valley.


  As expected, half of the goblins broke off and headed west. What was unexpected was that the goblins were climbing the mountains to the sides of the pass. They intended to take out the Red Sword archers who were above the pass. They would never reach their goal, but they would divert enough of the archers to lessen the firing into the pass and put more pressure on Fergy’s forces. One of the forward goblins retrieved a freshly fired flaming arrow and used it to ignite one of Fergy’s wagons. Soon other goblins were mimicking the act and Fergy’s barrier was ablaze. Fergy’s forces had to back up to avoid the intense heat from the burning wagons. The goblins had succeeded in destroying Fergy’s cover, but they had also created a flaming barricade that they could not cross until the flames died out. In the meantime they were being cut down in the pass and their burning bodies were mounting into another barrier.


  The goblins suddenly reversed course and did something that no one expected. They headed east. It was a considerable distance east to the next pass, but Fergy’s forces could not abandon their position for fear that the goblins would turn around again.


  Lieutenant Jay Oren was in charge of the eastern King’s Army. He was notified by a lookout that the goblins were headed east and ordered a barrier erected with the supply wagons. The two thousand Regular Army formed up behind the barricade while the Red Swords under Sergeant Ray Donovan mounted their horses and headed north. Alex had never actually been in battle on horseback, but he had been training for this moment for the last several months. Sergeant Donovan led the cavalry in a wide sweep designed to attack the rearmost goblin attackers while the Regular Army used Fire Glue arrows on those advancing toward the wagons.


  Alex and the rest of the Red Swords followed Sergeant Donovan into the ranks of the goblins. Some of the goblins brought their bows to bear on the attacking cavalry and succeeded in downing several dozen Red Swords but they were ill prepared to defend themselves when the horses charged into their ranks. Alex hoisted his jeweled sword for its first test of battle. Jenneva had warned Alex not to use the sword in practice and he had refrained. Now he would find out what made this sword so special. Alex swung at his first goblin and the sword sliced threw the goblin’s shield and severed his arm. Alex had little time to reflect on the sharpness of the sword as he was quickly being surrounded as were the other Red Swords. Alex kept swinging and killing goblins. He knew the sword was heavy (from carrying it) but now it seemed to weigh almost nothing. The swings were effortless and he found that he could kill a goblin with his forward stroke and another with his backward stroke.


  The Red Swords were making a dent in the goblin rear but it was at a heavy cost. Alex saw several men fall near him including Sergeant Donovan. The goblins attacking the wagon barricade decided to reverse direction and headed west toward the Red Sword cavalry. A rider from Lieutenant Oren arrived and ordered the cavalry to disengage. The Red Swords broke and galloped north, swinging wide to get back to the wagons. When they arrived back at the barricade they were six hundred men short. The attack had been very costly but they had reversed the goblin army.


  Alex dismounted and checked his horse. Finding no cuts, he led the horse to the canyon they were using as a corral. Lieutenant Oren was checking the returning riders and directing the wounded to a makeshift hospital the Army had set up.


  “Corporal Tork,” he asked, “the infirmary is in the next canyon. Do you need help getting there?”


  Confused, Alex answered, “Lieutenant, I am not injured. Do you wish me to help care for the wounded?”


  One of the other Red Swords laughed and stated, “Lieutenant, Tork’s not wounded. That’s goblin blood. If you could arrange for the goblins to stand in single file, Alex will cut them all down for you.”


  Alex looked at his arms and legs. They were soaked with blood and he laughed. He could see why the Lieutenant was concerned. “I guess I should get cleaned up,” he chuckled.


  “Alex, are these the only men returning?”


  “Yes, sir. We killed an awful lot of them and made them turn back, but it was costly. We lost a lot of good men today, sir, including Sergeant Donovan.”


  “Well, Alex, the day is not over yet. As soon as the wounded are taken to the infirmary, we are giving chase. The goblins will be heading for the pass again and we still have our part to play in that battle.”


  “I know, sir. The Swords will do their part, Lieutenant,” Alex replied.


  “Who’s in command of the Red Swords now?” the Lieutenant asked.


  “I’m not sure, sir. Sergeant Chivo should be, but I didn’t see him among the returning.”


  The Lieutenant reviewed the remaining Red Swords. “Alex, I am promoting you to Sergeant. Have your men mounted and ready to move in fifteen minutes. My men will be leaving in five minutes but you needn’t move hard to overtake us. We want the goblins well into the pass before we attack.”


  “Yes, sir, and thank you, sir. We will hold the creatures in the pass until you have your line set up.”


  Alex left to talk with his men. He informed them of his orders. There were a lot of congratulations for Alex, sorrows for the men lost, and weariness from the battle; but the overriding emotion was one of vengeance for Sergeant Donovan and the other Red Swords lost in battle. Alex had no doubt that their vengeance would be satisfied on the goblins soon.


  * * *


  Colonel Gregor was pleased. The trap for the goblins east of Bordon had been sprung perfectly. The goblins were trapped between two three-thousand man armies. They were still outnumbered two to one, but the goblins were totally confused. They had expected to attack a thousand men from the rear and they were now unsure of which way to go. The barrage of six thousand archers with Fire Glue arrows was decimating the goblins. The King’s Army was also taking a beating, but most of those struck were injured, not dead. Once a goblin was struck, he died. Some of the goblins tried climbing the mountains while others fled south. The Colonel had a small detachment of cavalry to engage those that were heading south. As long as it was not a full rout south, the goblins would be contained and destroyed.


  Alex led the Red Swords charging into the northern entrance of the pass. His force ran into the rear of the goblin army and attacked, steel clashing with steel. Lieutenant Oren ordered the wagons to seal off the mouth of the pass and half of his infantry surged into the pass. The other half would be held in reserve, bows ready in case of a retreat. Alex and his men slashed their way through the enemy army until they were almost halfway through the pass. There they held until the infantry could catch up.


  After half of Lieutenant Oren’s men were out of sight, the Yaki attacked. They had been lying in wait in the woods north of the pass. Now they were attacking Lieutenant Oren’s men from behind. The men were forced to turn their backs to the wagons and fight the larger Yaki force.


  Fergy no longer had his wagon barricade and the rush of goblins was taking its toll. Some of the goblins were reaching his front lines and archers were forced to draw steel. The rush of goblins continued and Fergy’s line was broken. Goblins were charging south, finally free of the death trap the pass had become.


  Standing atop one of the large peaks, Egam raised his staff. He had been observing the battle and not interfering because his use of magic was sure to alert Sarac. He could observe no longer. He was sure that he had just ordered his own death, but he could not stand idly by and let the goblins into the lower Kingdom. He pointed his staff at the enemy force that had broken through Fergy’s line. The valley floor erupted in great flame and disappeared along with a thousand goblins. For a moment Fergy couldn’t believe his eyes, then he quickly ordered the line closed to prevent further goblins from escaping the pass.


  Sarac jumped from his chair. The Vibrations were too strong to be ignored. Someone of great skill was casting in the Boulder Mountains, but who? Jenneva was still here. Egam and Kirsta were dead. Mustar should not be involved. Galdan, possibly, but it was unlike the elves to interfere in Kingdom affairs unless, of course, the goblins had attacked them. Perhaps there was another magician of extraordinary skill who his Black Devils had missed. He had to investigate. Sarac sent a Mind Call to his Black Devils to assemble. The Raven flew off to the Boulders.


  Jenneva felt it, also. She had been in the library delving into Sarac’s treasured volumes. She knew it had to be Egam. The spring thaw must had reached the pass, which meant the battle was under way. Egam would not have interrupted unless it was going poorly. She had to get there and deal with Sarac. She turned and Mordac stood there smiling. “Going somewhere, princess?”


  “Sarac may need our help,” she said.


  “A likely story. I didn’t think you had the power to extinguish Egam. I knew it was a hoax.”


  Jenneva did not have time to deal with this moron. She tossed a Freeze Ball at Mordac and headed for the window. The Freeze Ball would not kill Mordac but it would keep him off her back until she dealt with Sarac. She could come back and deal with Mordac later. The Eagle took to the air.


  Egam turned and sent a huge Fireball into the Yaki. He enjoyed the way they burst into flames. He followed it up with another. He knew his time was limited and he needed to do as much damage as possible, quickly.


  The goblins in the pass were terrified. They had watched a thousand of their army devoured by the earth. They turned north and charged Alex’s men. Alex ordered his men to dismount and joined the Regular Army infantry. They formed a mass in the gorge, which the goblins could not pass. The two armies met and blood started flowing.


  * * *


  Sarac landed on Kalas Mountain. He surveyed the various battles and chose Colonel Gregor’s force for his gift. Sarac raised his arms and issued an incantation, an old favorite that Jenneva had used a couple of months earlier. Slabs of the mountains began to rain down on the Colonel’s men. Satisfied that he had evened the odds a little, he turned his attention to the other magician.


  He was horrified to recognize Egam. That witch, Jenneva, had tricked him. She would die for this! He hurled a large Fireball at Egam hoping to catch him off guard. Egam had been expecting an attack and easily deflected the missile. Egam returned a Rock Mine, not aimed at Sarac, but the peak he was standing on. Sarac bent the projectile and directed it toward the Red Swords in the peaks over the pass. Hundreds of bodies went flying into the pass. Egam needed to get the battle away from the Kingdom troops. He flew north to a large, clear field well away from the fighting. Sarac followed and issued a powerful spell. All around him Black Devils appeared. He then turned his attention to Egam.


  * * *


  The goblins that had been pinned down by Colonel Gregor’s army surged westward through the King’s Army. They were more intent on escaping the trap than in engaging the Army. They headed for Bordon with the King’s Army following.


  * * *


  Alex and his men were slowly hacking their way through the goblin ranks when the explosion above them threw Red Swords down onto the goblins. Jars of Fire Glue accompanied the flight of the Red Swords and the valley before Alex erupted in an inferno hot enough to crack the walls of the pass. Without an enemy to fight Alex turned his men around and returned to Lieutenant Oren to see the Yaki being beaten back.


  * * *


  Jenneva landed to Sarac’s north. With Egam to the east it would divide Sarac’s attention. Egam’s protective ward was weakening and Jenneva hurled spell after spell at Sarac to draw his attention away from Egam.


  A Black Dove flew into a field to the west of Sarac and materialized as Kirsta. Sarac looked around and realized how badly he had been suckered. He was now facing three Master magicians but he knew they were no match for him. He would kill them all. Fireballs, Freeze Balls, Lightning Bolts, and Earthquakes were all being hurled at Sarac. He laughed. The Black Devils he had summoned were there to protect him. He had a ring of four Black Devils around him whose job was to continually strengthen his ward of protection. Sixteen magicians around them provided the wards for the first four. Another hundred completed his ring of safety. Their task was to protect the sixteen and themselves. Sarac’s protective ring would last long after the three Kingdom mages were dead.


  Sarac alternated his casting at each of his enemies. He delighted in seeing their protective wards weakening. Jenneva was obviously the strongest, but he would savor her death after he had finished the other two.


  Jenneva could see that Sarac had held spells secret from her. She had intentionally searched out the ward spells in his library so that she would be able to pierce them. The wards he was using now had not been found in his library. She hadn’t been as successful in tricking him as she had thought. She might end up paying dearly for her mistake. She could see Egam’s shield weakening, Kirsta’s as well. She hadn’t expected Kirsta and was pleased to see her. It was a sign that Kirsta did not succumb to the Dark Side, after all. Jenneva was afraid she might follow in Kirsta’s footsteps in succumbing to the evil of magic, but now she realized that Habas must be wrong. The trip to the Dark Side was one of will, not fate.


  Egam took the hit from a bolt of lightning and flew through the air. Darkness came to him and Egam was no longer in the battle.


  Sarac smiled. So, the old fool was first to go. He had been sure that Kirsta would have fallen first. No matter, she would be next. He could not detect any weakening of Jenneva’s ward yet. She was indeed a powerful foe. A shame, really, he had looked forward to working with her, now he must kill her. Several dozen of his outer ring had died, but there was no weakening of his ward. He could go on for hours like this.


  Jenneva was feeling the strain of the prolonged attack. She knew that if they kept attacking like they were, Sarac was sure to win but she must find a way to kill him. She watched as Kirsta was next to fly backwards, smashing her back against a rock. She knew now that she could not defeat Sarac. She had not had enough time to prepare and Sarac would not die today. There was only one thing left for her to do and she wasn’t sure if it was a good idea. When she thought about it there was really no choice. If she died next, the entire Kingdom Army would feel Sarac’s wrath.


  Jenneva drew from all of her strength, her shield of protection weakening as she concentrated. She struggled to remember the words from the Origin Scroll as she began the incantation. Sarac’s blows were rattling her now. She could not complete this powerful spell and still maintain full protection of her ward. At last she completed the spell and Sarac and his Black Devils disappeared. Mentally drained and exhausted, she collapsed.


  When she awoke Alex was shaking her. She sat up and looked around. Sarac and his henchmen were gone. Egam was sitting nearby but looked extremely ill. She looked for Kirsta and saw her in the same position as when she had been thrown. Jenneva got up and unsteadily hobbled over to Kirsta.


  “Kirsta,” she began, “what can we do for you? Where does it pain you?”


  “Jenneva, what did you do to them? Where have they gone?”


  Alex helped Egam over to the two women. He did not want to miss the explanation for Sarac’s disappearance.


  They’ve gone to another Universe,” Jenneva explained. “I could not defeat Sarac and I had no other choice. I’m not sure that I understand the ramifications of my act. I only know that I had to move them to save the Kingdom.”


  “But the Origin Scroll,” quizzed Kirsta, “How did you find it?”


  “I looked where it had to be. It is not important now. You are all that is important to me now,” Jenneva sobbed.


  Kirsta looked up with tears in her eyes. “Then you know it all?”


  “I think so,” replied Jenneva. “It was Sarac wasn’t it?”


  “Yes,” answered Kirsta, “It was. I have behaved so horribly, Jenneva. Can you ever forgive me?”


  “It is not important now,” Jenneva said. “What is important is that you get well. I want to spend more time with you on your island paradise, just the two of us, with no great crisis pending. We’ll spend years together and make up for lost time.”


  Kirsta shook her head and blood poured out of her mouth. “No, Jenneva, that is not to be. I have reached the end of my time and even your skills cannot alter my destiny. I will leave you soon. Please find it in your heart to understand and forgive me.”


  “No,” Jenneva protested. “You cannot abandon me again, Mother! I will take care of you. Please! I do understand and I do forgive you, but don’t leave me again. I’ve just found you and . . .” And Kirsta died.


  Jenneva cradled her mother’s head and cried.


  Chapter 17


  Revelations


  Jenneva lay in Alex’s cabin in Lavinda. Lenor’s barn had been converted into a meeting hall. The livestock were taken to pasture and the stalls removed. Large tables were assembled and placed together to form a square, pending the coming meeting. The villagers were scurrying about preparing for a large feast. The King was coming to Lavinda!


  King Eugene and his Advisors had been staying in a castle on the Boulder River north of Klandon and would be arriving soon. Colonel Gregor chose the site and placed Alex in charge of the preparation since it was his village. Oscar Dalek was coming from his ship in Bordon and the Commander of each of the Companies in the Army would be attending. The bulk of the remaining Army had been dispatched to Bordon to rest and regroup. The pass was still guarded and lookouts had been posted among the peaks of the Boulders.


  The King had requested the meeting in order to assess the state of the Kingdom and discuss plans for pursuing the goblins or redeploying the Army to guard its borders.


  The villagers were ill prepared for a great feast, but were determined to do their best for the King’s stay. They had ample supply of beef, turkey, and chicken, but the availability of fresh fruits and vegetables was lacking. Around the village, campfires were roaring and choice meats were roasting. Villagers were doubling up in their cabins so the visitors would have a place to stay. The bridge had been reset and the spikes in the Clear Zones remained, through which a safe path had been provided for the visitors.


  Alex had lost many of his new friends to the goblins and was feeling depressed. Still, he reasoned, the loss of many soldiers was preferable to the loss of thousands of innocent civilians. It had always bothered Alex that Targa had devoted so little resources to its Army that civilians on the frontier were fair game to whatever group chose to attack them. The King should spend more of his wealth protecting the citizens instead of lavishly decorating the Palace. He remembered Jerrick who wanted a life in the Army but could not find a sponsor. Perhaps the King was ignorant about the perils of life on the frontier? Alex ran off to find Laman.


  “Laman,” he called, “I need to talk with the village leader.”


  Laman grinned. “And I to the Great Goblin Decapitator. The stories of Alex Tork are spreading faster than a twig down a spring creek. I particularly like the one where a hundred goblins drowned in their brothers’ blood after you strode through their ranks.”


  “Laman, you’re too old to believe in fairy tales, but I do need your help. The King should be arriving soon and it would be proper for the village to have an Honor Guard to welcome him.”


  “No problem, Fearless Warrior,” quipped Laman. “I’ll arrange for our best to line his path.”


  “That’s not exactly what I had in mind,” snickered Alex. “I want the youngest able bodies to make up the Guard. They must be proficient with their bow, but I want them young and small. I want the King to see what the villagers have to defend themselves with. Perhaps he will picture their young bodies slain on the field of battle, in place of the strong men who roam the nation looking for work.”


  “Alex, the war has changed you. Don’t take life too seriously; it can ruin your lunch. The King has made you a Baron and your rank in the Red Swords has been moving up rapidly. Now you wish to chastise the King for his decisions? You need to slow down before he rescinds your Title.”


  “He can have my Title and my rank if he wishes, but I will no longer remain silent about the protection his citizens are lacking. Lavinda and the Gordo Region are parts of Targa and they deserve protection as much as Tagaret. Laman, if you will allow me, I will choose the Honor Guard myself. You will have no liability for my actions. I, and I alone, will take responsibility for my deeds.”


  “Your will, Baron Tork. I, as village leader, must accede to your request, but I will choose from the villagers. I have never deserted my Fearless Leader before and I will not start now. This entire village will stand with you, Alex.” Laman looked at the stern expression on Alex’s face and laughed. “Besides, he doesn’t have enough of an Army with him to arrest you.”


  Moments later, Oscar Dalek and Larc arrived along with several of Dalek’s guards. Alex went over and welcomed them to Lavinda. “So, you finally decided to visit. Welcome to Lavinda.”


  “Alex, it is a beautiful village. I look forward to visiting with many old friends. I am glad to see you well. It was a small portion of the King’s Army that I saw in Bordon. The losses must have been great.”


  “They were, Oscar, far too great. Many good men died. I would consider it a favor if you would keep your guards in the field behind the village until after the King has arrived.”


  “You are up to no good, Alex. I know you too well, but as you wish. It won’t be too long, though. We saw the King’s caravan just down the road. He will be here shortly.”


  “Then we best get you and your men some refreshment in case the speeches are long,” gleamed Alex.


  Ten minutes later the King arrived. Laman had assembled the Honor Guard and they stood solemnly still as the King passed. One of the King’s forward guards sneered at the children and Alex’s hand went for the hilt of his sword. The King halted the procession. “To the people of the village of Lavinda, the Barony of Gandy Valley, and the Kingdom of Targa, I give great thanks for this warm welcome. To the young warriors of Lavinda, I give my admiration and respect.” The King turned to General Clark and quietly ordered the offending guard be removed from duty. The procession continued into the village and was led to the barn.


  Lord Habas approached Alex. “I have heard snippets of news from the battle. Are Jenneva and Egam here?”


  “Jenneva is resting in my cabin,” answered Alex. “She has been very quiet and wishes to be left alone. Egam has disappeared. No one has seen him since Kirsta died.”


  “Kirsta was involved in the battle? Are you sure she is dead? How do you know it was Kirsta?”


  Alex hesitated, unsure of where to begin the story when Egam arrived.


  “Egam,” Lord Habas called, “what is all this about Kirsta?”


  “It is a long story my old friend,” greeted Egam. “A story that requires a certain teller. I still do not know many of the facts and also require some answers. Perhaps we should look upon Jenneva and see if she is well.”


  Alex led the magicians to his cabin. Jenneva waved them off and turned to face the wall, hiding her tear stained face. Egam stepped closer and gently laid his hand upon her shoulder. “My dear Jenneva, I can hardly conceive your sorrow. For you to have lost Kirsta so soon after knowing her must be devastating, but I want you to know that you do not grieve alone. While there must be a period of mourning for the passing of loved ones, your task is not yet completed. You possess knowledge of events that escape understanding for the rest of us, yet we will be forced to make important decisions on the basis of these events. You must compose yourself long enough to properly inform us of your knowledge of the Origin Scroll and the whereabouts of Sarac.”


  After a moment Jenneva dried her tears and sat up. “You are right, Teacher. I am lost in self-pity and sorrow. I cannot control my grief but you have the right and need of an explanation. I suppose I should start with my first visit to Atar’s Cove. I was among a small party exploring the island for water for our trip to Dalek. I saw a clearing with a hut in it and went to investigate. When I arrived at the clearing the hut was gone and a tiger stood in its place. The tiger was not aggressive as a jungle animal might have been. It was also not afraid. I left the clearing and returned to the ship not sure of whether I had actually seen the hut.”


  Jenneva stood up and walked around the room. “Thoughts of the hut and strange animals on that island continued to gnaw at my subconscious. In addition to the tiger, we had seen a camel and a lemur. I thought this combination strange and asked Lord Habas about it.”


  “Yes, yes, I remember that,” added Lord Habas. “I told you the natural habitat for each of the animals and speculated on the possibility of finding them all in one location.”


  “Indeed you did, Lord Habas. It was at this point that I realized that someone had created his own private zoo. That someone must live in the hut I saw and that it had, indeed, disappeared. A mage with the ability to make the hut disappear was both powerful and desirous of not being found. I assumed I had found Sarac’s hiding spot and arranged with Oscar Dalek to be dropped off at the island. He would have a ship stop to pick me up one month later. I sneaked onto the island and hid myself to observe the magician; only Sarac was not there. Instead, I found a woman magician. Lord Habas, do you remember the first question I asked you?”


  “I shall never forget it. This young woman asking me who the five most powerful magicians in the world were. I had no idea of your talent then.”


  “Well, you only had one female on your list, so I took a gamble and mentioned her name in conversation. Kirsta stumbled and gave herself away. She was a bitter woman and wanted to be left alone, so I decided to leave. Very suddenly her entire demeanor changed and she welcomed me to stay. It took me a while to figure that out. When she had dismissed me I had told her my name. The only thing that accounted for her turnaround was the familiarity of my name, and how could she possibly know of me being isolated on this island? I suspected, but I needed to delve deeper to verify my suspicions. She mentioned at one point that she had departed for her exile from Balfour almost twenty years ago. Being almost twenty and from Balfour myself, I began to understand what must have happened.”


  Jenneva wiped the fresh tears from her eyes and sat by the window. “Kirsta further confirmed my suspicions later when she said that the two that she loved had spurned her and the one that loved her, she had abandoned. I was the one she had abandoned. She did not want to take me into exile with her and left me on Hasra’s doorstep. I read every book that Hasra possessed and I remember one that had the name ‘Jenneva’ written in it. It was a children’s picture book containing artist’s drawings of exotic animals. Hasra scorned defacing a book with writing, so I now understood how it came to pass that I was named Jenneva. Kirsta had left the book with me, her only gift to her only child, one whom she never expected to see again.”


  “On that point you are wrong, Jenneva,” stated Egam. “The book was not the only gift Kirsta gave you. She gave you your talent and your compassion.”


  “Yes, you are right, Egam. And compassion she had. She knew Sarac would find her and kill her. That is why she abandoned me, so Sarac would never know of me. I don’t think Sarac even knew she was pregnant. She spent years on his quests for the Origin Scroll. She found the scroll, too. She told me she had destroyed it, but I knew she was lying. She admitted that she was not a destructive person and I knew it to be true. She couldn’t destroy the scroll any more than she could destroy Sarac.”


  “But what about at the end?” Alex asked. “She was trying to kill Sarac then.”


  “She had no chance of destroying Sarac,” Jenneva replied. “She was there to give her daughter a chance to live. She figured that Sarac would want to kill her more than an unknown magician and maybe that would give me a chance to kill him or escape. I hesitated in using the Origin Scroll because I did not know what it would do. I tried to kill Sarac instead and lost my mother and almost my mentor.”


  Egam went to Jenneva and hugged her. “You are not responsible for her death, Jenneva. Kirsta was also aware of the Origin Scroll and she had the capability of casting the spell as well as you. As for myself, I would have stood alone against Sarac. Your actions in no way harmed me, in fact they saved my life and the lives of thousands in the kingdom. Do not look at your hesitation as a fault. You acted responsibly for the good of all. If anyone is to blame for Kirsta’s misery, it is Sarac.”


  “But where was the Origin Scroll hidden?” asked Habas.


  “When I returned from Atar’s Cove I rode up to Balfour and went to Uncle Hasra’s house. There in the library sat my book, the gift from my mother. I removed the binding and was not surprised to find the Origin Scroll underneath. It was the logical place for Kirsta to hide it. Her decision to hide must have been a difficult one for her. She left everything that mattered to her in the same place, her child and the Origin Scroll. She didn’t want Sarac to possess either.”


  “So, you have possessed the Origin Scroll for some time,” quizzed Egam. “Why didn’t you come to me with it?”


  “I knew then what I must do. I had to become Sarac’s student to determine his level of skill. To do that I had to attract his attention. You are a creature of habit, Egam. After five years of living with you, I know your schedule quite well. I waited until your morning nap and then attacked the goblin army. Sarac responded as I knew he would. I convinced him that I loathed you and wanted to learn more about the Dark Side. I was prepared to deal with his skepticism. You probably don’t remember the morning that I discovered Lothar’s spells, for you were distracted by your thoughts of Sarac. Lothar’s Tongue allowed me to verbally deceive Sarac without his detection. Eye’s of Lothar was especially helpful. It allows one to visually deceive an audience, making them see what you want them to see. Sarac had a test for me to pass. When I looked into his crystal ball, I could see that the test was the destruction of an innocent village. I cast Eyes of Lothar and went on his mission. I imprinted the image of me destroying Lavinda and killing you when you showed up to protest. A strange side effect that I haven’t quite grasped though, is that Mordac was watching through your crystal ball. The ball turned milky white when I killed you. I told them it was probably linked to your lifeblood and they bought it, but I knew you weren’t dead. What happened?”


  Egam laughed. “The spell on the ball is an old one. The ball can see any reality you concentrate on. You had Mordac and the ball seeing an illusion as if it were reality. In essence there were two realities and that is a contradiction. The ball could no longer present a reality so the spell was broken.”


  “But what of Sarac’s Black Devil spell?” asked Lord Habas. “Surely you had to cast it before he would accept you as a student?”


  “Oh, yes,” replied Jenneva. “Fortunately, Kirsta already had that one covered. She had discovered a spell called Fragrance. Fragrance is a Light Side spell that blocks mind control. She used it to avoid becoming a Black Devil and so did I.”


  “What of Sarac?” asked Alex. “Where did he go?”


  “I don’t know,” responded Jenneva. “I couldn’t pierce his ward so I created a new Universe around his entire party, wards and all. I’m afraid I have no comprehension of what that means. Perhaps I can find reference in Sarac’s books. Oh, I have left Mordac at his castle.”


  “Well, he is not there anymore,” stated Egam. “I was at Sarac’s castle and killed his goblin defenders, but there were no magicians there. It was relatively easy to find with all of you flying around. I took the liberty of securing his library for you, Jenneva. I wasn’t sure where you would want it so it is sitting in my laboratory. You may leave it there or have it moved, whichever you desire.”


  “I think I may spend some time at Atar’s Cove,” she said. “I would like to cherish the memory of my days with my mother while they are fresh.”


  * * *


  Alex went to the barn where the discussion was already underway. General Clark was detailing the Kingdom’s loses. Two-thirds of the Red Swords were dead and less than half of the Regular Army had survived.


  “So, you’re saying that the Kingdom has only four-thousand five hundred soldiers left?” asked Duke Nelson.


  “That is correct,” replied the General. “And, in my opinion, that is insufficient to even think of pursuing the goblins. We need to post our troops along our borders. Our neighbors will soon learn of our weakened condition and we don’t want to present them with a situation that is too tempting.”


  “Colonel Gregor,” asked the King, “what is your evaluation of this?”


  “Your Highness, General Clark has a firm grasp of the situation and I am in total agreement with him. I think we need to start recruiting and training a new army.”


  “All right, General,” stated the King, “you have authority to recruit enough soldiers to bring our ranks up to their prior level.”


  Alex was not one of the attendees at the meeting. He was present to organize the villagers’ reception for the King. This, however, didn’t matter to Alex. He walked up to the table and spoke. “Your Highness, if you will pardon my interruption, the Army needs to be greatly enlarged. For years the frontier has been open to raiding by whoever chose to attack a village. These frontier people are Targans. Are they not to be afforded the same protection as those who live in Tagaret? The Crown demands their loyalty and devotion the same as any other Targan, but when it comes to protecting their homes and families the Crown excuses itself because of their remote location.”


  “Enough!” shouted Duke Nelson. “How dare you speak to the King in this manner? You of all people. The King has bestowed you with rank at a young age. He has allowed your rapid rise in the Kingdom’s most elite military force. He was even dignified enough to overlook your rash joke of presenting children in the Honor Guard.”


  Colonel Gregor stood. “May I speak, Your Highness?”


  “You may, Colonel Gregor.”


  “Your Highness, I cannot excuse my Sergeant’s rash entry into this meeting, but I can address some of Duke Nelson’s other points. Alexander Tork was titled because it was his birthright, not because he pursued the title. His rise in rank under my command has not been a gift. Sergeant Tork is not only the finest fighting soldier in the Army today, he is a natural born leader. He was chosen by his village leader to lead his people to safety at the age of fourteen, not because he was the leader’s son, but because they saw in him the qualities of a leader and wanted the best chance possible for their families to get to safety. As for the age of Lavinda’s Honor Guard, I would suggest that Duke Nelson try to get into this village by force. Those children out there were able to capture a Red Sword penetration team, which evaded the entire goblin army. Yes, they are young, but they have had to grow up bearing arms. It is mandatory in Lavinda to join the defense of the village at the age of eight. Sergeant Tork is here speaking to this assembly to impress upon the Crown that children should not have to live this way. Not Targan children.”


  Lieutenant Oren stood and was recognized by the King. “I think Sergeant Tork’s brashness is of better use on the battlefield, Your Highness. I am responsible for his promotion to Sergeant. I do not regret that act. Tork is probably responsible for more goblin deaths than any man alive today and the Colonel is correct about the man’s ability to lead. I would be willing to sponsor this man for an officer’s position and beg the Crown not to entertain the notion of removing this man from service. His manner of speaking here is inexcusable but I plead to the Crown to excuse it anyway.”


  General Clark was next. “Your Highness, I know almost nothing of this man. In fact I must confess that I manipulated the Colonel into letting me sponsor him even though it was the Colonel who recruited him. I have heard of his deeds and I applaud them. I question Duke Nelson, however, about his impression of rudeness regarding the Sergeant’s speech. This man has spoken like any other patriot would have. He cares little for what you will do to him. It is obvious that he cares a great deal about the people of Targa and it is for them that he speaks. I agree with his assessment of the strength of our Army. We must do more to protect our citizens.”


  “Well, Baron Tork,” said the King, “you seem to have quite a following. It might surprise you to know that I number among them. I like your idealism and, in fact, your practicality. We do have to work on your court manners, though. I will admit that I have neglected the frontier. In fact, this is my first visit in many years. As you have pointed out, the Kingdom has many loyal Targans up here and the Crown has an obligation to protect them. It will do so. General Clark, Colonel Gregor, you both speak of the need to bolster our forces. Meet together and arrive at a consensus for the strength our Army should attain. Lieutenant Oren, you offer to sponsor this young Sergeant for an officer’s position, carry through on your motion. Targa’s Army is going to be much larger and we will need fine officers. Sergeant Tork, I think you need to create a proposal for creating a Frontier Division of the Army. Work on it with the officers here and present it to me within a month. Duke Nelson, is there anything else on the agenda?”


  “You have a note regarding Baron Dalek, Your Highness.”


  “Ah, yes. Oscar what were your losses in this campaign?”


  “They were acceptable, Your Highness. I have managed to keep seven wagons out of the original sixty. Only one ship ran aground and it will require only minor repairs.”


  “The Crown acknowledges its debt to you, Oscar. Without your losses this victory could not have been accomplished. I would like the honor of raising your station in life. Please appear in Tagaret the fifteenth of the next month and we shall all toast a celebration to Duke Dalek.


  THE END
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