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   Chapter 1


  
     
  


  Rolan Fairman sat admiring the beauty of the predawn sky. In the distance, out beyond the trees, stood the Great Wall. Behind him were snow-capped mountains that soared to dizzying heights. The new day was about to break wide open and the three moons, all full, cast a light nearly as bright as that of day, but softer in a way that gave everything an almost velvety appearance. He loved this time of day. It was the only time when the world seemed truly at peace with itself. Still, he knew it wouldn’t last, for this was a world at war, torn in many directions.


  He was weary of war. He had known no other life, neither as a boy, nor as a young man. He was weary even more of being the Commander-in-Chief of his small country.


  As the night slowly surrendered to the force of daylight, he sighed. One might have thought the sigh was due to the fact that within minutes he would have to meet with his field commanders and get the obligatory battle reports, troop and supply location updates, and all of the remaining military information specifications of the night just past. But no, the sigh represented nothing more than a tiny sliver of sadness that he would not be able to look upon the three Inam'Ra moons simultaneously full for yet another year, for this phenomenon was precisely that, a yearly one.


  “Like so many small pleasures in life,” he thought, “they come and go so quickly.”


  
     
  


  Just as quickly, he was forced away from this fleeting moment as his lifelong friend and longtime second in command approached. As usual he was holding a flask of bittersweet that he held out to his King.


  “Thargen,” Rolan offered, forcing his gaze away from the beauty in front of him, “I thank you for this. I hope this morning finds you rested and up to the challenges in front of us.”


  He knew there was no chance that Thargen was rested. He might have gotten a few hours of interrupted sleep, but it had certainly been years since he had greeted the break of any given day fully rested. Thargen was a giant of a man, a full head taller than his King and half again as wide.


  “My Lord,” Thargen returned. “I must say right off that it troubles me that I would find you here outside the castle gate alone and unprotected. I know that most of the fighting is days away, and the Great Wall is still intact, but surely there might be Slovan or Vulturan spies about who would like nothing better than to report to their superiors that they had managed to put an arrow into our King. Where is the guard?” At this, Luke Bowman, Minister of Conquest, Dorin Esselt, Minister of Strategic Unit Deployment, and Borok Dodson, Minister of Planning and Escapes, materialized out of nowhere, along with the remaining twenty or so of the King’s personal guards. All were battle ready. All were battle hardened. Most carried scars from years of service in their King’s army. All were armed with weapons of every sort, the clicking and rattling of which were the predominant sounds as they surrounded Rolan, Thargen, and the three captains.
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  “We must go,” said Thargen, who began moving towards the castle. “Paulimas awaits inside at the great table. I’m afraid he brings grim news from Minot. The Trolls have broken through at Devil’s Lake. We cannot possibly halt their advance before they make Lexington. But Paulimas will speak to all of these things in greater detail.”


  The massive stone gate closed behind them as they entered the castle, the grinding and squealing of the huge gears temporarily obliterating all other sounds.


  “Thargen.”


  “My Lord?”


  “You will begin the debriefing with Paulimas, and the captains of course. I will join you soon. But for now, I will see my son.”


  Thargen nodded. “My Lord.”


  At the entrance to the Great Hall, Rolan and six of the King’s Guard kept walking down the hallway, three in front of him and three behind. Thargen and the three captains entered the Hall itself, passing through the doorway shoulder to shoulder. Half of the remaining Guard took up defensive positions right outside the entryway. The other half broke away and headed toward responsibilities that needed no discussion or guidance. This was a group that had been together for many years. Well they knew what to do to protect their King. Some went to check passageways in the immediate vicinity, always wary of the possibility of threatening intruders. Others climbed the inner stairways to get reports of anything unusual spotted by the sentries on the wall. Three went straight away to a door that was the entrance to the stairway leading to the dungeons. One of the night patrols had captured a Troll the night before, within a few miles of the Great Wall. Barber, the dungeon master, would be questioning him, and the King would want a report.


  As Rolan entered the Prince’s nursery, he caught a view of himself in the mirror on the far wall. He was shy of six feet tall, slight of build, and years of war, with missed meals and never enough sleep, had done nothing to bulk his frame. He was handsome, if thin. His blonde hair was shoulder length, and while clean enough, could have used a good brushing. His jaw was square, and his face, which usually bore a look of kindness, was absolutely beaming with the thought that within moments he would gaze upon his three-day old son.


  The royal nursery was quite large, and it took him several strides to cross it. He looked down upon his newborn baby boy. It was a moment frozen in time, and he was so taken by it that he noticed he was holding his breath.


  As if on cue, the wet nurse, Rachel Sweetbriar, entered by an adjoining doorway.


  “My Lord,” she offered. She looked him straight in the eye. This was significant because the same behavior in the kingdom of Slova, principal enemy of Ravenwild, would have cost her dearly, perhaps her life, or her tongue at least, for it would be unthinkable for a mere servant to look upon the leadership of that barbarous land with the gaze of an equal, and certainly not if the servant was a woman. “I am so pleased for you and the Good Lady Isabella.”


  He returned his look towards his son. Again his face shone like the light of dawn.


  “Have you and your betrothed decided upon a name yet?” She gave him a playful look, mischievous even. “If I may be so bold, all of us in the castle have been talking about this for weeks and weeks and we have …” And then she died.


  The distinctive twang of a crossbow drew the King’s eye to the motion behind the curtain of a nearby wall, and before poor Rachel had hit the floor, Rolan had unsheathed his dagger and buried it in the chest of the assailant hidden behind the drapery. The intruder collapsed in a heap.


  He bent to see if there was anything he could do for her, but her eyes alone, wide, vacant, and staring, told it all.


  As soon as he had determined that Rachel was indeed in the next world, Rolan snatched his son from his crib, simultaneously drawing his sword. Mere moments later he regretted his decision to remove him from his bed, for it was shrouded by some of the most protective magic in the kingdom, and no force, from that of an evil-intentioned hand to that of a veritable inferno, could have harmed him. But once he picked him up, the power of the layer-upon-layer of spells was null and void. Now he had done it; exactly what they had hoped he would do.


  It was then that the invaders, Gnomes all, emerged in unison from hiding places in the large room, numbering more than twenty strong. Rolan knew right away that without help, his cause was lost. He also knew that there was a formidable wizard involved with this surreptitious assault, for there was no way that this many spies could have breached the security of the castle unnoticed without the help of very powerful sorcery. This was not just the Great Wall. This was the castle itself.


  Nonetheless, he maintained his battle ready posture, turning slowly to size up his position and decide if there was any reasonable possibility of cutting his way to an escape.


  “My good King,” the voice came from somewhere behind him. “Put down your sword, and you have my word that neither you, nor your son, nor your Queen will be harmed. You have no chance. Look around. There are too many of us. It is over. Do not jeopardize your family by playing the fool. Surrender, or die. Surrender and live.”


  The voice had a sickening, almost effeminate, quality though the timbre was that of a man.


  Continuing his turn, Rolan came face to face with the speaker. He was a Gnome as well and appeared to be half a head taller than the rest of his company. A large scar ran from above his right eye, down across his nose and onto his left cheek, extending all the way to the base of his skull. A devastating wound, it had not gotten the medical attention it clearly needed when it was inflicted, so his face was now literally twisted upon itself. His appearance was, in a word, gruesome.


  “Who are you?” asked Rolan, pausing only slightly in his turn to glance at the spokesman for the Gnome attack party.


  The Gnome didn’t answer his question, saying instead, “I will only ask you one more time, King. Lay down your sword and surrender, or you and your son will both be dead before you have taken another breath.”


  A horrific howl screamed its way into the room from the doorway through which Rolan had entered, and there was a blinding flash as the wall he was facing erupted in red flame. Ten of the Gnomes were instantly incinerated and reduced to piles of ash on the floor. There was clattering as their weapons hit the stone. Rolan took immediate advantage of the confusion by diving forward and to the right, rolling slightly so as not to crush his son, all the while maintaining his grip on his sword. By doing so, he placed a large bench in between himself and the remaining Gnomes. And it’s a good thing that he did, for several crossbow darts buried themselves in the wall in front of which he had stood a moment before. Several Gnomes now charged forward, brandishing their short swords. Rolan was forced to put his son all the way down, pushing him under the bench. The Gnomes pressed the attack, but quickly discovered that there were too many of them to effectively operate in this small space. Two died on Rolan’s first strokes, one whose chest was cleaved wide open, the other suddenly absent of his head. Again the red firestorm erupted, and three more were transmuted to ash. Their number was now reduced to four who shared quick glances of pure panic but continued to attack. Now, however, Thargen and several of the King’s Guard charged in from the doorway Rachel had used and reduced the Gnomes to bloody carcasses in a matter of seconds.


  “Where is the Queen?” shouted Rolan as the last of the Gnomes was dispatched.


  “She is in the Great Hall, My Lord,” Thargen called out. “She is unharmed.”


  “Lead us there!” he commanded. His voice was pure ice.


  “My Lord,” said Thargen. He motioned, and guardsmen surrounded their monarch.


  With the King holding his baby Prince, they made their way to the Great Hall with all due haste. Rolan was sickened by the death all around him. Guardsmen and regulars lay butchered everywhere he looked. The smell of fresh blood was overwhelming. Several maids and serving women appeared to have shared their fate. This was beyond reason. This was beyond war. This was insanity.


  
     
  


  Slamming the doors to the Great Hall behind them, Rolan and his guardsmen bought themselves several minutes of guaranteed safety, for the Great Hall was shielded with the same magic that had been conjured to shroud the Prince’s layette, only this was even more impenetrable because it had been conjured by five different wizards, including the Great Wizard Taber, the only surviving wizard-of-the-first-school. He was standing on the far side of the Great Hall, hovering in front of Queen Isabella with his arms extended in case any threat needed a taste of the red death.


  “My love,” Rolan said to the Queen, the relief at her well-being obvious on his face.


  
     
  


  “My King,” she returned. She was clearly overjoyed at the sight of her husband and son alive and unhurt.


  “Wizard Taber,” Rolan said to the great wizard, handing the Prince off to the Queen, “I did not see you come with us from the nursery.”


  Taber gave a wry smile. “Short cut.”


  “Wizard, are we secure?” asked Rolan.


  “We are.”


  “Are you certain?”


  “I am.”


  “Good. How long?”


  “As long as you wish, My Lord. There is no magic on Inam'Ra that could possibly unravel the spells that shroud this hall. But having said that, the longer we stay, the greater the danger of being trapped here. My guess would have to be that there are wizards lurking about outside that are doing everything they can to ensnare us. We must use the tunnels. And we must use them now.”


  “Thargen, your thoughts.”


  “My Lord, I agree with the good wizard Taber, at least for the Queen and the Prince. They must use the tunnels, and they must use them without delay. They will be safe under his charge. We, however, must fight our way out of this the same way we came in. They are Gnomes. Gnomes.”


  He spat the word out as though the very presence of it on his tongue was distasteful.


  “No amount of Gnomes can prevail upon us in our own castle. I say we take the fight straight at them. When all of their blood is spilt, we will regroup and make safe our home once again.”


  “And what of their wizards? Is it possible they even have wizards? I was unaware that either Gnomes or Trolls even had wizards. Surely doing battle with sword and mace, the Gnomes stand no chance against us, but in the face of magic, which it looks to me that they must have, how great is the risk?”


  “My Lord,” said Taber, “There is nothing here that leads me to the inescapable conclusion that they have discovered the use of magic, although it certainly begs the question. For now I think we must assume that they have, but, again, it is not a conclusion I am willing to draw. It would certainly be the first we have ever heard of it. But if they have, their wizards will want to leave as quickly as possible to try and thwart an escape attempt. This was surely planned for a long time, and they have undoubtedly anticipated that we will attempt an escape by the tunnels, with me as the escort. Assuming they have magic, they would have to know that they would need it all against a wizard-of-the-first-school were they to have any chance of success, and even that chance would be pitifully small. Their attempt in the nursery was doomed the moment I arrived.


  “I am also sure that they have underestimated our fighting abilities, and when they see they have no chance, man on Gnome, any with a command of magic are going to want to go at once.”


  “Anyone else?” asked Rolan. It was his way to petition all present. It was his belief that a good leader always solicits and considers carefully the opinions of trusted subordinates in critical situations as long as there is time. No one spoke.


  He decided. “Good Wizard, I entrust you with the safe conduct of the Queen and my son. You will take them via the tunnels to Duck Lake. You know where the boats are hidden. From there you will go to Mount Gothic. There should be a sizable force of our men there who can provide protection for you once you have arrived. We will either meet you there or send for you as soon as we can. Right now, we have Gnomes to kill.”


  “Indeed,” said Luke with a nasty smile. He had been sharpening his broadsword during this entire exchange. He wiped it softly over the back of his arm and was rewarded with a showing of hair on the flat of the blade. It was now fit for battle, razor sharp and polished. “Let the games begin.”


  As the King was saying a hasty goodbye to Isabella and their as-yet unnamed Prince, he was approached by Borok who was covered in blood from a large gash over his left ear. Cradling her baby protectively in her arms, the Queen then left hurriedly with the wizard Taber through the back entrance of the Great Hall.


  “My Lord, we must speak.”


  Rolan tore his gaze from his fleeing wife and looked squarely at his commander.


  “Speak then. But first, you’re bleeding, man. Dorin, wrap his wound while we speak!” He turned back to Borok. “You’re going to need your strength. I can’t have your sword arm weak while we rid the castle of this vermin.”


  Dorin ripped apart some cloth from one of the tables and proceeded to wrap the wound.


  “My King, as you know, we captured a Troll spy last night, and although we have been unable to get any information out of him despite Barber’s persuasive methods, among his effects we found something unusual. I can’t think of what to call it, or even how to describe it, but I feel you must see it as soon as possible. There was also a very strange map of lands that do not appear to be of our world.”


  “Where are these things, then?”


  “In the dungeons, My Lord. Barber summoned third-school wizard Reginald to look at them on my order, and I was going to inform you of them at this morning’s debriefing when this mess broke loose.”


  Rolan acknowledged him with a curt nod, saying, “We’ll have a look at them as soon as the castle is secure.”


  “Very good, My King. But now, should something happen to me, you know about them. You must see them. I know they are important, although on my life I cannot figure out the why of it.”


  Rolan motioned to his men. Battle positions were assumed. Luke and Dorin threw open the massive doors to the Great Hall and they charged out. It was a pitched battle to be sure. The Gnomes had managed to breach the main entrance, having eliminated the four guards in charge of the operating mechanism, all of whom lay dead with multiple arrows protruding from each. The intruders were all about the courtyard and looked to outnumber the castle regiment by about three to one. Nevertheless, the Gnomes, being of much smaller stature and with inferior weapons, stood no chance against the Ravenwild troops.


  The air was filled with the clashing of weapons and the screams of the Gnomes as they were skillfully worn down and eliminated by the Ravenwild soldiers. Soon, the few who were left standing threw down their weapons and begged for mercy. They were rounded up and put in irons. One of the castle soldiers took the chain that bound them together and began leading them towards the dungeon entrance.


  Thargen and Rolan, along with Luke, Dorin, and Borok, met in a group as they were being led away.


  “It appears the good Taber was correct,” mused Luke.


  “So it does,” returned Thargen.


  “How many did we lose?” asked Rolan. All glanced about the courtyard. Now that the battle was over, it was easy to see that most of the Ravenwild troops who had met their fate had done so while asleep. None of these were in battle positions. It was apparent to all that they had been somehow spelled into some sort of slumber and then hacked to death by the invading Gnomes.


  “There is bad magic about. Very bad, very powerful magic,” said Luke.


  Thargen grimaced and stepped side-to-side nervously. He was a soldier. No more, no less. Magic, even the discussion of same, made him uncomfortable. He knew it existed and yet had absolutely no comprehension as to its nature. Although keenly aware of its power in the right or wrong hands, the mere mention of it made him anxious. Soldiers fought. The stronger ones, those with superior weapons, the ones better trained, won the encounter. Magic wiped that all out. Give him a good sharp sword, a well-balanced bow with a straight arrow, a properly tooled dagger, and an enemy he could face man-to-man, and he was fine. But show him magic, and he became an unsettled warrior, a warrior who might hesitate when he should be charging ahead.


  “I will have the night captain prepare a battle damage report,” he said, “but from the looks of it I would say three to four hundred.”


  “What could they hope to accomplish with such an attack?” asked Luke, “Except to lose their entire battalion …”


  Rolan caught sight of one of the Gnomes being led away towards the dungeons, towards certain suffering and, surely, some form of torture at the hands of Barber, although the methods used by the dungeon master of Ravenwild were tame compared with those used in Slova. He always attempted to get the information he needed with the most humane methods possible. With the Slovans, torture was the method employed first. It was well known in all three lands that they enjoyed it, as though obtaining intelligence information was almost secondary to the pleasure they got from hearing the screams. But Barber had come to realize very early on in his career that information obtained with brutal methods was, by and large, useless. You could, after all, get a prisoner to say pretty much anything if you tortured him enough.


  He noticed a furtive smile on the face of one of the Gnomes. He glanced at another, and another. Whereas he should have seen looks of fear, all seemed quite matter of fact. Something was not as it should be. He leaned close to Thargen. “Take note of the faces of the Gnomes.”


  Immediately, Thargen thought what his King had already deduced. The open attack on the castle by way of the main gate, and in all likelihood the failed attempt at kidnapping the King and his son in the nursery, were probably diversionary tactics that had something to do with the dungeons.


  He knew what to do. He ordered his three captains to take three squads down to the levels below the dungeons. On his command, they would feign an attack from the front and bring the strongest assault from behind. So sixty Men, Elves, and Dwarves left on a dead run via three separate routes.


  It was as Rolan had thought. With the advantage of surprise, and being outflanked on three sides, the enemy troops were vanquished in a matter of minutes. The bad news was that Barber and his covey of deputy wardens were all dead, and the Troll’s belongings were nowhere to be found.


  
     
  


  With the castle now secure, Rolan and his officers were in the Great Hall. The damage report was far worse than Thargen had estimated. Well over a thousand troops, including fifty-four of the Castle Guard, had fallen, twenty-eight of them officers. This left a bare bones defense team to hold the castle in the event of an all-out assault. This was dire.


  Messengers were promptly dispatched to alert commanders in the field to send reinforcements without delay. Bad enough that the field campaigns were not going well, but to lose the castle would be a blow with the worst possible consequences imaginable to Ravenwild. Still, the Great Wall stood, so losing the castle was almost surely not going to happen, but Rolan and his remaining officers had to figure out how this assault team had managed to breach the Great Wall in the first place. “My Lord, they have overextended themselves on this assault,” said Thargen. “I believe it was a suicide mission from the beginning. I’m sure of it. There is no way they could have an attack force of any substantial numbers even remotely close to us. We would know of it. Messengers from last night have told us of the Troll’s advance to Lexington, but we still have the Wall in between us and any enemy troops that might be out there, not to mention the Silver River and the Belcourt Plains, and our scouts report nothing in the way of any significant enemy forces anywhere near us. You can’t hide an army out in the open. Any army. No, they were here to reclaim the effects that we found on that one captured Troll. Of that there is no question. And they were willing to sacrifice a lot of Gnomes, not surprising, in order to do it.”


  Rolan listened without interruption with his chin in his hand.


  “I’m sure you’re right,” he said. “And Borok said there were two things on the captured Troll that were out of the ordinary: A map that did not appear to be of our world, very strange, and something else. What did he call it? ‘Unusual.’ Do we know anything more about it? Where is Borok?”


  “He left with a squad to commandeer reinforcements, Sire. To answer your first question, unfortunately no, My King. The entire contingent of Barber’s men was wiped out in the encounter, as was the captured Troll. Interestingly, it looks like he was killed by Gnome blades, meaning he was killed by his own allies. That would seem to say that protecting the knowledge of what it is, is of the utmost importance to them.”


  “And whatever it is, it appears to have vanished?”


  “Correct, My Lord. We have searched high and low for both the map and this other article and have found neither.”


  “Well, whatever they are, I’m sure they are things of powerful magic,” said the King.


  Thargen’s blood ran cold.


   



   



  


   Chapter 2


  
     
  


  He slowed down to a polite 65 as he sped past the speed trap on Highway 2 and waved to the officer manning the radar gun. In a few seconds he had his friend on his cell phone.


  “Corey,” he said.


  “Hey Doc,” Corey answered. “Finally headed home?”


  “I am,” he answered. “I wanted you to know she’s doing fine. I just left her bedside, and everything looks okay. Dr. Sher was there with me, and he expects we’ll be taking the tube out this afternoon. That’s very good news. I didn’t think he’d be taking it out this soon, but he’s quite sure she’ll be able to fly on her own.”


  There was a pause in the conversation as each man thought back to the terror of the night before. Corey’s remembrance was his young wife suddenly gasping for air and croaking, “I can’t breathe! I can’t breathe!” Then there had been the blood, erupting out of her mouth like some malevolent volcano and splattering against the wall some three feet away from the bed.


  Not wanting to awaken the children sleeping in the next room, he had tried to keep his voice down as he spoke to the 911 operator. He must have been louder than he wanted because when he hung up the phone, Anna, their 5 year old, was standing in the doorway. Still half asleep, and holding her favorite Teddy, she asked, “What’s wrong with Mommy, Daddy? Is she dying?”


  He had yanked a pillowcase off the pillow and started wiping the large clots out of her mouth, preparing to give her mouth-to-mouth, and tried to sound calm as he said, “No honey. She’s going to be all right. The ambulance is coming. Go wake up your brother and get dressed. Wait there until I come get you. Quickly now. Quickly!”


  Dr. Strong thought back to A.J.’s report over the med-net.


  “Yeah, we have a 32 year old female. Sudden respiratory distress. Coughing up a lot of blood. Say again, a lot of blood. Color was pretty blue when we arrived, and not maintaining her airway, so we tubed her, and she has pinked up nicely. Mental status is good now. She is responsive. Able to squeeze fingers on command. Blood pressure: 150/80. Pulse 150 … E.T.A. is 25 minutes. Over.”


  Corey was the first to break the silence, saying, “I can’t thank you enough, Doc. You saved her life.” He sounded as if he was welling up as his voice broke.


  “Slight correction,” replied Dr. Strong. “You and A.J. saved her life. Between you getting the blood out of her mouth and clearing her airway, and A.J.’s quick intubation, I didn’t have a lot to do. He also gift-wrapped and handed me the diagnosis on the radio, so all I had to do was give her some medicine while she weathered the storm. You guys did good, Corey. Real good. I’m proud of both of you. Anyway, like I said, I’m sure she’s going to pull through. It was actually a pretty small clot, despite the large show of blood, and there’s no brain damage at all. None. So, if she continues to remain stable, they’ll be taking the tube out later today, and she’ll be much happier. Then we’ll need to try and figure out where the clot came from, in other words, where it was growing before it broke loose, so she’ll have to be in the hospital for a few days. But, one way or another, she’s going to come through this without any harm. Going to have to stop the birth control pills, and smoking of course, but we can all sit down later and talk about all that.”


  There was another pause as each man again thought his private thoughts, and Corey said, “Well, thanks again, Doc. That was scary.”


  “I’m sure it was, my friend, but as I always say, my kingdom for a happy ending.”


  “So are you going fishing?” Corey asked him.


  The phone crackled. “Hello … Hello?”


  “Nope,” Blake replied. “I’m going to take a nap. Then Orie and Stephanie both have games. Jessica’s going to Stephanie’s and I’m going to Orie’s. Both teams are undefeated, so it should be an absolute hoot.”


  “That’s great, Doc. Have fun and tell the kids I said good luck. And thanks again.”


  “You’re welcome again. But the real ‘thank-yous’ should be going to A.J. and Jeanette. They deserve them far more than I do.”


  “I hear you, Doc. I’ll call them later. I promise.”


  “That’d be great. Okay, guy, I’ll catch up with you. I’ll look in on Suzie first thing in the morning. Bye now.”


  “Bye Doc. Thanks again.”


  He clicked “End” on the cell and thought, “Isn’t it the way. The Doctor gets all of the credit …” When really, he had done very little. A.J. was the man of the moment, not him. Cripes, he had not only gotten the tube in to breathe for her, he had handed him the diagnosis on a platter. So he hadn’t even had to think about it. And Jeanette had once again proven that under the absolute toughest of circumstances in the critical care arena, those being life-saving interventions on a friend, that she was simply the best IV starter in the history of modern medicine. You couldn’t do better than that. He hoped Corey called them. That would mean a lot to A.J. and Jeanette. Prehospital people and nurses hardly ever got the credit they deserved. Wasn’t fair. Oh well.


  He slowed down for the exit and turned right onto Route 11. His thoughts turned to the games this afternoon, both against Westerly. These were the big matchups and he could hardly wait. He wished he could go to both games, but since the kids’ games were always on the same day, Jessica and he each alternated so that one parent was at each game. He knew both kids would be pumped. Nothing like the big game to get the old adrenaline going.


  He took the exit onto Route 11 at 70 mph or so. He felt the suspension on the Acura tighten as he started into the sharp portion of the curve. “This is a good car,” he thought, “I’m glad we bought this car.”


  He bumped it up to 85 as he came out of the curve. Soon he was cruising at a comfortable 90. Nothing but straight, empty highway between him and home now, one of the distinct advantages of practicing in rural Connecticut. No traffic, at least on this particular stretch of road. He zipped under the old railroad bridge on cruise and flipped the radio on. He thought he might catch some news on the recent elections. The preliminary results showed overwhelming defeats by the Republicans, and the Democrats were screaming foul play, of course. After a few moments of boring advertisements, the announcer came on, and he started to pay attention in earnest. It was then that he saw it.


  Not good.


  Definitely not good.


  A motorcycle down, with a rider who had obviously launched and landed face down in the breakdown lane. Dr. Strong was going too fast to be able to note whether or not the rider was breathing, but he definitely wasn’t moving. He checked the rearview and braked hard, but traveling as fast as he was, he was easily a hundred yards beyond the accident scene before he managed to stop. He put it into reverse, all the while eyeing the rearview, and began to back up. It was then that he noticed that the radio had quit. “That’s odd,” he thought. Back he went, as quickly as he could. Back … back … back. “Man,” he thought. “I must have been flying. I thought for sure I would have gotten there by now.” He continued backing up. Nothing. “What the heck?” he thought. He continued back. Nothing. He passed back under the old railroad bridge. “Oh, this is too bizarre,” he said out loud. “I went right by it! I know it was after the bridge.”


  It was then that he noticed the odd static coming from the radio, kind of a high-pitched whine. He clicked the radio off, eased it into drive, and started forward again, slower this time. He pushed the “On” button for the radio absentmindedly; same high- pitched whine, otherwise, nothing. He clicked it off again.


  “There it is,” he thought. He could see it now, same motorcycle about 30 yards ahead. He gunned it hard and within seconds was at the scene, except the driver, who moments before had been face down in the breakdown lane, was nowhere to be seen. “Oh, come on,” he thought. “Now where the heck did he go?”


  It was strange, in that he felt relieved that he really had seen an accident and it was not his mind playing tricks on him because he had been up all night in the ER, but at the same time it bothered him that he had managed to back right by it in broad daylight. And now he had to find the missing driver.


  “Hey!” he called out loudly. “Can you hear me?” No response. “Hey! I’m a doctor. I’m here to help you. Is anybody there?”


  Nothing.


  “Time to call for some help,” he thought. “If he was well enough to crawl away, I can take the time to call the ambulance.” He scanned the scene while he punched in the speed dial for the hospital on his cell phone. To his surprise, when he put the phone to his ear, all he could hear was the same sound that he had heard seconds before coming from the radio. He tried again. Same thing.


  “Oh come on now,” he thought. “Now I have to search for this guy.”


  He got out of the car and walked past the demolished motorcycle towards where he had seen the driver down. For the third time all he got on the cell phone was the same static. It was then that he saw the blood. He quickened his pace and soon was standing over an ominous looking pool of bright red blood. He called out again; still no answer. He spied the trail, leading away from the highway, and followed it down into the drainage ditch. It was muddy at the bottom, but across from the muddy spot he could see a clear trail leading up over a small rise and into the woods beyond. Spots of blood dotted the trail as far as he could see.


  “Poor guy has a head injury and is disoriented,” he thought. “I hope he isn’t combative. That would be very bad.”


  Soon, the going got rough as the trail led into some seriously thick brambles. He was forced to crawl. On his hands and knees, he pushed onward as thorns and such clawed at his face, almost as if they were trying to hold him back.


  “Gosh dang it,” he cried out as a particularly nasty one ran its way across his cheek, adding a drop of his own blood to the mix. At least it was an obvious trail. He wondered how far this poor fellow was going to lead him off the road. “If this doesn’t beat all heck,” he muttered.


  The brambles thinned out and he was able to stand, but the trees were clustered close together, and the going was slow as he focused so as not to lose the trail. He called out again. Silence. He kept onward.


  He found himself at the edge of a clearing, and to his amazement, at the far side stood what could only be described as a wizard, dressed in a plain white robe painted with all sorts of strange symbols on the sleeves and front, complete with a long white beard and flowing white hair. He looked as thin as a stick. The wizard spoke first.


  “There has been no accident, Doctor,” he said, “I’m sorry to have had to stage that, but I’m afraid it is absolutely necessary that we speak in total privacy. ”His voice had a soft quality, slightly accented. It sounded almost British, or perhaps Australian.


  “First of all,” Dr. Strong responded, “who the heck are you, and what the heck are you talking about? I know what I saw, and there surely has been an accident. I just followed a very clear blood trail of the victim up over that hill, and he is obviously seriously disoriented and in need of emergency medical attention. Second, I don’t know where you escaped from, but you had better either point me in his direction, or help me find him, or you’re going to be in serious trouble.”


  “To answer your first question, sir, my name is immaterial. You may call me Hemlock if you like. Hemlock Simpleton, even. To answer your second question, ‘What the heck are you talking about?’ it is as I have said. There has been no accident. I repeat, it was all staged so that you and I could speak in private about a matter of the utmost importance. Please believe me. Many, many lives depend on us, on you really.” Almost as an afterthought he added, “And on Jessica as well.”


  At this point Dr. Strong realized he was going to get nowhere with this nutcase and he called out again, “Hello! Can you hear me? I’m a doctor. You need help!” He heard nothing.


  Hemlock spoke again. “Doctor. Please. Two things: First, I beg of you to not call out again. There are ears who might be listening whom we cannot afford to have hearing us speak. Second, if you would please look at your feet. You'll notice, I’m sure, that the blood trail, indeed the trail itself, ends where you now stand.”


  And then there was what might best be described as a flash, although there was no light, and the world went black.


  It was the strangest thing. He was wide-awake, but he could see nothing in the total and complete blackness that surrounded him. He tried to touch his finger to his nose. Oddly, he felt like he was moving normally, but he felt nothing.


   



   



  


  [image: tmp_3cce414d764754a6309f589e23879a8b_FXklL4_html_264a6ea1.jpg]


   



   



  


  “Hemlock,” he said. “Are you here?”


  “I am,” came the reply.


  “Do you mind answering my second question again?”


  “You mean, ‘What the heck are you talking about?’”


  “Very good,” said Dr. Strong. “That was indeed my second question.”


  “Well, that is sort of complicated.”


  “Okay, then, let’s start by you telling me where we are,” he said. “This is all starting to tick me off.”


  “I don’t think you’ll believe me,” said Hemlock.


  “Try me.”


  “We are in an acorn.”


  “Now what the heck does that mean?” barked Dr. Strong.


  “Exactly what I said,” replied Hemlock. “You recall that the clearing in which we were standing was surrounded predominantly by oak trees? Well, that being the case, I had a pressing need to hide us from the owner of those same ears about whom I spoke a minute ago, and one of the acorns that happened to be lying about was the most expedient means to that end.”


  There was a pause in the conversation. This was too extraordinary for Dr. Strong to get a handle on. The accident, the radio malfunction, then the cell phone, the wizard, and now this, the darkness, trapped in some cosmic void with seemingly no body, with a most bizarre individual who referred to himself as Hemlock Simpleton. It was too much, way too much. Being an Emergency Room physician, he had found himself in the company of some very strange characters and situations over the last ten years, but this was so beyond anything he had ever experienced; he found himself incapable of any further speech until his intellect could make some sense of it all. Yet, try as he might, he could not. He again tried to move. This time he chose his arms, and while it felt like they were moving, the simple act of bringing his hands together elicited no sense of touch. He tried to put his tongue to the roof of his mouth. Nada.


  “Hemlock,” he finally said. “I can’t feel anything. I mean, it’s like I have no body.”


  “I know,” Hemlock replied. “And you must believe me when I tell you that you’re handling it quite well. By way of explanation, let me say that, for the moment, you don’t, at least in the conventional sense. As I said, we are in an acorn. I have temporarily stored your body in another place. Now please do not be nervous. It is a temporary circumstance.”


  “Can you please tell me how you have done this?” he asked.


  “That, I’m afraid, would take considerable explanation, far too lengthy that one. I’m afraid we don’t have the time, Doctor.”


  “Well, can you tell me why an acorn?” he asked.


  “Yes, but again, the explanation would take up far too much of the time we have at our disposal.”


  “I see,” he said.


  “Now that,” Hemlock chuckled. “Now that really would be strange.”


  There was another long silence. This time it was Hemlock who broke it.


  “Your name is Dr. Blake Lee Strong. You were born in Thayer Hospital, now known as the Mid-State Medical Center, in Waterville, Maine on December 2, 1970. You did your undergraduate studies at Colby College, also in Waterville, Maine, despite the fact that your parents had moved to Massachusetts when you were three, right after your father completed his undergraduate studies, also at Colby. You have a brother, Daniel, eighteen months your senior, who currently resides in Woburn, Massachusetts. He is married to his second wife, Jocelyn. You also have two sisters, Susan and Jane. Susan is older. Jane is younger. Shall I go on? I can, you know.”


  “Don’t bother,” Blake responded. “I’m sure you can. Personally, I’d rather hear the general overview as to why you have obviously chosen to meet me, and talk to me ‘in total privacy’ as you put it. And why I have no body. And why we are inside of an acorn. You’ve obviously done your homework about me, and my family, and I’m sure you can tell me the names of our horses …”


  “Mickey and Johnnie,” Hemlock interrupted.


  “Whatever,” Blake continued. “The point is none of that autobiographical junk has anything to do with this twilight-zone stuff. I mean, I’m here having this out-of-body experience, Hemlock. Cut the crap, man. Please tell me what the heck is going on. I’m telling you, if I could see you, and I could use my arms, I’d lay you out. Then again you’d probably immobilize me with your phaser set on stun …”


  “Rod Serling and Captain James T. Kirk.”


  “Why did I know you were going to say something like that,” Blake muttered. “And by the way, if I temporarily have no body, how is it that I can, a) speak, and, b) hear you?”


  “Good questions, both,” Hemlock answered. “And know that I will provide you with what I am sure you will find reasonable answers in good time, all in good time.”


  “Well why not now?” Blake asked. “It’s not like we can have a game of racquetball for goodness’ sake.”


  “That I can answer. The fact is I have decided I want to give you the big picture in the company of Jessica. When we get out of here. The overview, if you will. We won’t be here much longer. In fact, it is probably safe now. Yes, it is.”


  There was another flash without light and Dr. Blake Strong found himself standing in the same clearing where he was at the precise moment before he had first seen the man in the wizard’s outfit, only now he was alone.


  “Hemlock,” he called out. There was no response.


  
     
  


  He looked down. There was no blood anywhere. He turned around. He could see the signs of the disturbed forest floor where he had crawled his way through the brush but, again, there was no blood at all.


  He stood for the longest time as he took this all in.


  All he could hear was the wind rustling the leaves in the trees.


  “I’ve lost my mind,” he thought. “I’ve really lost my mind.”


  He made his way back to the car via the same way he had made his way in. Back through the briars, back through the muddy irrigation ditch, and up to the car. The radio was on. The announcer was the same one, recounting the same piece on the election results. Of course, the motorcycle wreck was gone. He turned the radio off, picked up the cell phone, and punched in the speed dial for home. Jessica answered.


  “Hello,” she said.


  “Hi,” he responded. “Is everything okay?”


  “Sure,” she said. “That’s an odd question. Why wouldn’t it be? Hey, you’re not going to believe this, but both the kids’ games have been canceled. There was some weird flu-like outbreak in Westerly today, so they had to close the school. Ours too. It’s very strange. A lot of kids are quite sick. Nobody has died or anything, but the whole town is in a panic. It’s all over the news. Have you heard anything?… … … Hello? Are you there?”


  “Yes, hon. I’m here.”


  “Are you all right? Is something wrong? You don’t sound all right. What’s the matter?”


  “Nothing's the matter. I’m alright. We’ll talk about it when I get home. How are the kids?”


  “They’re good. They’re both disappointed about the games being canceled, but they’ll get over it. They’re doing their homework. We’re having pizza. Check that. They’re having pizza. You and I are having shrimp and a roast. How does that sound?”


  “That sounds great. I’ll see you in about twenty minutes.”


  “What’s wrong, Blake? You don’t sound well.”


  “Nothing. It’s nothing. I’ll see you shortly. Tell the kids I’m proud of them for getting right to their homework.”


  “Your father is proud of you for getting right to your homework,” she called out. “Look, Jacqueline needs some help with her history, so I’m going to go. I’ll see you soon. I love you.”


  “I love you. Bye.”


  “Bye.”


  
     
  


  “What the heck happened?” he thought, after he hung up. He glanced down where the wreck had been. The ground was entirely undisturbed. He glanced up at the patch of woods on the knoll to which he had crawled. His thoughts came in one jumbled rush as he put the Acura in drive and checked the rearview for oncoming cars. “Am I having an acute psychotic break? I must be. This is bad.”


  
     
  


  What would they do? New onset Schizophrenia? He wasn’t the right age, but he was the right sex. This was too incredible to grasp; a complete loss of reality contact. Yet it had all seemed so real, right down to the weird symbols on Hemlock’s robe. How could he possibly tell this to Jessica? How would he ever be able to continue to practice medicine? This was serious. He would clearly need a full psychiatric evaluation. Heck, he was going to have to be admitted. Please, oh please don’t let it be a malignancy. He thought of his grandfather, Sturgis, who had died of the complications of a Glioblastoma multiforme, a particularly horrible brain cancer. He remembered his grandmother, Ruth, telling him as a boy of how Sturgis had suffered terrible mental status changes early in the disease. But she had never mentioned hallucinations. And this was no ordinary hallucination. This was more like some sort of weird fugue state. He suddenly wished he was more adept at Psychiatric diagnosis. He felt lightheaded. A wave of nausea threatened to overtake him. He took his pulse, 80 and regular. The nausea passed.


  His only thought was, “Please don’t let it be a cancer.”


  The sound of a horn brought him quickly back to reality as he realized he had strayed into the wrong lane. He swerved just in time to avoid the fatal head-on.


  “Dang-it-all!” he yelled out. “Get a grip! Get a hold of yourself, Blake. You’ll get through this. It’s going to work itself out.”


  But he only wished he could believe that. He turned the radio on again and tried to concentrate on what the news broadcaster was saying, but he was so overwhelmed with panic he found he couldn’t follow him for more than a sentence or two before he would think back to the deranged experience.


  “Alzheimer’s,” he thought. “That has to be it. It has to be Alzheimer’s …”


  And so it went for the remaining twenty or so minutes home when, in a total panic state, and sweating profusely, he finally turned into the driveway. Rosie, the dog, was there to greet him. For some strange reason, the sight of her made him so happy he could have cried. Ordinarily, his first thought would have been how they could get rid of her, for despite being a lovable Lab of seven years, she had never outgrown the tendency to poop and pee all over the house. But today, her being there to meet him with her tail wagging happily meant everything to him.


  He made his way up the stairs, stopping to look down on the magnificent view of the barn and the lower pond. He had built that barn. With some help from friends, neighbors, and family, to be sure, but nevertheless, he owned most of the nails in it. It was a four-staller, complete with a full-court upstairs for basketball. “Well, at least if I pass soon, they will still have the barn …”


  He opened the door to the kitchen off the front deck.


  “Hey Dad,” Stephanie and Jacqueline called out. Orie was too engrossed in some complicated math problem to know he had entered.


  “Hi guys, where’s your mother?”


  Stephanie and Jacq’ both stood and rushed over to give him a welcome home hug. Stephanie noticed right off that her father didn’t look well.


  “Dad,” she said, “you look awful. Do you feel all right? You’re all scratched up. What happened? Come, sit down.”


  She pulled out a chair for him. Orie looked up, “Oh, hi Dad,” he said. “How’s it going?”


  He declined the chair, instead leaning over Orie’s math book to have a look.


  “Did you get it solved, professor?” he asked.


  “Not yet.” He grinned. “It’s a tough one.”


  “Well, you keep working on it, and I’m sure you’ll crack the case.”


  “Stephanie’s right, Dad. You look terrible. How’d you get all scratched up like that?”


  “What’s wrong, Dad?” Jacqueline chimed in. “Are you sick?”


  “I think I am,” he answered. “But not bad. Don’t worry, Mother will make me better.”


  “Hi, honey,” Jessica called out as she exited the laundry room.


  “Hey, Jess. How’s it going?”


  “Terrific,” she sighed. “You know. Same old, same old. Too much laundry. We need to hire someone to help me with this.”


  After a quick embrace, she held him back at arm’s length. “I knew something was wrong,” she said. “You look a wreck. What happened to you?” She felt his forehead. “You don’t feel warm. Here, sit down.”


  “Is Dad sick, Mom?” Jacqueline asked, then, “Is he going to be okay?”


  All the faces of the children registered concern now, as they stared at Jessica waiting for her answer.


  “Jess, I’m going upstairs to take a bath,” Blake said. “Could you please come up and have a look at me? I also need to talk to you about something.”


  “Sure. Can you draw the tub yourself? No, better, Jacqueline you go draw a tub for him. Stephanie, there’s fresh towels in the laundry room. Orie, you call for the pizza. I’m going to finish this last load of laundry, and I’ll be right up. Will you be all right?”


  “I’ll be fine,” said Blake, not feeling fine by any stretch. “I’ll see you upstairs.”


  The kids started to move towards their assigned chores. Jacqueline spoke up.


  “Tell him about our visitor, Mom.”


  “Not now, Jacq’. Daddy doesn’t feel well. Upstairs now. Draw Daddy’s tub.”


  Now he sat down. He had to, or he felt he would pass out.


  “What visitor, Jacq’?” he called to her with his head in his hands. She had already made it halfway up the stairs.


  She stopped, and bounced back down. She finished the last step and punctuated the final jump with, “You tell him, Mom.”


  “Well,” she said as she folded a shirt, “Believe it or not, it was one of your old professors from Colby, Doctor Thomas Easton, who happened to be passing through the area and dropped in for a visit. He’s going to a conference in New York on ‘The Biologic Effects of Magnetic Fields’. He said you wrote your senior thesis on this exact topic. Also, he just plain wants to see you; he needs to discuss some things with you. You weren’t here yet, and he had an errand to run, so he left. He said he would be back shortly, but I’ll tell him you don’t feel well. Maybe he can stop in tomorrow. I don’t know when the conference actually starts.”


  Blake put his head down and groaned. Doctor Easton had died years ago, after he had left Colby.


  Soaking in the tub, Blake was filled with apprehension. “Hey Jacq’?” he asked, “What did Dr. Easton look like, anyway?”


  Jacqueline, only ten and still allowed in the bathroom while Dad was taking a bath, said, “He looked really old, Dad. He had long white hair. Wicked long. And the longest beard I’ve ever seen.”


  “You mean like that guy in the Harry Potter movies?”


  “Dumbledore,” she said. “Yeah, it was just like that. Wicked long like Dumbledore’s.”


  Orie burst in unannounced. “That’s exactly what he looked like, Dad. Exactly.”


  “Hey, I was telling him,” cried Jacqueline, happy to have news about this stranger that had stopped by.


  “What was he wearing?” Blake asked.


  “Regular clothes, I guess, why?”


  “You mean like pants and a shirt?


  “I guess so,” Orie said.


  “That’s right, regular clothes,” Jacq’ echoed.


  “He was wearing a white shirt with a button down collar, a blue tie, and tan pants,” Stephanie called in from outside the door. “Why, Dad? You never pay attention to what anyone is wearing.”


  “Oh, I don’t know, Steph’,” he answered, trying to sound nonchalant, “I was just curious that’s all.”


  “I didn’t like his eyes,” said Stephanie.


  “What didn’t you like about his eyes, Steph’?” Blake called through the door.


  “Well, they weren’t mean or anything,” she began slowly, “it’s like they weren’t happy.”


  “What do you mean, not happy?”


  “His eyes were fine,” announced Jacqueline, folding her arms for emphasis. “I liked his eyes.”


  “I want to hear what Stephanie thought about his eyes,” Blake said. “Go ahead, Stephanie.”


  “Well, he did look old, you know. Like way older than you, right? Well, you know how when Gramma Kickie got older, and when she smiled she had smile wrinkles? Mom calls them that anyway. Well, Doctor Easton smiles enough, but he doesn’t have any smile wrinkles. It’s like his eyes don’t light up when he’s happy. They looked empty.”


  “Oh Stephanie, you’re making way too much out of his eyes,” said Orie.


  “Besides, he’s Dad’s friend so you shouldn’t be saying bad things about him.”


  “Yeah, Stephanie, you shouldn’t say bad things about him,” Jacqueline repeated.


  “Sorry, Dad,” said Stephanie.


  Blake could hear Jessica making her way up the stairs. “No worries, Steph’,” he answered. “In point of fact, you’re absolutely right. There is something wrong with Doc Easton around the eyes. No question.”


  Jessica entered the bathroom with towels and facecloths.


  “Okay, guys, I need a few moments alone with your father. Out you go.”


  The two children moved slowly. They were obviously reluctant to abandon their dad, who was clearly not right. That, and the sense that something was definitely up, made their approach to the door slower with each step.


  “Out now,” said Jessica. “Your father’s going to be fine. And no waiting outside the door. Go on downstairs. Back to your homework. And no TV until it’s done and checked. You know the rules.”


  “Are you okay, Dad?” asked Orie. He knew his dad. He knew him to be the toughest guy ever. He remembered when he had fallen off the barn and broken his ankle badly. Yes, he had cried, but when he saw his crying frightening the children, he had joked, “I guess my wide receiver days are over.” And Orie had laughed a little laugh and admired him for his toughness. But now his dad looked very, very sick, and frightened.


  “I’m okay, Bud,” he said. “Really. Mum’s going to make me okay. I’m a little sick. But I’m all right. Really.”


  “Really?”


  He did his best ‘Shrek’ impersonation and said, “Really really. Now scoot, and let me talk to Mum.”


  “All right. Let’s go, Jacqueline.”


  On the way out he looked at Jessica as if to say, “Call me if you need me.” She nodded.


  There was a bit of a pause as the kids headed downstairs. Once they were out of earshot, he began.


  “Honey, you’re not going to believe me when I tell you what happened on the way home. Well, I know you’re going to believe me, because I would never lie to you. But I’m going to tell you a sequence of events, and what you are not going to believe are the facts of those events; that is to say, you may believe that I am telling you the truth about my perceptions of the events …”


  “Blake, hold it,” she interrupted. “You’re babbling. Something happened to you on the way home. Tell me what happened.”


  And so he told her. Everything. Right down to the acorn.


  “Wow,” she said.


  Now it was her turn to be afraid. She went at once from an attractive young woman, a Doctorate in Molecular Genetics, the picture of confidence, able to solve or at least deal with effectively pretty much any problem put in front of her, to a state of fear and confusion. She suddenly looked a lot older, not to mention paler, and scared out of her wits. Being a woman of action, her first words after “wow” were, “I’ll call Dr. Justin and make you an appointment. I don’t want you trying be your own doctor. Now, that’s not up for negotiation. Have you been having headaches or anything? Oh, there I go. Sorry. No, we’re going to let Dr. Justin handle this whole thing. We can guide her, certainly, but she will be in charge …”


  Now it was his turn to interrupt.


  “Jessica, I know you’re worried, and believe me, however worried you are, I’m worried a million times more, but here’s the deal. I don’t think it’s ever going to make it to a call to Dr. Justin.”


  “What do you mean?” she asked. “Please don’t tell me you believe that entire hallucination that you just told me about. Please don’t tell me that. Please …”


  At that moment the doorbell rang. They could hear the kids all mobilize to respond. In a few moments they could hear their children offering samplings of politeness.


  “Welcome back, Dr. Easton.” That would be Jacqueline.


  “May I take your coat, Dr. Easton?” That would be Stephanie.


  “Dad’s in the tub. He’s not feeling well. I’m afraid he might not be able to see you tonight.” That would be Orie.


  Under normal circumstances he would have felt extremely proud that his normally boisterous, rather loud, and less-than-ideally genteel cherubs were being so well-mannered, but right about now he knew he was dealing with something so potentially huge as to be unfathomable.


  All at once he exited the tub. Dripping wet, he grabbed a towel, drying his hands and arms, and ran to his desk.


  He picked up a pen and scribbled a note:


  “Jessica. This is very important. Tell the kids to take Doc Easton down to the barn and show him the basketball court I built. Very important to get him out of the house!”


  
     
  


  She started to speak, but before a sound came out of her mouth, he had his finger over his lips in the universal “Shhhh,” sign. He motioned to her to be about the business of doing what the note said.


  When they could see that the gang had entered the barn, about 50 yards from the front deck, he whispered to her.


  “This fellow is not Dr. Easton.”


  “What do you …?”


  Again he gave the “Shhhh,” sign, with emphasis and a touch of anger for effect. She had to know that this was potentially serious, very serious.


  
     
  


  “Doctor Easton died years ago!” he wrote.


  “So who is this man?” she wrote back.


  “I will bet you a week’s wage it’s Hemlock.”


  “So now what should we do?”


  “We’ll invite him up to the house and have dinner, and talk to him after the kids go to bed,” he wrote. “As long as we agree to agree to nothing, it’ll all be okay. But I swear, Jess, this is all real. And you are about to meet Hemlock Simpleton, wizard extraordinaire.”


  “Great,” she wrote, “and absolutely nothing interesting to wear …”


   



   



  


   Chapter 3


  
     
  


  “My-oh my, but isn’t this a nice barn,” Hemlock remarked, as he and the children stood in the upstairs.


  “Our dad built it,” said Orie. He picked up a basketball and demonstrated his proficiency in dribbling. “It only took him a year, too.” He passed it over to Stephanie who laid it up and in.


  “Mom said you were one of Dad’s teachers in college,” said Jacqueline.


  “That’s professors,” said Stephanie, as she and Orie continued to pass and shoot. “Teachers are for school, professors are for college. Isn’t that right, Dr. Easton?”


  “That is correct, Stephanie,” replied Hemlock. “And yes, Jacqueline, I was one of your father’s professors in college, one of his biology professors. Many years ago …”


  No one spoke as Orie and Stephanie exchanged a few passes. Orie paused to spin the ball on his index finger, a trick he had only recently mastered.


  “That is indeed impressive, Orie,” said Hemlock. “Do you mind if I try?”


  “Go for it,” said Orie, and he passed the ball over.


  Hemlock soon had the ball spinning perfectly on his index finger. All the children smiled. He changed hands easily, and then changed hands behind his back.


  “Way cool,” said Orie. “Did you used to play?”


  “What do you mean ‘used to play’?” asked Hemlock. “I still play. As often as my schedule allows, that is.”


  “Really?” Orie asked.


  Hemlock smiled. “Not really, but I would like to.”


  “Hey, maybe if Dad is feeling well enough, we can have a game after dinner,” said Stephanie.


  “Yeah!” agreed Orie.


  Hemlock then performed some tricks that left all the kids staring at him, mouths open, after which they passed the ball around and did some shooting. Hemlock never once missed.


  “How is your father?” asked Hemlock. “You said he wasn’t feeling well?”


  “Oh, he’ll be okay,” said Orie. “He came home all scratched up and sweaty after work. We don’t know what happened. He’s in the tub. He wanted to talk to Mum so she sent us out to show you the barn.”


  Hemlock chuckled. “Well, as I said, this is a great barn.” He started moving towards the stairs. “But look, this might not be a good time to see your dad and mother. I think I’m going to leave now and let him get some rest if he’s not feeling well. Perhaps I can stop by tomorrow?”


  “Sure,” Jacqueline said, as they made their way down the stairs. “Tomorrow is his day off. Why don’t you stop by in the morning? He drops me off at school at 8:30. You can talk to him then.”


  “Thank you Jacqueline,” said Hemlock. “Good manners. You know, good manners are never in bad form.”


  Jacqueline giggled. “My Mom says that.”


  “I know,” thought Hemlock.


  Jacqueline led the group down the stairs. A few seconds later she was headed up the driveway to the house, not aware that the three others had lingered behind out of earshot. She was scanning the hillside, hoping to spot any of the wildlife that was so abundant on the property.


  “Orie, Stephanie, might I have a brief word?” Hemlock paused in midstride. Orie at this precise moment was looking at the handrail that he was about to grasp. Stephanie was looking at Jacqueline as she skipped along towards the house.


  All of a sudden he was dressed in his wizard’s attire. Both gasped as they took in this instantaneous transformation, but not so loudly that Jacqueline noticed.


  Stephanie was the first to ask, “How did you do that?”


  “While the answer to that question would be both long and interesting,” Hemlock answered, “what I must tell you now, before I go, is this. Things are almost always more than they seem at any given point in time. For example, some day you will learn that, according to the ponderings of Albert Einstein, there is absolutely no difference whatsoever between the past, the present, and the future, despite how tenaciously we all tend to cling to that illusion. But even that simple notion, despite the fact that it is the mathematical explanation for a whole lot of interesting toys I have, is sort of useless to us right now.


  “Here’s the thing. I must see your Dad, and it is not because I was his old college professor. It is because I need him. I need your mother too, but I will need them for only a few brief moments. Yet the help that I hope they are willing to give me might prevent a lot of innocent people from dying. Meanwhile, because it is essential that your dad not get sicker right now, I am going to leave so he can rest. But I will be back tomorrow if you’re sure that’s satisfactory.”


  Jacqueline started to turn back towards them. Instantly, Hemlock was back to wearing the same tan pants, white Oxford button-down shirt, and blue tie.


  Stephanie and Orie exchanged a meaningful glance. It said, “Wow, we have got to talk this over immediately,” and, “I can’t believe this is happening,” all at once. Orie flashed their secret hand-stabbing-wrist sign for danger. She acknowledged it by nodding slightly.


  “I’ve heard of Einstein,” said Stephanie. “He was a really smart man who started off as a patent clerk.”


  “Excellent, Stephanie,” said Hemlock.


  “You got that from ‘Ghostbusters’,” said Orie.


  They exchanged goodbyes and Hemlock drove off slowly, waving out the window.


  Back at the house in the kitchen, Jessica asked, “Where is Doctor Easton?”


  “He left,” said Orie. “He said it wasn’t a good time to talk to Dad, him not feeling well and all, and Jacqueline invited him back tomorrow morning.”


  “Hmmm,” Jessica mused.


  “What is it, Mom?” asked Stephanie.


  “Yeah, what is it?” echoed Jacqueline.


  “Nothing, nothing. No, it’s nothing. You kids finish your homework. I have to get dinner. Right now, then. Spit-spot.”


  
     
  


  At dinner, the kids were beside themselves relating some of the interesting magic Hemlock had displayed in the barn, like getting two balls spinning crazily and then levitating of their own accord, and opening his car door from twenty feet away. Neither Orie nor Stephanie mentioned the instant change of outfits detail.


  “The second one could have been easy,” exclaimed Orie.


  “Yeah, the hidden car remote,” broke in Stephanie. “We already talked about that.”


  “But that other thing, the one where the balls were spinning, and then came off of the floor by themselves,” Orie continued, “that was crazy.”


  “It was amazing, Mom,” said Jacqueline, “And did you notice that he kind of pointed towards the balls before they started spinning?” she asked, jousting for a contribution to the observation pool.


  “No he didn’t!” Stephanie came right back. “His hands were in his pockets.”


  “Exactly,” Jacqueline said. “His hands were in his pockets, but he kind of pointed through his pockets towards the balls.”


  “Which hand?” asked Orie, not wanting to hurt his little sister’s feelings.


  Jacqueline got up and faced the barn, gestured a bit, and sat back down.


  “The right one,” she said.


  There was a brief silence, except for the clattering and smacking sounds of


  a meal being eaten.


  Jacqueline spoke first. “Please pass the butter.”


  All recoiled sharply back from the table with great gasps of surprise when


  Hemlock suddenly appeared, positioned right in front of the butter, which he


  silently passed to Jacqueline who looked more frightened than surprised.


  “It’s okay, Jacqueline,” Blake said. “It’s just one of Dr. Easton’s old tricks.


  He used to do it in college all the time.” He stood and extended his hand across the


  table. “How are you Dr. Easton? It’s good to see you. Nice of you to pop in. I trust


  you are well?”


  Dr. Easton smiled broadly. Stephanie studied his eyes. In her mind’s eye, she felt the look of them was more like that of someone analyzing her father, rather than that of an old friend smiling warmly at him.


  There was an awkward pause while Hemlock and Blake shook hands for a long time, then Jessica spoke. “Please, Dr. Easton, sit down. Let me fix you a plate.”


  She went straightaway to the cupboard and in a twinkling had a complete setting before their unlikely guest.


  Everybody resumed eating, and it was again silent for a few moments. Jacqueline broke it with, “Hey, I thought you said you were leaving and wouldn’t be back until tomorrow.”


  “You are right, Jacqueline,” Hemlock replied. “And for that I must apologize, but I am afraid that circumstances are such that I must speak to your father, indeed, all of you, tonight.”


  “But we told you that Dad was sick …”


  Jessica interrupted. “That will be enough, Jacq’. Your father is feeling better now, and we have to remember our manners.”


  Jacqueline stopped talking and looked towards her plate, but her expression clearly said that as far as she was concerned, it was Dr. Easton, not her, that was guilty of bad manners. He was the one who had barged in despite the fact that he knew her dad wasn’t feeling well.


  “So, Dr. Easton, what brings you by our neck of the woods?” asked Blake.


  There was a brief pause as Dr. Easton considered his response.


  Jessica seized the opportunity and jumped in. “Dr. Easton, Blake arrived home from work today an absolute mess. He was, as you can see, pretty scratched up, but beyond that, he told a pretty amazing story about his trip home. Now, in this family there are no secrets. None. So you need to tell us all what is going on. Right now. And for that matter, Blake tells us that, in actual fact, you are not Dr. Easton at all, but rather a wizard who goes by the name of Hemlock Simpleton. Is this true?”


  “A wizard,” said Jacq’, “named ‘Hemlock Simpleton’?”


  “Hush now, honey,” interrupted Jessica, and fixed a steady gaze on Hemlock. “What is happening is very, very strange, beyond strange really, and we all need to know what is going on. All of us.”


  “You are right,” replied Hemlock. “You all need to know, and I am sorry to have to tell you what you all need to know tonight because, as it turns out, there is a window of opportunity before us that will close very soon. But perhaps it would be easier if we all took a little trip. Kids, if you could go anywhere in the world right now or, rather, after we finish this marvelous meal that your mother has prepared, where would that be?”


  “Tanta Kendra’s,” Jacqueline replied without hesitation.


  Orie and Stephanie remained silent. Each was feeling more than a little anxious about how this stranger than strange day was unfolding.


  “Well, Stephanie, Orie?” asked Hemlock.


  “Tell you what,” said Orie. “Why don’t you give us until the end of dinner to think about it?”


  “Fair enough,” said Hemlock, then, “Jessica, in all of my travels, this is about the best roast beef I have ever had. And the shrimp was marvelous. Marvelous.”


  While Hemlock was looking at Jessica, Orie made it a point to make eye contact with Stephanie and flash the stabbing-the-wrist danger sign. Again she acknowledged it by nodding slightly. Jacqueline noticed the exchange and opened her mouth to comment, but was silenced by a harsh look from her brother. To this she responded with a noticeable widening of her eyes. Orie shook his head, “No,” to this, and she regained her composure entirely before Hemlock turned back their way.


  The remainder of the meal was punctuated by small talk of school activities and the weather and such. Once the table and countertop were cleared, and the dishwasher loaded, Blake said, “Okay, we have some stuff to talk about. Let’s go out to the back deck.”


  “If I could make a request,” said Hemlock, “Can we stay indoors?”


  “The acorn thing?” asked Blake.


  “Yes,” smiled Hemlock.


  “What’s the acorn thing?” asked Jacqueline.


  “Hang on to your diapers,” said Jessica.


  “Mom, I’m ten years old. I don’t wear diapers anymore.”
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  Hanz Oratorius Night, Emperor of the Gnome Nation of Vultura, was a busy Gnome. From every corner of his country he was receiving troubling news. He now knew it was only a matter of time before the Trolls conquered his land, and he was writing the orders that would send his entire army underground. Better to let the Trolls think that they had killed them all than to let them do just that.


  The Trolls were too many, and too big, and he knew the Gnome army stood no chance against them.


  As he signed document after document pertaining to military matters, he wondered why the Trolls had never invaded before. He could remember a time when it had all been tranquil enough. The quill made a busy, scratching sound as he dragged it along the parchment. He formed the words on his lips as he wrote them out, a habit he had had since he was a youngster.


  His wife entered the cramped study in which he had ensconced himself. The look on her face said what words did not need to. Things in the Gnome nation of Vultura were bad. They were very, very bad.


  Hanz noticed her pained expression and reached for her hand, whispering, “I know, my love. I know.”


  “So now what do we do?” she asked.


  He put the quill down upon the desktop with one hand, squeezing hers gently with the other, and asked, “What can we do?”


   



   



  


   Chapter 4


  
     
  


  Orie, Stephanie, and Jacqueline were still up. It was way past their bedtime but, fortunately, it was a Friday. Hemlock had left the night before, but not until he had turned their worlds virtually upside down. The story he had told them all was beyond belief and they were trying to digest it. They were sitting in Stephanie’s room, down the hall from that of Mom and Dad. Typically they would be downstairs with the big-screen TV going and friends over, or at the Friday night social, or doing one of a million things that kids of ten, fifteen, and sixteen might do on a Friday night. Not tonight. All of their friends had been told that they wanted some family time. None had been told that a wizard from another planet had shown up and basically asked if he could borrow their parents for an interplanetary jaunt of unknown duration for the expressed purpose of saving his own race from extinction. Oh, and yes, that he had sought out their parents not just for the fact that they were both medical doctors: he, an Emergency Room physician, she, a Research Doctorate in Genetic Engineering writing yet another landmark thesis on Gene Splicing that she was due to present in Paris, in a few months, in front of the world’s greatest minds in Biophysics, but equally for the fact that both had spent time in the military: he, in Covert Operations, where he had served as an Independent-Duty-Corpsman on a team that had specialized in behind-enemy-lines infiltration for intelligence gathering, and she, in the Naval Undersea Warfare Program, working on the development of systems of underwater military hardware.


  Hemlock had made it clear that there was some danger implicit in the mission; so, knowing that they had made a serious commitment to staying in tiptop shape, added to the fact that they each had skills in survival tactics, and the kinds of weaponry used on this other world, they apparently represented Hemlock’s best chance of accomplishing the mission and returning intact.


  “I think he’s just crazy,” said Jacqueline. As usual, she was holding one of the many household cats. Around her were perhaps a dozen more, all patiently waiting for her attention. There were around eighteen, all told, and she loved each and every one of them. All had names she had given them, and all came to her when she called them. She had a way with them that you could not help but notice if you spent any time with her on the farm. In truth, it was the same with all of the animals. The two horses, Johnnie and Mickey, the two dogs, Bubba and Rosie, and the family pet pig, Porky. The others might feed them and groom them, and otherwise care for them in the usual ways that animals need to be cared for, but with Jacqueline you would swear that she could almost talk to them. Most impressive was the way they all went to her. Within moments of her being home she was sure to be surrounded by her animals. Even when she went down to the pastures to take a walk, the two horses would trot to her without her having to call them. It was something to see. “How can he possibly come to our house and expect us to believe he is a wizard. A wizard. Really. You might as well say that …”


  “Jacqueline,” interrupted her brother, “please. Let’s not go off on tangents.


  This is too important. Let’s start with what we know.”


  “Well, first off, we know he lied,” said Stephanie. “He showed up here claiming to be one of Dad’s old Biology professors and then quickly changed his story. Why wouldn’t he say who he was right from the get-go?”


  “That is true,” returned Orie, thoughtfully. “Jacqueline?”


  “I don’t like him,” she said, temporarily pausing in her scratching of Cinnamon, a pure calico cat with a white splotch on her chest and piercing yellow eyes.


  She said it with just the right tone, just the right flavor, and they all broke out in a laugh.


  “That may be so, Jacq’, but that’s a conclusion, and it’s too early to arrive at conclusions. What we need to do right now is get together a list of things we know about what is happening, so that conclusions we draw from the facts have the best chance of being the right ones. Savvy?”


  “Savvy, Kimo-Sabe,” returned Jacq’.


  Again they all laughed.


  “Okay then, here’s a fact. When he came, all the cats ran and hid. That tells me they didn’t like him.”


  “Jacqueline, that’s not a fact. You need to take more Science …”


  “Hold on, Stephanie,” said Orie. “Jacq’, what happens when, say, the FedEx guy comes to drop off a package? I mean a stranger FedEx guy. To the cats, I mean. Do they act the same?”


  “Not at all,” said Jacq’. “They might run away for a few seconds, but when I call them and tell them it’s okay, they come right back to me. They know it’s okay because I tell them it’s okay. They can feel that it’s okay. Through me, like.”


  “Hmmm,” said Orie. “I know what you’re saying, Steph’. It’s not as solid a fact as, say, he lied, but I’m willing to bet that Jacq’ has something. She knows her animals very well, and if we know he lied, and we believe her animals didn’t like him, it makes me very suspicious of whether this guy is who he says he is, or is on the up-and-up. You know what I mean.”


  And so the discussion went until the three of them couldn’t keep their eyes open any longer, and sleep won the eternal battle between the awake and dream states.


  Stephanie’s dreams were full of energy, full of imagery in 3-D. As with so many dreams, her thoughts drifted all about. She saw Hemlock as a man who lies, standing with a beggar trying to locate shelter for the night and telling him the wrong directions on purpose because he felt like it. She didn’t know. It was a feeling. Maybe he was on the up and up. Maybe his people were dying, becoming old and with no young being born … Extinction. She agreed it was a terrible thought. But an interplanetary voyage with the distinct possibility of injury or death to her mother and father was a lot, not a little, difficult to grasp, and she could not get behind the fact that it might actually happen. And the story that Hemlock had told them of how his people had been forced to live underground for years, after nuclear war had at last destroyed the ability of the planet’s surface to sustain life, certainly had sounded plausible.


  But the promise he had made before he left seemed somehow to clinch it in her mind, that on the morrow he would take them all anywhere, in any century, and they would all experience it as reality. “Holy Moly,” she exclaimed as she sat bolt upright, now wide-awake. If he could do this, he had to be who he said he was.


  The unbelievability of his promise had her as charged up as a person can be.


  And the veiled promise that if she did this thing or, rather, if her mother and father did this thing, then she could do this other fantastic thing for the rest of her life … It was too farfetched to fully comprehend.


  “My goodness,” she thought. They hadn’t even discussed where they wanted to go. Or when in time they wanted to emerge from the travel transducer, or whatever it was called, to explore the world as it was then. At the time of the dinosaurs, at the time of Ancient Egypt and the construction of the Great Pyramids, at the time of the Revolutionary War and the founding of the nation.


  And hadn’t he said that the length of stay on this one journey didn’t matter in their time frame? Like you could stay for thirty years, and he would make it like two seconds in the here and now? Yes. She was sure he had said that. She couldn’t wait. And even if her mother and father chose to tell him they could not do this thing, they would still have had the fantasy travel experience of a lifetime.


  
     
  


  Any place.


  Any time.


  For as long as they wanted.


  
     
  


  Wow.


  
     
  


  She was fifteen now, and beautifully developed as a young lady with an athletic frame. She was blonde. She was stunningly beautiful, and like most stunningly beautiful young people, she would never let you know that she knew it. Her ears were kind of pointy, as were those of her brother and sister, both towheads as well, but all had let their hair grow to cover them, and the grade-school teasing that they had all gone through was a thing of the distant past.


  She was sure Jacqueline would go with her mother and father. Orie, she was unsure of.


  
     
  


  Would they all choose to go together? It could last for as long as you wanted, and if they were ever in danger, Hemlock would be there to pull them out, and they would all hook up again as a family. What about the time of the ancient Greeks? Could she ask to be a ruling princess? Was that part of the deal? It was all too much to think about. It was too unreal, yet … somehow … real. If he could transport them to any place, any time, he had to be telling the truth. Or did he?


  She got up feeling thirsty. She noticed it was a beautiful night, warm, with a light breeze, the kind of breeze that gives you a perfectly sweet caress for just a moment and then flits on its way, off to please another. She decided a glass of water might be nice, and as long as she was up she might as well go to the bathroom. She went to turn on the light, but changed her mind because she had enough moon lighting her way.


  
     
  


  In two more steps she saw him.


  
     
  


  It was a boy, who looked to be about fifteen or sixteen. He was smiling and did not appear threatening in any way, leaning back with his arms folded against a stuffed chair in the study. He was wearing jeans and a button down light blue Oxford shirt. On his feet he wore new Nike black hightops.


  He spoke first. “Stephanie, I didn’t mean to frighten you. My name is Erik. Erik Elijah Fairman. Hemlock has sent me. He knew we would get along. Or at least he thought we would. Could I get a glass of water please?”


  She stood, frozen. This was all too strange. Still, he certainly seemed real enough and nice enough. And yes, he was definitely, positively, standing right there … and smiling … and decidedly handsome. His hair was blonde, matching hers almost, shoulder length and pulled back in a ponytail.


  She unfroze in a rush of faith the way only young people can do. She decided all at once, right then and there in an instant’s time, that she was going to go for this. And that there was no question that this Hemlock Simpleton guy, wizard, whatever, was absolutely real, that the possibilities for unbelievable fun were infinite, and that this guy seemed sweet, standing there stupidly smiling. But it seemed like such a warm, engaging smile. And she thought she could read sincerity in his eyes, which she found somehow reassuring.


  “Oh … sure … I guess … regular water? Or a glass of water with ice?”


  “Just a glass of water, if that would be okay. And if you wanted to add some ice, that would be superb. But just a glass of water would be great. You know that the water that comes out of your tap is genuine aquifer water, the purest water on your planet. It’s thousands of years old and flows in a vast chain of rivers underground. Good stuff.” He smiled again and took a large drink, smacking his lips in an almost polite way, and ending with the perfect, “Ahhh …”


  “Yeah, my father goes on and on about the ultimate coolness of our water all the time, but I noticed you said, ‘Your planet’? I gather from that, that you are not from this one?”


  “Correct.”


  “Oh this is all too unbelievable,” she said, as she eased herself onto a bench under a partially filled coat rack in the hall. He was now standing directly in front of her.


  She suddenly felt the effect of it being 3:00 a.m. She hadn’t slept a wink. Or had she? Well, maybe a wink, but, boy, was she suddenly tired. She needed to lie down. She laid her head back against the wall and closed her eyes.
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  “Stephanie, here. Take my hand.”


  She didn’t know why she did it, but she did. What the heck. She opened her eyes and reached out her hand, taking his. It was warm, but definitely not soft. It was the hand of a boy who was no stranger to hard work. It felt right. And as she began to loll her head back ever so slightly, thinking, “He might even go for a kiss …” she was jolted with a surge of energy that was almost overpowering. Gone was the fuzziness of her mind. Gone was the desire to sleep. She was suddenly razor sharp, the kind of razor sharp that you are right before the tip-off in the championship basketball game. But it was way more than that. She wanted to do something! Something, something adventurous, involving castles and warriors and cool clothes, but had no idea where she had gotten the energy necessary to do it.


  She looked him in the eye, an arm’s length away and holding her hands in his, both of them now. She didn’t remember how it had changed to both of them, but it felt better. He leaned in towards her. She stood and broke from his grasp. “What shall we do, what shall we do? You know, I have to tell you that when I took your hand, I got totally charged with some sort of amazing energy. Would you know about that?”


  “I would.”


  “Hemlock?”


  “Yes.”


  “So, you are Erik, and you are not from this planet, yet here you are standing right in front of me at the bequest of our mutual acquaintance, Hemlock, and for what purpose? What did you say your last name was again?”


  “Can we sit down, perhaps on the couch in the basement? I have come from very far away and some of the energy I gave to you has made me wish to sit. Would that be okay?”


  “Sure, follow me.”


  Down the stairs they went. She realized that this would mean that she would be entirely alone with this handsome young stranger who called himself Erik, but she found she was absolutely not afraid. This was all too unbelievable to not be true. She laughed a little when she thought this. It seemed like a paradox or something. She would have to ask her dad. He was the best with words.


  They reached the basement. It had recently been completely done over by Dad and his best friend, Jack. It was roughly twelve by sixteen feet of pure white plaster. The end wall was dominated by a 62 inch high-definition TV, complete with all the gizmos for games, digital recording, and the like.


  “Could you please turn on the TV?”


  “Sure, what station?”


  “Doesn’t matter.”


  “Hmmm.”


  She picked up the remote and pressed the buttons to call up the TV. As it warmed up she repeated her question. “What is your last name, Erik?”


  Hemlock’s image filled the screen. There was no background, only Hemlock, dressed in his simplest wizard robe and holding a beautiful scepter.


  
     
  


  “My good child. I see you and Erik have met. Wonderful. Might I suggest he and you take a short while and visit his place of origin? I promise you it will be completely safe. I think you will love it. Best of all, there is no long walk involved.


  “Stephanie, I was there with you 5 years ago when your basketball team won the championship even though you had to go through the loser’s round because you dropped the first game to Lisbon. I have been with you, and your sister and brother, for pretty much every moment of each of your lives. I was there when each of you was born.”


  “Well, let me ask you this, if you can do all of this, how come you didn’t turn on the TV yourself? Why make me do it?”


  At this point the TV turned itself off, and Hemlock was standing directly in front of her. She was so surprised she lost her balance and ended up sitting in one of the chairs.


  He took a seat on one of the couches. He was as wizardly looking as anything she had ever seen, as good as Professor Dumbledore in the Harry Potter series, maybe even better. His face, looking somehow older than she remembered it, seemed ablaze with a look of power. He also looked troubled. He sifted some sand from his fingers. On the way to the floor it dissolved into tiny, multicolored bursts of light that circled back as perfect, oscillating little spheres, only to disappear. A bioluminescent cat appeared holographically out of one wall and walked across the room, disappearing into the far one.


  “Can you have me back before sunrise?”


  “My dear, I can have you back in the time it takes to take one breath. It’s the way it works.”


  “And how long did you say we could be gone?”


  “You could be gone a lifetime if you chose, or a day or two, or fifteen minutes. Your choice.”


  “And, gone for an entire lifetime, I would still be able to return to right here, right now?”


  “Not only could you, that precise end-point, ‘right here right now’ as you put it, is guaranteed. It could not be otherwise. No matter how long you choose to stay, at the end of it you will be right upstairs, sleeping as you were the last time you fell asleep, just one breath removed from when you left.”


  “Oh my,” was all Stephanie could manage. This was more than a little overwhelming.


  Erik sat with his hands folded.


  “Can I wait until everyone else is up and introduce Erik, and then decide to visit his land, or his planet, or whatever? Besides, maybe Jacqueline or Orie might like to go. Or Mom. Or Dad. Or all of us.”


  “Of course you can,” said Hemlock. “As I explained earlier, the only purpose behind the exercises in space-time travel that we do right now is to convince you that all of this is real, that I am real, that my need is real. That is the whole point. If you go, you will be gone for one breath, no matter the length of your stay in the other place. Say the words, ‘I want to go home. I want to go home. I want to go home,’ out loud, and you will be right back here.”


  “So even if I were gone for an entire lifetime on Erik’s planet, I would be right back here by saying, ‘I want to go home,’ three times?”


  “Correct.”


  “So how would my being away for an entire lifetime affect your getting the cure for whatever it is that’s making your people sterile? Don’t you need to get this cure to them as soon as possible?”


  “Stephanie, you amaze me, but no. You see, the only time slipping away while I am here is Earth time, to which I have converted. It’s necessary to do this in order to make the travel to the here and now even possible in the first place. I know what you’re saying. The theory would be, the longer I’m gone, the closer my people get to the reality of extinction, but like you visiting Erik should you choose to do so, the amount of time I will have been away when I finally return to my home will be the time it takes to breathe one breath. The math is somewhat complex, but true. And tested.”


  He sifted some more sand. This turned into a small, rainbow-colored waterfall that bounced off of the floor in a dazzling array of lights. He looked away, fixing his gaze on the stars outside of the basement window.


  “It’s like this,” he continued. “Everybody on every planet I visit looks out at the stars and thinks, ‘There has to be intelligent life out there.’ But the mathematics dictate, and you Earth Humans won’t discover this for several millenniums, that the ‘out there,’ you know, the place where these other intelligent life forms live, is actually right beside this one, separated by only slight mirrors, really. Mathematical mirrors, if you will, that not only predict that these separate and distinct realities coexist in time, but prove they are separated by no more than the inversion of a fraction. Life, then, other intelligent life, is not ‘out there,’ it’s right beside you. Always has been, always will be.”


  Meanwhile, Erik, who had not spoken for the longest time, said, “Come away with me, Stephanie. Right now. You’ll love it. I’m a prince in a land called Ravenwild. You’ll meet my father and mother, the King and Queen. My people. You’ll get to see how we live. Our struggle. If it doesn’t suit you, merely speak the words, ‘I want to go home,’ thrice, and you’ll be right back here just one breath older than when we left. Let’s go for it.


  “By the way, my family name is Fairman.”


  He looked at her … with such …. longing.


  She didn’t know what overcame her, but she found herself saying, “All right. I’ll do it.”


  “Are you completely sure?” Erik asked. “I don’t want you to feel that I’m twisting your arm or anything.”


  She laughed nervously.


  “Will I need to bring anything?”


  It was his turn to laugh. His didn’t sound nervous at all, but happy and confident. “Nothing, no nothing. I’m a prince, remember?”


  “Yes. Yes of course,” she said.


  
     
  


  There was a sudden flash with no light.


  
     
  


  She found herself seated in what appeared to be a small hut. Through the open door she could see that it was daylight. It was warm.


  She was wearing clothes the like of which she had never worn. It was some sort of what she presumed must be a riding outfit. The top was a fairly straight cut blouse, the palest of yellows, fastened high in the neck with the most exquisite handmade buttons that extended all the way down the front to the waist, where it was gathered in by a soft leather belt with an unusual buckle that appeared to be made of bone. Over her legs she wore soft tan pants that appeared to be some sort of skin. On her feet she wore high-laced moccasins with no sole. She noticed that in a sheath on her belt was a dagger of some sort with a long blade of about 8 inches. There was one in each of her moccasins as well.


  Beside her in the hut, leaning up against the wall, was a sword that looked like it might be her size. The handle looked to be made of wound silver thread, and projecting out of the grips were slightly raised symbols. Strange symbols. And a face with ears that were pointed, like hers. As she focused on it she could have sworn she heard it whisper something to her, but it was in a language she did not understand. She shifted her gaze. Beside the sword was a solid ash bow that, again, looked like it might be just right for her, and a quiver of arrows.


  She noticed that Erik was nowhere in sight. She called his name out softly.


  “Out here,” he called back. His voice was so charming, so expressive, and full of the enthusiasm of youth. It was as though exiting this simple hut to join him was the most important thing she had ever done, and for the first time in her 15 years Stephanie Doreen Strong knew what it was to feel rapture. She embraced it, wrapping it about her like a protective cloak, and walked tall and strong out to her first glimpse of …


  
     
  


  Ravenwild.


  
     
  


  She noticed that the hut was set at the edge of a well-maintained dirt path that served as the border of a huge garden in which grew an abundance of crops. She spied corn, beans, all kinds of tomatoes, eggplants, beets, cauliflower, and several other vegetables she did not recognize. The garden, like the surrounding dirt path, appeared well cared for. But what struck her fancy a thousandfold over her delight at seeing the beauty and richness of the well-tended crops were the two horses being held by Erik. Both were huge and would have towered over the two horses she had at home.


  “Stephanie, please meet Cloud and Spirit.” To her astonishment, as he spoke their names each clearly nodded in response. “I give you Spirit, to have for as long as you remain in Ravenwild.”


  He let go of the reins and the horse walked calmly over to her. She reached out to pat her neck, and Spirit nuzzled her over what turned out to be a small pocket in her blouse in which she found an assortment of treats, one of which she accepted and happily crunched away, after which she thanked her with a low nicker.


  “Well, my beautiful girl,” she whispered, wrapping herself around her neck, “I’m delighted to meet you.”


  “Okay,” said Erik, “Let’s get you into your gear.”


  “What gear?”


  “The things in the tent. They too are yours, for as long as you choose to stay.”


  Out of the blue Stephanie felt a pang of homesickness, for while this was the most astounding sequence of events she found unfolding around her, and truly enthralling, she found herself wishing that she had waited. Clearly her family should be a part of this.


  Her face must have shown a fairly accurate representation of what she was feeling inside, for when she looked up into Erik’s eyes, he seemed to know.


  “Hey there,” he said gently, “Remember, all you have to do is say ‘I want to go home’ three times, out loud, and you will be right back home with your family, asleep in your bed. Not to worry.”


  “But would I be able to come back again and bring them?”


  “Not the way I understand it,” he returned, “unless, of course, this is where they choose to come on their adventure. Remember, the whole point of it is so that you guys all know it is real, because you have to, and then your Mom and Dad have to decide if the mission to save Hemlock’s people from going extinct is something they are willing to do. See, because when they go on their way, they will not be able to return by saying, ‘I want to go home’ three times. They will go in the presence of Hemlock, and he will be responsible for transporting them back with the thing he uses to make the travel thing possible in the first place.”


  “Hmmm,” said Stephanie, entirely unsure as to what to do.


  “Tell you what,” said Erik, “let’s get your gear on and ride on over to the castle. I would like for you to at least meet my Mom and Dad. They are the King and Queen after all, and how often do you get to meet the King and Queen of a country in a different universe, and who live in a castle?”


  “Sure, why not,” said Stephanie, feeling torn in two different directions. “Why do I need to get that stuff on, anyway?”


  “Well, first of all, they are my gifts to you, as with Spirit.” Spirit nickered softly, and Stephanie patted her on the neck, giving her another treat. “And secondly, there is no such thing as being completely safe here in Ravenwild. Not that you are ever really unsafe, because you can always get out of anything by saying what you need to say and, poof, you’re gone. But the plain truth is we are a nation at war. And we have always been at war, with two nations much larger than ours. They are called Slova and Vultura, and even though we are in the very middle of Ravenwild, and as safe as it gets with only a short ride to our capital city of Belcourt, there are always a few spies about, either Gnomes or Trolls, and you never know when you’re going to have to either defend yourself or outrun someone.”


  “Come on,” said Stephanie, as they moved towards the hut’s entrance. “Real Gnomes and Trolls.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  He noted Stephanie’s look of incredulity and added, “I’m not kidding.”


  He helped her put on her broadsword. The baldric slipped over her shoulders and fit perfectly. The sword was now mounted on her back, which would allow her to draw it easily even while she managed the reins. He also showed her how to fasten her longbow on her right hip with a fastener that was part of the saddle, and her quiver of arrows on her left. In no time, they were mounted and ready to ride.


  “How do I look?” she blurted out awkwardly.


  He laughed that easy, relaxed laugh of his and said, “It is impossible for one to look any more like a warrior princess than you do right now. Okay, my warrior Princess. Follow me. And remember to keep a sharp eye out.”


  “Right,” she thought, “For Gnomes, and Trolls. Yeah, sure …”


   



   



  


   Chapter 5


  
     
  


  Blake and Orie were sitting with Hemlock in the kitchen. They, unlike Stephanie, had slept through the night. Orie was speaking.


  “So, you’re telling us that we can journey through time to anywhere, and be gone for as long as we want and, when we say we’ve had enough, we will be transported right back here only one breath older than we were when we left, and everybody else will still be right there in bed, and the next morning we will wake up normally, all together.”


  Hemlock, although he had explained the concept several times now, showed no sign of impatience and merely said, “That is perfectly right, my boy. Perfectly right.”


  Orie glanced at his father, the look on his face saying he didn’t believe a word of this.


  “This is too unreal to be even close to true. What are the chances? Dad, tell me what’s going on here.”


  “Son, I’ve been a lot of places and seen a lot of strange things, but this redefines the concept of strange. Sheesh. I have no idea. None.”


  “Well, if nothing else, you have rendered my dad speechless,” said Orie. “That …”


  He was interrupted by the arrival of Jessica with Jacqueline in-tow.


  “Good morning,” each said. Jessica and Blake embraced, and Jessica planted a kiss on Orie’s head. “Where’s Stephanie?” asked Jacqueline. “She’s always up before any of us.”


  Hemlock answered her. “Stephanie has chosen to go to a place called Ravenwild. She met a young lad named Erik, whom I brought here earlier this morning, and decided to visit his land. He is a prince in the house of Fairman, and a thoroughly good boy. I am sure they are getting along famously.”


  He was clearly more than a little surprised when Jessica was suddenly in his face, grabbing him savagely by the front of his robe.


  “What do you mean she decided to visit his land? She’s fifteen years old, for the love of Michael! Who do think you are, letting her go off like that on her own? You had no right!”


  It was a very tense moment in the Strong household, Jessica and the wizardly appearing Hemlock nose to nose, her face the picture of rage.


  Hemlock did very well, though. He didn’t engage her anger in any way and, in the blink of an eye, he was entirely disengaged from her, and Jessica was seated in a nearby chair with Jacqueline on her lap.


  
     
  


  Hemlock smoothed his robe and spoke quietly. “As I explained earlier, the only purpose of this preemptive travel adventure is to convince you of the reality of the technology. If I could please take the liberty of reminding you that the very future of my entire race of people hangs in the balance, and without you, or some others with talents and abilities equal to yours, my people are doomed. Extinct. Done. We’ve been over this.


  “Let me say, again, these brief trips are entirely safe. I say that with a one hundred percent ironclad guarantee. And finally, if you choose, you can go to her right now and all be together, and come home the instant you wish.”


  “Why can’t you just bring her back?” asked Jessica.


  “That,” replied Hemlock, “I cannot do. Either she has to will it, or you have to go and get her. To do as you ask is not possible but, again, she is in no danger. She is with a young lad of about her own age who is a perfect gentleman, and will come to no harm. You have my oath on it as a wizard-of-the-first-school.”


  “What does that mean?” asked Jacqueline, “A wizard-of-the-first-school. Do wizards have to go to wizard school, like in Harry Potter and Hogwarts?”


  “Well, yes we do, as a matter of fact. But it is not quite the same as Hogwarts. Similar enough, though. For example, your father is board-certified in Emergency Medicine. He, you might say, is an Emergency Medicine doctor of the first school. That is to say, there is no Emergency Medicine schooling higher than what he achieved. Same with me, sort of. There is no more wizard training I can receive under another wizard. Once one achieves wizard-of-the-first-school, the rest of what one learns is by self-study. And, of course, one would be expected to bring the younger wizards along, but there are presently not a lot of young wizards to teach, only a handful, really. Anyway, hopefully, your Mom and Dad will help me to fix that. Meanwhile, do you wish to visit Stephanie in Ravenwild? You have merely to ask, and I shall make it so.”


  “Stupid Stephanie,” said Orie. “I can’t believe she just took off like that without even asking us. Now we have to go there. We could have gone anywhere, anytime.” He shook his head in disgust.


  “I know it,” echoed Jacqueline. “Stupid Stephanie.”


  “Now, now,” said Jessica. “We’ll have none of that. It is true that she should have waited so that we could all go together, but there is no use crying over spilt milk. Hemlock, how soon can you get us there?”


  “Wait a minute, Mom,” broke in Orie. “We need to talk about his. Do we all need to go there to get her? Hemlock said she was perfectly safe. Why can’t you and Jacqueline go get her, and then Dad and I could go somewhere else. Jacqueline, you want to go with Mom, right?”


  “Duh,” said Jacqueline, rolling her eyes.


  “Orie, don’t be ridiculous,” snapped his mother. She nodded in Hemlock’s direction. “We don’t know who this is. We are clueless about this. No disrespect intended. If one goes, we all go. And we are all going. And we are all going now. I won’t have it any other way. Help me out here, Blake.” She looked at him with a look that said, “This is the way it’s going to be. Period.”


  Blake stroked his chin. “I agree with your mother. It looks like we are headed for, where did you say this was again, Hemlock?”


  “It is called Ravenwild. It is a small country on a planet that is also quite small compared with your Earth. There are basically two other countries, Slova and Vultura. The principal race of Ravenwild is Human, such as yourselves, although about thirty percent of the population is made up of Elves and Dwarves. The Elves are the oldest of the intelligent races. The principle races of Slova and Vultura are Trolls and Gnomes, respectively. They, like the citizenry of Ravenwild, are unmistakable in their physical characteristics.


  “Ravenwild has been at war with these two other countries, basically trying to survive, for as long as anyone on their world has been alive. Culturally, the setting is roughly equivalent to the middle ages of your Earth. The weapons are swords, bows and arrows, those sorts of things. The Humans are on the brink of discovering gunpowder, but as of yet have not.”


  “Well it sounds horrible,” said Jessica. “Dangerous. Take us there now so we can get our daughter.”


  Hemlock reached into the folds of his simple white robe and removed a small globe. He peered into it, Jacqueline looking along with him. All leaned in to have a look.


  “There she is!” cried Jacqueline. “She’s riding a big white horse, a huge white horse. It looks like she’s following a boy on another horse, a black one. They’re riding really fast.”


  Hemlock placed it back in his robe, mumbling something like, “See, she is riding with Erik up to the castle as we speak. Good. Well, give me a few minutes and we’ll be ready to go.”


  “Get us there now, Hemlock,” snarled Jessica. “Now.”


  “I will need a few minutes. Get dressed as you would if you were going camping. It’s summer there, so you won’t need a lot in the way of warm clothes.”


  And with that, he vanished.


  
     
  


  A few minutes later the four of them were all together in the living room. Blake was seated at the piano, tinkling away, looking distracted. Jessica fumed, muttering to herself how she would kill Hemlock if anything untoward had happened to Stephanie; how she would rearrange his anatomy, with the select removal of certain parts for emphasis. “Wizard or no wizard, we’ll see how wizardly he looks without a head,” she murmured under her breath.


  Blake stopped playing abruptly, leaned towards the remainder of his family, and asked in a low voice, “So what is it, then? Are we bound for Ravenwild as a family? Are we committed to this or what?” He placed his hand outwards in the form of a tight fist. All responded by joining him in this pose, fists together in the center of the family circle, after which Jacqueline hugged her mother and asked, “Is it going to be okay Mom? Are we going to find Stephanie?”


  Jessica’s face might have been carved out of a solid block of granite as she responded, “It will be fine, Jacq’. Won’t it Blake?”


  Blake nodded while he tightened one of the straps on his backpack. “Interplanetary travel by some mechanism we could never possibly begin to understand to rescue our wayward daughter who has journeyed before us to a land centuries behind us in technological advancement that is at war with two other lands, the populations of which are comprised in large part of Trolls and Gnomes, whilst we will find ourselves aligned with Elves and Dwarves? What could possibly cause us to think otherwise?”


  Orie smiled while he worked on putting an edge on his sheath knife.


  “Dad,” said Jacqueline, taking a bite of a big red apple. “Nobody mentioned Elves.”


  “Did so,” said Orie.


  And with that pivotal comment, there was a protracted silence. It was the kind of silence that eats at you as you think very, very scary thoughts as to what things might happen to you in the near future, all of them bad. The kind of silence when every sound, the sound of Orie’s blade being honed, the sound of the straps of Blake’s pack getting redone to accommodate all the survival gear, seems amplified.


  Jacqueline coughed. She had been getting over a simple chest cold when this escapade began. Sitting off by herself, she seemed lost in the rocks of the fireplace, the precise stonework of which she had always liked.


  Orie finally spoke, looking up from his blade. “Dad, we have STATES in two weeks. If this guy Hemlock, who is clearly a real smart guy, doesn’t deliver what he says he can deliver and I miss STATES, I am going to be pissed. And I mean pissed. But that’s just a reality check. Meanwhile, do we really believe that Stephanie is on some parallel dimension-world called Ravenwild, and that we are planning to travel there to get her and then come back here and... get on with our lives? Do we really believe this?”


  “Something like that,” said Jacqueline, “Something like that. Right after Mom and Dad go to Hemlock’s world and save his people from extinction while we’re asleep upstairs. Right, Mom?”


  “There is little question that whatever we are about to do is pretty crazy,” said Blake, “But it is so unbelievable it almost has to be true, doesn’t it?”


  Again there was a long period of silence as each thought about the bizarre and, frankly, scary trip facing them. Orie went back to polishing his steel. Blake and Jessica continued to assimilate the survival equipment, and Jacqueline finished straightening her pack. Satisfied, she went outside to set out plenty of food and water for animals, all of which gathered around her, vying for her attention.


  Stephanie was, of course, conspicuously absent. Normally she would have been the one to organize the cooking gear; the utensils, waterproof matches, and such.


  Jacqueline moved on to this chore. When she had finished, her announcing of it brought forth in each of them the agonizing reminder that Stephanie, no matter what this man, or wizard, or whatever he was, said, might be in harm’s way.
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  Harm’s way was Stephanie’s exact quandary as she raced along with dizzying speed on Spirit, following Erik, on a well-worn trail. Accompanying them were twelve Ravenwild soldiers. Most were Men, but there were two Dwarves and one Elf. They were dug in so hard in the tightness of a steep turn that the horses were canted at an angle that seemed to defy the laws of physics. Mud flew hard from the horses’ hooves as the Trolls, riding their Lizardrulls, lumbered along behind them. The Lizardrulls were at full lather, which flew from their bared fangs, making little clouds in the cool afternoon. They made a raspy, chilling sound as they chased after them as fast as they could possibly go. It sounded like the tearing of muscle from bone in a feeding frenzy, which is what each of them hungered for. It would happen as soon as they overtook them. They would start with the Humans, for while they were small, and somewhat bony, they were tasty. And they were small-boned and easy to crush whole. Then they would eat the horses. Finally, they would end with the Dwarves. These even the Lizardrulls would not eat unless they had been cooked, which the Trolls would do while the Dwarves were still alive because it was said in Slova that the screams of their captives as they were boiled to death was just what the appetite needed to finish off the feast. They wouldn’t bother to eat the Elf. They were far too bitter even when cooked. Something about Elvin magic made them that way. Bitter as gall.


  Stephanie looked back. Those horrible lizard-looking things seemed to be gaining on them. She called out to Erik to ride faster when, suddenly, Spirit swerved hard to her left to avoid a spear heaved by one of the closest … she looked again … those must be Trolls.


  Erik slowed up a little as the trail ran straight. Stephanie wasn’t about to slow one bit and brought Spirit up alongside Cloud within seconds. “Stephanie,” he yelled out, cupping his hand, “In about 100 yards, jump. Don’t think. Spirit knows what to do. Don’t think. Jump.”


  He shouted out loudly to Cloud, who now raced ahead even faster, seeming to love the excitement. He even did a prance step as he burst forward.


  Stephanie in turn called to Spirit who launched herself forward as eagerly as Cloud.


  
     
  


  Before she could think about it, a giant maw in the land opened before her. It looked as wide as the Grand Canyon, which she remembered visiting when she was younger. It was easily a half-mile wide, and the downward leap was no less. They were doomed. It was over. They could not possibly stop in time, and the race would now end with everybody falling to their deaths; everybody except her. She would survive by using the magic chant. It was so sad. Poor Erik, not to mention these soldiers who had joined them from out of nowhere on this mad dash. All these thoughts raced through her as she braced herself for the final plunge. She gave Spirit her head and began. “I want to go …”


  
     
  


  Suddenly they were silently soaring earthward.


  
     
  


  Out of nowhere, great wings of the thinnest substance had suddenly shot forth from the underbellies of the horses, and their reckless descent was transformed into a long, delightful glide to the base of the canyon. Not that it was enough to make her entirely comfortable with the screams of the Trolls echoing in her head as they all plummeted downward to their deaths. She shivered. “War.” It was all her brain could manage right now. Such an ugly word, it formed itself on her lips and escaped as an inaudible murmur as they drifted downward to the canyon base.


  Upon landing, Erik bounded off Cloud and was at the side of Spirit before Stephanie was even aware. His presence startled her as she shifted her gaze from that which was all around her to that which was directly beside her. He noticed her start and apologized.


  “Oh… no… um… that’s okay,” stammered Stephanie. “It’s just, it’s just that all of this is so strange. Three days ago all I could think about was getting to the mall and buying a new top to wear to the social Friday night and now, in one minute, I’m riding a horse I’ve never ridden in a world that is not my own being chased by… what were those things? ...certain that I am going to die, and the next, I’m magically flying while the things that were chasing us are all hurtling out of the sky to their deaths…” She trailed off, unable to complete the rush and tumble of thoughts that suddenly overwhelmed her, sagging into his arms and falling off Spirit. He eased her to the ground in a sitting position.


  His voice took on a soothing, almost paternal, quality. “It’s, alright,” he murmured quietly in her ear. “I know this must all seem a little, no, a lot overwhelming. Never forget, though, that you can always get out of it. We,” he swept his arm out at those around them, who were busy checking to see that the temporary wings of their mounts had all retracted properly when they set down, and that they were all trail-ready for the next leg, “we can get out of nothing. This is our home. These are our lives, to the ends of them. We have always been, and perhaps always will be, at war with our sworn enemies. We do not relish killing. We kill to survive. We only want to survive. Speaking of which, now we ride. It is a very bad sign that so large a patrol of Trolls has managed to penetrate so deep into our homeland undetected. This is the first I have ever heard of Trolls in such number this close to the Great Wall. I have never heard of such a thing. I need to meet with my father and his second as soon as possible.”


  He stood up, turned away from her, and surveyed their surroundings.


  He turned back to her. As he did, one of his officers approached. “My Lord, My Lady, the underwings have all been checked. They are in perfect order and ready for deployment as needed. We must leave. Now.”


  “Stephanie, may I present Captain Nathran Eldin. Captain Eldin, Stephanie Strong. Stephanie will accompany us to the castle. Do you think we can make it by nightfall? I haven’t ever had to use Running Wolf Cliffs to make an emergency descent. Can we expect the King’s River Trail to be open this time of year?” Stephanie studied the captain. He was clearly a Dwarf. The top of his head only reached her chin. But despite his lack of height, she could see he was extremely well muscled, almost to the point of appearing a little stout. It was hard to describe his face other than to point out that he had an enormous nose that glowed slightly red at the end. But other than that, what she saw regarding him was mostly beard. Thick, and colored auburn, it hung to below his waist. As he shifted his weight, the assortment of weapons he carried rattled slightly, and his leather armor creaked. Looking at him more carefully she noticed his eyes, deep blue, and with a look that seemed to bore right into you.


  “Stephanie, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Not to worry, my young Lord. We will get you and your charge safely to the castle, but not by way of the King’s River Trail. No, no, too open, too exposed. If there was another patrol or two working with those lovely fellows,” he noticed Stephanie’s eyes go wide with fear, “well, that might be a problem. We will proceed to the Hagemore Cliffs, and from there you will have to pay strict attention if ever you are going to travel this way again.” He turned his full attention to Stephanie and gave her a large wink. “My young Lord needs to know a few more things about his own homeland. A few …” He laughed a huge belly-laugh and stepped quickly to his horse, calling for the rest of the squad to mount up.


  
     
  


  Soon they were riding at a swift but controlled canter across a field. There did not seem to be any immediate danger, however they were not wasting any time. At the edge of the field they entered some sparse woods, and the trail became less and less distinct. The woods became more and more dense and soon, despite that fact that it was still early afternoon, Stephanie found herself straining to make out her surroundings because of the darkness. They proceeded at a slow walk for what seemed like hours. Nobody spoke. Nobody coughed. They halted. It was all Stephanie could do to make out the back of Erik, who was only a few feet in front of her. She looked around. They were in the middle of a patch of the largest ferns she had ever seen, the tops of which extended several feet over their heads. There were trees that looked like oak. They were huge. Imposing. They started along again, now at a snail’s pace. The footing seemed to be getting softer and the hooves of their mounts made little sucking noises in the mud. Nobody spoke a word. The ferns started to close in on them, almost as if they wished to show their displeasure at the group’s passing. Were it not for the dampness, it might have actually been pleasant to rub up against these soft monstrosities but, before she knew it, Stephanie was soaked to the bone. She found herself shivering at first. Then her teeth began chattering. Everything smelled of damp and rot. Even straining, she could now no longer see anything farther away than Spirit’s ears. So, when Erik was suddenly beside her, she was so surprised she almost lost her seat.


  She recovered quickly, however, and took a small measure of comfort when he told her that in a few minutes they would come to a wall through which they would pass, using codes known only to the royal family and its appointees. Behind the wall they would find shelter, and once inside they would again be warm and dry. “Hang in there,” he concluded. “It’s going to get a lot better soon.” She caught the faintest glimpse of a smile and tried to manage one herself. If only she wasn’t so cold …


  
     
  


  And then the world went insane.


  
     
  


  Trolls, and what she presumed to be Gnomes, surrounded them. Not that she could see much of anything between the gloom and the oppressive ferns pushing in, but she saw enough to know that they were now all but captives. She caught glimpses of Cloud being hauled down by two huge Trolls holding fast to his halter. Then she heard Erik’s cry of warning end abruptly with a sickening thunk as something struck his head. Spirit too was being held as securely.


  
     
  


  “That’s it,” she thought. “I’m outa here.”


  
     
  


  She thought for the briefest of moments how sad it was that she had to abandon Erik and his band of loyal troops. How she would wonder forever how he had made out, if he had lived, what had finally happened. She even added to her own stream of thought how she had never met his father and mother, when she began the words to get her out of this nightmare. She managed to get out one, “I want to go home …” when everything went black.
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  Rolan couldn’t sit still. He was finding it extremely difficult to concentrate on the task before him, which was to attempt to figure out a way to get reinforcements and supplies to a contingent of his soldiers that were trapped in the hellhole known as The Gate. A fort, it sat on a narrow strip of land between the Slova River to the east, marking the southwestern border of Slova, the Agden River to the south, and the Pass of Defiance to the west. The Gate was situated in this no man’s land in between the three.


  This same strip of land had originally been a trade route, but that was so long ago that almost none of the Humans, Dwarves, and Elves of Ravenwild even knew this. It took its name from those times, however, because in those days a large gate had been erected so that border inspectors could halt the advancing caravans of merchants in order to inspect the goods. Some of the elders might remember this, but to most it had become a long forgotten historical fact.


  The Gate was of vital strategic importance because it overlooked the original trade route, through which ran a well-developed cobblestone road that led straight into the land of the Humans, Elves, and Dwarves, on which a Troll army could march right in. So, long before anyone decided that keeping written records of historical details mattered, soldiers had built the fortification from great blocks of stone that they had hauled on wagons down from the quarries of Logan, named after their discoverer. It was the most beautiful stone imaginable, basically pure white, flecked with splotches of pink.


  The splendor of the remote stone citadel stood in sharp contrast to the solemnity of its mission as protectorate of the southern reaches of Ravenwild.


  It had taken centuries to construct. It consisted of a large fortress that was capable of housing several battalions of soldiers and their families, and a wall, easily 60 feet high that completely surrounded it. The outpost had been subjected to every manner of assault and had never been conquered solely because of this wall, which was over four feet thick and perfectly smooth, every stone in its construction having been hand carved and polished to interlock perfectly with the next, so there was no possibility of handholds for attacking troops attempting to scale it.


  The immediate problem for Rolan and his commanders was that about a thousand troops of the Slovan army had worked their way around it by fighting their way through the Agden Forest to the south. They had started out with an attack force of ten times that, but their already decimated numbers, after their arduous trek from the north, had been further whittled down by the large packs of Agden Wolves. Many called them border Wolves, given that their territory was the vast forest to the south of the border of the two lands. Agden Wolves were about three times the size of an ordinary wolf, and allowed absolutely no living thing to enter their woods without devouring it. And they were always hungry.


  But the Trolls had succeeded, if the loss of ninety percent of an invasion force can be called a success, and now they had The Gate flanked.


  Still, Leopold Malance Venomisis, Emperor of the Troll nation, considered it an undeniable success. The loss of thousands of his troops meant nothing to him. He had the fortress flanked. That was what mattered. Nobody could get in, nobody could get out. So he ordered brigade after brigade away from the conflict in the north with explicit instructions to his commanders to find a way to breach the walls. He had told his messengers to inform them that they had three weeks to get there, a journey that would normally take twice that long making good time. Every Troll knew that if they failed to arrive in this amount of time they would be tortured to death in front of the rest of the army. And it was the worst conceivable torture. Slow. Brutal. Such was the Slovan way. So they had marched like no other army before them had ever marched, through the sweltering heat of midsummer, and torrential rains that turned the footing into so much slop. With precious little for food, other than their fallen comrades, hundreds perished early on in the journey from simple causes: dehydration, starvation, and exhaustion. Then, in their weakened condition, hundreds more died from the infectious diseases that always prey upon the weak: pneumonia, blood poisoning, and mysterious stomach ailments causing diarrhea and vomiting.


  One would think that these Troll soldiers might have considered rebelling against their own leadership, such was the hardship they were forced to endure to please the chain of command. Not so. A Slovan warrior was exactly that, a warrior, born to follow orders, no matter how harsh, no matter how irrational, no matter the consequences fostered upon his body.


  What the Trolls did not know was that not two weeks before they had prevailed in their flanking maneuver, while so many of their forces were being torn to shreds by the Agden Wolves, Rolan had been forced to order most of his troops occupying the fortress dispatched to the north to deal with the military situations around Salem and in the Silver River valley. So the station was even weaker than the Slovans knew.


  “We cannot just sit here and let the Trolls starve them out!” Luke shouted. He pounded his fist on the huge polished table in the Great Hall for emphasis. “We must attack. At once. Before Malance Venomisis has a chance to bring in the reinforcements. And it is not just the saving of our own soldiers that concerns me. We all know the consequences of losing The Gate. We would then be flanked to the north and to the south. War over. See you in the next world.”
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  Rolan returned his attention to the matters at hand.


  What was causing his mind to drift away from the here and now was the fact that he had not seen Erik for days. This was not like his son. Not like him at all.


  There was a loud knock on the door. This was an unprecedented event. All in the castle knew that it was strictly forbidden to interrupt the King and his commanders when they were in session. The only sound that followed in the next few moments was that of every Man, Dwarf, and Elf in the room baring his blade. All took up positions to protect the King, who called, “Come.”


  The door swung open. It was Baird, a lieutenant of the House Guard and well known to all present. He immediately went to his knees. “My Lord, Commanders, please forgive me, but I bring you news I knew you would want to get without delay. Erik, and the entire North-Gate scout patrol, was attacked by a Troll squad, hours ago. The details are sketchy, but what we do know is the following …”


  The face of Rolan turned ashen. Still, he managed, “Please, Lieutenant. Get up. There is no reason for you to be on your knees. There is never a reason for you to be on your knees before anyone in this kingdom, including me.”


  Baird stood and continued. “My Lord, I surveyed the scene myself. The trail starts out at the tool shack by the north gardens. There were fourteen horses, which is odd because the North-Gate scout patrol, as you know, has only twelve in it. I did inquire with the stablemaster before I came here, and he tells me he saddled both of the Prince’s horses earlier this morning, and that he rode Cloud, leading Spirit behind him. He did not ask the young Prince directly why he needed the two but, from the way Erik was talking, he thought it might be to meet a girl. He is getting to the age … At any rate, the patrol made it as far as the edge of the gardens when they were intercepted by a band of Trolls. There were about twenty of them, all riding Lizardrulls. They were chased to Running Wolf Cliffs where they took flight using the underwings, and all of the Trolls went over. All were accounted for at the bottom. All were dead. We then trailed them to the Hagemore Woods. There were still fourteen of them. I am sure they were planning to use the tunnel. The trail ended in what was most surely a fight with a much larger squad of Trolls and Gnomes combined. Our lead tracker says there were seventy to seventy-five Trolls and half that again in Gnomes. These were all on foot. No Lizardrulls. There was a lot of blood. Still, he feels that the Prince survived because Cloud was one of the two horses that were led away. He could identify the hoof prints from the royal seal that is carved into the hoof, and the Trolls would never bother to let a captured plain soldier ride away, and he was clearly being ridden, most likely by someone unconscious and strapped over the saddle. We followed the trail to this side of the Silver River, where they met up with an even larger band of Trolls and Gnomes, more than one hundred strong. All of these were riding Lizardrulls, with extras for the captors of the Prince. From there they all crossed at Salmon Shallows, and they are presently headed east towards the border.”


  He stopped talking, but looked like he had more to say. Rolan noticed this and asked, “Is there anything else, Lieutenant?”


  “Yes, My Lord. There are two more things I think you need to know. The first is, Spirit was also led away with Cloud. She, too, had someone on her, again, most likely strapped across the saddle. Someone light, lighter than the Prince. I had our two best trackers make these assessments. Perhaps the girl he went to meet by the north gardens? Second,” he paused to bite his lower lip, upon which he chewed for several seconds. Nobody spoke. It was clear there was some bad news that was going to follow which officer Baird was preparing himself to deliver. “Second, the entire scout patrol was hacked to death.” His voice broke, and he collapsed. Borok stood quickly and bolted to his side to prevent him from striking the floor. He knew, as did all the others in the room, that Lieutenant Baird’s brother had been a member of the North-Gate scout patrol. He composed himself and finished with, “Their heads were mounted on stakes. All twelve of them.”


  There was an uneasy silence. Rolan broke it by saying, “Thank you for your report, Lieutenant. Kudos on a job well done. All here are sorry for your loss. Is there anything else?”


  “No, My Lord. That is all I know. Thank you, My Lord.”


  “You are then ordered to take one week of leave and bury your brother’s remains. Was he married?”


  “No, My Lord.”


  “How much of a head start do they have on us?”


  “Too much. They will be in Slova before we could possibly catch them. The few troops we were able to muster took the quicker trail along the western border of the Slova River valley, while the Trolls slipped by them along the eastern aspect. They never saw them. I am sure they will travel straight away through Scorched Earth, where they will split into two groups. The one will acquire fresh mounts and travel from there as rapidly as possible with the … prisoners … to Ghasten, the capital city of course. They will want to present them … to Malance Venomisis as soon as possible to gain his favor, and hopefully some scrap of a reward.”


  Again there was a brief silence.


  “Very good, Lieutenant. Dismissed. Let me say again how sorry I am for your loss.”


  Baird clasped his fist over his heart, whispered, “My Lord,” and left.


  The agony he felt at the thought of his only son in the clutches of the Trolls was almost more than he could bear. In spite of this, he had a country to run.


  “Trolls on Lizardrulls within a mile of the Great Wall,” he thought. This was unthinkable. How had they managed it?


  
     
  


  After Lieutenant Baird left the room, Rolan took his seat at the Great Table for the first time since their meeting had started. He tapped on the armrest of his chair.


  All present shared his fright of what horrors might befall the Prince at the hands of the enemy as they waited for him to speak.


  “First things first,” he began. “How are we going to deal with the situation at The Gate?”


  It was Dorin who spoke first. “The scouts tell us that there are Trolls a thousand strong amassed on our side of the fort. What they don’t know is that we have nowhere near enough troops left there to assault them directly from the inside. Maybe they do know. By my count, we have two hundred to two hundred and twenty, barely enough, but probably sufficient, to defend it, but nowhere near enough to fight their way out. Now that the situation on the northern front is more stable, we could deploy troops to attack them directly, but our losses would be huge because they are camped in the narrows, and the only way to get at them is straight on via the road itself. They would cut us to pieces with their archers and crossbows while we were getting close enough for sword and mace. Yes, we would win, but the price would be too high and Malance Venomisis knows this.”


  “Well surely we cannot let the Troll scum sit there and starve us out,” snorted Luke. “We need to show these Trolls that they cannot even think of invading our land from the south. We need to teach them a lesson. We need a show of strength, that’s what we need.”


  “No,” thought Dorin, “What we need is a miracle …”


   



   



  


   Chapter 6


  
     
  


  “We will annihilate them to a man,” thought Malance. Mere moments before, he had gotten the news of the flanking of the troops at The Gate. He rubbed his hands together in glee as he happily chewed on the large chunk of meat that he had crammed into his mouth. It was from the thigh of one of the slain warriors in the encounter with Erik and his small company. Slovans did not bury their vanquished enemies. They ate them. It was one solution to the problem of food for the troops waging war. Simple, really, the more you killed, the more you got to eat.


  They hadn’t had the time to carry all of the corpses back home with them, speed being of the essence to outrun those pursuing them, but one of the Troll commanders had hacked off one good thighbone and strapped it to his saddle as a prize for the Emperor, anything to gain favor with his supreme commander.


  He wiped the fat that dribbled down his chin with a greasy sleeve, smacked his lips, and grunted, “Take me to him.”


  The order was given to no one in particular, but several of the Emperor’s personal attendants jumped up nervously and scrambled to assemble and lead him down to the dungeons of the fortress of Ghasten, capital city of Slova, where the Prince of Ravenwild was being kept. Lanterns and candles were hastily gathered and they proceeded out the door and into a long corridor. Nobody spoke. Nobody ever dared to speak in the presence of the Emperor. One wrong word and you could suddenly find yourself without a tongue, or worse.


  The Emperor’s breathing was labored as he moved his massive bulk slowly along. The noise of their heavy boots reverberated off the stone floor on which they marched. Trolls had no use for carpets - a waste of energy to make them, and clean them, and maintain them. A utilitarian race, they nevertheless did keep the Emperor’s quarters spotless.


  Their motivation: fear.


  At the end of the corridor they turned right and continued down another of about the same length. The air was heavy from the smell of the burning pine pitch used on the torches, nothing more than slender pieces of wood covered with the stuff at the ends. They were simply inserted into the wrought iron holders and set to flame. About midway down this second corridor it became ever so slightly darker. Two of the torches had burned out. The Emperor paused. Not a good sign.


  In a saccharine voice, he asked, “Who is in charge of maintaining the torches in the halls tonight?”


  The Troll nearest to him spoke. “That would be Sergeant Rolla, Your Excellency.” All looked deathly afraid. There was never a way to predict how the Emperor was going to act in situations such as this.


  “And where might the sergeant be right now?” he asked. Again his voice was sickly sweet.


  The Troll who had spoken first looked all around the group. This might be a disaster. “He needed to go home for a short while. His wife is with child and the delivery is not going well. He wanted to be with her during this difficult time … Your Excellency.” His voice trailed away.


  “Well, isn’t that lovely. Please have him brought to me the moment he decides to return and grace us with his presence. Meanwhile, to whom did he delegate his work responsibilities?”


  This time nobody spoke. All were too afraid.


  The Emperor cleared his throat. Again, the only Troll who had spoken answered him. “That would be Olfgar.” His voice was hushed, barely a whisper.


  The Emperor looked around. “And where might he be?”


  Again there was silence.


  Once again the only Troll with the bravado to speak answered. “Your Excellency, I believe he is with the sergeant, assisting him in his efforts at home.”


  “I see,” was the response in the same syrupy voice. “I understand. The birth of a child is such a wondrous event, isn’t it? Oh well, if one of you fellows would be so kind as to take over the sergeant’s duties in his absence, I would be ever so grateful. Now let us proceed.”


  There was a collective sigh as they started out again towards the dungeons. All knew that this episode might as well have ended with a mass execution by slow torture. All knew it still might, but perhaps the Emperor would forget. Hopefully.


  At the end of this hall the group again turned right, where a much shorter passage blind-ended in a set of substantial solid oak doors that were guarded by two Troll soldiers in full battle dress. They snapped to attention when they saw who was approaching. One fumbled nervously at the keys. His hand was clearly trembling as he inserted one into the lock. The tumblers clicked audibly and, without a word, the group made their way down the stairs. Darker and darker it became. It was obvious that Olfgar had completely ignored this part of the fortress. Fortunately, they had remembered the lanterns. Other than that it would have been pitch-black.


  
     
  


  The Troll leading them opened the doors to the dungeons. Inside, it was lighter. Apparently the lower level guards had been tending the torches.


  In front of them stretched a hallway about a hundred feet long at the end of which was a table. Three Trolls sat there. Like the ones on the level above them, they were fully armed. They were presently engaged in a board game. They too jumped to attention at once when they saw the Emperor and his entourage.


  On either side of the hall were the cells; tiny things, no more than eight feet by eight feet square, some stuffed with up to ten prisoners. The stench of filth and waste was horrible.


  The prisoners, upon seeing their visitors, began stirring, crowding towards the bars at the fronts of the cells. Fights broke out as they jockeyed for position to be able to be nearest the Emperor and beg for their release as he passed by. It was pandemonium.


  The Emperor paid the cries and begging of the inmates not the slightest heed of course, as he walked straight down the middle of the hallway, his gaze fixed upon the three Trolls at the end. Before he got there, at the last pair of cells, he stopped. He turned to the one on the right in which there were only two prisoners. By their appearance, they were the new arrivals. They looked like they had been through an ordeal, but were far too clean to have been there as long as the rest. He knew the one to be Erik Elijah Fairman, Prince of Ravenwild. As for the other, he knew not, but he would soon enough.


  He turned to his left. This cell was empty. Good. At least someone was listening to his orders.


  He turned slowly back to his right. Erik was standing about halfway back in his cell. He had deliberately positioned himself between the outsiders and Stephanie, who appeared to be sleeping in the corner.


  “So this is the young Prince of Ravenwild,” said Malance. “And do I see someone with him?”


  He turned to face the three Troll guards. They were obviously nervous, shifting back and forth from side to side in front of him.


  “Yes,” spoke the senior sergeant. “A young girl. We captured her with the Prince. She has not awakened since they were brought in.”


  “I see,” said Malance. He turned back to face Erik. “Well, young Prince, since none of these fools has the manners to properly introduce us, I am Leopold Malance Venomisis, Emperor of Slova. You are Erik Fairman, no?”


  “Yes, Your Excellency.”


  “Well, I can see that you have been raised with manners, unlike the swine that is guarding you.” He frowned at the guards, who stood with downcast eyes.


  “Now, who is that in there with you?”


  “Your Excellency, she is just a friend and inconsequential in the war between our countries. I would consider it a personal favor if you would release her and allow her to return to Belcourt with an escort under a flag of truce. You have my word that she is not in our military, nor in any way associated with our government. She is just a private citizen and, as I have said, my friend.”


  “And this would be agreeable to her, waltzing away scot-free and leaving you in the hands of your captors? Is she capable of speaking for herself?”


  “Not at the moment, Your Excellency. It is as the sergeant said. She was knocked unconscious, and has been in and out all the way here. Since we arrived she has not awakened. Would it be possible to get her medical attention? I beg you. Please …” His voice was desperate, pleading, as he choked on the final word of his request. “Your Excellency,” he whispered in conclusion.


  “Well, well, well,” said Malance. “The young Prince has deep feelings for the girl, and a peasant girl at that. How interesting. Hmmm. All right, it shall be as you wish. Yes, I shall do this for you, and ask for nothing in return. Nothing. Do you find that remarkable? Would you think it possible that I would extend to you, my sworn enemy, the hand of simple kindness? Hmmm?”


  Erik paused to think before he answered. It seemed like a loaded question. If he answered, ‘Yes,’ Malance Venomisis might interpret this as him thinking the Emperor weak, and he might go off the deep end, but if he said, ‘No,’ the Emperor might lash out at Stephanie.


  “Your Excellency,” he replied, “I have no doubt that a leader that is as fearless and skilled a warrior as yourself might also be willing to show kindness. Thank you for this.”
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  “You are welcome, young Prince. Is there anything else I can do to make your stay more pleasant? Short of letting you go as well, of course …”


  He approached the desk and spoke in a low voice to the guards there. “Have my personal doctor attend to the girl. I want her awakened from this sleep state as soon as possible by whatever means necessary. When she is awake, he will call me at once. At once. Is this clear?”


  “Yes, Your Excellency. At once.”


  The Emperor turned and walked out of the dungeons with not another word. Due to his size, he required assistance from his attendants to make the stairs back up to the ground floor. Opening the final door, all were breathing heavily, especially the Emperor whose robe was soaked with sweat.


  Once their breathing had settled down, Malance Venomisis sent for his personal advisor to join him in his quarters and went there straight away, where he resumed chewing on the succulent Human thigh that he had been enjoying before his visit to the dungeons. He considered having it warmed, but decided it would be as enjoyable cold. Acts of plotting and scheming and games of deception always made him ravenous, and he didn’t want to wait another moment before he stuffed something in his mouth.
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  Singular Night, Emperor of Vultura by birthright, stood, sword drawn, on a bluff outside the city of Stihl overlooking what promised to be a terrible battle. It was going to be terrible for two reasons: First of all, there was going to be a huge amount of death, and second, almost all of it was going to be on the side of the Gnomes of Vultura. Oddly, he watched the scene in front of him with an air that was almost detached from the horror that was about to be. The Ravenwild forces outnumbered the local Gnome militia of the city of Stihl by no less than a thousand to one, and there was not a chance that any of his fellow Gnomes would survive the onslaught.


  “This is going to be bad,” he said to Turman Pandieth.


  “Tell me something I don’t know,” said Turman. “This is not going to be fun to watch.”


  “No, it is not. And even less so to be a part of.”


  Turman grunted in response. He knew that as soon as the fighting started that both he and his Emperor would join the Gnome soldiers of the Stihl Clan militia in front of them, and that they would both die.


  It was not that either of them was unwilling to die with their militia, it was that they both knew that not a one of their own had to die at all, at least not now. It was all so pointless. Not to mention that this massacre would doom the entire campaign.


  They watched as the Ravenwild army slowly formed ranks, encircling the Gnomes, who huddled together in the center of the valley as the Humans, Elves, and Dwarves surrounded them.


  “My Lord,” said a messenger that raced into the clearing in which they stood. From his tone, the Emperor suspected that the Gnome soldier had just the news he wanted to hear.


  “Speak,” he said.


  The messenger, panting severely from the sprint he had made, gasped, “He … wants to see you. He … has agreed to discuss the whole situation again.”


  Singular Night turned to Turman Pandieth, who had held the title of Head of the Palace Elite under the rule of Singular’s father, Hanz Oratorius Night, and said, “Why am I not surprised?”


  Turman sheathed his weapon and grunted. “Sometimes even a fool can be reasoned with if you hit him with a big enough stick.”


   



   



  


   Chapter 7


  
     
  


  It was taking Hemlock longer than a few minutes to return, and Blake and Jessica had slipped into the den to talk away from the children.


  “I want to take the kids to Eddie and Kendra’s,” Jessica said. The way she said it left not a lot of room for discussion. “This entire thing is an odyssey into the deranged, and I don’t want them to be a part of it. Everywhere I sniff, I smell danger. I won’t have it.” She crossed her arms for emphasis.


  “That’s probably a good idea,” said Blake.


  “I’m going to call her,” said Jessica.


  “I agree,” said Blake, “but don’t you think we should tell Orie and Jacqueline first? To be honest, I don’t know how they’re going to react but, whatever; I think they deserve to know before we pack them off to Scituate.”


  “I thought of that, but then again that gives them room to argue it and, as far as I’m concerned, there’s no room for argument here. We need to go get Stephanie. That’s a done deal. But if something happens to us, at least they’ll be safe.” She leaned forward and put her face in her hands.


  He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.


  “This can't be happening,” she murmured. “It's all too strange.”


  “No arguing that,” said Blake. “Let’s go tell Orie and Jacq’ so you can call Kendra.”


  They returned to the living room. The two kids were nowhere to be seen, causing their mother to call out their names with a force that rattled the windows. Jacqueline answered, and Jessica slumped into a chair. “Our lives are never going to be the same, are they,” she muttered.


  “Well,” said Blake, “never say never. I know things seem pretty turned upside down right now, but we’ve survived some pretty rough stuff so far in this life, and we’ll survive this. I think what we need to do, as of right now this second, is take a first-things-first strategy. So, you call Kendra, and I’ll talk to Orie and Jacqueline and get them on board with the plan. I wanted to tell them together, but we want to leave for this Ravenwild place the moment that Hemlock shows up, and the sooner we can get it all organized on this end, the sooner we can bug out. I’m sure Kendra would drive down to pick them up. It’s kind of an emergency. They’ll be okay until she gets here.”


  Jessica picked up the phone and dialed Kendra’s number, saying, “Go tell the kids.”


  
     
  


  “Where’s Orie?” Blake asked.


  Jacqueline was sitting on her mother and father’s bed. As usual, several cats surrounded her. The one she was stroking was Cinnamon. The cat was purring contentedly. The rest all looked like they were waiting their turn.


  “He’s down by the barn,” she answered. “He thought he saw Hemlock down there nosing around, so he went down to check it out.”


  “What do you mean ‘nosing around’?”


  “I don’t know, Dad, I didn’t see him. Orie did.”


  “That’s weird,” said Blake. “Anyway, look, there’s been a big change of plans. You and Orie are going to go to Tanta Kendra’s until your mother and I get back from wherever we’re going, okay? We think there might be some danger to all of this, and we know you’ll be safe there.”


  “Sure, Dad.” She looked quite happy about it. Jacqueline always loved going to Tanta Kendra’s. “But Orie’s not going to like it one bit. No way. Uh-uh.”


  “We kind of figured that, but that’s the decision and it’s final.”


  “Well, good luck telling him that.”


  Blake leaned over and gave her a half-hug, being careful to not disturb the cat. “Which one is this one now?”


  “This is Cinnamon. She doesn’t like Hemlock.” She screwed her face up as if to emphasize the point.


  “How do you know that?”


  “I know. You can tell. It’s the way she acts when he’s around. She’s afraid of him, and Cinnamon isn’t afraid of anybody. She even liked that mean guy that worked on our roof. But Hemlock, no way, she doesn’t trust him. I don’t think you should trust him either, Dad.”


  “I see,” said Blake. “Well, between me and you and the lamppost, we don’t trust Hemlock one bit.”


  “Do you think he’s telling you the truth? About his people dying off, I mean? About needing you and Mom to go on some sort of crazy mission to save them?”


  “Good questions,” said Blake. “The jury is out on those, but for right now your mother and I want to focus on getting Stephanie back, and then we’ll deal with Hemlock, or whoever he turns out to be, when we’re all back together again.”


  She set Cinnamon down and picked up another one, a big orange tabby with green eyes and massive paws.


  “Now who is this one?” Blake asked, chuckling a bit.


  “You know this one is Pumba!” she laughed.


  “Well there are so many, it gets confusing!”


  Both of them laughed.


  Jessica entered. “Where’s Orie?” she asked.


  “Jacqueline said he went down by the barn. He says he saw Hemlock down there nosing around.”


  Jessica started to walk to the window to call out for him. Jacqueline stopped her with, “Are you going to call him?”


  “Yes Honey, I am. You guys are going to stay at Tanta Kendra’s until we get back.”


  “I know. Dad already told me. But can I make a suggestion?”


  “Of course.”


  “Let him be right now. I get the feeling he’s trying to spy on Hemlock, you know, to see if he can see if he’s up to something. I mean, why would he be down by the barn when he knows we’re all up here waiting for him?”


  Blake and Jessica exchanged anxious glances.


  “All right,” Jessica said. “We’ll wait. Meanwhile, are you packed for Tanta Kendra’s?”


  “Yup.”


  “Good,” said Jessica. “And you know you’ll have to do the stalls until we get back. You’ll have to get Orie to help you. You know how he hates to do the stalls.”


  “I know, Mom.” She rolled her eyes, meaning she was perfectly capable of doing the stalls herself.


  “All righty then,” said Blake. “Let’s go wait for Orie downstairs. I’m going to make us all something to eat.”


  Jacqueline stood and walked to the head of the stairs. Nine cats followed her, nine cats and one dog. The other dog and cats lay asleep on the bed, Bubba snoring lightly.


  
     
  


  Blake served up the breakfast to Jessica and Jacq’, a simple but nourishing meal of scrambled eggs and toast. Jacq’ had turned the TV on and was watching a special on the Discovery Channel about dolphins. Jessica had pulled the drapes and was scoping the yard with a pair of binoculars. She looked and looked, and saw absolutely nobody down by the barn. They all started as Orie burst through the back door.


  
     
  


  Jessica opened her mouth to speak, but Orie noticed this and put his finger over his lips in the universal “Shhhh,” sign, and flashed Jacqueline their secret sign for danger. He beckoned for them to follow him but, as they started to, Hemlock appeared big as life right in the middle of the kitchen.


  “I do apologize for having taken so long,” he offered, seemingly oblivious to their stares. “Something came up. Are we ready to go, then?”


  “Yes,” said Jessica. “Blake and I are ready. I called my sister, and she’s on her way down to pick up Orie and Jacqueline. They’re going to be staying with her until we get back.”


  “What do you mean, Mom?” Orie cried out. “Forget it! We’re going with you. We’re a family, and we’re all going together! Dad?”


  There was a brief silence as Blake thought about the best way to answer his son’s plea.


  “I told you he wasn’t going to like it,” Jacqueline interjected. “I knew he wasn’t going to like it.”


  “Your mother is right,” said Blake. “If it were not for Jacqueline, it would be different. You are, after all, sixteen.”


  “Don’t blame me,” said Jacqueline, around a mouthful of eggs.


  “Nobody’s blaming anybody here,” Jessica continued the argument. “But despite everything we know, which isn’t much, this could be dangerous, and if, heaven forbid, anything were to happen to us, then … well …” her voice trailed off as she was unable to take the thought to its logical conclusion.


  There was another brief silence.


  Hemlock interrupted it. “How soon will it be before Kendra gets here? The reason I ask is we should be on our way as soon as possible.”


  “I don’t like the sound of that,” said Jessica. The look on her face was one of dark anger. “Is there a problem?”


  Hemlock remained unfazed. He repeated his question.


  “An hour,” she snapped. “They’ll be fine until she gets here. Now take us to our daughter. Orie, come give me a hug. You too, Jacq’. Come now. Spit-spot. We have to go get Stephanie. Then we’re coming straight back. And I’ll tell you right now, it’s going to take a lot of convincing to get this family to help you on whatever quest, or journey, or whatever it is you need from us.” Her face was a rock as she finished.


  Hugs were exchanged all around by the Strong family while Hemlock wisely moved back to give them their space.


  Orie, none too pleased with the unilateral decision to be excluded from the adventure, nevertheless kept quiet about his displeasure. “A little too quiet,” thought Jessica, as she strapped on all manner of weapons and survival gear.


  “Wow, Mom, Dad, I can't remember the last time I saw you both wearing your swords at the same time,” said Orie. “You look wicked cool.”


  “Are we ready?” asked Hemlock.


  Blake and Jessica nodded. The face of each was a mask of non-emotion. Jessica barely got out, “I love you,” when they were gone.


  
     
  


  “C’mon Jacqueline,” said Orie. The tone of his voice was urgent. “Follow me.” He raced down the stairs and mounted his bike. Jacqueline did the same.


  Quietly, he said, “Let’s go. Stay close to me. Keep your eyes peeled for anyone or anything that’s normally not here.”


  “What do you mean?” she asked.


  “Exactly what I said. Stay as close to me as you can, and watch out for anybody. If you see somebody, tell me immediately. Immediately. Or anything strange.”


  “How will I know if I see something strange? What am I looking for?”


  Orie shoved off and called back, “Trust me, you’ll know it if you see it.”


  They raced down the driveway at warp speed and squealed to a halt in front of the barn. Orie threw his bike down and ran up inside. He grabbed two fishing poles and a net, and raced back to his bike.


  “Hey, if we’re going fishing, I have to turn the horses out first,” said Jacqueline. He leaned over to her and whispered in her ear. “We’re not going fishing. Do what I said, and follow me. We’ll be right back. The horses can wait.”


  Off they pedaled up the driveway. Getting to the first rise, they took off down a walking trail that belonged to their neighbor, Ron, in the direction of his ponds, with Jacqueline grilling him all the way about what they were doing and why.


  
     
  


  In a few minutes they were at the edge of a field. It was about fifty yards across. Behind it was a patch of woods about 30 feet deep, beyond which the land jutted straight upwards in a series of cliffs and overhangs for about 450 feet. It was on these cliffs that Orie had learned to rappel. He had stopped shy of the near edge of the field where they still had the cover of the woods. He hauled his bike up and off the trail, into the trees and bramble, squatting down low. Jacqueline followed suit. She opened her mouth to speak, but he put his finger to his lips and flashed her the danger sign. He leaned in and whispered, “See those pumpkins?”


  She nodded, “Yes.”


  “Hemlock put something in one of them just before he came up to the house. I saw him sneaking down this way, so I cut around the trail up by elephant rock and waited for him. Sure enough, in a minute, he came walking down the trail. He looked all around and waited for quite a while before he did it. It’s almost like he was checking to see if somebody was watching him or something, like he might have even known I was watching, but I don’t think he ever saw me. Anyway, we need to see what’s in it.”


  “So why don’t you just go over and look?” she whispered back. She gave him a look that said, “What’s the big deal?”


  “I don’t know,” he said softly. “I was thinking Hemlock believed somebody might be watching him. We should wait and see. Most importantly we need to listen. Like when we go hunting. Dad always says you should keep your eyes open, but mostly you need to keep your ears open. I picked this side because the wind is towards us.”


  She crossed her arms and gave him a look of disgust. “I hate your hunting,” she muttered, and looked away.


  
     
  


  They sat and waited.


  
     
  


  The minutes ticked away as they stayed totally silent and hidden in the dense New England woods.


  
     
  


  “I have to go to the bathroom,” Jacqueline whispered after about twenty minutes.


  Orie leaned over to whisper to her to hold it, when they both heard a stick snap. No mistaking it, there was something in the woods beyond the pumpkins in front of the cliffs.


  They waited. Jacqueline wiggled closer to her brother who put his arm around her protectively. She practically burrowed herself into him.


  For a long time they heard nothing, then, once again, they heard the unmistakable sounds of something big moving in the woods beyond the field, and it sounded to Orie as if it was trying to move quietly.


  Then they saw it as it eased out of its cover. It was nothing like either of them had ever seen, except maybe in a fantasy movie. It had the extremities and torso of a man, including two arms and two legs. But it had the head and neck of a bull, complete with a set of vicious-looking horns. It was easily seven feet tall, maybe more. Orie’s eyes grew wide as it looked in their direction and raised its snout to sniff at the air. Jacqueline buried her face in her brother’s chest. For the longest time it stared at where they were hidden, and Orie thought they were doomed, but all of a sudden it drifted back into the woods beyond, and they could hear it move up the trail heading in the direction of Ron’s house. Again they waited, but only long enough for it to be out of earshot, and Orie whispered, “C’mon. We gotta get out of here. It might be trying to work its way behind us.”


  She reached for her bicycle. Orie shook his head forcefully, “No.” He leaned towards her and whispered, “Too much noise. Follow me. Quiet, now.”


  Silently, they snuck away from their temporary hiding place and partway down the trail back towards the house but, when they came to a fork, Orie went right, away from their property.


  “This is the trail that Dad cut with the chainsaw,” he said softly. Jacqueline was now trembling violently. He noticed this and again put his arm around her. “We can’t go back towards the house. That’s not an option. That thing might be there, or headed there. We have to get out to the road and head off Kendra. We have to warn her. Are you okay?”


  She nodded, “Yes. It was a Minotaur,” she said.


  “Okay. Are you ready to run?”


  She nodded, “Yes,” again.


  They walked quietly, “woods quiet,” Dad would have called it, down the right hand fork of the trail for about another hundred yards, then Orie said, “Jacq’, let’s jet out of here. You lead, I’ll follow.”


  And so they ran, like the wind, Jacqueline’s hair streaming out behind her. It was an uneventful dash of about half a mile. They stopped shy of the macadam road on which they lived. They were both breathing as hard as they could, Jacqueline holding her side.


  When their breathing had quieted down, Orie spoke first. “I never thought I’d be happy that our driveway is a half-mile long, but right now, I’m glad that there’s a half-mile in between us and that … what did you say it was?”


  “A Minotaur,” she answered. “It was a Greek god that was half-man and half-bull. It was mean. Very mean. It will kill us if it can.” She was trembling again.


  “Well then, we’ll have to be smarter than it is.” He took her in his arms and gave her a big long hug. She started to cry. “Hey, hey,” he said. “It’ll be all right. Kendra will be here in a few minutes, and we’ll go with her and be fine. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of you.”


  She stopped crying and wiped her eyes. “Not against that you won’t.”


  
     
  


  In a few minutes, a car whizzed by them from the other direction. They paid it no mind, as it was not coming from the direction that Tanta Kendra would be, but suddenly Orie cried out, “Oh crap. That’s Mr. Jones. He’s got Mark and Ryan and Jordan with him.”


  The car turned into their driveway and disappeared around the first bend before Orie could call out to them.


  “Great,” he said. “Now what do we do?”


  He was torn in two. On the one hand, he was feeling the most afraid that he had ever felt in his life, and he felt a fierce determination to protect his little sister. On the other, he knew he had to warn Mr. Jones and his three friends. That Minotaur thing, or whatever it was, was something they had to be warned about.


  “C’mon,” he said, “follow me.”


  “Where are we going?” Jacqueline asked.


  “To John’s house,” said Orie. “I’ll call Mark on his cell phone and tell him to get out of there. Can you run?”


  “I guess so,” said Jacqueline, although her legs were about done running after their half-mile sprint through the woods.


  So, down the driveway they ran, but were surprised when Mr. Jones’s car came flying up the driveway so fast they practically had to jump off to avoid being hit. It stopped, and Mark rolled the window down.


  “Orie, wazzup?” he offered, all smiles. “Hi, Jacqueline.”


  “Wow,” said Orie. “Did you see it? The Minotaurus?”


  “Minotaur,” corrected Jacqueline.


  “What’s a Minotaur?” asked Mark.


  “I told you that already, Mark,” said Mr. Jones. “Don’t you ever listen?”


  “Oh,” said Mark, “You mean that guy that was waiting for you on your deck with the costume on? The guy that looked like a half-man half-bull? Man, he looked pretty crazy.”


  “Yeah he did,” said Ryan.


  Orie and Jacqueline looked at each other.


  “Open up and let us in,” said Orie.


  “We can’t do that,” said Mr. Jones. “We don’t have enough seat belts.”


  “Please, Mr. Jones,” said Orie, “this is an emergency. Give us a ride to the end of Gungy. We need to intercept my Aunt Kendra. She’s coming to pick us up.”


  “Okay,” said Mr. Jones, “but you’ll have to all duck down when we go by Officer Corey’s house. I don’t want to get a ticket for having too many kids in my car and not enough seat belts.”


  Orie jammed into the front and Jacqueline in the back.


  “So what’s up with that guy waiting for you at the house?” asked Jordan.


  “Man, that was some freak-show of a dude …”


  “I know,” interrupted Mark. “That was the most realistic costume I’ve ever seen. I was like, whoa, check out this half-man, half-bull dude. This guy rocks!”


  “And did you see how strong he was?” asked Ryan. “That guy was buffed. And he seemed real nice too.”


  “You spoke to him?” asked Orie, incredulous.


  “Of course we did,” said Mr. Jones. “We asked him where you were. He told us you and Jacqueline had gone up in the woods about a half-hour ago, and he was waiting to surprise your mother. What was he, one of those singing telegram guys?”


  Neither Orie nor Jacqueline commented, prompting Mr. Jones to ask, “So how come you have to meet your Aunt Kendra, Orie? Why can’t you wait for her at home?”


  Orie thought for a moment, and Jacqueline answered, “It’s a long story, Mr. Jones. Tanta Kendra can’t see this man. I don’t think we’re supposed to talk about it.”


  “Oh,” said Mr. Jones, looking perplexed, and thankfully let it rest with no more explanation than that.


  “Hey,” called out Orie. “There she is! Mr. Jones, stop the car.”


  Orie and Jacqueline bolted out of the car and flagged Kendra down.


  She got out as well and exchanged pleasantries with Mr. Jones and the boys, while giving Jacqueline a big hug.


  “Tanta,” said Orie, “I’m going to go with Mr. Jones and these guys, if that’s okay, and Jacqueline is going to go with you.”


  “Sure,” said Kendra. “Does your mother know?”


  Orie and Jacqueline exchanged glances. Neither spoke.


  “Well, that’s no problem. I’ll call her on her cell.”


  “It won’t work,” said Orie, “I mean, I’m sure she’s out of range.”


  “Oh. Well, I’m sure it’s all right, if it’s all right with you, Nash.”


  “Fine.”


  “All right then. Do you have your stuff, Jacqueline?”


  Jacqueline turned red and didn’t answer for a while.


  “That’s all right, we’ll drive over to the house and get it.”


  “You can’t do that,” said Orie.


  “Goodness gracious, why not?”


  “ 'Cause there’s some guy at the house that you’re not supposed to see.”


  “Now Orie, whatever does that mean?” she asked. “This is all very strange, very strange. Your mother called me an hour ago and told me I had to come right down, that something urgent had come up. Where’s Stephanie?”


  “That’s just it, Tanta,” said Jacqueline, “Dad and Mom had to go get her. So we have to come with you. Or now, I do. And I was all packed to come, but this guy came to the house and … can I please explain it all in the car. Please?”


  “I suppose. Sure. It was nice to see you again, Nash.”


  “Tanta,” said Orie, “Meet us at the ‘Ice Cream Barn’, would you please?”


  “Orie, we don’t have a lot of time, and I don’t have any cash on me. I jumped in the car and came straight down like your mother asked.” She suddenly looked embarrassed.


  “Oh that’s okay,” he said, “I just need to talk to Jacqueline about a couple of things.”


  “I have money,” said Nash. “Don’t worry about it.”


  “Well, why can’t you talk here?” Kendra asked.


  “Tanta, please?” he said. His voice sounded tight, like it was about to break.


  “I guess so,” she said, then, “When’s your mother going to get home, anyway?”


  He pretended he didn’t hear her and jumped back into Nash’s car. “Step on it Mr. Jones,” he ordered. “Please.”


  “Orie, what’s gotten into you?” Mr. Jones asked. “Why are you so jumpy?”


  “Because my mother and father just beamed out to a parallel dimension to rescue Stephanie, who was tricked into going there for who knows what reason by a wizard named Hemlock Simpleton that my dad met on the way home from work yesterday, and Jacqueline and I did see a creature from ancient Greek mythology that you guys thought was a guy in a costume, and we’re all in danger of dying any second if we sit here any longer,” he thought. But he said nothing. He needed some time to sort it all out.


  
     
  


  At the Ice Cream Barn, Nash bought all the kids a cone and made small talk with Kendra while Orie and Jacqueline talked well away from the group.


  “You’re going to be fine at Tanta’s,” Orie said. “Call me on Mark’s cell phone as soon as you get there. I need to get that thing that Hemlock left in the pumpkin. I'm sure I know which one it is.”


  “What about the Minotaur?” she asked.


  “Don’t worry Jacq’,” he answered. “I have a plan.”


  “Do you really?”


  “No, but I’ll think of something.”


  
     
  


  The last thing he saw as she drove away with her Tanta was her little face looking back at him out through the rear window. She looked terrified.


   



   



  


   Chapter 8


  
     
  


  Orie gave her the thumbs-up as she drove away. He tried to look upbeat and smiled. He showed her a big smile, lots of teeth. He gave the universal, “I’ll call you” sign with an imaginary phone. She acknowledged it, which made him feel a little better. Other than that, he was full of doubt. But, he knew it was important to get whatever it was inside the third pumpkin in from the right. It was an easy sneak. He knew the exact approach and could do it absolutely silently in an hour, in and out.


  “So, O-Man, are you coming with us? What’s going on?” Mark asked.


  “Tell you what. Mr. Jones,” said Orie, “can we all hang out here for a couple of hours? It would be good for these city kids to get some fresh air for a change.”


  “What are you going to do?” asked Mr. Jones.


  “I don’t know,” said Orie, “Hang out, do some shooting, play some basketball, I don’t know. Something? Nothing? Heck, I don’t know …”


  “Orie, you're turning into a real hick out here,” laughed Mr. Jones.


  Orie smiled. “Well, what do you guys want to do? Do you want to hang out here with Orie?”


  “I don’t know,” said Mark. “We might stay over if it’s all right with Mrs. Strong.”


  “All right. Well, call me.”


  He sped off, tires squealing, the small macadam rocks flying all this way and that and rattling as they rained down in the irrigation ditch beside the New England small-town country road. It was silent as soon as the hum of Nash’s engine died in the distance.


  “Hey Orie,” said Ryan, “Let’s go mess with that guy in the costume down at your house. We can grab some pears from your dad’s trees and pelt him.” Jordan and Mark howled their agreement. There was no doubt that this was how they wanted to spend the next hour of their young lives.


  “Hey, who is this guy?” asked Ryan.


  “Guys,” said Orie, “we have to talk.”
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  “I will insist on a perfect performance by every single one of you,” said the doctor to his assistants. “What we are about to attempt is extremely delicate.”


  “Not to mention that it should have been done weeks ago,” he thought. This being the case, he gave this operation less than a one percent chance of success. He wondered to himself how the Trolls had managed to get fluids into her. But evidently they had, or she would be dead. Her unconscious state must have been intermittent was all that he could come up with by way of explanation.


  He called his assistants to the bedside, positioning them just so.


  “We are performing this operation on the direct order of Malance Venomisis himself, so failure is not an option. You,” he spoke to one of them, “will do this as hard and as fast as you can, against her skull, here, until I tell you to stop.” He made a drilling motion with his hands, spinning a piece of iron roundstock that he had sharpened to a wicked looking point. “Stop when I tell you to stop. If you go even one cycle after I tell you to stop, I will be very displeased. When I tell you to stop, keep the piece of iron exactly where it is, and I will replace you.” He spoke to the other three assistants. “When I tell him to stop, I will take over for him, and you will hold her down. She may start to move, and your job, as well as his, will be to keep her from moving! We are attempting to drill a hole in this girl’s head to drain the blood that is trapped there under pressure. Does everybody understand what to do?”


  The procedure was carried off with perfect execution, and with the sudden gush of bright red blood the doctor was pleased. He was more so when Stephanie opened her eyes. He was less so when, in twelve hours, that is all she had done. Malance Venomisis had come to the infirmary twice to inquire about her status, and considering how busy he was taking report after report from his advisors on the status of the ongoing battles with the Humans, Elves, and Dwarves, two inquiries was a lot.


  He wiped at the beads of sweat on his face and bald forehead as he inflicted some painful stimulus on his still unconscious patient. There was no response. He went through the list. She had an airway, and it was patent; moreover, she was maintaining it fine. She was breathing normally. She had a great pulse. He felt her cranium for about the twentieth time in a row, palpating the bones carefully to determine if there was any physical evidence of a depressed skull fracture. These were the bad ones because they were easy to miss. But no, her skull seemed to be clinically intact. He pulled back on each ear, inspecting the canals for the flow of fresh blood. None. He looked in her nose for evidence of blood or fluid. There was none. He continued downward. He had already done this several times and, for the life of him, he could not say why Stephanie was not waking up. He felt terrible about this. “Poor thing,” he thought, “so young, her entire life in front of her …”


  He finished his exam, patted her on the hand, and started to turn away.


  “Wake up child.”


  Nothing. No response.
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  “Put these on,” said Hemlock. He handed Blake and Jessica each a small, round, gold bracelet. Each clipped it on their wrists. They fit perfectly.


  “Communications?” asked Jessica.


  “Universal translator,” said Hemlock. “Stephanie has the implanted variety, but we didn’t have the time so I procured these. They will work perfectly. The only disadvantage might be if we happened to get captured by the primitives. They might feel tempted to cut off our arms without waiting, to get them off quickly.”


  “I’m not laughing,” said Jessica.


  “You were not meant to,” said Hemlock, then, “enough of this.”


  Blake was inspecting his weapons. His throwing knives were without change, right down to the scrollwork on the butts. His boot-knives as well. Mysteriously, his same longbow now had a twin. These, and a quiver of arrows, hung from his saddle as well. He reached over his head and felt his sword, sliding it up and down in its scabbard. The feel of it was just right, as he remembered from his years as an instructor.


  “Mount up and let us go recover your daughter. We ride to Belcourt, the capital city of Ravenwild. There sits Rolan Fairman, the King. His son, Prince Erik, is the young man with whom she went for the visit. They will be at the castle. Now look, please. I know you are angry with me. I have lied to you. I have acted unwisely by letting your daughter come here without your permission, but I assure you everything is fine. Please take a moment to enjoy something that no other person on your planet will ever experience: A brief ride, on a beautiful horse, on a beautiful day, to a castle in a kingdom in a different dimension.


  “So, we will ride to the castle, pick her up, say hello to the King and Queen perhaps, and maybe even enjoy a medieval dinner. Jessica, the Paint is for you. His name is Storm. Blake, yours is the Dunn. His name is Fire.”


  Blake noticed that the horses were outfitted for several days of travel, with full saddlebags, sleep rolls, ground-leathers, waterskins, one great block of cheese each, other foodstuffs, and cooking gear.


  When all were mounted up, Hemlock said, “Now remember, if at any point you feel you have to say it, you can always say, ‘I want to go home,’ three times, and you will be home in your bed, asleep, one breath removed from when you awakened this morning.”


  “Not without our daughter,” said Jessica, directing a fierce glare at him. “Are you stupid, or are you just pretending to be stupid?”


  She had to admit, he was looking extremely wizardly at the moment, wearing a plain gray robe and carrying his staff, and riding a pure white warhorse slightly bigger than theirs. His had no saddle and merely a strap to either side of his halter that he touched lightly, causing his mount to rear up proudly. “We ride,” he shouted.


  Jessica was the slightest bit encouraged when she noticed he was smiling.


  
     
  


  “This is going to kill these horses,” she thought. They had been riding at a full gallop for a solid hour now. “We have to slow down.”


  But, oddly, the horses did not show the slightest bit of strain as they poured it on.


  “How much further?” Blake called out as the countryside raced past.


  It was hard to tell a lot about the terrain through which they ran, as fast as they were going, but it was clearly big-sky country. It looked as though they were right at the end of a great prairie, riding towards mountains that rose upwards for thousands of feet. Despite it being a warm summer day, the peaks were covered with snow. The land looked to be lush with edible grasses, and they began seeing herds of cattle and goats. The first Humans they had seen, who waved at the trio as they galloped by, were looking after them. Some seemed to recognize Hemlock and called out, smiling warmly. Neither Blake nor Jessica could quite make out what they were saying.


  Rounding a bend, with the mountains now towering directly over them, they came to the end of the vast plains.


  The land turned rocky and they started their ascent. They made a series of very steep upwards climbs, perhaps ten, continuing on at this blistering pace for what seemed like hours, when the trail turned into an affair that was about three feet wide on either side of them, falling off for thousands of feet. The effect was dizzying. For the first time since they had started out, Hemlock called for a rest.


  “Here?” asked Blake, looking first right, then left, at the immense drop off to both sides.


  “Isn’t there a spot where we could spread out a bit?”


  “There is not,” replied Hemlock. “We are on what is called the Knife Edge. It is like this all the way to the city gate. That way, an advancing army would have to approach single-file, making it virtually impossible to attack. I am having us stop and eat to acclimate you to the visual effect. It is very unsettling to most who do it for the first time, and I have learned you will have a much easier go of it if we do it this way.”


  So they stopped, drank some of the water in the waterskins, and ate a meal of dried fruit, cheese, and nuts.


  Hemlock proved to be right because, when they set off again, each was much better adjusted to the disturbing effect of being on a knife-edge thousands of feet above the ground and steadily climbing higher. “Is everybody all right?” Hemlock called out.


  Both Jessica and Blake replied in the affirmative.


  “Good,” he called out again, “because we’re going to have to pick up the pace a little. We have company.”


  They both looked behind them.


  “Now I’ll tell you something about how to survive in a land where your skin makes you a target to be eliminated. I’ve been watching them for a while. Their three best runners are numbers one, two, and four. We must kill these and then we can easily escape by outrunning the others. We will use longbows. Prepare to dismount on my word.”


  He studied the all-too thin trail beneath them, looking for the perfect place to stop.


  He imagined the landing of every hoof on the three different horses. Seeing just the right wide spot, he cried, “Now!”


  The horses stopped on a dime and Hemlock was off, and had an arrow on its way, before either Blake or Jessica had dismounted. He had his second, and his third, off before the other two had even fired a shot. All three of his shots struck true. “Mount up,” he hollered. “We will give them full head. If you find yourselves getting sick, let the horses take you there. Close your eyes and hug them. They know what to do.”


  He mounted up and had ridden off before they had stowed their weapons. They did what he said. They mounted up, closed their eyes, lay down, and hugged the necks of these magnificent animals that were born to do this run.


  
     
  


  This day.


  
     
  


  This moment.


  
     
  


  Blake glanced a few times. It was too dizzying, too high, too fast, and he found himself getting slightly nauseated. So he let it go and hung on as Hemlock had instructed. Jessica never bothered. She gave it all to the horse, not to the fool that was leading them. She was going to gut him like a fish, when and if she had the opportunity, after they had recovered Stephanie and she was safe. Letting her go to a place like this. “Safe, my butt,” she thought. “Didn’t that ‘wizard’ just have to use a bow and arrow to kill three enemy Trolls? Safe? I swear he is going to answer to me for letting her come here on her own. No, not letting her come here, bringing her here for some hidden reason, for some secret agenda. I’m on to you, you cheap imitation of a wizard. You are a sham. I can feel it. I will expose you. Then I will gut you like a fish …”


  Blake thought of Orie and Jacqueline and how they were making out. No doubt Orie was burying “3’s” in the backyard and Jacqueline was cooking something with Tanta Kendra, or messing with the computer. Kids and computers, you have to love them. It’s great, and you kind of know you’ve arrived when your kid teaches you something about the computer that you absolutely need to know, and you have needed to know for years, and now know thanks to your kid …


  He was brought out of this brief reverie and back to the here and now with Hemlock’s cry, “Behold: Belcourt, the capital city of Ravenwild! Never in its history taken by siege!”


  Blake looked back. There they were. Pretty close. No closer than before, and yet no farther back, and still they were coming after them. He, of course, didn’t know it, but the fact that enemy forces were able to roam unchecked this far into the kingdom, to the very city gate itself, spoke to the decimation of the Human, Elf, and Dwarf army at the hands of the Trolls and their much smaller, but no less ferocious, allies, the Gnomes.


  The Knife Edge widened suddenly to a broad, empty flat, extending in both directions for a distance of about five hundred yards. Beyond it, to either side, were monstrous, jagged cliff faces and prominences, clearly not scalable.


  The finish line now in sight, the three horses gave it everything they had, and the pursuing Trolls slowed up and watched them on their dash to the gate. It was opening in front of them and closing behind them so fast that neither Blake nor Jessica saw it happen clearly. But as soon as they were inside the Great Wall, the horses broke to a polite, slow canter, then reined themselves into a walk.
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  On first appearance, the visage was one of pure peace and serenity. To their left was a beautiful lake. Young mothers and their sisters, and admiring younger-still friends, pushed carriages along an exquisite, manicured lakeside walkway. To their right was a simple park with all the accoutrements: things to hang on, things to swing on, things to climb high on, and ropes to swing down on. The children were all about like a thousand monkeys, laughing raucously and having the grandest time as they climbed, and chased, and splashed, and swung to and fro.


  In a bit farther, they entered some woods, mostly pines and firs. But there were also some smaller trees that reminded them of the white birches back home.


  They stopped at a roadside stable. The horses were led away as Hemlock muttered that they would be available as soon as they had been watered, fed, and brushed down. “Make sure you check the hooves,” he said to the stableboy, “and clean them of course.” His tone was gruff, his manner domineering. “You have the hoof cleaner I gave you the last time I saw you, don’t you?” He laughed a laugh as big as all outdoors and hugged the lad, who, while slightly embarrassed, seemed grateful for the warm embrace, which he acknowledged with a smile. He returned the hug with great enthusiasm. Hemlock placed a coin in the hand of the Elf boy who led the mounts away. “It is good to see you, Galen.”


  “Thank you, wizard Hemlock. It is good to see you again as well.”


  “Well there’s something you don’t see every day,” said Blake.


  “What’s that?” asked Jessica. She was busy studying everything about them, as to what was the actual appearance of an everyday Human/Dwarf/Elf village, with a citizenry that lived behind a wall in which they obviously had complete confidence. She saw shops and eateries. She saw a look that reminded her of something almost Victorian in style. The lines were all quite pointed, and she wondered if this might have something to do with the Elf influence.


  There were lots of houses that were multi-leveled.


  There was every style of carved balcony that is; from flat, plain ones to broad, sweeping ones. Some had tables and chairs on them. A few of these were occupied by what looked to be families enjoying a mid-morning brunch.


  These things, this telling glimpse into the lives of the Humans, and Elves, and Dwarves that lived behind the Wall, drew her eyes up.


  It was then that she noticed the trees off in the distance. These were absolute monsters, rising out of the earth like small mountains. The tops became tiny, indistinct, in some of them. These looked to be the older ones, whereas in the younger ones, the tops were thick with green too dense into which to peer.


  “From here we travel by them,” said Hemlock, noticing Jessica’s rapt stare at the impressive life forms.


  “Meaning we go to the tops and walk from there?” Blake asked.


  “Precisely,” said Hemlock.


  On they walked to the base of one of them. They noticed it was like a modern day strip mall, with small booths for selling fast-food, in this case small sandwiches made of some sort of bread wrapped around a meat with lots of vegetables and some cheese added. There was every kind of pastry, various chips, breads, and cheeses. They had barely touched their stores so they paid these foodstuffs no mind, instead continuing on their way. They entered the tree itself and found themselves in a small chamber.


  “Put your foot in the rope. In the loop there, that’s right,” Hemlock said to Blake. “That’s the way to do it. Good. Now, hang on tight to the rope. That’s it. This won’t take long. We will meet you there.”


  With a definite “whoosh,” Blake began his ascent. Hundreds of feet later he was still going up when he noticed the rope was slowing. It stopped at a hand carved landing of solid, polished wood, the color of the purest golden butter. Each aspect of it gleamed brilliantly in the sun. In it were carved scenes of mountain ranges, animals, and faces. Onto it they all stepped out of the shaft, one at a time.


  From there, a wooden walkway led towards another, and another, and so on. It became evident that the walkways converged and diverged, merged and unmerged. Some merged to the point that large platforms were formed. On these sat dwellings, sheds for storage, and even housing for animals. It was country living in the sky. Everything was neat and tidy. There was no wasted space.


  On they trudged through this skyward miracle for what seemed like hours. It did not seem possible to Blake that it could take hours to walk across the top of any tree.


  “How much longer, Hemlock?” asked Jessica. Her tone was as frigid as her temperament.


  “Just a few more minutes.”


  “And what happens then?”


  “You will be in the arms of Stephanie, a lot less angry at me, and you will all go home as soon as you wish. I know it was wrong of me to let her travel here unattended and have you thinking of her as being in danger. That was not proper, and I beg your forgiveness.”


  Jessica heard this seemingly heartfelt attempt at an apology and decided to reserve judgment until after they had hugged Stephanie. Hey. Maybe she had overreacted a little.


  “Hemlock,” said Blake. “Question. Why, when everything here inside the wall is obviously quite civilized and safe, did you transport us to a spot outside of it? Why not focus the effort on a location on the inside?”


  “Fair question, Doctor,” he answered. “And were I a better wizard, I would not only know the answer to that, I would have done as you suggest. As it stands, the only lines of flux that connect your world to this one, and therefore allow travel between the two, happen to run on this end to locations outside of it. I do not know why.”


  “In other words Stephanie transported to a location outside the wall also?” asked Jessica. Her tone was downright menacing. Her teeth were bared. So much for the reserving judgment theory.


  Hemlock wisely chose not to answer.


  As it turns out, any answer he might have offered would have been interrupted by their arrival at a large set of double doors in front of which stood two guards, fully armed, one Human and one Dwarf. Each clasped his hand over his heart in salute. “Welcome, wizard Hemlock, the King is expecting you. It will be a few moments … new security measures.”


  “Very well. It is good to see you, Brandt and Thede. Might I ask if the Queen will be receiving us as well?”


  “I am not permitted to speak to the whereabouts of any of the royal family,” answered Brandt. “Technically, I should not have taken the liberty of telling you that you would be getting an audience with the King, but... since I have known you for as long as I have…” His voice trailed off. It sounded in good humor, and there seemed to be genuine affection for Hemlock, but it was also touched with the flavor of bone-weary fatigue. You could see it in his eyes. He was exhausted, poor man. Looking closer, Blake noticed the signs of recent battle: small, fresh lacerations, as well as bruising up on the left forehead and temporal scalp regions.


  “Lad, I’m a Doctor of Medicine,” he said softly, “Do you have any injuries you’d like me to take a look at?”


  Brandt glanced at Hemlock, who nodded almost imperceptibly in the affirmative.


  Brandt chuckled slightly, answering, “Well, Doctor, not at the moment, considering the location of my most serious injuries, what with the lady present and all.”


  “I see,” said Blake, “Well, she’s a Doctor of Medicine and Science as well, and it would be fine with her to examine what’s injured and try to help you out. By the way, he may be capable of great feats of interplanetary wandering, and other wizardly acts, but the man has no manners whatsoever. My name is Dr. Blake Strong, and this is my wife, Dr. Jessica Strong.”


  They shook hands warmly, as did he and Thede. Jessica also shook hands and exchanged a few pleasantries.


  In a few minutes Brandt opened the doors and each was soon standing in the same sort of looped rope affair that they had used to be transported up. This time, however, there were three of the ropes side-by-side.


  Down they went, basically in free fall. “Don’t get sick now,” called out Hemlock. “You’ll fall.”


  At the bottom when the doors opened, they could see right off that they were inside a huge fortress. They emerged into an immense hall with vaulted ceilings extending upwards about a hundred feet. Massive beams of what looked like white oak provided the structural support.


  Humans, Elves, and Dwarves rushed hastily all about, each one looking like he or she was on a mission of great importance. All were fully armed, which struck both Blake and Jessica as odd considering they were within a fortress that was inside of the wall. But unlike the faces of gaiety that they had observed on the citizens in the park an hour or so before, who were certainly more proximate to the dangers just beyond it, the facial expressions of those they saw here right in front of them were grim. Many looked frightened.


  Hemlock noticed the anxious faces as well, and Jessica thought she saw a flicker of surprise pass over his features.


  “Stay close to me,” he said. “We proceed now to the Great Hall. There we will meet Rolan, King of Ravenwild, Prince Erik, and Stephanie.”


  They crossed through the antechamber. They noticed that there were several transport chutes like the ones they had just used all around them in a broad circle. Elves, Dwarves, and Humans waited in small lines to enter, or exited sharply with business to which to attend. The three of them, in fact, were the only ones who did not appear to be hurrying. More than one worried looking face glanced at them in passing.


  Arriving at the entryway to the Great Hall, Hemlock turned to face them. The guards gave little indication that they were even there. “Once again I apologize for what I have done. In a moment you will be with your child, and Erik, and the King and Queen of Ravenwild. Jessica, Blake, I humbly beg your forgiveness. I was wrong.”


  “Well, what can you say about a guy who’s willing to admit when he’s wrong,” thought Jessica. “Maybe this will all work out fine.”


  The expression on the face of the man that Blake and Jessica took to be Rolan told them that nothing was as it should be. No, it was wrong. All wrong. Very badly wrong.


  Their worst fears were confirmed when the King spoke his first words, “Your daughter and my son have been captured by the Trolls. I have just learned of this. We are doing everything we can to determine their whereabouts and to rescue them as quickly as possible, alive and unhurt. My name is Rolan Andrew Fairman. I am King of Ravenwild. Every resource I have at my command I hereby dedicate to the cause.”


  If Hemlock thought Jessica was going to give him a break by pulling that ‘weak woman’ fainting thing, he was sadly mistaken. She was instantly in his face with weapon drawn. It was a dagger, and she was going for his neck.


  Before anyone could think, let alone react, she had him secured with the razor-sharp edge of the blade against his throat.


  Her grip was iron. Her intent: lethal.


   



   



  


   Chapter 9


  
     
  


  Orie, Mark, and Ryan were in Mark’s room. Orie had decided that it would be best to put some space in between themselves and the Minotaur, so they had called Mr. Jones who had come and gotten them. Since Jordan had to do some afternoon chores for his dad, Mr. Jones dropped him off.


  The first thing that Orie did when they got there was borrow Mark’s cell phone and call Jacqueline on Tanta Kendra’s. “Hey Jacq’,” said Orie. He made his tone light, cheery. “Everything all right?”


  “Yuh,” she said, “We’re not there yet.”


  “Okay. Look, I have to tell Mark and Ryan what’s going on. We gotta do what we gotta do. You know what I mean, right?”


  “Of course,” she said.


  “Good. As soon as we’ve done it, I’ll call you, and we’ll hang out.”


  There was no answer.


  “Jacq’?”


  “I should be there with you.”


  “Yes, you should.”


  “I know ten times what those city boys know about being in the woods.”


  “Yes you do. But if you went, and anything happened to you, I couldn’t live with myself. Besides, we may need to go to Ravenwild, or wherever it is that Mom and Dad really went, and I can’t count on that unless you are alive and healthy at Tanta Kendra’s.”


  Silence.


  “Okay.”


  “Good, Jacq’. I’ll call you when we have it done.”


  “Be careful, Orie.”


  “I will. Thanks, Jacq’. I love you.”


  “I love you.”


  Each hung up.


  “So Orie, wazzup?” asked Mark. “Where’s Ravenwild? Is that, like, in Massachusetts?”


  
     
  


  Twenty minutes later, Mark and Ryan sat in front of Orie, stunned into silence. Ryan’s mouth literally hung open. “RyeRye, close your mouth,” said Orie.


  “There is no flippin’ way,” said Mark. “You have to be making this all up.”


  “I wish,” said Orie. “But it’s true, every word of it. And like I said, we need to get whatever this Hemlock guy left in the pumpkin … and, oh, yeah, you guys need to swear, and I mean swear, that none of this gets to anybody else. Nobody.”


  “The third pumpkin,” howled Mark. “O-man. This is too crazy. You’re telling us that your mother and father jetted off to a parallel universe with some Dumbledore character to rescue Stephanie, who jetted off to be with this other parallel universe guy, and now might be trapped there.”


  “Well, we don’t know if she’s trapped. Hemlock said she’s perfectly fine. He thought we should just chill and wait for her to come home.”


  “Well, do you trust this guy or not?”


  “No way,” said Orie.


  “So this Minotaur thing, that we thought was some ‘Hallmark Moment’ singing message guy, really was a half-bull half-man creature-dude from this other parallel dimension that has come to put a hurt on you and the fam’?”


  “Did you see him?” Orie asked. “He didn’t look like he was there to teach C.C.D. classes. And he went right for the pumpkin patch. And I swear it was like he was looking right at me and Jacqueline. It was nasty.”


  “So now what do we do?”


  “We gear up and get the thing.”


  “Orie, that thing will tear us to pieces if it catches us. And how do we know there’s only one? Or maybe things even worse. Maybe they’re all over the place now.”


  “You’re right. But we still need to go there. But first we need to get a ride to the mall. Can we talk your dad into it?”


  
     
  


  Twenty minutes later Mr. Jones dropped them off at the mall. An hour after that they walked out in full camouflage and wearing headset walkie-talkies. Each had also purchased a small flashlight. Their plan was to approach the pumpkin patch from several different directions, using the headset walkie-talkies to call each other immediately if there was any sign of the Minotaur or any other dangers. Orie repeated the need to be “woods quiet.” His biggest concern was that the “city kids” would give them away by being too loud.


  
     
  


  They entered the woods after sundown. Luck appeared to be smiling upon them, because by midnight they were sitting in Mark’s room examining the thing that Orie had harvested from the third pumpkin from the right-hand end of Ron’s pumpkin patch. The only difficulty they had was, whenever Orie inspected the pumpkin, it seemed perfectly intact. There was no hole, no seam, nor any other defect that led him to suspect that this pumpkin was any different than the other dozens scattered about the patch. Finally, he had given up trying to get it out and taken the whole pumpkin. It made the going a little slower, but whenever he cut it open and removed the rectangular box in Mark’s room, he and Ryan gained a whole new level of respect for their friend, as well as the realization that they were now inextricably involved in the adventure of a lifetime.


  “What is it?” asked Mark.


  “It looks like a TV remote,” said Ryan.


  “We have to get out of here,” said Orie. “We have to get out of here now.


  Right now. We have to steal a car and drive away. We have to pick Jacqueline up and drive to a random place and lay low for a while. Disappear. Make a plan.”


  “Why do we have to do that?” asked Ryan.


  “Because now we have it, and old Hemlock is going to come looking for it, or one of his extraterrestrial buddies. And we don’t want to be on this guy’s bad side. Trust me, this guy is in control of some major weirdness. I have a feeling he could mess us up big-time. Where can we steal a car?”


  “Orie, we can’t steal a car,” said Mark. “What are we going to say if we get caught? That we had to because we’re getting chased by a creature from another planet, where your sister is being held hostage? I’m sorry, but the judge isn’t going to buy it.”


  “I don’t mean steal it. I mean kinda borrow it for a spell.”


  “Well, what about your Dad or Mom’s car, genius?” asked Ryan. “It’s not like they’re going to be needing them for a while.”


  “Yes, but that would mean going to our house,” said Orie. “One word: Minotaur! Hello!”


  “I say we walk right up there and drive off in your dad’s truck,” said Mark. “He can’t do anything if all of us are there. It’s probably some interplanetary law that you can’t harm non-combatants.”


  “Mark, don’t be ridiculous. If this is like Orie says, that would be a braindead thing to do.”


  
     
  


  And so the discussion went, back and forth, for several minutes.


  
     
  


  It was decided that they would steal Dad’s truck under the cover of darkness. It was two-thirty. They could walk to Orie’s from Mark’s in a half hour, which left at least two or three hours before the sun came up.


  They would leapfrog down the driveway until the final bend, where only Orie would sneak the last two hundred feet while Mark and Ryan kept him posted on possible danger with the walkie-talkie headsets. If anything went wrong, they would scatter to prevent the Minotaur from catching them all.


  So, around three, down the driveway they snuck. As it happened, it was a great night to be sneaking, because there was thick cloud cover, and it was completely dark.


  They were finally gathered at the last bend, beyond which Orie would be in plain sight of anyone or anything that happened to be skulking around the house. With no lights on, when he peeked around for a quick look, he saw that he couldn’t see the house much; it was a vague silhouette. And he couldn’t see his father’s truck at all.


  “I hope it’s still there,” he thought, then, “Of course it’s there. Where else would it be?”


  He found he was sweating under his camos something terrible. Regardless, he knew he had to do this. Hemlock would be back, or one of his interplanetary henchmen, and they needed to be far away for a while until he could figure out what the TV remote-thing was. Orie firmly believed that it was vitally important, or Hemlock wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of hiding it so well, inside of a pumpkin as though it were part of the pumpkin itself. And if it was that important, Orie and Jacqueline controlling it gave them some sort of power over him. Sure, he might be just a regular guy doing everything he could to save his race from extinction, but he had lied. “Lie once and you’re a liar,” his father often said in one of his canned lectures on values. Hence, the man, or wizard, or whatever he was, was a liar, and, “You can’t trust a liar.” At least that was the punch line to the lecture he had so often heard, and if he was up to no good, better they had something he might want, something they might be able to bargain with.


  He eased away from the other two boys, feeling his way along slowly. He found that it was easy as pie being “woods quiet” in the driveway, as long as he avoided stepping on any sticks. Pretty soon he was almost to the truck when his headset crackled, “Orie. Get out of there! Get out of there! A light came on in the house. Orie, do you copy? Orie, come back!”


  But he couldn’t chance answering them. He was too close to the house. He made the last ten feet in a silent mad dash and in seconds was opening the truck door as quietly as possible. He was standing directly under the deck where his dad always parked. What he could not see was the gigantic creature watching him from less than ten feet away.


  Slowly, gently, he eased the door open and slid, snakelike, into the front seat. To his horror, the key was not in the ignition! Impossible. His dad always left the key in the ignition. He began to panic. He decided he had better exit the truck pronto. Then he would bolt for it.


  “Get away!” his mind screamed, “Get away!” But when he went to open the door, it struck something. It was his worst thought. What the door had struck was the Minotaur itself.


  He scooted across the seat to try and dash from the opposite side, but before he could accomplish that, the Minotaur was standing there.
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  “You should die for what you have done,” Jessica snarled, her face twisted with rage. Little bits of saliva shot from her mouth and settled on Hemlock’s face. “You kidnapped my child and put her life in danger. The only reason I’m going to let you live is we might need you to help us rescue her.”


  “Jessica,” said Blake. “You’re right, of course. But perhaps it would better serve the mission to locate Stephanie and get home if we temporarily put aside our differences with Hemlock here and, instead, concentrated on working with Rolan. What do I call you? King? Your Majesty? Your Highness?”


  Jessica released her grip of the wizard, shoving him away from her with a growl of anger. She had learned something valuable, however. She had seen genuine fear in his eyes. That meant he could be harmed, maybe not at home, but probably here. That might be important. Time would tell.


  “Rolan will be fine. Entirely appropriate under the circumstances.” replied the King. Two things were obvious: First, he was trying to be gracious, and that seemed sincere enough, and second, he was clearly deathly afraid of the possible consequences of his son’s and their daughter’s capture.


  “Please, let us sit and have my military advisors do what their name suggests, give us the best possible advice as to how to proceed. I have already summoned as many as can be spared from the actual war efforts. They will be here shortly. I’m sorry I cannot include one of my fine wizards in the discussion, but the plain truth is they are all engaged in battles even as we speak. I’m afraid that we are facing circumstances as grave as I have ever seen. We are in danger of being overwhelmed by the combined Troll/Gnome forces. Our situation is clearly perilous. You must understand this.”


  “First of all, how do you know of us and, for example, that our daughter has been captured by the Troll nation, or that we even have a daughter for that matter? Do you know our names?” asked Blake.


  A door opened behind the King. In filed three soldiers. All three looked like they had just stepped off the battlefield. They looked that way because they had.


  “To make it simple, I know of you, Blake and Jessica Strong, from a discussion I had with Pinus here,” he answered, gesturing towards Hemlock.


  Jessica turned to glare at him. He vanished.


  “His name is Pinus?” asked Blake.


  “Yes. Pinus Porphyrius,” answered the King, “although he has always gone by many names, Hemlock among them.” Looking towards the now empty space where moments before Pinus had stood, the King said, “He does that.” He continued. “I will deal with him when he shows up again. He will. Meanwhile, in view of the fact we are fighting for our very lives here, I must confess I gave the whole thing less thought than I should have. But that was then, and this is now. We need a plan to rescue the children. Blake, Jessica, my best officers: Thargen Sturdy, my second in command, Borok Dodson, Minister of Planning and Escapes, and Dorin Esselt, Minister of Strategic Unit Deployment.”


  Each man nodded as their King introduced them. Only Dorin managed a bleak smile.


  Blake was the first to notice that Dorin was bleeding significantly from a large gash in his left arm. All were bloodstained, but this was something that obviously needed immediate attention.


  “Take your shirt off and let me look at that arm,” he said.


  Dorin looked at Rolan, not knowing what to do. “Don’t look at him, man, do as I say. I’m a Doctor of Medicine. On the battlefield, I would never question an order by you, but this is my battlefield. Take off your shirt, or bleed to death, your choice. But if you’re going to have a role in the rescue of my daughter, I would rather have you alive.”


  “Do as he says,” said Rolan. “It is as he says. He is a healer where he comes from.”


  “Right here, in front of the lady?” he asked. His face reddened noticeably as he asked the question.


  “She is a healer as well,” said Rolan. “And where they are from, the women and men healers both take care of men and women.”


  “And where might that be, My Lord, if I may be permitted to ask?”


  “That is a discussion for another time,” said Rolan. His tone said much more. It said, “Drop it.”


  While Blake attended to Dorin’s medical needs, and Thargen and Borok ran the war as best they could by talking to a constant stream of junior officers needing orders, Jessica pressed Rolan for as much information as she could. He repeated the story that Lieutenant Baird had told earlier that day of the capture of the two children, and how it was believed that they were both still alive. He told her that they were both undoubtedly being taken to the capital city of Slova, and tried to sound hopeful that they might be able to come up with a plan to rescue them, making sure to add that Thargen himself had once escaped from the great fortress. She learned that Rolan had known Pinus Porphyrius for his entire life, and that he did not seem to have aged a day in all that time. He went on to tell her that the wizard had done many wonderful things for the Ravenwild citizens, both of a military and non-military nature, and that he was known throughout Ravenwild, from the larger cities to the smallest villages, and that he was known to appear and disappear in the blink of an eye, often with no goodbye. Nobody had ever known where he was from, he said, or where he called home, but wizards were like that. Mysterious, secretive, some might even say a strange lot. But this was the first that the King had ever heard of an otherworld theme to one of his tricks. “But,” he said, “he did tell me. He could have kept it all a secret from me and, despite my objection, he absolutely insisted that it was essential that it happen, and because I have known him for as long as I have been alive, and for all that he has done for us, well … ” his train of thought wandered off. “But now …” His face was pale, lined with worry.


  Being King in a land at war was hard enough, but when it was your own, when it was personal, it was a totally different affair. Jessica knew he wasn’t faking it. It was his child as well.
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  Rolan, Jessica, Blake, Thargen, Dorin, and Borok were all seated at the Great Table.


  “Dorin, Borok, and I feel that the rescue attempt must consist of three phases. First, an all-out penetration by our spies in and around Ghasten. We must know the exact whereabouts of the children. My guess would be the dungeons at the castle itself, but we cannot be sure. Malance Venomisis will remember that I have been there. Accordingly, he might elect to move them quickly elsewhere out of fear that my direct knowledge of the castle, and in particular my escape, might make housing them there less than perfect, strategically. So first, we find out exactly where they are. Second, we need to journey to Mount Gothic as soon as possible. The wizard Taber is there. It is impossible to think we could succeed in rescuing the children unharmed, either in Ghasten or wherever he takes them, without the wizard’s magic. We will need to be shrouded. And we will need his sorcery to fight our way out. Trickery to get in. Overwhelming force to get out. He is our only hope. Third, assuming they are in Ghasten, once we have secured them we will make for The Gate. It is the closest point. Speed will be of the utmost importance. Once the shroud fails, for Taber could not possibly maintain it for the whole journey out, and perhaps not even for the entire journey in, we will need to run for it, and they will be after us with every soldier that Malance Venomisis can spare, but, with some luck, we will make it. We know, of course, that it is severely undermanned, and flanked, but having Taber there will only serve to shore it up.”


  There was a loud crash as both doors of the Great Hall were flung forcefully inward by the guards to admit Luke, The Conqueror. Only a man of his stature in Rolan’s military machine could get away with this; his words made it obvious why he did what he did, “My Lord. The Trolls have succeeded in breaching The Great Wall. You will get to the tunnels. Immediately. Borok, Dorin, you will accompany the King until you have cleared Belcourt and he has made safe haven on Pine Island. It is the last safe place. The Gnomes now hold everything North of Belcourt, all the way to Dark Hollow and the Forbidden Region. I have just gotten word that not only does the Gnome army control all of this land, in Westeryl they have set up a full garrison, with central mess area, a complete armory, reconnaissance, prisoner facility, the whole business. Sire, our army is devastated. There is little chance we can survive this, now that they have broken through the Great Wall.”


  His eyes became downcast. It was as though he felt personally responsible for the first violation of the Great Wall in its history. He continued slowly, with great deliberation. “We must get you to the island. From there, you know where we will all have to go.”


  He glanced at Blake and Jessica. Clearly he was not about to give away future movements of the King without knowing his audience. “Right now, you and the Queen can only think of survival. And as many of the remaining forces as we can round up must survive as well, if there is to be any hope for us.”


  Rolan looked his Commander hard in the eye. “There is always hope, Luke. Always.” Blake looked at Jessica. It sure didn’t sound hopeful.


  Luke continued. “The Trolls obviously hold the South, and are by now pouring over The Wall. It will take them days to make the trees, weeks, perhaps, if we can hold them off, but we need to get you to the island. The Queen is there. She is safe, thanks to the wizard Paulimas. At least as of my last report.”


  It was the King’s turn to speak. “This is Blake and Jessica Strong. They have a right to any and all information you would give to me. I grant them the same authority in this regard that I grant the rest of you here. Now, we go.”


  As he was finishing, he had already begun moving swiftly towards the back of the Great Hall. He motioned for Blake and Jessica to follow him. His final orders to Ravenwild’s military leadership were, “We meet at the end of the tunnel. Final retreat. That is also the order for the remainder of our citizens and fighting forces. Final retreat. Make it happen without delay.”


  His commanders saluted him, sword arm across heart, and went out a side entrance to enforce his command.
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  Both Blake and Jessica were impressed with the complexity of the tunnel system underneath the castle as they sprinted further and further along in the underground network that exited the fortress under the north end. They passed dozens and dozens of rooms, all filled with foodstuffs, weapons, body armor, and a great range of supplies to outfit the retreating forces, as they raced away from the danger above them. The thing that stuck out the most as they ran along the halls that grew darker and darker was how the lights behind them winked out as they passed by, leaving everything completely black.


  “A little trick by our wizard Taber,” Rolan called out softly. “Hopefully, it will help our troops when they are being pursued where we now run. I suspect many will have to fight their way out of here very soon.”


  And with that they ran on. They were heavily armed, all of them, with food and water in the packs on their backs, and it looked like at least Rolan not only knew where they were going, but had ordered the things necessary for such a fall back that might actually work for a while, at least long enough so that they could recover their daughter and get the heck out of this nightmare. Those were Jessica’s thoughts as they ran along. Blake’s were much the same as he concentrated on his breathing. He flashed back to his orientation at Naval Hospital Groton, in Groton, CT, where he had done a brief tour of duty as a submariner. It was shortly after he had graduated from college, and most of the reason he had signed up was that they had the best broadsword instructor in the country. He had never lost in the nationals. Jessica, in fact, was the only competitor to have fought him to a tie. This was where they had met. Her blade of choice had been the fencing foil, but he had quickly converted her to broadsword. Many a night they had dueled long after the other swordsmen had gone home, or out for pizza and a beer. Each had wanted the national title. Each had won it. “Who ever thought that we would really need this skill in real life,” thought Blake. “Breathe, breathe, breathe.” The air grew heavier, wetter. It began to smell of mold. Soon, a fine mist began to surround them. It clung to them like the embrace of an old aunt who doesn’t know when to drop it. In the distance they could hear the sound of running water, which grew louder and louder as they ran along.


  “We will all three take one boat,” called out Rolan. “The going will be rough for the first several minutes, but don’t worry, I can handle it myself. Still, it would be helpful if each of you could man a bracing stick to fend us off of obstructions.”


  Another minute passed.


  They burst into a chamber that was as dark as a moonless night in a cave, which suddenly flared to brilliance as they entered.


  The smell of the mist became a stench. It was a stench that Blake recognized immediately, having spent his last ten years in the trenches as an Emergency Room physician. It was the stench of blood, lots of blood.


  Out of the blindness of the sudden illumination rushed their attackers, four of them, howling with the anticipation of an easy victory.


  The three of them formed a tight circle, their backs together, and prepared to do battle. The whole point now was to cut. To kill. But the cuts had to be set up with feints, and parries, and strokes designed to appraise the swordsmanship of their opponents. Blake and Jessica had done this a thousand times before, not only in the actual fighting arenas across the country, but watching tape. Hundreds of hours spent studying tactics.


  The eyes of the Trolls gleamed like lava in the light of the cave. The largest came at Blake, the next largest at Rolan, and Jessica was left with the two smallest to contend with. She noticed immediately that they did not fight together, but seemed to be getting in each other’s way. She moved slightly to put the one in front of the other and quickly dispatched the first with a straight lunge to the chest when he swung his sword too wide on an attack stroke, then shoved him forcefully backwards with her left hand, causing the second to stumble. Seeing her opportunity, she quickly changed her sword to her left hand and struck a critical blow to the neck of the second on a vicious downward swing.


  Having taken care of her two attackers, she moved to help Blake, who was barely holding his own with the largest one. With her sword still in her left hand, rather than prove a hindrance in the battle her husband was waging, she dropped low and severed the Achilles tendon of the beast. Down he went with a great howl, just as Rolan pinned his with a mighty lunge straight to the abdomen, driving his blade all the way through him and into the very stone of the wall of the cavern. The hamstrung Troll scurried backwards, and it was then that she made a terrible mistake. She took her eyes off of him to see if Blake was all right. “Watch it!” he called, and threw his blade, deflecting the deadly crossbolt that the wounded Troll had managed to get off. There was a slight ping as the bolt struck the hurled sword and ricocheted harmlessly upwards, and a mild thunk as one of Rolan’s daggers buried itself in his neck. He went limp on the floor, and his eyes dulled.


  “To the boats!” commanded Rolan. “There will be more.”


  They launched one of the small boats into the raging waters. It was all they could do to sheath their weapons and man the large push poles, which they used to fend off the angry rocks that threatened to capsize them every few feet as they careened wildly on their way. The wind howled mightily and the waves attacked them incessantly but, true to his word, Rolan guided them skillfully on their way towards safety.


  The last thing they saw as they exited the cavern was the fierce redness of the eyes of a dozen Trolls as they screamed in fury and waved their huge swords and battle-axes over their heads. A few crossbolts whizzed past, but none struck true. For the moment, they had won.
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  “Are you watching this?” Mark whispered to Ryan.


  “We have to go help him,” said Ryan. “If we don’t, Orie is toast.”


  “No way,” said Mark. “We need to get some help. Officer Corey’s house is two houses down from the end of Mr. Strong’s driveway. We need weapons, man. What are we going to do against that thing?”


  “You may be right,” said Ryan. “Okay, you get to Officer Corey’s house. Make sure you get back beyond the curve in the driveway and then book it, man. Orie needs help. Now.”


  Mark eased away from their hiding place.


  Ryan held fast. There was no way he was going to leave his friend. Never happen.


  “Come out of the truck,” said Minos. “I mean you no harm. Your entire family is going to die unless you let me help you, and your two friends, and countless others. I could have killed all of you with no more effort than it would take to swat a fly. You need me. I need you. It’s as simple as that. I’ll meet you in your living room. You can run away if you want. I will not chase you, but I promise you we will meet again. I am not your enemy, Orie. Time is your enemy. Time that neither your father, nor your mother, nor Stephanie has right now. Your choice.”


  And with that, he backed slowly away from the door of the truck, which opened on its own, and Orie felt a slight, strange force moving him in the direction of the now open door.


  Minos Arterios climbed slowly up the stairs. He was slightly stooped, almost as though a great weariness was weighing down his enormous frame. The deck groaned loudly under his weight as he crossed it, and he went in the door, closing it softly behind him.


  “Ryan!” Orie called out. “Mark!”


  “Here,” called Ryan.


  “Where’s Mark?”


  “He went to Officer Corey’s house to get help.”


  “This guy told me he wanted to meet me in the house. He told me he won’t hurt us, that he wants to help us.”


  “I know. I heard everything.”


  Orie had no idea what to do. This was all too strange. The night was loud with the croaking of the bullfrogs, and insects buzzed noisily about. Except for the bizarreness of all that was unfolding, it was a beautiful early-autumn night.


  He made a decision. He climbed out of the truck and shut the door. “C’mon up,” he called to Ryan, who stood up and walked slowly over to join his friend.


  “Are you all right?” asked Ryan.


  “Fine.”


  “What are we going to do?”


  “I don’t think we have a choice right now. We have to go meet this guy.”


  So up the stairs they went, cautiously, peering all about, as they proceeded to go and meet the scariest thing that either of them had ever seen in their young lives.


  Their faces white with fear, they paused at the door. They made eye contact. Orie simply nodded, and in they went.


  Sitting on the couch was a huge man, dressed in an imposing black robe, the hood of which covered most of his face. In front of him on a coffee table was an old newspaper, opened, which he seemed to be reading. Beside him was Mark. He looked frightened, but unharmed.


  “Mark!” cried Orie. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m good,” he answered. “I was running up to Officer Corey’s house … and then I was here. What’s going on, man?”


  “I have no idea,” said Orie, “but I think we’re about to find out.”


   



   



  


   Chapter 10


  
     
  


  Stephanie kept her eyes shut as the Troll nursemaid turned her on her left side and gently but firmly scrubbed her backside with warm water and soap. Having cleaned up the mess, she turned her back and dressed her in her clothes, which too had been scrubbed clean.


  The doctor entered. “Any progress?” he asked.


  “Only that she seems to startle when there is a loud noise. She still soils herself, as you can see.”


  She bundled up the dirty linen and went off to launder it.


  “Is there any chance she is aware of her surroundings yet?” he asked, before she left the room.


  The nursemaid paused and wrinkled her nose. “I can’t believe that she would lie there in her own waste if she was,” she said. “A young girl, especially a young Human girl, would never submit to such a thing if she were aware of what was going on.”


  “You are probably right,” said the doctor. “You are probably right.”


  Alone with his patient, the doctor stroked her hair. There was kindness in his touch. There was also kindness in his voice, Stephanie decided, as she feigned unresponsiveness.


  “My poor child,” he murmured. “I don’t know how you ended up with us, but I swear I will do everything in my power to make things right for you. You don’t deserve this … I don’t deserve this.”


  He reached into his pocket and withdrew the necklace that she had worn ever since she was eight. It was adorned with a striking, heart-shaped, synthetic ruby that was inset with a golden Caduceus, the universal symbol of medicine and healing. Her mother and father had given it to her, and a matching one to Jacqueline, for a Valentine's Day present. She had always loved it, and since it stood for her parents, both physicians, she had never once taken it off. He gently kissed it, placing it carefully around her neck. Then he stood and moved away.


  He had no sooner left the room than he encountered none other than Malance Venomisis, Lord of the Trolls. High leader. He was dressed in a pale robe that looked almost dress-like. With a sneer, he greeted the doctor.


  “Has she awakened?”


  “Not yet, Sire. But she is becoming more responsive. She now startles with loud noises. Any day now. Any day.”


  “You have two. Two more days and we boil her. If she is awake enough to startle, perhaps she is awake enough to scream. The troops grow restless. They need some diversion. Watching the young Prince squirm should entertain them. Two days.”


  He turned and left.


  The doctor decided to return to the bedside of his charge. He had been going to make inquiry with a circle of trusted contacts to see if he might come up with any ideas that might help him awaken her. In his former life he had had quite a lot of experience with comatose patients and their awakening, and he knew that constant stimulation with information that the patient could be expected to recognize, such as the voices of loved ones, news about home, and the like, could be helpful. He desperately wanted to awaken this girl. In fact he was determined to, but not for the malicious design of this sick and twisted Emperor. No, he had quite another plan in mind.


  He sat down beside her. Again he commenced stroking her hair. “You must wake up Stephanie. You must. I can help you. I will help you.”


  He stopped stroking her hair and slapped her hard across the face. It hurt badly. He struck her again, and again. He was about to strike her a fourth time when the nursemaid reentered the room. She dropped the basket of fresh linens she was carrying and rushed to the bedside.


  “What are you doing, Doctor?” she asked. He raised his hand to slap her again and the nursemaid intervened. “That’s enough!” she snapped. “What in the name of the Agden Woods are you doing that for?”


  Stephanie was terribly glad that the nursemaid had decided to jump in. Her face stung like a thousand hornets had bitten her. Tears slid down both cheeks.


  “Daria,” said the doctor, “I mean this girl no harm. But I must awaken her. I must. Malance Venomisis plans to boil her in oil in front of the young Prince of Ravenwild to watch him squirm. And to provide some sort of sick entertainment for the troops quartered here at the castle.” He paused to gather his thoughts.


  More than anything, he wanted to include Daria in his plan. More than anything, he wanted to be able to trust her. Not to mention that, were she a willing participant, it improved the chances for success a thousandfold. He rubbed his chin and pursed his lips as he mulled it over.


  Daria broke the momentary silence. “That is despicable,” she said. “How could anyone even think of doing such a thing to an innocent young girl? It is a terrible age we live in. Terrible.” She sat down on a nearby bench, first picking up then setting down her basket of linens beside her.


  “I can’t imagine it was always this way. The old ones make mention of the fact that there was a time long ago when all of the races got along. When we lived peacefully with each other. But now all there seems to be is killing, and killing, and more killing.”


  “Well, Daria, I will tell you, I have made up my mind that I’m going to do everything in my power to stop the killing as far as this girl goes.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “What I mean is, well, I’m going to try and escape with her. There. Now I’ve said it. I’m going to try and get her back to her homeland. She’s far too young to have done anything serious enough to warrant being boiled in oil for the sick amusement of the depraved mind of Malance Venomisis.” He spat out the name of the Troll leader as if it were a poison in his mouth.


  The eyes of Daria grew wide as he spoke. “You will die,” she said. “Nobody has ever escaped from this fortress. There is no way.”
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  There was another brief silence as each retreated into private thoughts. This time it was the doctor that broke it.


  “There was one who did,” or at least this is what he had heard long ago. “But you’re probably right,” he said. “But I would rather die trying than be part of something so perverse.”


  Then,


  
     
  


  “Will you help me?”


  
     
  


  Daria looked at him. She seemed to be studying his face. All the acts of skill, and wisdom, and compassion, to which she had been witness in the years they had worked together flooded back to her as snowflakes in a storm. Never once had his course been steered by thoughts of what was best for him. It had always been dictated by what was right for his patient. She had seen him save lives, set broken bones, deliver countless babies of both Troll and Gnome descent, and ease his patients into the next plane when their time in this one was at an end. She had seen him work tirelessly when all of his attendants were too exhausted to keep going, refusing to give in to the demands of sleep as long as his patients needed him. She thought back to the day he had told her something his mother had said to him early in his training, “If you always do for your patient what you would do for me, or your father, or your wife or child, you will always do well in this noble profession. As a doctor, you will take care of paupers and you will take care of kings. Remember this always: If you put them all in a hospital gown, they all look the same.” And he had. He truly had. Suddenly, she knew what to do.


  “Yes. I will.”


  To the great surprise of each, they found themselves hugging. A Troll nursemaid and a Human doctor, lost for a moment’s time in the passion of an embrace. Sworn enemies, in one magical twinkling they became allies against the wickedness that was the rule of law in the castle and throughout the land.


  When they had finished this emotional tribute to the spirit of what is right, the doctor said, “Good. This is very good. We will need a plan. We will need supplies. Weapons, of course. My goodness, I don’t have the faintest idea of how to get out of here.” He found himself talking so fast he could hardly get the words out.


  Daria put her finger gently to his lips, looking deep into his eyes.


  “Leave all of that to me, Doctor,” she said. “You concentrate on waking this girl up. Without her awake no plan can succeed.”


  “Thank you, Daria,” he said. “May the Old One always remember the good thing you have done today.”


  She walked back to the bench and picked up her basket.


  He sat back down on Stephanie’s sickbed. “Child, forgive me for this,” he said. He raised his hand to slap her again. As it descended toward her face, she caught it, opening her eyes. “That’s okay,” she said, “I’m awake.”
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  It was a wild ride for the next hour as the three of them fought against the mighty currents and standing waves of the river. Rolan barked commands, and they obeyed. Both Jessica and Blake felt their strength begin to fade, now functioning only on the desperation that comes from either do or die. Fortunately, there were two moons up now, which helped them to see the rocks that tried to sink them at every turn.


  They rounded a bend and the waters calmed.


  “Rest now,” commanded the King. “I will take it for a while.”


  Each slumped in the small craft as they drifted almost lazily down the river.


  “Two moons,” mused Blake. “Interesting.”


  “You missed the time of three moons,” said Rolan as he scanned the shorelines, looking for signs of the enemy. “It just passed.”


  Jessica propped herself up on an elbow. She too kept her eyes glued to the shores. “Why didn’t they come after us?” she asked. “The Trolls in the cavern back there. Why didn’t they use the boats?”


  “Too small, for one thing” said Rolan. “Way too small for Trolls. Besides, you’ll never find a Troll in a boat. They can’t swim a stroke, and are deathly afraid of the water. Good thing to know, if they’re ever chasing you. More than once, we Humans have had to swim away from them to safety.”


  “Where exactly are we going?” asked Blake.


  “We are presently on the King’s River North, moving southwest,” said Rolan. “Its course is interrupted when it empties into Duck Lake, from which it flows outward again on its southern reach. There is some good news in this in that it means we’re going farther and farther from Slova, home of the Trolls. They have recalled much of their fighting force to a place called The Gate, which is the southeastern-most of our settlements. It’s a large, walled fortress and, for as long as I have been alive, our most important source of protection against a Troll invasion from the south. The rest are, as you know, laying siege to the castle. So it’s likely we have seen the last of the Trolls for a while. The bad news is as we head further and further west we get closer and closer to the Gnome nation of Vultura.


  “Close to end of the King’s River North is another lake, Canyon Lake. Out of Canyon Lake, the King’s River continues and marks the border of Ravenwild and Vultura.


  “Now, to answer your question, we’re trying to get to a mountain called Mount Gothic. It’s the largest mountain in Ravenwild, over fourteen thousand feet, a glacier, really. At about six thousand feet, the glacial cap begins, solid snow and ice. It is at the beginning of this glacial cap where we have a large hideout with enough provisions hidden to support our entire army for a winter. Maybe two. We have never had to use it, but there are troops stationed nearby, and as of the last reports I received not a month ago, it is to this day undiscovered and secure. The Gnomes, you see, are cold-blooded creatures. They could never ascend to that height. They would freeze to death before they made it halfway up. Even in the summer. Another good trick to stay alive: If you’re ever being chased by Gnomes, make your way as fast as possible to the highest, coldest areas and you’ll be safe. In fact, there’s a rhyme that every Ravenwild schoolchild learns. ‘If you feel cold all the way to your bones, know you are safe from those nasty Gnomes.’


  “I would feel a lot less confident if the Trolls were still about in large numbers. The cold doesn’t bother them at all. They thrive in it.”


  Jessica listened to all this and hung her head in dismay. How their lives had changed in a matter of days. She found herself wishing that this would all just end.


  But wishing something doesn’t make it happen.


  Blake noticed her posture and put a reassuring hand to her shoulder. “We’ll get her back,” he said softly. “We’ll get her back.”


  “I have no doubt,” she returned. “But it doesn’t help that we are headed in the wrong direction and headed that way as fast as possible to avoid capture ourselves.” She shook her head, as if to shake off her fears. She managed a dour smile. He returned it, his no less bleak. “How soon can we expect to get out of this boat and onto shore so we can climb this mountain and hook up with the wizard and be about the business of rescuing our child?”


  “We’ll float now for most of the night,” Rolan said, “Due west. In the morning we’ll come to another set of rapids. Bad ones, but not as bad as the ones we already came through. I’ll wake you up to help me before we get there. Once we have passed those there will be another stretch of flat water for the better part of the morning. When we see the next set of rapids, we’ll disembark and proceed north towards Mount Gothic. It’s impossible to miss it. It’s the tallest peak.


  It will be to all of our benefit if you two could get some sleep. I will, once we have cleared the next stretch of whitewater. You will wake me up when you hear the next set of rapids after that, and, as I said, we’ll leave the boat and head for Mount Gothic.”


  “Sleep,” mused Blake. “Not quite yet. How long a trek is it to the hideout? Do we have any provisions?”


  All three had been forced to ditch their packs in the fight with the Trolls.


  “Is this river water safe to drink? Are there containers in which to carry water? Waterskins, maybe?”


  “From where we land to the hideout at Mount Gothic will take about five days if we push hard. There should be some stores in the bow there.” He pointed to a box-like protrusion in the bow of the small boat. He continued speaking while Blake rummaged through it. “This river water is glacial melt, the purest water of our world. It’s perfectly safe to drink.” Blake held up the waterskins. “Good,” said Rolan. “We’ll fill them before we start up towards the mountain. There will be springs and streams along the way, all glacial melt as well.”


  
     
  


  In addition to dried meats, fruit, and flatbread, Blake found a container of fishhooks and some spools of line. He divided these up, giving four hooks and a spool of line to each of them. The container he gave to Jessica. He hooked his four to his sword’s leather sheath. Jessica put the container inside of her jacket. The line he tucked into a pocket. He was glad for the light of the two moons. It made the survey of their meager provisions a lot easier than it would have been to have to search in the dark.


  “What if we do get separated?” asked Jessica. “What do we do then?”


  “Make your way to the hideout. You will basically climb the mountain, keeping an eye out for Trolls and Gnomes of course. As I have said, once the weather feels cold to you, you will not have to worry about Gnome war parties, but you will always have to watch out for Trolls. When you get close to the hideout, sentries will intercept you. They will either be Human, Elf, or Dwarf. Show them this.” He removed a ring from his left ring finger and held it up to them, saying, “They will know it, and know you got it from me.” The stone of the ring was in the shape of the head of a falcon, the official crest of the house of Fairman. He rotated the stone ninety degrees clockwise and released a tiny latch on the ring itself. There was an audible click, and the ring started to hum. In a few seconds, the falcon’s eyes glowed an intense red. Rolan pointed the ring towards the water. A beam of light shot out, and the water hissed in protest. He then reset the latch and rotated the stone back to its original position. “The heat effect is not its intended use,” he said. “It was crafted by the wizard Taber to be activated as I have just done, and pointed towards the sky in case you were out hunting and got lost, or injured, it would serve as a locator beacon. Unfortunately, now that the Trolls and Gnomes have free reign in our land, you would never know who was going to respond.


  “Tell them of the situation in Belcourt; that the Trolls have breached the Great Wall. Beyond that …” he drifted off. “Beyond that I have no idea, honestly.”


  He handed the ring off to Blake.


  “Without meaning to sound callous,” said Jessica, “but I, we, cannot be concerned with your situation here. We only want one thing: To get our child, and yours of course, back and return home. There’s no more to it than that.”


  “I understand,” said Rolan.


  “In summary,” said Blake, “You will wake us up at the sound of the second set of rapids. We will traverse them and then hit flat water. At the beginning of the third set, we will leave the boat and head towards the tallest peak we see to the north. This hike should take about five days of hard climbing. All the water we see along the way will be potable. The sentries will intercept us, and we will unite with the Queen and the wizard and formulate a plan to rescue the children, which we will implement as our first order of business.” He passed some of the dried meat and fruit to each of the others and they ate in silence for a while.


  “That about sums it up,” said Rolan.


  “Jess, anything else?” asked Blake.


  “Other than Gnomes and Trolls, are there any other dangerous creatures we might run into along the way?”


  “There could be bears, and wolves of course,” said Rolan. “But I don’t expect we will see any of those.”


  Blake had continued to search the supply box. He found two individual sets of a flint-and-steel, one of which he gave to Rolan and one of which he pocketed.


  
     
  


  Each was then left to their own thoughts as they drifted along. Jessica had never taken her eyes off the shoreline. The light of the two moons, while quite bright compared to a full moon on Earth, cast an eerie glow. As they floated by, the open spots between the great trees they passed seemed to hold countless sets of watching eyes, just out of sight, but there. All the more ominous were the shifting shadows, where she imagined all sorts of creatures lying in wait. For the longest time nobody spoke.


  After about a half hour, Blake did. “Two things,” he said softly. “One, we need to sleep Jess. We’re going to need our strength come morning. We can’t pretend that we can anticipate all of the dangers we might face tomorrow, but being well rested will clearly serve us better than not. Two, we can’t despair. We need to focus on the solution, not on the problem. We know what the problem is, and it is complex at best, but hasn’t Dad always said, ‘There are no simple solutions to complex problems’? So, we won’t eat the whole elephant at once. We’ll eat him in small bites. For tonight, we sleep. We will wake up in the morning and head for a mountain. That’s it. No more. Good night, Your Majesty. Good night, Jessica.” He kissed his hand and placed it on her forehead. She did the same and each sought a position in which they could drift off in the tiny boat. Within seconds they were asleep.


  
     
  


  When they woke up, their small craft had beached itself bow-in-first, the small waves of the river’s currents lapping gently at the stern. Rolan was gone, along with all of their supplies. Oddly, the push-poles were still there, and they had their swords, which each had removed to get some sleep in the crowded conditions. They sheathed them and took a long drink of the ice-cold water, after which they passed some time waiting for the King to return.


  After each had done their business in the privacy of some bushes near the boat, they waited some more. While they waited, they searched the area for any signs of a struggle. It was a hard read, what with all of the dried blood from last night’s fight with the Trolls, but they agreed there was nothing to tell them that Rolan had been killed while they slept. At least there was no fresh blood. They then took turns searching for footprints, or any other telltale signs of travel to, or away from, the boat. There were none. They sat and thought for a while.


  “What do you make of it?” Jessica finally asked. She kept her voice low. Danger was out there beyond the edge of the river’s scrub, in the midst of the trees. She could feel it. She noticed slight movements, like the passing of shadows in the brush, causing her hairs to all stand on end.


  “Hard to say,” said Blake. “It’s the darndest thing. My read of him is that he is a good man and wants to help us get Stephanie back. Who knows? Did he fall asleep and fall off the boat and drown? Probably not, but I don’t think we should hang around here much longer waiting for him. Do you?”


  “No I don’t,” said Jessica. “We’re sitting ducks. At least on the river, we’re away from the Trolls. Did he say if the Gnomes use boats?”


  “Not that I recall. How much longer should we give it?”


  
     
  


  The answer was decided for them as a Gnome scouting party burst forth from the tree line.


  “In the boat!” yelled Blake, “I’ll push us off.”


  Jessica hopped in and grabbed a push-pole. Blake seized the bow and gave it a mighty shove out into the current. The first Gnome was about to cut him down with his short sword. He raised it to deliver the fatal blow. Jessica had taken it all in, however, and was quicker. Just as he was making his final lunge, she brought up the push-pole and braced it against the transom. It caught him square in the chest, which served not only to keep him out of striking distance, but the force of the impact helped propel them even faster out into the river. There was a loud grunt as he struck the fending stick and the second attacker tripped over him. Blake seized his and polled furiously, the force of his efforts causing it to bend so hard it looked like it would surely snap, but it held, and they were quickly out of reach of the swords. The Gnomes did heave a few crude looking spears in their direction, but they fell far short, sinking harmlessly into the water. They noticed that two of them dove into the river with daggers in their bared teeth, but the leader of the squad called them back. Instead, they raced through the trees, making excellent time, and for a short while kept up with them. Soon, however, the current picked up and they pulled away. Before they rounded the next bend they turned back and watched them stop.


  They could hear the roar of the rough water now. It seemed louder than the night before. Much louder.


  Once again they fought for their lives as they bounced and lurched along. They took turns poling and bailing out their little craft with their hands. “Try and aim for the far side!” Blake yelled. “That’s the side we need to be on.” Jessica nodded, and together they slowly moved the boat towards the northern shore. It was all they could do to keep from going under. Each knew if that happened they were doomed. They wouldn’t last five minutes before hypothermia made the river their final home. Eventually, however, they began to tire and still the waters would not calm. Up and down they went, shooting into dark holes and popping back out, their eyes wide with terror.


  They somehow made it most of the way across when the bow snagged on a large boulder and threw them both like sticks of wood into the water’s fury. “Swim, Jessica! Swim!” screamed Blake. He saw her go under. “Her sword,” he thought, “It’s dragging her down.” He tried as hard as he could to swim in her direction, but the river would not have it. It took him where it would, and the last thing he saw was her disappearing around the next bend. Miraculously, he was deposited roughly on the shore as the river spat him out. Frenzied, he scrambled onto the riverbank and fought his way through the scrub and into the trees. As luck would have it, there was a well-worn trail running beside the river, and he raced along it. His lungs felt like they would burst any second as he pulled for all the air he could get. He rounded the bend and caught a glimpse of her, face down in the water by the riverbank. With a final burst of speed, he again tore his way through the bushes and to her side, ripping her from the water. Turning her over, he noticed she wasn’t breathing. He checked for a pulse. She had one. It was faint, but it was there. He delivered the rescue breaths he had so many times delivered in his years of service in the ER. It worked. She vomited up a massive quantity of water and began to breathe on her own, but did not wake up. He rolled her on her side and hurriedly stripped off her wet clothes. Then he tore his off and lay down, holding her close to him, spooning to transfer to her his body heat. It was all that he could think to do. He had treated dozens of people with hypothermia and knew far too well that it could be lethal. She was so cold. “Come on now,” he said, “Wake up now. I won’t let you die here. You can’t die here.”


  Tears streamed down his cheeks as he faced the fear that she might not make it.
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  Jacqueline sat quietly in Tanta Kendra’s living room on the couch. She was once again watching a morning episode of the Discovery Channel. Usually, she would be drawing furiously, maybe even writing facts down, and staring wide-eyed in amazement at the TV. But tonight she seemed to be staring ahead blankly. As always, she had a cat in her lap. Cinnamon was with her, having somehow made it over there, which Jacqueline interpreted as nothing short of miraculous. Libby, Tanta’s dog, and mother to her dog, Rosie, was close by, curled contentedly at her feet. Kendra noticed her odd look. “Jacqueline, dear, are you okay?” she asked. Jacq’ didn’t answer so Kendra repeated the question.


  Jacqueline turned her way, and merely from the look on her face Kendra knew that something was drastically wrong. She put down the cooking spoon that she had been using to stir some cake batter and approached her. Kneeling in front of her, she asked, “What’s wrong, Jacq’?”


  Jacqueline stopped patting Cinnamon and looked at her. She began to cry, but still said nothing, so Kendra picked her up, cat and all, and sat down on the couch with her, hugging her tight. Jacqueline buried her head in Kendra’s shoulder and silently cried for a few minutes.


  “My goodness,” Kendra said, “It must be very bad for you to cry so. What is it Jacqueline? You can tell Tanta Kendra.”


  She picked her head up, setting down the cat who was just as glad to be away from all of the squeezing. “That’s the thing, Tanta. I can’t tell you. It might cause trouble.”


  “I see,” said Kendra. “Well, is there anything you can tell me?”


  Jacqueline snuffed, clearing her nose, and said, “No.” Again she buried her head in her Tanta’s shoulder and cried some more.


  “Oh no,” thought Kendra. She hoped there were no problems at home. She thought of the usual ones that a family goes through. Nothing came to mind. “Oh my goodness,” she thought, “Somebody in the family has gotten bad news from the doctor.” It was the only thing she could think of that Jacqueline might not want to talk about. She knew she would call Jessica as soon as she could, but for now her sole mission was to comfort her precious niece. “Poor child,” she thought. She rocked her gently and she drifted off to sleep.
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  “So you’re telling us that Hemlock is not a wizard, and you are,” said Orie. He was seated in the living room, eating a handful of Oreo cookies along with a tall glass of milk. Ryan and Minos Arterios were sitting with him. Mark was in the bathroom being sick.


  “That is correct,” said Minos. “Hemlock, as you call him, is an imposter. His real name is Pinus Porphyrius. But he goes by lots of names as he goes about his … activities. He is one of the survivors of a great war on his home planet, all of whom were forced to live underground for literally hundreds of years. Hemlock is of that era. He, and a handful of others, learned to slow the aging process by using a form of, well, the closest thing to it here on your planet would be meditation, where the individual goes into a trance state and undoes the metabolic changes of aging that have occurred since the last time they were in the trance. It is what actually happens to you now when you sleep, but the process has been refined, and there are powerful drugs involved. Drugs discovered while they were living in caves. In theory, the stalling of the aging process could last forever but, like with all of us, there are things that need to be done that interfere with the thing that should be done, so long time intervals between the trances does result in some damage that cannot be undone. It also affects the mind. Eventually, those that practice this dark art become mad.


  “But I digress. The next thing that they did was compile as much information as they could about the technology of their time for the sake of preserving it, most of which had been destroyed above ground in the war, and with the plan of resurrecting it the day they were able to resurface. So they studied. Pinus was one of the principal leaders in their academic pursuits, however, the bottom line is he was not the brightest of them, not by a long shot, and he has serious character issues. These deficiencies surfaced during his youth. Both of his parents died in the war while they were still above ground. His father was a high ranking politician, and a very good and fair man, and his mother was a politician’s wife. What she brought to the table was beauty, not brains, and I’m afraid Pinus inherited her lack of intellectual tools. Be that as it may, when they were forced underground, he was basically raised by some very unsavory characters, and he took on a lot of their ‘bad manners’, shall we say. All this being what it is, he is involved in some unconscionable activities on many different worlds by basically being in command of some of the gadgets that they had discovered long before the survivors went underground. He knows how to run them to a degree. So he flits about galaxies and pursues his illegal activities, always on the run. He is a criminal. He is a wanted man.”


  He paused. His tone became dark. His body language suggested anger. He scowled. He began, and stopped, and began again. He did not quite know how to tell the boys what he was about to tell them.
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  It was late at night. Kendra had washed up the few remaining dinner dishes and put them away. She straightened up the kitchen, finished her cup of tea, and walked up the stairs. She was going to turn left into her bedroom, where Uncle Eddie was already softly snoring, when she noticed that the light in the guest bedroom was on, so she went to check on Jacqueline. She found her, Cinnamon in her lap, staring at the wall. Her little face was tense with something. Something big.


  “Hey Jacq’,” she said softly. “What are you doing still up?”


  “I can’t sleep, Tanta,” she returned.


  “What’s going on, Jacq’?” she asked. “I tried to call your house several times and kept getting no answer. Where’s Jessica and your dad? For that matter, where’s Orie and Stephanie? Jacq’, if something serious is going on, you need to tell me. We can fix it. We can fix anything, but I need to know what’s going on.”


  Jacq’ said nothing. She continued to stare as the cat purred contentedly.


  “Are your Mom and Dad fighting?” she asked. She had already decided that this was it, and felt if Jacqueline could unburden herself of it, she could help her deal with it. It was the only thing that made sense. Orie and Stephanie were staying with friends while Blake and Jessica worked things out. All marriages had these bumps in the road. They had a good marriage, and she knew things would work out. If only she could get Jacqueline to talk about it, she sincerely believed she could help make it better.


  Once again, Jacqueline wouldn’t answer, and the longer she kept silent, the more Kendra believed in her theory of temporary marital discord.


  “Things will work out,” she said. “Now you need to go to sleep, Jacq’.”


  “Tanta. I have a bad stomach ache.”


  Tanta felt her tummy. It seemed all right.


  “I think you’re upset about something,” she said. “We’ll see in the morning. If you don’t feel well, you can just stay right here with me. Don’t worry, baby. I’m going to bed now. I’ll see you in the morning.”


  She kissed her goodnight, giving her a hug. She noticed that she was stiff. Something big was up, no question. She would try Jessica again in the morning. She went to bed.


  
     
  


  Jacqueline continued her vigil. She didn’t know what she was waiting for, but she had the distinct feeling that she was waiting for something.
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  “So now we come to your involvement in this whole affair,” said Minos Arterios. “Yours and your family’s.”


  Mark had rejoined them, politely declining a snack. His stomach was too upset to entertain the prospect of food quite yet.


  “Before we get into that,” said Orie, “How do we know who to believe, you or Hemlock? I mean, how am I to decide who’s telling the truth here? Or if either of you is telling the truth?”


  “And what’s up with the monster costume huh?” asked Mark. He reached for a cracker and a piece of cheese.


  “That,” said Minos Arterios. His facial expression came as close to a smile as it probably ever did, but his eyes remained hard. “Nothing more than a parlor trick to let Orie and Jacqueline know that there is danger afoot, and while they have nothing to fear from me, it would be very unwise to be anything but a little afraid right now. Besides, I was looking for something. And in the event that another intelligent being saw me, I could always duck down and, voila, I am a cow gone astray. This is farmland is it not?”


  “You said Hemlock is wanted. Wanted by whom and who is chasing him?”


  “He is wanted by law enforcement agencies on at least four other planets. And the one chasing him is me, me and five others.”


  Nobody spoke for a while, as they sorted all this out in their minds. The only sound was the buzz of a few moths coming in through the screen door. The frogs started up and were making an exceptional ruckus when Orie asked, “How do we fit in to all of this? You were going to explain that.”


  “Yes,” said Minos Arterios, “I was. Suffice it to say that Hemlock’s mission on Ravenwild is not a noble one. It is, in a word, evil. Humans from this planet are pawns in a giant game he is playing there, and here’s how it works. He manipulates the necessary mathematics on the transporter device, and he entices Humans to join him. They do. Without him, they cannot get back. They don’t. They perform their assigned tasks there, or they are punished severely until they do. You and your family are part of his day-to-day operations. That is the way he sees it. First of all, he surely needs your mother and your father, and most likely you and Stephanie as well. He may even want Jacqueline. In such cases, it is always hard to tell. The day you showed up would be the day you were assigned whatever duties he had in mind for you when he traveled here to trick you into going in the first place. You would have no choice. You would essentially be his slaves.”


  “Holy S-word,” said Ryan. “That doesn’t sound good.”


  Mark excused himself to the bathroom again.


  “I’m going to have diarrhea,” he mumbled, dashing into the bathroom and slamming the door.


  “Hey Mark,” Orie yelled, “Next time use the upstairs bathroom.”


  The front door opened loudly and Ryan and Orie jumped, Orie standing up. It was Gracie Hubbard, Stephanie’s best friend. Minos Arterios didn’t move.


  “Gracie, what are you doing here? It’s four-thirty in the morning.”


  “I know,” she said, “I took a nap earlier and couldn’t sleep anymore, so I snuck out of the house and walked over. I’ll sleep here. When are you guys goin' to sleep? Is anybody sleeping downstairs?”


  She looked at Minos Arterios, whose face had receded, largely hidden now, into the cowl of his robe.


  “Hi,” she said, extending her hand, “My name is Grace.”


  Minos Arterios extended his and accepted it. “My name is Minos Arterios.”


  “Nice to meet you.” She turned back to Orie. “Are you guys skipping practice tomorrow? You never skip practice.”


  Orie looked at Mark, who had returned from the bathroom, and Ryan. Nobody knew what to say, so there was a long pause while everybody looked at one another.


  The principal look they shared was fear.


  Gracie bounced over to the refrigerator and retrieved an apple.


  Minos Arterios stood. “It is time I left,” he said. “We will talk again in the near future. Orie, if I could have a word with you outside in private.”


  On the deck, in the shadows of the western aspect of the house, Minos Arterios stood facing the woods. He appeared to be listening intently to the sounds of the night.


  “It will be important to keep everything you have learned a secret,” he said. He nodded towards the house. “Too many people already know. Those that know are already in peril.”


  “Isn’t there any way you can, like, erase their memories somehow?” asked Orie.


  “In theory, it is possible,” he returned. “But it is a lot more complicated than you think.”


  He looked Orie in the eye. His gaze was constant. It was stern. He was not blinking. “You will have to journey to Ravenwild,” he said. “Moreover, you will have to journey there without me. You know what I was looking for in your neighbor’s pumpkin patch, do you not?”


  “And what might that be?” asked Orie.


  “Answer my question,” he hissed.


  Orie didn’t budge. There was no way he was going to trust anybody until he knew more about what was going on. They stared at each other for a while in silence.


  “Looks like we have a Mexican standoff,” said Orie at last.


  “This is not a game, son,” said Minos Arterios. “There is much more here than meets the eye. More lives than those of solely your family depend on what we do in the next few days. More than you could know.”


  “Look,” said Orie, “I want to believe you, but yesterday I wanted to believe this Hemlock guy. Or Pinus. Or whatever his name is. This whole thing is pretty crazy. Why can’t you understand that? Wizards showing up. Interplanetary travel. Is it so hard for you to understand that? One day we’re just a regular family, doing regular family things, and the next, it all changes. And suddenly, we’re involved in some nutzoid adventure the like of which is kind of difficult to get a handle on …” His voice failed as he tried to put words to all that was troubling him.


  Minos Arterios relaxed his gaze. His voice softened almost imperceptibly. “I realize that,” he said. “Unfortunately time does not afford me the luxury of waiting too long. And you must know that it does not afford you any either. Every second we wait puts your family in more and more danger. You must decide tonight. Plain and simple, as your father likes to say. After tomorrow, I will not be available to you in any way, shape, or form. You must understand this. Not as a friend, not as an enemy. It will not be possible. I have compelling reasons to attend to matters of far greater consequence than those of which we have just spoken.”


  “So what, exactly, do I need to decide?”


  “First of all, you must decide to trust me, and show me the thing you took from inside of one of the pumpkins in your neighbor’s garden.” “First of all,” echoed Orie, “you don’t know that I have anything. That is a huge assumption on your part. Second, tell me what it is. Give me a reason to trust you.”


  “Very well, my young negotiator,” said Minos Arterios. “I will tell you. It is a transporter device, the holder of which can travel to as many points in the universe as are programmed into it.”


  “A transporter device,” said Orie. “Why would you need it, then? You can obviously travel to and from wherever it is you travel to and from, from. Is there anything else that this thing does?”


  Minos Arterios shook his head and disappeared. One second, Orie was waiting for an answer to his question. It seemed a perfectly good question. The next, he was looking at the forest-darkness behind the spot where Minos Arterios had, a moment before, stood.


  “Man, this is too weird,” he said.


  He went back inside the house. Mark, Ryan, and Gracie sat talking quietly.


  “How much have you told her?” Orie asked.


  Ryan looked at Mark. Neither answered.


  “Everything,” said Gracie. She wore a wolfish smile. “Is it true, Orie? Is it really true?”


  Orie looked angry. “What did you guys tell her?”


  Ryan and Mark looked at each other with that hand-in-the-cookie jar look that all kids get when they get caught. Ryan spoke first. “She made us Orie. She kept asking questions. Like, ‘Where’s Stephanie?’ And, ‘Where’s your Mom and Dad?’ We couldn’t lie to her.”


  “So you told her everything. Man that was dumb. Minos Artery, or whatever his name is, just got through telling me how much danger everybody who knows is in, and now Gracie knows, so she’s in danger too.”


  “Danger?” asked Gracie. “Danger from what? Why would I be in danger?”


  “It’s complicated,” said Orie, “And we can’t get into it right now. Right now we have to go to Mark’s house. C’mon, we’ll take the truck.” He bolted to his mother and father’s room where he knew his dad kept a spare key.


  “C’mon,” he yelled. “We have to go now.”


  Everybody moved at once and they all scrambled down the stairs to the truck. Orie opened the door and grunted.


  “What is it, Orie?” asked Ryan.


  “That’s strange. An hour ago there was no key in the ignition, and now it’s there. Right there where it always is.”


  “Is this smart?” asked Gracie. “None of us has a license. What if we get caught?”


  “We won’t,” snapped Orie. “We’ll take the back roads. Officer Corey is our only cop, and he’s asleep. Besides, even if he did catch us, I’d tell him it was an emergency. He’s my dad’s friend. Hurry up. Close the door.”


  The truck roared to life. Ten minutes later they had retrieved the transporter device from Mark’s room. On the way back out the door, Orie whispered, “Hey Mark, don’t you have a watermelon in the fridge?”


  “Yes we do,” Mark whispered back.


  “Get it.”


  “What for?” asked Mark.


  “Just get it!” Orie whispered. Even whispering, you could hear the fury in his voice. “And bring a knife too. A big one.”


  
     
  


  Mark passed the watermelon and the knife to Orie, who was waiting in the truck. As they were pulling away, a light came on in the kitchen.


  “Go man. Go,” whispered Mark.


  Orie nailed it, and in no time they were on the back roads, heading back towards his house.


  “Now what do we do?” asked Gracie.


  “You go home,” said Orie. “Mark and Ryan can decide what they want to do, but you’re going home.”


  Gracie folded her arms and pouted her lips.


  “But what are we going to do?” asked Mark.


  “First off, we’re going to hide this transporter thing,” said Orie.


  “Is that what that is?” asked Ryan. “You mean that’s the thing that you use to beam to this other planet?”


  “Ravenwild,” said Orie.


  “Oh yeah,” said Ryan.


  Orie pulled the truck over to the side of the road and told Mark to pass him the watermelon and the knife. “Look around and find me some sort of plastic bag to put this in so it won’t get wet.”


  Mark found one under the seat and handed it to Orie, who had already cut a conical hole in the end of the watermelon. He slid the device inside the plastic bag, folded it multiple times, and put this in turn into the watermelon, carefully replacing the rind of the watermelon back into the hole.


  “Why did you do that, Orie?” asked Ryan.


  “A theory I have,” he said. “Look, when we get to the barn I’m going to jump out and hide this under my dad’s workbench.”


  Ten minutes later they were all in the living room, having dropped Gracie off at her mother’s house. Seconds after that they were all asleep. Each was surprised when they awoke around noon and their strange visitor had not reappeared.


  Over cereal and toast Orie announced his plan.


  “We have to go to Boston,” he said.


  “To Boston?” they both exclaimed. “Why to Boston?”


  “We have to get that thing analyzed. My dad worked with this guy for a summer at M.I.T.. He is a physics professor... some math genius. I figure this thing has to be a computer so, like on our computer, you can look at the memory to see which commands were the last ones entered, it must be the same with this one. All we have to know is: What was the last command entered, and it will show it was for three people, Dad, Mom and Hemlock. So we enter the same command and the three of us can beam there. Or, we can look at the command before that, and we will see that it was for two people, and two of us can go.”


  They all jumped when Minos Arterios stepped out of the laundry room. “Very well thought out, Orie,” he said, “And you know, you are absolutely correct. But tell me something, how did you plan on getting back home?”


  Orie didn’t answer. He was too busy kicking himself for having shot off his mouth before they had checked the house to make sure they were alone.


  Mark and Ryan exchanged a quick glance.


  There was a brief silence.


  Orie spoke next. In a way, he was gambling everything on his theory. Also, he had decided to trust this man, wizard, whatever. Hemlock had never seemed like a “stand-up guy” as his dad liked to say. There was always something about him that led you away from trust. And sometimes you have to choose whom you trust. “Okay,” said Orie. “We have a thing, it looks kind of like a TV remote, but I’m betting it’s a computer of some sort; one that is capable of altering the mathematics of our existence, and therefore shift our physical locations, using some type of mathematical mirror, to put us in another parallel dimension. I’m also betting you have no idea where it is.”


  His stomach roiled. They had left the watermelon right in the truck in plain sight. He guessed Minos Arterios already knew this, but maybe not. They had completely forgotten to stop at the barn and hide it. He began to sweat a little. His only bargaining chip was that device, and if Minos Arterios, who clearly wanted it for some reason, had it, he was conceivably out of options for going after his sister. “Crap,” he thought. “That was so stupid.”


  Minos Arterios stared at Orie. His look was one of genuine admiration, respect even, although his face was always a difficult read, and mostly covered in shadow from the hood of his robe, which he never took down. “Well played, lad,” he said. “Well played. And correct to a fault. So where does that leave us?”


  Mark and Ryan also stared at Orie with mouths open. Now they knew why he was in Advanced Science.


  “What are you offering as a solution to fetching my sister, and Mom and Dad, from this Ravenwild place?”


  “You will go there now. I will provide you with detailed real-time maps of all the countries in computer format that you will download onto your laptop, and change-shift with, to Ravenwild. When you get there these files will have been transmuted into regular parchment maps. They will occupy a knapsack’s worth of things you will have to carry along with you, but do not lose them. They will be the whole key to always knowing where you and the others are.”


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” interrupted Orie. “You said, ‘you’. You’re not going?”


  “That is correct,” said Minos Arterios. “For reasons I have neither the time nor the liberty of going into, I cannot venture to Inam'Ra at this time. I am, unfortunately, involved in other matters of a more pressing nature to which I must attend.


  “Now, listen. Most beings refer to the planet of ‘Inam'Ra’ as ‘Ravenwild’, because it is the name of the country where the Humans, Elves, and Dwarves live. But the name of the world, Inam'Ra, appears on some of the maps, and I don’t want any confusion. You will bring weapons. I have obtained them for you. They are outside. You will arm yourselves, pack up the survival supplies that are with them, travel there, and rescue your sister. After that you will find your mother and father.


  “And remember this, the positions of all of them as of when you transport will be clearly marked on the map as dots. Know that the positions of the dots will change as their actual positions change.


  “Now, about rescuing Stephanie: As I have said, her position will be indicated on the maps. It will be up to you how you go about it.


  “There is one other thing.


  “You will most likely have to kill to rescue her, to even survive yourselves. Can you do this?”


  Orie thought for a second. “I can,” he said.


  “Can they?”


  Mark looked at Ryan. They both nodded, “Yes.”


  “In that case, the only question that remains is, are these lads accompanying you on this perilous mission?”


  Orie looked at Mark and Ryan.


  “I’m in,” said Mark without hesitation.


  “Me too,” said Ryan.


  “I’m going too,” announced Gracie, walking in the back door. Nobody moved, too caught up in the intensity of the moment.


  “That will not be possible,” said Minos Arterios. “The technology we have at our disposal will permit a maximum of three to be change-shifted. The sum of the combined reflections of as many as three is pushing it, but these lads are small. It shouldn’t be a problem.


  “Go then,” he said. “Our window to do the change-shift is closing. Get your weapons on.”


  The boys stood. Out the backdoor they went and down to the truck.


  When they returned, strapped to the back of each was a broadsword. They also sported a bow, a quiver of arrows, and several long-knives tucked here and there. They had found three ancient-looking, stitched rucksacks made of some sort of animal skin with leather straps hanging off the sides. Inside each of these 'survival backpacks' they discovered food in tins and a rudimentary medical supply kit which held the most basic toiletries, medications, and wound-management supplies. There was quite a bit of rummaging about as the boys searched for outfits and such that fit. To Gracie’s surprise, when they were done and Orie had checked everybody off, there was a lot left over.


  Orie looked at Grace, “Well, I guess this is it. Goodbye.” They hugged. Gracie had tears in her eyes as she hugged the other two. Then she turned and walked off up the driveway.


  “Let’s get it done,” said Orie.


  Neither of the other two said a word. They climbed back up the stairs and went straight to the living room, but were surprised that Minos Arterios was nowhere to be seen.


  “Where is he?” asked Ryan. Mark began to speak, almost to himself. “This is all pretty freaky. How do we know we can trust this guy? Are we sure we want to do this? Wizards? Transporter things to beam us to another planet? I don’t know, man, but I’m not sure we can trust this guy … ”


  Orie was not paying attention to Mark’s mutterings. He was busy trying to figure something out. He would bet money that Minos Arterios needed the transporter device to transport himself to where he wanted to go. That had to be it. Why else would he hang around with a bunch of kids when he had ‘more important matters’ he needed to get to?


  “Wait here,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”


  He went down the back stairs and retrieved the watermelon. As he had guessed, it was right where they had left it. He was going back up to the house when, suddenly, out of the shadows, Gracie appeared, moving towards him silent as a wraith. To his greater surprise, she was dressed in battle garb, complete with medieval weaponry.


  “I’m going,” she said. Her tone said that she was not going to take no for an answer.


  “You can’t go,” said Orie. “You heard Minos, only three of us can go. The transporter won’t support any more.”


  “I’m going,” she said, even more forcefully this time. “Stephanie is my best friend. You might need me. I can ride. I’m going, and that’s final.”


  They talked for a few more minutes, and Orie went back up and rejoined Mark and Ryan. He went straight to the refrigerator and put the watermelon in. Minos was still a no-show, so the boys went over all of their weapons and survival gear.


  “Hey, look at this,” said Ryan, discovering a pouch in his pack, “I have an extra bowstring.”


  
     
  


  Minos suddenly appeared again out of nowhere. Mark and Ryan noticeably started. This time, however, Orie was unflappable. He felt like he did when he was on the sidelines and the kickoff receiving team was doing its thing. Then, he would don his helmet, get final instructions from the coach, and go out to do battle as the quarterback. Since he was a little boy, his ability to maintain his presence in difficult circumstances had always served him well. He had always been captain-cool when everybody else was too emotional.


  “What do you want from us?” Orie asked.


  “I will need you to change-shift me, and then you will change-shift yourselves to Inam'Ra. I will go over how to repeat the process to return when you have rescued Stephanie and your parents. Remember the limitations of the device. No more than two adults and one child at a time. That will mean three separate change-shifts and, unfortunately, there are only certain times when a shift is possible. This means that there will be a wait of up to weeks, maybe months, between. You will need to make yourselves safe while you wait. The device will illuminate green when a shift is possible.”


  Orie went to the refrigerator and removed the watermelon. From it, he extracted the device. Minos reached for it, and Orie withdrew it out of his reach.


  “Explain to me how it works,” he said.


  For the next half hour, Minos explained how to operate this otherworld device. Orie never once let go of it. When he was satisfied that he understood how to operate it, he turned to Mark and Ryan.


  “Gracie,” he called out.


  Gracie entered through the back door.


  “I’ve made a decision,” he said. “Ryan, you and I and Gracie will be going. Mark, you will be staying. Your mission will be to protect Jacqueline. You need to go get her as soon as possible and take her to my Grandmother’s house. Do you remember how to get there?”


  “Yeah,” said Mark. He looked none too pleased that he had been bumped, but Stephanie and Gracie were best friends, and he had to respect Orie’s decision.


  “What do I tell Eddie and Kendra?” he asked.


  “Don’t tell them anything,” said Orie. “If they don’t know where she is, they can’t tell anybody who might want to know. All that matters is that you guys are safe. Don’t say anything to anybody.”


  Minos Arterios waited patiently until Orie had finished giving his final instructions, at which point he asked, “Are we ready?”


  “Wait,” said Orie. He went upstairs and returned with several hundred dollars, which he handed to Mark. “You’ll need this,” he said, “For gas and food and stuff.”


  Orie then nodded to Minos.


  He entered the codes that Minos had told him to enter. He vanished.


  He looked at Ryan and Gracie.


  “Ready?”


  They both nodded. He looked at Mark.


  “Protect Jacqueline.”


  Mark gave him the thumbs-up.


  He entered the second set of codes. They disappeared.


  Mark walked slowly down the back stairs and climbed into Blake’s truck to drive home. Not having a driver’s license just didn’t seem to matter right now. All the way, he wondered how on earth this was all possible.


   



   



  


   Chapter 11


  
     
  


  He cast out his line and settled back for the inevitable strike that would hopefully garner him another fish. He smiled contentedly. It had been a good day of fishing up to this point. Five fat trout now hung from a forked stick drying in the sun, and it was still midmorning. It had taken him years to discover that hanging them to dry within moments after landing them helped enormously in the smoking process, and he needed plenty of smoked fish to help get him through the tough winters. He liked fishing. It was less work than hunting, and he would rather eat fish than pretty much any of the game he hunted. Rabbits were good too, he thought, milder than all of the larger game. He made a mental note to be sure to check his snares on the way back to his cabin. Oh, and yes, he needed to fix a leak on the water system he had installed this summer. He was quite proud of the fact that he now had continuous running water flowing to his cabin, piped in under gravity feed from a spring that was about a quarter mile from his simple home. He had hewn the pipes by hand from rock-maple logs, burning them hollow by standing them on end and using hot coals for the coring, a project that had taken the last four years. His next desire was to figure out a way to heat the water en route to the house. He was always experimenting, drawing nearly all of his ideas from the books he had in the cabin.


  He loved his books. He cherished them as he cherished no other thing in Ravenwild. He had learned of these miraculous things from his father, the only other person he had ever known who had knowledge of books. He had often thought this strange, and even more so that his father had forbidden him at an early age to ever speak of them to anyone. His father had taught him to read and understand the ancient words.


  He had perhaps a hundred; Books on History, Geography, Science, Mathematics, Magic, Prophecy, and more, and he was captivated enough by them that he practically had them all memorized. Many he could recite almost word for word, despite the fact that they might be hundreds of pages long. Other than plainly surviving, books were the essence of his life in the woods.


  Childhood pox had left him terribly scarred, and somewhat disfigured, and he had been shunned by the beautiful citizenry of Belcourt for the entirety of his youth. Hence, after both of his parents had passed on, he had packed up the two mules with the family axes, knives, flints, and steels, along with a few cooking utensils. These few things, his beloved books, and the clothes on his back were all he had set out with, traveling northeast for weeks into the great forest of the Colchester Highlands where he had settled.


  He had chosen his spot wisely, building his cabin on a bluff overlooking a crystal clear lake that was of sufficient size to support enough fish to feed him for a lifetime, but not so large as to expose him to big winds, his valley being otherwise surrounded by hills of roughly four hundred feet on all four sides.


  For years he had hunted, fished, foraged for berries, nuts, edible roots and the like, and read. He had had no Human contact since leaving some ten years before, and was just as happy for it. He would always think of himself as repulsive. But as he aged, the scarring and deformities had largely faded, leaving him a pretty normal looking, if not handsome, man.


  When he had caught an even dozen, he packed up his simple fishing gear, picked up the stick holding his prizes, and began the short walk to the cabin.


  
     
  


  He sniffed the air. It didn’t smell right. No, it definitely didn’t, most definitely didn’t, smell right. There it was again. He wondered where Silver, his Wolf, was. She had shown up several years back as a pup, starving and near-dead. Jared had taken her in. More than once he had thought that he was going to lose her, but his ministrations had proven successful, and he had restored her to full health. More than a pet, they had formed a friendship, a bond, that was as immutable as the forest in which they lived. Since they had lived together, she had always warned him of danger that was about, and he was surprised that she had not already given him such a warning. He hoped that she was all right, but surely he would have heard something if she had tangled with whatever it was that was out there. He crouched low and noiselessly set his fish and tackle down. He drew his knife, a wicked looking thing about 14 inches in length. Nervously, he proceeded slowly, silent as a ghost, down the trail. The branches closed in on him, affording him practically no view of his surroundings. He sniffed again. There it was. It baffled him that he couldn’t place the smell. It was definitely an animal scent, but none that he recognized. Ten years of living alone in the woods had honed his sense of smell to a degree that the city dwellers would never have, yet he still couldn’t get a handle on its source.


  On he crept, one foot placed carefully in front of the other, ever mindful that a snapping twig, or even a gentle rustling of the leaves, might betray his position to whatever it was.


  He sniffed again. The smell was definitely stronger, and now he could smell Silver as well. That was it. Silver was stalking whatever it was that was stalking him. Them.


  He entered a small clearing, and what he saw almost caused him to fall over.


  Right in front of him, sitting on the stump of one of the trees that he had felled to build his cabin, was a girl, no, a young woman, patting his beloved Wolf. He sniffed the air quickly. Yes. She was the source of the smell. No wonder he couldn’t place it. It was Human!


  He crossed the clearing slowly. He couldn’t take his eyes off of her. She was as beautiful as he could ever imagine a young woman to be. Her hair was thick, jet-black, and fell off her shoulders in a cascade of waves. Her face was thin; with lines that suggested that she had not eaten well of late. She had a modest nose and full lips, despite being a little pale.


  She looked at him, and he felt as though his heart might stop, as he stood there with no idea what to say.


  Finally, he spoke the first words he had uttered to a Human for as long as he had lived in the wild.


  “Hello. My name is Jared Novaman. Welcome. I see you have already met Silver.”


  Silver wagged her tail happily at the sound of her name.


  She stood. Once again her beauty nearly took his breath away. It was a picture he would frame in his mind for the rest of his life, her standing in this pastoral setting against the backdrop of his cabin and the hills beyond. She had an hourglass figure, despite being obviously thin from not eating well. She was dressed in buckskins; the sleeves of her blouse and the leggings of her pants adorned with fringe.


  He noticed that she carried a sword, obviously meant for battle, as well as a longbow, and daggers which protruded from the tops of each of her deerskin boots. “Hello,” she said. “My name is Diana Fairman. Thank you.”


  She smiled, and his heart melted. Never in all of his life in Belcourt had anybody ever extended to him a smile such as this except, of course, his mother and father. He felt, at once, whole. Yet at the same time, he felt a slight pang of sadness, for he knew that they would never have more than a relationship from a distance, if they would have even that. He was far too unattractive to ever have and hold a woman of such incomparable beauty.


  There was a brief silence as each contemplated what next to say, which he ended by speaking first. “I’m sorry. Forgive me. You look like you’re hungry. Can I offer you something to eat?”


  “That would be grand,” she said. Then she laughed. “The truth of it is, it would be much more than grand. I confess, I haven’t had much to eat in the last few days. The hunting has been poor of late.”


  “It would be my honor,” he said, giving her an awkward little bow. She laughed a second time, and he decided right then and there that he would take an arrow in the chest for the opportunity to hear that laugh again.


  “Please,” he said, gesturing towards the cabin. “I need to go and retrieve this morning’s catch. I’ll be just a minute. Go in and make yourself at home. Silver, please accompany our guest to the house.”


  She lowered her head and nodded slightly a few times. The way her hair fell over her face when she did so was enchanting. She almost seemed a little embarrassed at her intrusion. But hunger, like fear, is a great motivator, so off she went with the giant Wolf, who was acting more like an excited puppy than a ferocious Agden Woods Wolf.


  Jared fairly sprang down the trail, grabbed his fish and tackle, and raced back towards the cabin. It was as though if he were late by even a minute, she might be gone upon his return, and there would be no point in living. But when he opened the front door, she was right where she should have been, and he let escape an audible sigh. She was studying his ingenious continuous-water-flow system. Her eyes were shining. He was glad she seemed to approve.
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  “Is everything all right?” she asked. “Oh yes. Quite. It's that I had this strange fear that when I got back, you might already be gone, and I would have found that a very difficult notion with which to live, having just met and all.”


  She laughed again. “I wouldn’t do that,” she said. “That would be bad manners. Besides, I’m half-starving, remember? Leaving would not solve that now, would it?


  “If it would not be rude to ask, how did you ever manage to construct such a clever way to get water to flow nonstop into your house?”


  “Yes, of course. Thank you. Ummm. Well, first things first. We need to get you fed. Perhaps you would like a hot bath first. I can have a hot tub drawn for you out back in a few minutes, and after that we can eat and learn more about each other.”


  She looked puzzled by his suggestion, so he added, “Oh don’t worry, it’s perfectly safe. I assure you there is no magic involved. Silver can keep you company. She seems quite fond of you. She hasn’t left your side since you arrived. Oh, and I promise I won’t peek.” She blushed.


  “Wait here,” he said, “I’ll be right back.” He dashed to the cold-room and returned in a minute with a plate of fruits, nuts, and berries, which he set in front of her, saying, “Munch on this,” and scurried about, knocking some small items on the countertop to the floor in his haste.


  He hurried away to prepare her bath, and she settled down at the small kitchen table with her fruit and nut medley. Silver padded over to her side and waited expectantly for the inevitable pat. She moved her head up and down to express her satisfaction, and Diana grinned. She was famished and found it hard to not devour the entire plate in a matter of seconds, but scratching her newfound friend proved just enough distraction to allow her to eat with at least a modicum of civility.


  Jared returned just as she had finished about half of the plateful. He seemed about ready to burst. She didn’t know it, but he had already stopped himself to try and slow down several times while he was getting his water system to switch over to hot water for her bath. It was quite hard for him. He was almost too excited to bear it.


  “Okay,” he beamed, “You shall have a nice hot bath in a few minutes, while I make us some dinner. You may have fish, fresh caught of course, with a wild onion sauce, served over wild rice. Or ham, warmed or cold, served with a wild strawberry sauce, again, over rice. Or I believe we have some left over rabbit. Silver caught it herself, and I could warm that up too. Take your pick.”


  She noted with some surprise that Silver clearly glowed with pride. “I think I would prefer the rabbit, kind sir. Not that the fish doesn’t sound delightful, but I think I would prefer to sink my teeth into some meat, having not eaten for a while.”


  “Warm or cold?” he smiled.


  Her face took on a slight look of embarrassment, and she blushed. “Warm?” she asked in a meek voice, “If it is not too much trouble.”


  “None,” he proclaimed. “Please. Don't be silly. Now, it’s off to the tub with you, but first let me get you some clean clothes. I’m sorry to say I don’t have much in your size, but let me see.”


  He went in the door to the bedroom and reappeared moments later with an armload of clothes, all slightly too large for his unexpected guest. There was a pair of pants, an undershirt, and a top shirt. All were colored a soft brown and made of a cotton-like material. The stitch work was extraordinary.


  She noticed it immediately and commented, “Where did you ever get these? They’re beautiful.” She held them up to her nose and gave a large sniff. They were as soft as could be and smelled fresh, like the outdoors.


  “Thank you,” he replied. “I, I made them of course. I made everything you see here. But that’s all for later. Let’s get you clean. Here,” he said, picking up the dish of fruits and nuts, “Take your appetizer. There’s a large mug of fresh, cold water beside the tub. Go now. Silver will be right with you. It will be perfectly safe.”


  He shooed her out the door and leaned back against the countertop, which groaned in protest. This was all too hard for him to comprehend. Alone in the woods for years and years with nobody for company and a princess descends out of the air who is not only beautiful beyond belief, but nice to him. Nobody had ever been nice to him. He had been totally spurned by all with whom he had come in contact, for the crime of being ugly, for his entire childhood. No one had ever extended him even a bit of human kindness, as if by being unsightly he might have been inclined to bite them or something.


  So now, with all of the excitement that is felt by a high school freshman on his first real date with the most beautiful girl in the school, he went about the preparation of a meal for his guest.


  He suddenly realized that he had left the fish right outside the front door, and the last thing he wanted right about now was the huge mess that would result were a cave-coon or morning-pine to come by to help himself, so he dashed out front and picked them up. The kitchen was now in some disarray from the hasty preparation of the meal. He decided to clean them out front. Whistling, he gutted them all, then removed the heads. He walked over to one of the birches and cut off a large piece of the bark in which he wrapped the entrails. Still whistling, he walked back into the kitchen, flipped the rabbit steaks browning in the pan, stirred the vegetables, and peeked out the window at Diana. He smiled when he noticed her chatting up a storm with Silver. Then he dashed out the front door again, walked about twenty yards into the woods, and buried the birch bark with its contents. Having completed this chore he walked back to the house, through the front door, and back into the kitchen.


  His heart skipped a beat when he looked out the window and the tub was empty.


  He called out for them.


  “In here,” she called back cheerily from behind the bedroom door. Silver gave a quick snuff to let him know that she had not left her side.


  He finished up the cooking, set the food on the table, and arranged everything just so. Still she did not appear. He called out again. “Everything okay in there?”


  This time she didn’t answer. In some consternation, he gently pushed the door open.


  She stood with her mouth slightly open and partly covered with her left hand. She was staring at his books, her face awestruck. He might as well have not even been there. This is how absorbed she was by the sight in front of her.


  He cleared his throat.


  It took her a brief moment, but she slowly turned to him. From the look on her face she might have just looked into the face of the Old One himself.


  “What are these?” she asked softly, waving at the tomes on the wall in front of her.


  He laughed softly. “Well,” he scratched his head, “My father called them books. He collected them. In fact, he dedicated his entire life to collecting them. They contain writings, you see. Writings, as you probably know, are nothing more than the words that we speak written down using symbols, letters they are called, to represent the sounds that make up the words. And the only difference between books, and the limited writings done by the military, the government, and a very few others, is that they are bound.” He picked one up. “See, this is called the cover, or binder. Have you never heard of them?”


  She didn’t answer him right away, but rather turned back to stare at them, her face again spellbound.


  “Yes. I have. But I never believed them to be real. I thought they were like a fairytale told to make children happy. To make us smile.”


  He laughed again, “Well, believe it or not, I have a book that contains nothing but fairytales. It’s one of my favorites.”


  “So you know how to … read?”


  She sounded so cute, like a little girl, that he momentarily forgot his manners and took her in his arms, giving her a big hug. To his surprise and delight, she hugged him back and they laughed like children.


  “Well, yes … I do … I guess … No … yes, I do.” he stammered. “In truth,” he managed, “I read much better than I speak.”


  They both laughed again.


  “And could you … ?”


  “Yes I could,” he finished for her, “if you like. But not now, come, our meal is getting cold and we have so much to talk about.”


  
     
  


  And so they ate, and talked, and laughed, and ate some more, and it was the most glorious afternoon that either could ever remember. He told her honestly and unashamedly why he had left the city of Belcourt as a young man, taking with him only the clothes on his back, the family knives and axes, the mules loaded with his books, and some cookware, and she told him how she had been born into the royal family, but how the never-ending war, death, and destruction had finally robbed her of any hope she ever had for a happy life, and how she had run away as well, hoping to find a life that might give her a chance at the contentment she knew she would never find behind the Great Wall.


  “Let us make each other a promise this day,” he said, holding up a beautiful carved wooden mug of spring water.


  “All right,” she said, holding up hers.


  
     
  


  “Let us vow to never have any secret between us, no matter how small, no matter how large, and to never tell the other a lie, no matter the circumstance, no matter what.”


  “Agreed,” she said softly as they gazed far into each other’s eyes.


  As he was clearing the table and she was commenting on the inventiveness of his continuous-flowing-water system, he noticed Silver standing in the doorway. “Hey,” he said, tossing her one of the snacks, “aren’t you supposed to be outside looking out for us?” Silver ignored the tasty morsel and shook her head towards the woods beyond the cabin.


  Right away Jared knew something was wrong, terribly wrong. He motioned for Silver to go and check out the danger and turned to Diana. “Get dressed in your clothes,” he said. “Quickly. It would appear we have visitors.”
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  Stephanie rubbed her arms and legs, which were sore from having been bedridden for the last several days. She was sitting in a chair beside her bed. On a small table beside it was a pitcher of water and a glass, from which she had managed a few hesitant sips.


  “What happened?” she asked the doctor.


  “What do you remember?” he asked in return.


  “I remember riding with that young boy, Prince, what was his name, oh yes, Erik, somewhere in Ravenwild, and we were attacked by a band of … Trolls.” The word rolled off her tongue as though it didn’t quite fit, as though it somehow didn’t belong. She continued, “He was in front of me, and I heard him get hit on the head. Then I must have gotten hit on the head too because everything went dark and, when I woke up yesterday, I was here. Daria, is that her name? Was stuffing some sort of horrid gruel down my throat. Oh, I didn’t mean for it to sound like that. She seems very kind. I could tell by the way she fussed over me.” She stopped suddenly. A look of terror stole across her face like a thief in the night. The doctor knew she had realized what he had anticipated would most likely occur. She had amnesia. Her voice, indeed her blood, turned cold, and she felt her bowels turn to ice water. “I can’t remember anything else.”


  “Nothing at all?”


  She thought for a moment. “Nothing.”


  “I see. Well, that is normal. You were struck very hard on the head, as you say, and I had to operate on you to relieve the pressure on your brain because you would have died otherwise. Most people who have this kind of operation experience amnesia for a while. Don’t worry. It will come back. Do you remember your name?”


  She screwed up her face in concentration. “No.”


  “Then I guess we’ll have to give you one, temporarily of course. Meanwhile, there is something that you must know. It will be very hard for you to believe, and probably even harder for you to accept, and I ordinarily wouldn’t go at it this soon … ” He struggled for the words to complete his thought. “Child … you are not from this world.”


  She faced him with a blank look. “What does that mean?”


  His answer was cut off as Daria rushed back into the tiny recovery room. “Get her back into bed! Now! He’s coming.”


  Stephanie knew from the urgency in her tone of voice better than to protest. She climbed weakly towards the bed, her efforts completed by the doctor who pulled her roughly the rest of the way.


  “Child, listen to me,” he whispered forcefully. “Do not speak. Do not respond to anything you are about to hear … or feel. You are in a coma. If you fail to obey these orders, we will all surely die today.”


  She nodded. “Grace,” she mumbled, barely audible. “I remember someone named Grace.” Nobody heard her. The doctor was moving a bag of his medical instruments quickly out of the room. Many were sharp. Many were pincer-like. No use giving Malance Venomisis any ideas. Daria was fetching a bowl with soap, water, and towels in order to feign the cleaning that she had already received.


  “Where is she?” he bellowed. “I want to see her. Now.”


  He moved his huge frame close to the small bed in which Stephanie lay perfectly still. Her breathing was quiet, regular.


  “I have to give her credit,” thought the doctor as he reentered the room, “She has Moxie.” He too approached the bedside.


  “Is she awake yet?” he snarled.


  “I beg your pardon, Sire?” asked the doctor. “My Lord, it has only been a short while since you left. I have just finished my neurologic examination, and my assistant here was about to bathe her while I prepare some other tests I will be conducting. What I will most likely need to do is open her back up and wash out any residual clot … ”


  “Never mind that,” he growled. “Change of plans. We will perform our little ceremony tomorrow at first light. There is a battalion of troops that is departing then, and I think it will be a nice sendoff, don’t you agree? So, my good Doctor, you have until then to wake her up. It will greatly disappoint me if you have not been able to accomplish this facile task by morning, and you know it is sometimes most unfortunate for those who disappoint me.”


  He saw the fear come over the doctor’s countenance and added, “Oh, don’t worry. I need you. You are a very good medicine man. The best I could recruit. Where did I recruit you from? I can’t remember.”


  He turned to leave, then turned back to face the doctor. “You have your assignment. Don’t disappoint me.”


  “I will do my best, Sire.” He bowed, keeping his eyes downcast.


  “Make sure you do.”


  He waddled off on feet that were much too small for his disproportionately large body.


  Daria looked at the doctor. “You must go to your brother now,” he whispered. “He’s the only one that can help us.”


  “Yes,” she whispered back, “Yes. You’re right. There is no other way. Where will we meet, and when?”


  “Once you have met with your brother and found us a way out of here, put together food and travel supplies for three days. We will meet you in the stables at midnight.”


  “Ten o’clock” Daria said “The changing of the guard is at eleven, and the guards will be at their sleepiest at ten. Then will be our best chance of going undiscovered.”


  “Very good,” said the doctor. They embraced. On a whim, he said, “I love you, Daria. I have loved you for a long time now.” “And I love you, Doctor,” she return.


  The doctor laughed briefly at the attempt at a kiss. “We’ll do better next time. Go now. Go.”


  Daria patted Stephanie on the head and kissed it gently. “We may not carry this off, child,” she said quietly, “But we will do our best. Good luck to you then.”


  Stephanie didn’t budge. More than anything, she wanted to give this odd stranger/caretaker/nurse a hug for the love that she had extended to her, but she focused on the doctor’s words, and because he had not cleared her from his last order, she remained completely motionless. And it’s a very good thing she did because Malance Venomisis had stopped outside the tiny room and snuck back for a surreptitious peek to assure himself that the girl was indeed in a coma. He was out of earshot, but wanted verification. Seeing the doctor and the Troll nurse exchange a romantic embrace did not faze him in the least. But seeing the child entirely unmoving, despite the ministrations of the two medical people, gave him enough convincing that he left.
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  They huddled by the small campfire.


  “I thought I had lost you,” Blake said, exhaling sharply as the horror of that possibility again crossed his mind.


  “Mmmm,” said Jessica. She sipped warm water from the one tin cup Blake had managed to rescue from the remains of their once intact boat. “Now what’s the plan, Stan? Or perhaps I might put it this way, how the heck are we ever going to get out of this one? Where are we anyway? Do we even know? Man, I wish I had that rotten piece of garbage Hemlock here. I would wring his scrawny neck. But before he died, I would bring him back so I could do it over and over and over again. And imagine us, falling for that line of baloney about him needing us to save his people from extinction. I’m telling you … ”


  “Hey, hey, hey,” said Blake. “Slow down there, speedy. I too would like to hurt this guy, but it isn’t helping us right now. We have to figure this one out, and we can’t take a lot of time to do it. We need to get to Mount Gothic and hook up with the Queen and the wizard-guy and come up with a plan to rescue our girl. Are you ready to travel?”


  She threw the remainder of her water on the fire, which hissed in protest. “Ready.” She tried to smile and failed. Blake noticed and said, “I know. I know. We’ll get her. I promise you, we’ll get her.”


  
     
  


  They worked their way downstream for the remainder of the day. They neither heard nor saw any sign of Gnomes, Trolls, or other forms of danger. They tried to walk quickly, but by nightfall their footfalls were leaden and their senses slightly dulled from exhaustion. “How much further can it be?” asked Jessica when they had paused for a rest and a drink from the river. “We’ve been walking all day, and we haven’t seen anything that looks like what he described as Mount Gothic.” “Hard to say. We may as well make camp now, over there, in under those tall pines. Come on.” They were astounded when they started to penetrate the outermost branches of one of the massive trees and almost fell into it. Someone had been using its under-canopy as a frequent campsite. There was a sleeping area, complete with bedrolls and some sort of waterproof ground cloth that looked like an animal skin, but was unlike any animal skin that either of them had ever seen. There was firewood, a tiny cooking pit, a metal box containing dried meat and vegetables, and another of dried fruit and nuts, all of which smelled unspoiled. There was even a third in which they found some dried leaves suggestive of some sort of spiced tea, and a jar of a substance that was clearly honey.


  There was also a short bow with a small quiver of deadly looking arrows.


  They looked at each other, shocked by these incredible findings.


  “I almost wish it was empty,” said Blake.


  “You mean in case Papa-Bear decides to come home while we are sleeping in his bed.”


  “Exactly. Now the real question is, can we decide, on a preponderance of the available evidence, that this camp is Human, or Gnome, or Troll, or some other as of yet unknown species?”


  “Very well put, professor. The bow looks Gnome. Way too small for Troll, but it could be Human, if a little small. And the height of the place would be way too low for a Troll. The ones we fought averaged at least a foot taller than you, so I think we can exclude Troll. Did you notice any footprints? It’s too dark now to make any out. The dried meat tells me Human. I have no idea why, it just does. Anyway, do we stay or push on? That’s the real question. I can’t decide. You decide.”


  While she was talking, Blake methodically went through assorted effects that were stored in a small pile behind the fire pit. There was an assortment of pelts, two waterskins, and a small silver belt, affixed to the buckle of which was the exact same falcon’s head as the one on the signet ring that Rolan had given to Blake on the river. “What have we here?” he mused. “Looks like it belonged to a child. Look at the crest on the buckle.”


  Jessica strained to make out the figure.


  “No question,” she said. “Doesn’t help us though. She might have been a captive. In a way, it kind of supports the theory of it being a Gnome structure, because no child would ever leave such a beautiful belt behind, let alone one bearing the crest of the royal family.”


  “Unless they left in a hurry,” said Blake. “Anyway, it seems our options are, take what we need and try and find our way to some shelter for the night, or roll the dice and camp here. What do you think?”


  “I’ll take first watch,” she said. She handed him one of the parcels of food. “Eat, Papa. I’m going to fill these waterskins. If I’m not back before you finish, go to sleep. I’ll wake you for the late shift.” She took a few pieces of the dried meat and moved outside.


  She drifted between the branches, and his thoughts drifted with her.


  “Yeah, I’m going to nod right off to sleep while you are out roaming the countryside in a land of creatures to whom killing you seems the main purpose of their existence,” he muttered to himself. Instead, he made his way to the edge of the branches of their temporary campsite and watched her make her way down to the river’s edge. Both moons had risen now, and he could make out her form quite clearly as she glided along. He saw her bend down, fill the waterskins, and return. With the passage of every second he expected something to jump out and overwhelm her, or otherwise tear asunder the serenity of the beautiful summer night, but she returned without incident and they made their way back into the shelter of the great tree.


  “What about a small fire?” he asked.


  “Go for it,” she replied.


  Each knew that a fire, however small, might lead their enemies right to them. But they also knew that the most important threat facing them now was exhaustion, and the prospect of some warm food, and some tea with honey, outweighed the additional risk of discovery that a fire added to the equation.


  In a few minutes, he had a simple stew made from some of the meat and dried vegetables that he had found in the metal box. Jessica began to devour hers.


  
     
  


  “Time to review the plan,” said Blake. I guess we have decided to spend the night here at the ‘Four Seasons’. In the morning, we continue downstream until we near the end of the flat water and the beginning of the third set of rapids and, if we look to our right, we should be able to see Mount Gothic. We climb it, we get ourselves intercepted by friendly forces, and make contact with the Queen and the wizard guy. What was his name again?”


  “Taber,” she said. She chewed, deep in thought, on a particularly tough piece of meat. “What do you suppose happened to Rolan?” she asked.


  “Hard to say, isn’t it. Killed? Drowned? Split on us? Who knows?”


  “Why would he split on us?” she asked.


  “If he felt we might be a serious impediment to his mission of reuniting with his Queen and Taber. He is, after all, a king, and it looks like his people truly are on the verge of extinction. Anyway, if he felt we represented a threat to his mission, even a small one, or we might slow him down, I can see where he would, you know, take off and leave us to our own devices.”


  “Mmmm,” she said.


  She picked up the small belt and examined it carefully, starting with the buckle, then inspecting each individual link by the small amount of light provided by the cook-fire.


  “What are you looking for?” he asked, then, “More tea?”


  “Please,” she replied absently. “I don’t know,” she murmured. “But there’s something about this belt that might hold a key to solving our problem.”


  “What problem are you talking about?”


  “Ending this nightmare and going home.”


  “What do you mean?”


  She thought for a moment. “I don’t know, but doesn’t it strike you as hugely coincidental that the figure on the buckle matches the one on Rolan’s ring perfectly? And remember that thing he did with the ring, that thing with the beam of light? I wonder if this belt does anything special like that.”


  “Good thought. We’ll bring it with us, that’s for sure. All right then, sleep is the order of the moment. Don’t wander off.”


  She stood up, checked her broadsword to make sure it was loose in its scabbard, leaned forward, planted a kiss on his forehead, and eased her way out into the night.


  Blake straightened up the tiny campsite and organized all of the gear for a quick getaway. Seconds later, he was asleep.
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  It was just as Minos Arterios had promised. In a split-second they went from standing in the living room to standing in a small glen. There were three horses tethered there, happily munching on the lush summer grass that grew in abundance.


  “Smells like Gram’s,” remarked Orie, referring to the smell of pine that permeated the air. He deliberately kept his voice down so as to set the tone for the entire undertaking. Gracie went immediately to the horses to make friends, while Ryan and Orie got to work on spreading the uppermost map out in front of them, laying some small rocks at the corners to deal with the pesky breeze that kept trying to make a mess of their planning.


  “Gracie, come on over here,” he said, adding, “please.” Again he spoke softly.


  Gracie finished her inspection of the tethering method, the like of which she had never seen, and joined them. Orie had drawn a dagger and was pointing with it to the map.


  “First of all, we are definitely here,” he said, indicating an X with the words ‘Starting Point’ printed next to it. From his rucksack he pulled out a simple needle compass, placing it beside the map. He looked all around them, motioning for them to do the same. “Now let’s all get this down pat,” he continued. “We might get separated, and it will be critical that we all know how to get back together.” He studied the map again for a bit. “The way I see it, those,” he waved towards the mountain range directly in front of them, “are the Quaglore Mountains … and … we are already in Slova. Everybody agree?” He waited while Ryan and Gracie oriented themselves. “As you can see, they are mostly to our east, and they represent the northwestern border into Slova, home of our soon to be friends, the Trolls. We need to cross over the one right in front of us and then make it to here, Troll, without getting caught. That means we will be traveling at night and camping off the trail during the day. Ryan, how far would you say this is?”


  “Sixty miles,” answered Gracie, “more or less. Maybe a hundred?”


  “I agree,” answered Ryan with a grin, then, “I would have gotten there.”


  “Okay, quit it you guys, this is serious,” said Orie. “Look here, in this town named Troll, is that lame or what? It says there is a raft hidden on the eastern shore that we need to find, and we’re going to float down the river for … jees, a couple hundred miles … no, more like four hundred … maybe five … wow … to pretty much where the castle is. Man, that’s a seriously long way … Ryan, get out the rest of the maps and see if there is a more detailed one of Troll.”


  And on it went until the small group was confident enough that they knew where they were, and where they were going, to start the first leg of their long journey. Following this, Gracie gave the boys their first and only riding lesson.


  “The first thing you need to know,” she said, “is their names. Look, they’re engraved here on the saddles. Mine is Lightning. Orie, yours is Thunder. Ryan, yours is Fury. You need to make friends with them. You need to love them, and they need to know that you do. Your lives will undoubtedly depend on them, and if they know that you love them they will put themselves in danger for you. Horses are like that. Most people think they are no more than dumb beasts that carry them from here to there. Not the case. They are highly intelligent animals, and definitely develop strong feelings for those who would ride them. What I'm saying is, take care of them and they will take care of you.”


  The boys spent the next half hour bonding with their mounts. They spoke their names repeatedly as they groomed them for the trek that lay ahead. Much though she knew it was way too little training, she also knew that time was of the essence. So, just as the sun was setting, they took their first actual steps in the rescue effort of Stephanie.


  For the first few hours, they rode in silence up the trail, guided by the intense light of the two Inam'Ra moons. At one point, however, the going became too steep and the footing too treacherous. On Gracie’s command, they all dismounted and started walking the horses along. Soon, even this became inadequate to deal with the difficult climb, and they were forced to advance with one horse at a time with one pulling and two pushing. It might have been easier had they been able to shout encouragement to the animals as they struggled upwards, fighting against the steep incline, the loose scree, and potholes that threatened their hooves every inch of the way, but they were forced to keep their encouraging words down to mere whispers. Gracie was the leader in this, soothing and cooing the animals all the way as they inched their way slowly up the mountainside.


  
     
  


  By midnight, they had all the horses together again at a place where the trail widened out enough to accommodate the three animals side-by-side. Everyone in their little outfit was breathing heavily, even the horses, whose bits were covered with lather.


  
     
  


  “We have to let them cool down,” said Gracie, “and they need water badly.”


  “Ryan, get out the maps,” said Orie, “and see if there is any water along this trail. I’ll give them some of ours. We need to drink too.”


  He gave each horse sips of water from their waterskins, pouring a tiny amount at a time into the palm of his hand and letting them lick it out. He thought of Mickey and Johnnie and how he used to get a kick out of the feel of their tongues when he was a little boy. “Sorry, Fury,” he said to the last one, “I wish it could be more. Ryan, what do you know?”


  He handed the waterskin off to Gracie, and she took a sip. “Not too much,” he said, “we need to make it last. Just a mouthful. Hold it in your mouth as long as you can.”


  “I don’t see any water on this side of the mountain,” he said. They all looked. They all agreed.


  “Then we make do with what we have,” Orie said. “We have three waterskins. That will have to be enough. I can’t see that Minos Arterios would send us this way only to have us die of thirst. Let’s go.”


  For the remainder of the night, they pushed and pulled and grunted and sweated and struggled furiously to make it to the top of the mountain. There were parts of the trail that were actually quite easy, and there were parts that were so difficult that they swore they would never be able to traverse them. But they worked together, they never gave up, and about an hour before sunrise a small clearing rewarded their valiant efforts, off to the right of which was a dense thicket in which they could hide out with the horses for the day. With any luck, anybody passing by this way would merely continue down the trail without noticing them. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do.


  “This is where we sleep,” said Orie. “I’ll take the first watch. Gracie, you tether the horses, Ryan, you unload them and prepare us a little camp. Make sure they get a little water and some of the oats in the saddle bags.”


  “Aye, aye, captain,” he said. They exchanged meaningful looks. Their faces were covered in sweat and grime. Their hands were rubbed raw from the continuous pulling on the reins. Every muscle in their bodies ached beyond belief. They were hungry, thirsty, and exhausted, yet when Orie said, “The last time you looked like this was the first day of football practice last fall,” Ryan couldn’t help but smile.


  “Yeah,” he said, “compared to that, this is a piece of cake.”


  “I’m going to scout ahead a little,” he said. “Make sure there aren’t any surprises around the next few bends. After you get the horses unpacked and the camp set up, you should scout back a bit and make sure nobody’s following us. And cover our tracks as best you can. Use small branches to rub them out. If anybody comes by here, it must look like we never passed this way.”


  “Will do,” he said.


  Once the horses had been led deep into the thicket, and Ryan and Grace were about their assigned chores, Orie moved silently away from the small clearing. He knew that they had made some noise getting to where they had gotten, but he also knew that the windings and turnings of a mountain trail tend to obscure routine travel noise, and they had been very careful to not shout, or even raise their voices, so unless someone was right up on them, they were most likely still incognito to this point. He checked his sword to make sure it was loose in its scabbard, as he had seen his father do a hundred times before when they were practicing in the barn. His sword and his daggers were all that he took with him, leaving his longbow, two crossbows, battle-axe, and mace tied to his horse. He didn’t want the weight and, more importantly, he didn’t want the rattles.


  He glided along on soft leather moccasins, making not a sound. Listening. He thought he heard a noise from up ahead and stopped to listen intently for several minutes but, hearing nothing, he kept going.


  He reached a sharp bend in the trail and peered carefully around the edge of it.


  
     
  


  A huge hand suddenly clamped itself around his neck and picked him straight up.


  
     
  


  He found himself face to face with what he presumed must be a Troll and getting choked to death all at once!


  “Well, well, what have we here? A puny Human boy. My, but what a nice snack he will make for me in the morning.”


  Orie kicked and struggled, but there was no way he could break free of the huge creature’s grasp. He began to lose consciousness, the light fading to a terrifying blend of darkness and spots, accompanied by a strange prickly sensation in his neck and back. His last thought before he blacked out was one of regret that he had not been able to warn Ryan and Grace of the danger. He had failed them, and they would die because of it.


  The Troll noticed he had become limp and dumped him unceremoniously on the ground, then went back to the chore of setting up his camp, which is what he had been doing when he heard Orie sneaking up the trail. Orie landed with a blend of splat and rattle all in a heap and remained stationary for several minutes. When he came to, opening his eyes, he was confused for several seconds … then suddenly remembered where he was and what he was about. The Troll noticed he was awake and approached him. Orie could see that he was blocking the way back down the trail, and he knew he would have no chance of getting around him. He thought about unsheathing his sword but, in light of the Troll's immense size, gave up any hope of possibly coming out on top in a fight.


  He waited, scrambling back a little.


  “Whoa there, little fellow,” the Troll said, “Now where do you think you are going?”


  He reached down and pulled Orie’s sword from its scabbard, which he had to do quite carefully, being as his hands were so large. “Now what could you possibly intend to do with this little toothpick of a sword?” he asked. “Surely you don’t intend to use it in battle. Maybe against the Gnomes, but not against a Troll.” He laughed loudly for a long time. Surely Ryan and Grace would hear that and come to his aid. Curiously, he handed it back to him.


  “What is your name, little one?”


  “Orie Alexander Strong,” he said. “Might I ask yours?”


  “You might,” he answered, “but there is no guarantee that I would tell you.” He roared again, clearly amused with himself. This time he laughed until his eyes watered, great tears running down over his cheeks. Orie carefully adjusted his position while the huge Troll guffawed himself to silence. He wanted to be able to dart by him when the opportunity presented itself.


  “My name is Forrester, Forrester Wiley Ragamund. Thank you for asking. Good manners. Good manners are never in bad form, you know.”


  “That’s amazing. My mother says that all the time,” said Orie.


  “Well she is right,” said Forrester Ragamund. “And you would do well to listen to her. Now, where is it you are going? You are far away from your home, Orie Alexander Strong. By the way, that is a wonderful name. I like it. Yes, I definitely like it. Where was I? Oh yes, where is it you are going? Do you know that this trail leads deep into Slova? That’s where the Trolls live. You do know this? You do know you are in Slova, right?”


  “Yes. I do,” Orie offered, cautiously.


  “Then what are you, some sort of spy or something? No way. First of all, you’re not old enough. Then again, I hear we have nearly wiped out the Humans, so maybe you are old enough. Say, where’s your horse, anyway?”


  “Who said I had a horse? Anyway, what are you doing here Forrester Ragamund? By the way, I like your name too. It’s a good name.”


  “What are you, trying to butter me up? I’m the one that should be buttering you up, seeing that I am going to eat you for breakfast.” He laughed again, but not as long this time.


  He noticed that Orie got extremely pale and said, “Oh. Don’t worry Orie Alexander Strong. I won’t eat you. I’m not that kind of Troll. I’m not like the others … ” He looked sad. If, that is, a Troll can be said to be capable of looking sad.


  “What do you mean?” asked Orie.


  “Well, it’s a long story,” he said, “Why don’t you invite your two friends to join us, and I will tell it to you all at once. Then I won’t have to tell it again and again.” He laughed again.


  “Do you promise you won’t eat us?” asked Orie, “Or harm us in any way?”


  “I do,” said Forrester. “By the way, I could smell it on you.”
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  “Smell what?”


  “Why, the horse of course.”


  “Oh. Yes. Ryan, Gracie, come on!” called Orie. “It’s okay. I think we may have had a huge stroke of good luck.”


  Ryan and Grace strode into the clearing where Orie was now kneeling on one knee in front of Forrester, who had seated himself on a large fallen tree. Ryan had his sword drawn, Gracie, an arrow nocked in her longbow.


  “Put those away,” said Orie, “please.”


  “Good manners,” said Forrester.


  “Yes,” said Orie, standing up. “Good manners.” He smiled up at Forrester Ragamund, who smiled back. If, that is, a Troll can be said to be capable of smiling.


  Ryan sheathed his sword, and he and Gracie warily approached Orie and the giant creature.


  “Forrester Ragamund,” said Orie, “may I present Ryan Brahm and Grace Hubbard. Ryan, Grace, Forrester Wiley Ragamund.”
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  Jacqueline knew that something was wrong before it declared itself by the way Cinnamon was acting. The feline kept bumping Jacq’s head with her own, to which Jacqueline responded by saying, “Quit it!” several times before she realized that Cinnamon was trying to tell her something important. She looked at the clock - 2:30 in the morning. She sat up, let out a soft groan, and rubbed her eyes. Cinnamon took advantage of the fact that she had her awake and launched herself at Jacqueline’s torso, using it as a springboard off of which she redirected herself silently to the carpet at the side of the small bed. Then she turned and took four or five deliberate steps towards the door that was closed, after which she turned and faced Jacqueline directly with an unblinking, eyes-wide-open, stare. Again she turned, taking two more exaggerated steps, and turned back to face her.


  Jacqueline understood and eased out of the bed, opening the door quietly and following her down the short hall. They could hear Uncle Eddie snoring softly, but when she peeked in the bedroom, Tanta Kendra was not there. They exchanged a brief, meaningful look, and Cinnamon walked to the head of the stairs where she waited for her. Together, they descended them without a sound. To her dismay, the very last stair let out a soft creak as it accepted her weight, but after a short pause nothing seemed out of the ordinary, so they continued towards the kitchen. Peering cautiously around the doorway, she saw the reason for Cinnamon’s obvious distress: Tanta Kendra, sitting at the kitchen table and staring straight ahead in their direction. Her eyes were definitely open, but her facial expression was a complete blank, and her mouth hung open slightly. Beside her stood Hemlock, his back to them. In his right hand he held what looked like some sort of electronic probe that he kept passing over her head, moving it from side to side with each pass. On the table sat what looked like a small monitor to which his eyes were fixed. He mumbled something to himself over and over; strange words that Jacqueline could not make out. She noticed he was dressed in normal clothes and not his wizard robe.


  Bold as could be, Jacqueline marched into the kitchen and pushed him roughly on the small of the back, almost knocking the device out of his hand. “Hey! What are you doing to my Tanta Kendra?” she demanded.


  He was clearly startled, but regained his composure quickly, saying, “Hello, Jacqueline. I am fixing her. Much like your dad might fix a patient in the Emergency Room. My enemy, and your enemy I might add, has gotten to her and made her mind very sick. I was merely undoing the damage she has sustained. I know you love your Tanta, and I also know you don’t trust me, but right now you have to. You don’t want her to die, do you?”


  Now Jacqueline didn’t know what to do. She clearly didn’t want her Tanta to die, but something didn’t sit right with this whole thing, and she had never trusted him. She looked down at Cinnamon who looked right back at her. Suddenly, she leaped up on the table and crossed it with a few bold steps, only to lean forward and bare her teeth with a menacing hiss. That did it for Jacqueline, who turned and ran up the stairs, yelling “Uncle Eddie, Uncle Eddie! Wake up. Wake up. There’s a man in the kitchen, and he’s hurting Tanta! Uncle Eddie, wake up!”


  In a matter of moments Uncle Eddie and Jacqueline raced back down the stairs where they found Tanta Kendra still sitting at the table, distractedly dunking a tea bag up and down in a cup of water. She had the same blank appearance to her face that Jacqueline had observed before sounding the alarm.


  Hemlock was nowhere in sight.


  “Kendra, are you all right?” asked Eddie, appearing troubled at the vacant expression on her face.


  She looked at him, then at Jacqueline. For another moment she seemed confused, but her look quickly changed to one of recognition. She laid the string from the teabag alongside of the cup and said, “I’m fine. Why? I couldn’t sleep so I got up to have a cup of tea. I can’t help thinking about Blake and Jessica.” She glanced at Jacqueline. “Oh, I’m sorry, honey. I’m sure everything is going to be all right.”


  “Tanta,” Jacqueline pleaded, “Don’t you remember that man being here a minute ago? He had you in some sort of trance or something.”


  “What man? Jacqueline, what are you talking about?”


  Jacqueline looked at Eddie, then Kendra, then Cinnamon. She didn’t know what to say.


  “You must have had a bad dream Jacq’,” Kendra finally said. “Come on now, let’s all get back to bed. Uncle Eddie has to work in the morning.”


  She turned, walked down the short hall, and started up the stairs, Eddie following her and Jacqueline following him. Cinnamon jumped up on the table and meowed loudly. Jacqueline turned and watched as Cinnamon positioned herself alongside Kendra’s teacup and rubbed up against it for her entire length, including her tail.


  Jacqueline walked quietly back and asked softly, “What is it girl? What are you trying to tell me?”


  Again Cinnamon rubbed against the cup.


  She stuck her finger in the water. It was cold.


  
     
  


  The next morning, Jacqueline was up at 7:30, which was unusual because she usually slept in on the weekends. Uncle Eddie had already left for work, but Tanta Kendra had the day off and came downstairs to find Jacqueline eating a bowl of Frosted Flakes with Cinnamon purring contentedly on her lap.


  “Good morning, Jacq’,” she said.


  “Good morning, Tanta. Are you feeling okay?”


  Kendra, about the chore of making a pot of coffee, suddenly put it on the countertop and sat down at the table with her. She raised her eyebrows in response to this abrupt interruption of her Tanta’s simple task.


  “You know, Jacq’,” she said, “I’m not sure that I am. I had the strangest dream. Added to the fact that I have no idea where your mother and father are, or Orie, or Stephanie, and I believe you know more than you are telling me … No, darling, I’m not sure if I am okay. Are your mother and father fighting?”


  “No.”


  “Do you know where they are?”


  “No.”


  “Do you know where Orie and Stephanie are?”


  “Uh-uh.”


  The only sound that could be heard for the next few seconds was the soft hum of the overhead fan. Kendra stood and filled the coffee pot. Jacqueline watched her intently as did Cinnamon. Kendra noticed the ultra-serious looks of both and laughed.


  “What?” she asked. “Look at you two. You would think you had never seen me make coffee before.”


  For the next few minutes neither spoke. Kendra, of course, knew that there was something very serious going on, and while she did not want to pry, or cause Jacqueline any additional hurt in case her sister and brother-in-law were separating, she felt she needed more information in case there was anything she could do to help. For Jacq’ to not know where anybody was, was very, very disconcerting.


  “I have to go upstairs and get dressed,” she said. “Will you guys be okay until I get back?”


  Jacqueline shrugged. “Sure, Tanta.”


  She headed up the stairs. Jacqueline picked up the phone and dialed Mark’s number. Luckily, he answered.


  “Mark,” she said, “This is Jacqueline. Come get me. Now.”


  “Now how am I going to do that?” he asked.


  “Take your Mom’s car,” she said.


  “I can’t do that,” he said. “My Mom would kill me.”


  “Orie would do it,” she said, hoping that she could wheedle him into action. “That Hemlock guy was here last night, and it looked like he was scanning Tanta Kendra’s brain or something. She doesn’t even remember it. I have to get away from here, and then she and Uncle Eddie will be safe. Meet me at the ball field down the street in one hour. You remember where it is, don’t you?”


  “Duh!” he said. “Orie threw me two touchdown passes there last year.”


  “Whatever,” said Jacqueline, rolling her eyes. “Be there. One hour. Be there.” She hung up.


   



   



  


   Chapter 12


  
     
  


  “Have you managed to speak to your brother yet?” asked the doctor.


  He and Daria were seated on benches in the anteroom, where those that needed medical attention normally waited to be seen. Stephanie was in the next room over.


  Daria’s brother, Maxilius Bravarus, was a decorated veteran in the Troll army, having risen from the lowly rank of stable boy to that of Field Commander after a lifetime spent in service to his Emperor and the nation of Slova.


  It was a simple question, yet it was laden with implications of an order of magnitude that made the doctor’s mind essentially stop working as soon as he asked it. He held his breath and waited for her response. He sighed audibly when her smile told him what her words were about to.


  “I have,” she said. “He has learned that our Emperor is planning to execute not only the girl, but the Prince of Ravenwild as well, after first making him suffer through the horror of watching her die first. Such is his idea of a surprise. Well my brother has planned a little surprise for him, for when the six that are to lead him from the cells to the boiling pots get halfway there, three of these will be on our side of things, four if you count Maxilius, and the ones loyal to the Emperor will never know what hit them. One of the three that are with us will then take the Prince to the entrance that leads to the castle sewers, where he will wait for us. The other two will secure the horses, deliver them to where the Prince awaits, and join up with us as we make our way down to him. It will not be easy, because the word will spread like wildfire that something is awry as soon as it is discovered that the Prince is missing, but hopefully we will be on our way by then.


  “Make no mistake about it; we will have to race for our lives all the way across the Slovan Plains to the borderlands and the forests beyond. And they will be chasing us all the way.


  “I honestly doubt we will make it, as does Max, but I know this: we will try, and our fate will be decided by the Old One.”


  The doctor looked at her, his face reflecting the love and admiration he felt for this young Troll woman. He nodded.


  “Come then,” he said softly, “It is time to tell the girl.”


  They walked into the next room where Stephanie stood waiting.


  “Well then,” the doctor said, putting on a cheerful smile, “have you decided on a name? We need to call you something then, now don’t we.”


  “No. I haven’t. It’s the strangest thing. There are times when I seem to be right on the brink of remembering who I am, then it escapes me.”


  “Perfectly normal,” said the doctor. “Well, how about we call you Doreen? That was my mother’s name.”


  Stephanie scrunched up her face as though she had taken a large bite out of a very sour pickle. “That's odd,” she said, “I seem to remember that name. It’s almost like it was my name. Hmmm.”
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  “Was it your name?” asked the doctor. “It very well might have been. Think now. Try hard, girl.”


  Stephanie tried as hard as she could to think, to remember, but there was nothing, just a blank, except for meeting Erik and their capture. That was as far back as her thoughts would take her.


  “Doctor,” said Daria, “I know this is important, but we have to cut it short. The guards will be having their supper now, and we have to prepare for our escape. I have begged some silver from the kitchen help, and we need to divide it into equal portions in case some of us … don’t make it. We also need to locate waterskins and fill them. We have none here in the infirmary. Can you get us some? We will need eight, two for each of us.”


  “Ten,” came a voice from the hall outside the anteroom. “And not to worry. I have brought them, and they are full. Not to mention a little gold of my own.”


  Maxilius Bravarus strode in. He was large even for a Troll, easily over eight feet tall. He grasped the doctor’s outstretched hand in his own. The doctor’s was completely lost in that of Daria’s brother.


  “Maxilius,” cried Daria, “Why are you here? Is it safe? Did anyone see you come down here?”


  “Easy, good sister. None of the lumps that call themselves palace guards saw me come, and even had they, I am on official business per order of the Emperor himself. Have you forgotten who your brother is?” He took his younger sister in a fond embrace and lifted her off the floor. “Have you gotten together what we will need?”


  “Well,” said Daria, looking at the floor.


  “I thought not,” he said. “Fortunately, I have been on a few deployments in twenty plus years in His Majesty’s army, and know a little about supply issues. Don’t worry. The horses will be outfitted with everything we will need for two days of hard travel. After that,” he patted the sturdy blade that hung from his belt, “we will have to do a little providing for ourselves. But you should bring whatever weapons you are used to, Doctor. You will need some. I would suggest a broadsword and long knives at the very least. There will be a crossbow and bolts strapped to your horse.”


  He looked Stephanie in the eye. “So this is the girl. Hello. My name is Maxilius Bravarus. I am Daria’s brother. It is a pleasure to meet you. Would that the circumstances of our meeting were different.” He bowed slightly.


  “Hello,” she returned. “My name is Doreen … ”


  A fleeting vision of a farm, and two horses, one light-brown, one dark-brown, rolled across her consciousness and she swayed slightly, nearly falling down.


  Maxilius Bravarus caught her easily and plopped her in a chair.


  “What was it Doreen?” asked the doctor. “What did you see?”


  “Nothing,” said Stephanie. “It was nothing. It’s nice to meet you, Sir. Your sister is a wonderful caregiver.


  “I too will need a broadsword and a brace of long knives. Can you get these?”


  Maxilius Bravarus laughed. It was a hearty, rich laugh that rolled out of him like soft thunder. “Now where did you learn to use weapons such as these, young Doreen?” he asked.


  “That I can’t tell you,” she answered, “But what I can tell you is I have used them before. And if we’re going to have to fight our way out of here, I’m willing to do my share of it.”


  “Very well,” he said. “I shall see that suitable weapons are affixed to your horse.”


  “Begging your pardon, Sir,” she countered, “But that’s not acceptable. I’ll need the weapons as soon as we leave the infirmary. We may have to fight before we ever make it to the horses. Do you agree?”


  He stroked his face. “You’re right of course. I’ll see to it and deliver them myself within the hour. Very good, now I need to speak to my sister alone. We need to finalize some of the plans. There’s not much time.”


  Daria followed him to the anteroom and Stephanie, now Doreen, and the doctor were left alone.


  “Doctor,” she said, “Quite a while back you said that I was not from here. What did you mean by that? Where is it that I’m from, and how did you know?”


  “Very good, Doreen. Your short-term memory seems to be working fine. That is very, very good. Yes, well. You, and I actually, are both from a place called Earth. It’s a planet quite different from this one in many ways, enormously different. And I knew because of this.” He reached out and took her necklace gently in his fingers. He lifted up the heart-shaped stone and touched the symbol in the middle of it. “This symbol, here, is not at all from this planet, but from ours. It is called a Caduceus. It is used where we come from as an emblem, sort of, of the medical profession, you know, as a symbol for those who dedicate their lives to healing; to helping others in need. It’s a very long story, and that’s as good as I can do right now, but here’s the deal. If ever you find yourself overwhelmed by fear, or sadness, or grief, or loneliness, or anything, really, you can touch it and it will help you. Because if you do, you will know, deep down inside you, that you do have a home, somewhere. That much I know.”


  Each studied the other’s face for a moment. There were too many questions for her right now. It was all jumbled up in her head, and suddenly she was very tired.


  “Now, time does not permit me to go into it any more than that,” said the doctor. “We need to make ready. You must nap. You will need every bit of strength you possess, and then some, to survive the next several days. This is going to be a most difficult crossing, and what you need right now, more than anything, is rest. What we are about to attempt is going to be difficult beyond belief. You must close your eyes. As your Doctor, I order you to bed this instant. You’re exhausted. I can see it in your eyes.”


  It seemed like no more than an instant’s time had passed before the doctor was gently shaking her awake.


  “Here,” he whispered, “These are from Maxilius Bravarus. Put them on.”


  He handed her a small broadsword, which fit her hand as though it had been made for her. She drew it out of its scabbard of fine, soft leather, on which were tooled many miniature battle scenes. She checked the blade. It was razor sharp. She took a few swings with it and then twirled it expertly around in semicircles, noting it was perfectly balanced. She even changed hands, never pausing in the motion. Satisfied, she sheathed the weapon and drew one of the long knives. After checking the blade, and the balance, she turned and buried it into one of the upright support beams about ten feet from her.


  “Well,” murmured the doctor, “I see. Come now. It begins.”


  Doreen slid the long knives one into each boot and slipped the sword’s baldric over her head, then checked to see that the blade was loose in its scabbard. Then, as they were departing the anteroom into the hall, she paused briefly to draw one of the knives and cut a piece of cloth material from the seat of one of the chairs, which she fastened around her forehead, drawing her hair back out of the way of her eyes. The doctor nodded, his face grim. She returned his nod in kind. Her stomach heaved mightily as they entered the hallway, but she touched her gemstone and thought about what the doctor had said to her, how she had a home somewhere, and it helped her gather her thoughts. Frightened to her very core, and unable to remember a thing of the life she had known before she ended up wherever it was that she was, had her light-years beyond vexed, but for now she would trust the man who had saved her life.


  Strange words drifted back to her from another place and another time. “Never fight if it can be avoided … Always protect yourself, and if the best way to do that is by running away, then run faster than your opponent … But if you must fight, win. Cut your enemy before he has the chance to cut you. His very first movement … his very first movement … will tell you what you need to do to cut him first. It will either be with his sword arm or it will be with his feet … ” She tore herself from this odd reverie and brought her entire focus onto the situation facing her, facing them all.


  They moved down the hallway and were soon joined by two other soldiers. Now six strong, they rounded a turn and came to a doorway guarded by two Trolls who glanced at them with faces that looked to have been cast in iron. Stephanie started to draw her sword, but Maxilius Bravarus put a restraining hand on her wrist, shaking his head, “No.” Both guards saluted him with sword-arms across their hearts, and one opened the door with a heavy iron key. It swung silently inward. Now eight strong, they descended a narrow set of stairs, silent as a leaf drops. The stairs seemed to go on forever, the only light coming from torches placed every fifty feet, most of which were burned out, making it nearly impossible to see. But they continued at a brisk pace, relying on the regularity of the stone steps and the narrowness of the stairway, which allowed them to feel more than see their way along. As they approached the bottom of this stretch of the descent, the stairway brightened slightly from a fresh torch that had been placed in its holder, illuminating another huge door that was also opened quickly by another large key. This door too swung inward without a sound, and Doreen realized that Maxilius had instructed some of his soldiers to walk in front of them and grease the hinges. The air in this lower level was distinctly different than that of the level they had just left. It was warm and moist and reeked of products of decay, stool, and rancid urine. The footing now turned to slop, and they all slowed unconsciously to avoid the delay, and mostly the noise, of slipping. Soon, they had long passed the last of the torches, and they made their way blindly along using only the wall for direction. Each instinctively reached out and took a hold of the one in front of them to prevent getting separated. Doreen’s heart was pounding so hard, she swore she could hear it. She even tried to listen to see if she could hear any of the others’ and took a small bit of reassurance that she could not. Suddenly, and without warning, a huge hand wrapped around her head and pulled her softly. She heard a voice whisper, “We will go down one more level. There will be one more doorway. It opens into the back of the dungeons. We will need to cross over a hallway in plain sight of the guards. They will either be paying attention to their change of shift duties, or concentrating on wrapping up some gambling debts so, hopefully, they will not notice us, but we will do it one at a time. If we are seen, five of us will stay behind and hold them off while you and Daria and the doctor make your way as quickly as possible to the sewers and out to where the Prince and the horses are waiting. When it is your turn to cross, watch the eyes of the guards that are facing you. Try and make it across when their eyes are looking away from you. And remember: Do not make a sound! Good luck, girl. Be brave. Be smart.” A giant mouth gently kissed the top of her head, and she vowed she would honor his words. “Be brave. Be smart,” she repeated in her mind.


  Doreen felt more than heard the final door swing open. There was a slight change in the air currents. She felt a hand take hers and guide her slowly forward. Inch by inch, they crept down the final set of stairs. Time seemed to stand still as they finished the last stage of the long descent. She found that her mind wandered back to meeting Erik in the small shack in Ravenwild. She remembered the gardens, well-tended and lush with crop. And she remembered her introduction to Spirit and Cloud, and the wild chase by the Trolls riding those hideous creatures. But she could not remember anything beyond that, except for that girl named Grace. She knew she knew someone named Grace, and she knew that she was her best friend. She tried to picture her face. Nothing. She was brought abruptly out of her daydream when the hand that had been leading her along sought out her face and clamped gently over her mouth.


  “This is it,” whispered Maxilius Bravarus, so close to her ear it felt like he was whispering to her from inside her head. “We cross over, one at a time. Not a sound”


  She noticed that there was no doorway here, the tiny hallway they were in merely jutting away from the main passage and leading to what she presumed must be the dungeon. Daria and the doctor crossed over without being detected. Maxilius Bravarus bent down and scooped up some dirt from the floor, smearing it all over his face, then peered cautiously around the doorway. In a flash he was across with no one the wiser. One of the Troll escorts squeezed her hand, and she knew it was her turn. She imitated Maxilius Bravarus and dirtied her face. Then she too peeked carefully around the corner. Her heart felt like it might leap out of her chest. There were three Troll guards seated at a table. They appeared to be playing some sort of board game. Two were facing away from her, but the third looked as though he was looking right at her. It was all she could do to not gasp with fright. He couldn’t be more than fifteen feet away. Surely he could see her plain as day.


  
     
  


  She waited and waited. His eyes did not move. She waited some more. Even after what seemed like an eternity had come and gone, it did not appear safe. There was no way she could dart across without getting caught. She knew that everyone was waiting for her to make her move, but she also knew if she bolted for it now, she would be seen.


  Suddenly, there was a loud knock that came from somewhere off in the distance, and all three of the guards’ heads turned that way, one of them calling out. Quick as a mud turtle, she was across the small hallway and into the doorway beyond, with two out of the four remaining Troll escorts right behind her. In a matter of a few minutes, the last two were across. They had made it!


  Now, to meet up with Erik and get as far away from this horrible place as soon as possible. She knew it would not be easy, but if they could only do again what they had just done, there had to be hope that they could make it the rest of the way. Down the last stairwell they crept, a band of brothers and sisters resolute in their determination to escape with their lives.


  The Trolls that accompanied them were Maxilius Bravarus loyalists, all willing to put themselves and each other in harm’s way in order to, in any way they could, with whatever effort or personal risk necessary, serve the cause of bringing down their Emperor, whom they all knew to be a sick and evil soul. None knew if peace with the other races would ever be possible, but all knew that with the leadership presently in power, there would never be a chance. The nurse and the doctor shared their belief. Too many times they had taken care of the instruments of Malance’s barbarous ways. Hideous wounds, inflicted as much, or more, for his depraved pleasure as to punish a wrongdoing. More than once they had been impelled to work hard at convincing a young Troll soldier that taking his own life was not the way to fix his deplorable situation.


  They reached the bottom and eased the last door open without a sound. Beyond it was an expansive cavern that had been cut from the very stone upon which the castle was built. Far beneath the surface now the air was hot, heated by the magma that roiled underneath them and supplied the fortress with the heat and energy to power its needs. They crossed the cavern without incident and came to yet another great door, this one locked. Maxilius Bravarus turned to the group. Doreen saw the anxious look on his face, and her heart began to sink.


  “Not good,” he said in a whisper. “Any suggestions?”


  “Step aside, Commander,” whispered one of the Trolls in the group. “I’ve been picking that same lock for years now to feed our boys when the food storage locker was locked and Malance Venomisis thought it would be fun to starve them. I’ll take care of it.”


  While he went to work, Maxilius ordered Marcos and Dragor to cross back over the cavern and stand guard to make sure that those who might be pursuing them from behind would not flank them. Everyone else stood by while Stevaros worked the lock. Minutes went by as he struggled with the mechanism.


  “It’s frozen up,” Doreen heard him mutter. Great beads of sweat covered his forehead. “This will take a bit longer.”


  Maxilius Bravarus put a comforting hand on his shoulder.


  Finally, with a distinct click, the rusted tumblers fell into place, and not a moment too soon, because from across the cavern behind them there came the crash of swords. They had been discovered! Miraculously, there had been no shouting, only the ringing of the blades and the grunts of soldiers doing battle, and by the time the three remaining Trolls had crossed the cavern to aid their comrades they had already turned to rejoin the group, leaving three dead Trolls behind.


  “Go, go, go,” hissed Maxilius Bravarus, as they all dashed through the doorway.


  “Stevaros,” he said to the Troll whose locksmithing skills had gained them entrance to the castle sewers, “can you relock it in such a way that it cannot be opened again?”


  “I can, Commander. But once I do it, we would not be able to pass this way again if ever we had to. Not without destroying the door and giving ourselves away.”


  Maxilius Bravarus stroked his chin. “Do it,” he said. “And join us at the rendezvous point. You remember the way?”


  “Yes, Commander. Consider it done.”


  Doreen had been so caught up in the excitement of the moment that she had not noticed the fetid stench of the sewers through which they now ran wildly along. More than once she slipped and fell face down in the most disgusting filth imaginable, only to be yanked forcefully to her feet. She gagged and wretched almost continuously for several minutes, then her stomach settled down. The roof of their getaway tunnel started to angle sharply towards the floor, and they all crouched to avoid striking their heads on the ceiling. Soon, the Trolls were all crawling on all fours, but Doreen was spared for a while. In time, however, even she had to crawl when the Trolls were sliding on their bellies.


  She heard a voice call out from the front. “We’re almost there. Soon the passageway will narrow and we will have to squeeze through. Beyond that it will open up into a pool. We will need to swim across it underwater. Hold onto the leg of the one in front of you. Do not let go and do not open your eyes or you will never see again. Come now. Hurry.”


  Doreen did as she was told, passing easily through the opening and downward into the mucky fluid that clung to her like mucous. She forcefully blocked out any thought about what it was that she was swimming through and concentrated on her swimming strokes, which were limited to one arm and one leg. Just when she thought her lungs were going to explode she found herself angling upward and broke through the surface.


  “Don’t open your eyes yet,” Maxilius Bravarus said sharply. “Take my hand.”


  She reached out her hand and was led about fifty feet forward where she found herself under a freezing shower of fresh water.


  As she rinsed her face, hair, and the rest of her clean of the filth of the castle sewers, she heard Maxilius Bravarus say, “This is a mountain stream that was diverted this way for the keepers of the sewers to wash with when they came in contact with the sewer’s contents. Hurry now. We have to make time.”


  She was handed a bar of coarse soap. In a few minutes she was clean enough to move on. From here they made their way along several stone hallways that intertwined in a great labyrinth. All proceeded upwards at a steep angle. Several times they reached blind ends and were forced to turn back. It began to appear that they were never going to escape, that they would die a slow and painful death wandering aimlessly under Malance’s fortress.


  But suddenly, they could see light, and Doreen swore she heard the nicker of a horse.


  “We are there,” called out Maxilius Bravarus. “Now, we run.”


  Rounding a bend Doreen spied Erik holding the reins of Spirit and Cloud. She had thought that there were going to be more horses. Nevertheless, she smiled when she saw him, but was surprised that he did not return it. Something was wrong. She knew it. She could feel it. The group raced forward, and she took the reins of Spirit from his hand, kissing him lightly on the cheek.


  “Come now,” Maxilius Bravarus said. “Time to ride.”


  “Where are your horses?” Doreen asked.


  “Trolls don’t ride horses,” he said. “We eat them. We ride Lizardrulls, but there are precious few of those, and they are all far to the north. Have you ever seen a horse big enough to carry a Troll? No girl, we run. Don’t worry, a horse can outrun a Troll in the short run, but a Troll will outrun a horse every time in the long run. Mount up.”


  She did, after a quick check of Spirit’s underbelly to make sure the girth was tight enough. A loose girth would be disastrous. She noticed Erik mounted slowly, deliberately, and that up to this point he had not spoken a single word, his face a blank. “What’s wrong?” she thought. “Something is definitely wrong.”


  
     
  


  The reason for Erik's unease became apparent as soon as they exited the cavern at the base of the mountain upon which the great castle sat. Directly in front of them, not a hundred yards away, was an entire battalion of Troll soldiers, fully armed and ready to destroy them all if they proved foolish enough to try and fight their way through them. She looked at Maxilius Bravarus. He looked back at her. The expression on his face said it all. They were doomed. She looked at Erik. His blank look was unchanged. He had known all along what the end game would be about. She looked at the faces of each of the Troll solders in their small group who had risked so much. The horses pawed nervously and sidestepped. She looked at the terrifying horde of Trolls before them. The only clear pathway was straight ahead of them in the direction the castle’s main gate. She noticed that the wind whipped mightily in their faces. She spied a trail directly to their left that led not to the castle, but disappeared towards the far side of it somewhere up high in the distance. She whipped Spirit soundly on the rump and cried, “Follow me!”


  Spirit charged up the trail. Erik spurred Cloud and raced after her. The doctor and their small band of Trolls ran after them and a roar erupted from the Troll battalion who dashed madly ahead to close the gap between them and give chase to this crazy band of marauders.


  Ever upward they galloped, never looking back. By sheer luck the trail narrowed for them in several places, and the Maxilius loyalists took every advantage of this by slowing the charge of their pursuers who, despite their overwhelming numbers, were forced to advance in single file where they were held at bay by Doreen’s protectors, all of whom were superior fighters. Even higher Doreen and Erik raced, followed by the doctor, Daria, and Maxilius. With the horses nearly spent and fully lathered, they found themselves at the top of a great cliff. In front of them the Great Slovan Plains stretched as far as the eye could see. Behind them they could hear the clashing of the troops, punctuated by the screams of Trolls on both sides, some wounded, some dying. There was nowhere left to go. The wind blew even more violently now, causing them all to squint. Dust blew crazily all about. The horses whinnied, threatening to lose control, and Spirit reared, causing Doreen to nearly lose her seat.


  “Erik,” she cried, “Those underwings. They’re working, right?”


  “I think so,” he said. “They’re there, but I didn’t pack them. I hope so.”


  “And can we each carry an extra?”


  “I don’t know,” said Erik. “I don’t think it’s ever been tried. It’s a lot of weight.”


  “Well, we’re going to try it now,” said Doreen. “Come, we need some sort of rope.”


  They dismounted and quickly fashioned makeshift rope harnesses that they slung over the saddles, passing one to the doctor and one to Daria. Doreen looked at Maxilius Bravarus. Tears slid down her face.


  “Don’t worry,” he said, “ I’m only too glad to die with my lads. It’s a soldier’s fate. And now that evil one who would call himself our Emperor will know that there are those of us who have had it with his monstrous ways, and that is worth dying for.”


  He hugged his sister tightly as they whispered their private goodbyes.


  And with that, they launched.


  Doreen led the way, taking flight after a short gallop. Daria clung to her rope desperately with one hand, and to Spirit’s tail with the other. For a moment it appeared that they were going to be dashed to bits on the rocks below them, but Spirit gained control and, in the face of the brutal headwinds, they began to gain some altitude. Next came Erik and Cloud with the doctor hanging on for dear life. The same scenario played itself out, the doctor making a mighty leap right after Cloud took flight. Immediately, however, there was a problem, and Erik found himself plummeting downward at a fantastic speed. One of the underwings had fouled on their makeshift harness as it deployed, and right away they were in a death spiral. Doreen saw it and skillfully maneuvered Spirit over towards them, now in a wild dive herself with Daria holding on, her face a mask of terror. “Daria!” Doreen screamed. “Grab the end of the wing! Pull it out straight! It’s their only chance!”


  Cloud came around in a twisting, winding curl, and Daria grabbed for the wing. She missed. Again they tried. Again they missed. Daria glanced at the rocks below that were screaming their way up at them, and knew they would only have one more chance. Here came Cloud, approaching wildly out of control, and this time she caught the wing in her hand. Doreen banked Spirit hard to the right, at just the right angle, and they moved away from the cliff face, allowing the wing to be successfully deployed. Cloud struggled greatly to gain control and finally did, now in hot pursuit of Doreen and Daria who were again cruising upwards, Doreen riding the winds like she had done it her whole life.


  Off they soared, proceeding not only away from the castle and their would-be captors, but higher and higher in the sky until they were two tiny specks, barely visible.


  “Well, all right,” murmured Maxilius Bravarus, as he walked slowly back down the trail with the intention of killing as many of Malance’s supporters as possible before he too had his meeting with the Old One.


   



   



  


   Chapter 13


  
     
  


  Blake awoke and right away knew something was wrong. There was no way Jessica would not have awakened him in four hours for his watch. There was no way she would have let him sleep until sunup, yet that is exactly what had happened, and she was not inside asleep as she should have been. He was frantic as he pulled on his cloak and readied his weapons. Still, he was cautious enough to slowly break cover of the great pine, and he peered about for a long time before he emerged. He quickly compartmentalized his attention into equal halves. One was completely devoted to following her trail away from their overnight camp. The other, to expanding his awareness of what, if anything, was happening around him.


  He followed her tracks out to the windblown on which she had sat for several hours the night before. There were several sets of smaller ones that converged to where she had been seated and undoubtedly fallen asleep. He was all at once sick with anguish that he had let her take the first watch, yet at the same time he knew that there never was a choice in the matter when she set her mind to something. He found where somebody had tried to hastily cover the three sets of footprints in addition to hers that led away from their campsite. It was a crude attempt, and he hoped that somehow spoke to their overall woods skills. He would follow them of course and weak, not strong, foes were always preferable in wartime.


  Cursing under his breath, he returned to their campsite in the huge pine. He wanted to see if Jessica had taken the small signet belt, as well as to be sure he was not leaving behind any of his newly acquired survival supplies and gear. Satisfied that she had indeed taken it, and that he had left nothing behind, he exited and returned to the trail they had left. Jessica’s were by far the largest of the tracks, so he had to presume that Gnomes had made the others. He could see how she was deliberately digging her foot in every once in a while to make it easier for him to follow. “Good girl,” he thought. “Hang on. I’m coming.”


  He followed the tracks all day until the sun went down. He stopped earlier rather than later, fearing that if he kept on he would lose the trail completely and would have to rediscover it in the morning, wasting precious time. Besides, he needed to drink and eat some. For a brief moment he had felt terribly guilty about emptying their little campsite of all of the food stores in it. He knew he was violating a sacred woodsman’s code by basically stealing another’s supplies and therefore depriving their rightful owner of possible lifesaving nourishment. He grunted at the thought.


  “Tough,” he thought. “I’ll replace them when we get our daughter back. Oh, and yes, after I first get my wife back.”


  
     
  


  He chewed the meat slowly, trying to think of anything that might help him in his quest to rescue her. He couldn’t think of anything other than to wake up and continue to follow the trail in an attempt to catch up with them and then make a plan based upon the situation with which he was confronted. When you’re up to your butt in alligators is not the time to think about draining the swamp.


  With his hand held fast to his sword handle, he fell into a light but restless sleep while sitting up against a giant hardwood about ten feet off the main trail, awaking repeatedly in a cold sweat with the weapon half-drawn. The next day was a repeat of the first, and the day after, and the day after that. Jessica’s captors were no longer making any attempt to cover their tracks, seemingly more focused on making good time. It was impossible to say in what direction they were headed, except it seemed to him that they were headed away from Mount Gothic, which now was to his back as near as he could judge, but he couldn’t be sure because the trees obscured any view of his surroundings. He considered climbing one of them to get his bearings, but rejected the notion as soon as it crossed his mind because of the time it would take. It didn’t matter. He had his job right in front of him, and his job was to follow their trail.


  On day four he ran out of food.


  On the morning of the fifth he got the sense that he was gaining on them. He confirmed his impression by examining a particular set of tracks carefully. Yes. They were definitely fresher.


  He moved forward with a renewed strength of mind, increasing his speed as much as he could without sacrificing quiet. Overtaking them would mean nothing if they heard him coming. No, he needed to catch them under the cover of stealth. He needed his approach to be as silent as smoke.


  On the morning of the sixth he downed a critter that looked something like a tiny moose. Completely out of the meat and other foodstuffs he had pilfered from the camp almost a week before, he needed it badly. With the many streams and springs along the trail, water had so far not been a problem, but he was sorely in need of nourishment.


  He quickly gutted it and threw it across his shoulder. He didn’t want to slow one bit, knowing he was catching up.


  The woods began to thin out in the afternoon, and it became apparent that they were on a trail that ran along the base of the mountains. His heart jumped when he caught a glimpse of the small Gnome war party leading Jessica along in front of him. Just as the tracks had told him, they numbered three. He suppressed a growl of fury.


  Now that he knew he would catch them before the sun came up, he stopped and crouched down. Kneeling, he hacked off a hind leg of the small moose-like creature that he had dropped with his stolen bow and arrow earlier in the day. About the size of an average lamb, he had merely slung it over his shoulder and hefted it with him as he walked along. He tore off a chunk of the flesh with his teeth and chewed. He knew that he should be gagging, eating raw flesh. But this was something that he had done before, both in military training and out of necessity on maneuvers miles behind enemy lines. You need food; you kill it and eat it. If you can’t build a fire because it might give away your position, you eat it raw.


  
     
  


  Survival.


  
     
  


  Life reduced to its most simple terms: Kill or be killed.


  
     
  


  And Blake had no intention of dying, no matter what planet he was on.


  
     
  


  They on the other hand had taken his wife captive, and for that they were all going to die. Tonight. Every single one of them. He swallowed the flesh without tasting. He took another bite and eased forward while he chewed. There was no reason to rush any more. They might have her, but he had them. It was all over but the doing.
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  “Did you hear that?” whispered Orie.


  Now deep within Slova, the three of them were awaiting the return of Forrester Ragamund who had gone on a quick scouting trip ahead of them to assure that the way was clear. Such was his antipathy of his Emperor and his evil regime; he had cast his lot in with these three Human children without hesitation.


  He was not entirely believing of their story that they were not from this world but, then again, he had heard from his fellow sewer rats rumors of such things, rumors that had drifted down to them like the waste and detritus that drifted down from those in higher positions than they, which was pretty much everyone else in the kingdom. For they, the keepers of the huge septic system under the castle, were the lowest of the societal low. Forrester had always reasoned that this was why nobody had come after him the day he up and walked away, having had enough of his wretched life. Every job has its advantages.


  Most of the keepers of the cesspits were intellectually challenged sorts, unable to do much of anything else. For many, however, the job had been ordered by the court as punishment for a crime against the social order. Forrester had received his sentence by throwing to the ground a captain who was whipping his elderly father for not getting his weapon forged on time, or something like that. Over the years that had since passed, he had forgotten many of the details. But he was never allowed to forget that he had been sentenced to a lifetime of tending the fortress sewers, with no possibility of appeal, for defending his frail father against a much stronger and abusive authority.


  
     
  


  Before his heinous crime against society, Forrester had been a passionate student of magic. Not that this was easy for, other than he, there was no magic practiced by a single Troll in all of Slova. But at weeks end, if and when his work in his father’s smithing shop was done, and it was such that time permitted, he would travel about fifty miles to the border, stopping only to drink, rest, and avoid the patrols that were constantly on the lookout for those who were not where they were supposed to be. He would cross the Slova River into Ravenwild. Once there, he would seek out an elderly Gnome woman named Cirrhus Wishfor who was, for all of her eccentric ways, a highly skilled sorceress. Indeed, her ability in the magical arts was what kept her from being discovered despite the fact that her cabin was a mile off the main trail, and in the easternmost aspect of Ravenwild, no less. It was shrouded in spells so thick that anyone approaching who was not already invited would become hopelessly confused every time they ventured near her home, and their senses would only return when they were headed in any direction away from her.


  
     
  


  She had spied Forrester one day in her looking-stone, a fantastic spelled talisman that allowed her to see deep into Slova, in pretty much any corner, and had decided she would like to have him for a student. She watched him for years as he went about his business, and he seemed to her to be bright enough and to have a good heart as well, unlike that pig of an Emperor and his court of cronies. She was getting on in years and wanted to have someone to whom she could pass on what she had spent an entire lifetime learning. So she had conjured a very powerful spell when he was a young Troll that caused him to journey her way without really knowing why, and it came to pass that he ended up being her student until the day the courts convicted him.


  She had asked nothing for his apprenticeship, but still he did chores for her, always wanting to repay her in some way for all that he was learning. These tasks were nothing she couldn’t have done herself with any more effort than saying a few incantations, but she let him do them because it helped in the balance of their relationship. So time passed, and his magic grew stronger.


  Cirrhus had watched the entire trial on her looking-stone, knowing always that she could spirit him away undiscovered for all time with a few simple spells, but two things tempered her from acting to prevent the execution of his sentence. First, it was time for Forrester to practice and practice and practice again the command of magic that he had developed under her tutelage. She knew that, as a cesspit worker, he would have all the time he needed, for theirs were days mostly spent at idle, unlike toiling in his father’s shop where making things of iron under the constant demands of the customers would serve as a huge impediment to his furthering his skills in sorcery. Moreover, she wanted him inside the castle walls where he would learn to know, and therefore learn to loathe, the evil ways of Leopold Malance Venomisis. Innuendo always eventually found its way to the lower reaches of the fortress, where the days were mostly spent talking.


  She knew he would hear again and again of the terrible deeds of his vile Troll Emperor and, when he had heard enough, she knew the time would come when he would return to her, having mastered all that she had taught him and eager to learn more.


  
     
  


  She always knew she could be his rescuer, but she believed it best that he rescue himself.
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  Both Gracie and Ryan nodded. It was a troubling noise to be sure, the sound of a branch cracking, and what was most disturbing about it was that it had not come from the direction from which Forrester Ragamund should be returning.


  Three hearts raced as one as they waited for whatever it was that was out there to declare itself. Orie instinctively checked his broadsword to make sure it was free in its scabbard. Gracie and Ryan did the same. They heard it again. This time it was much closer, about fifteen feet out. Gracie silently calmed the horses, who were getting more than a little nervous. Ryan nocked an arrow and peered into the night. Orie silently drew his blade.


  All breathed a sigh of relief when Forrester appeared suddenly out of the darkness.


  “That’s very strange,” thought Orie. “He didn’t just walk out of the gloom. I was staring at that exact spot and suddenly he was suddenly there. Hmmm.”


  He was going to ask him about it when Forrester broke into a huge grin. “Good news,” he said, keeping his voice deliberately low. Nonetheless, it was such a powerful baritone it was almost as though your clothes rumbled no matter how quietly he spoke. “In fact, great news.” He raised his giant, bushy eyebrows skyward, a gesture not lost on the children in the dual-moon light of the Slovan late-summer nighttime sky.


  The threesome gathered in close to hear what he had to say. He did not make them wait. “Your sister and her friend, Erik Fairman, Prince of Ravenwild and heir apparent, have this day escaped from the fortress of Malance Venomisis, out from under his very nose. And it was a brilliant getaway, as I heard it told, engineered in no small part by your sister herself, who led the party straight back towards the castle highlands, seemingly into the very hands of that slimy wartpig that had them locked in the dungeons not five days ago, when they took to the air on the backs of their horses and disappeared over the distant horizon on a set of, what should I call them … enchanted wings. Oh would that I could have been there to have seen such a brave escape.”


  The young friends were overcome by joy and clapped each other on the back in celebration.


  “That means they are safe, right?” asked Orie.


  “Certainly for the moment,” returned Forrester. “Unless they happen to come down right on top of a Troll war party, they are small enough in number, four that is, that it will take considerable time, perhaps forever, to find them on the vast Slovan Plains. I was told there were huge headwinds that might yet carry them better than halfway across. Quite fortuitous. The headwinds I mean.”


  “What did you mean, ‘When they took to the air on the backs of their horses’?” asked Gracie. “Can some of the horses here fly or something?”


  “Not fly, really, but glide. You see, for years, the Elves have known how to fashion a very special attachment that is basically a set of very large, incredibly light, but strong, foldable wings that they fix to the belly of their mounts. What this means is, they can always take to the air as long as they have a convenient cliff off of which they can jump.”


  “Amazing,” muttered Gracie.


  “Yes, amazing,” added Ryan. Orie nodded in agreement.


  “Wait a minute,” said Gracie, “Do we have those things?”


  “Underwings,” said Forrester.


  “You mean these?” asked Ryan, who had already probed the underbelly of Fury.


  “Yes,” said Forrester, “those would be them.”


  “Good,” said Orie, “Important technical tip. Of course, you might have told us earlier, but that’s okay. You have a lot on your mind, what with your walking away on your country and all. That has to be bothering you, Forrester.”


  Forrester thought a bit and said, yet more softly, “On my country, yes. On my family and friends, never.”
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  It was midnight and Jacqueline was still up. By a sequence of very fortunate events, Mark had “borrowed” an uncle’s car who had left it in long-term parking while he was away on business. He then had talked his Mom into letting him go with Ryan, Orie, and the Strong family to their Grandmother’s house in Maine. So he had ‘walked over to the Strong's house’ and ‘left with them’. In reality, he had hitchhiked to the airport and commandeered his uncle’s car.


  These surprise, impulsive trips were frequent enough among the boys that Mark’s mother never bothered to call Jessica to confirm. “Don’t forget to call when you get there!” were her only words, to which Mark yelled, “I will,” as the back door slammed behind him.


  
     
  


  “What is it?” Jacqueline asked Cinnamon, who was seated on her lap and kneading her legs constantly with nervous feet.


  Cinnamon turned her head sharply towards the bedroom door when she heard the noise, the softest feet padding across the ancient wooden kitchen floor and then up the stairs to where they had been going to go to sleep. Mark had already drifted off, after dutifully calling home to reassure his mother and father that everything was fine and that they were all going to bed.


  “You honestly didn’t think you could ditch me by going to Gram’s, did you?” asked Hemlock in a hushed voice from the head of the stairs.


  
     
  


  Cinnamon settled down in Jacqueline’s arms, now that Hemlock had officially announced his presence in the family home. She continued to pat her kitty’s head.


  “Not really,” said Jacqueline, “but as long as I got you out of Uncle Eddie and Tanta Kendra’s house, I accomplished what I wanted to accomplish. What was that thing that you were doing to her, anyway?”


  “I was merely scanning her brain for recent memory input to determine what, if anything, she knew of the whole Ravenwild business. And undoing any damage that was done to her … ”


  “Well then you must know that she doesn’t know anything, so leave her and Uncle Eddie out of this,” interrupted Jacqueline. “If you must know, Hemlock Simpleton, wizard Simpleton, or whoever you really are, I don’t trust you. We already know that you lied to us, pretending to be Dad’s professor from college, and I still have no idea what that was about, but then you tricked Stephanie into going to this place, wherever it is, and then Mom and Dad, and then Orie, Ryan, and Gracie, and now there’s just me, and it’s all pretty upsetting, you know, when you’re only ten.” She turned her back to him and started to silently cry, then stopped herself so he wouldn’t notice.


  “I’m sure it’s difficult for you Jacqueline,” said Hemlock, “but your mother, father, Orie, Ryan, Stephanie, and Gracie, are all doing fine and have asked that I come back and get you so that you can join them there.”


  “Yeah,” Jacqueline snorted, “and I believe that one too.”


  “Jacqueline,” said Hemlock, “You know how it works. You will only get to go to any one place once, and everyone wants you there. Everything is splendid. Right now they are all at the castle waiting for you. If I could have come back with your mother I surely would have, but I do not dictate how the transporter device works, nor can I control in any way its limitations. But, as it turns out, you will be able to bring your kitty. I think it works out quite nicely, don’t you?”


  At this point Mark woke up, slowly at first, then he suddenly jumped up and positioned himself protectively in between Hemlock and Jacqueline.


  “Wazzup?” he asked.


  “Hemlock says that Dad and Mom and everybody are all waiting for me at the castle in Ravenwild, and he wants me to beam there with him right now. You did mean right now, didn’t you?”


  “I did.” His voice was silky smooth. It had a lighthearted quality, almost as though he was completely unconcerned if Jacqueline chose to decline his invitation and was going through the formality of inviting her because she was, well, an old and dear friend and therefore deserved it. “Right after we return Mark’s uncle’s car to the airport and drop him off at home. Will that be all right with you, master Mark?”


  Mark scratched his head sleepily. “Sure. I guess. I don’t know. Do we need to think about this, Jacqueline?”


  “I’ll tell you what,” said Hemlock, in the same smarmy tone of voice, “I’ll go make myself a cup of tea downstairs. You talk it over. You have my word that I won’t listen in. Whatever you decide will be fine. Take as much time as you need.”


  
     
  


  He turned and left, and they heard the same soft footsteps retreat down the stairs and proceed across the kitchen floor. The same sounds that Jacqueline had heard moments before.


  “I don’t know, Jacq’,” said Mark. “I don’t like it. Sounds like a setup to me. Why don’t you tell him you don’t want to play and to go get everybody and bring them home? How long have your mother and father been gone now?”


  “What’s today?” asked Jacqueline, “Monday,” answering her own question. “That means Dad and Mom left day before yesterday. Jeez, Mark, have


  you been asleep for this whole thing or what?”


  When Mark had no retort, she turned to Cinnamon. “What do you say, girl? Should we go or should we stay?”


  
     
  


  It was an incredibly difficult decision for a ten year-old person to make, and in the end it came down to this: Wherever her mother was, that was where she wanted to be. And if she decided to not go, and this Hemlock decided to go away and not come back, she might not see her mother for a really long time. Or... ever, and that wouldn’t do. It wouldn’t do at all.


  She began to cry again, this time turning her back so that Mark wouldn’t see. She missed her mother something terrible, and would have walked to the ends of the earth to be with her again, so she simply said, “I’m going.”


  “Jacqueline, you’re nuts,” said Mark. “Think about what you’re doing. You know you can’t trust this guy. Why would you do this?”


  Jacqueline thought about answering, then shrugged and repeated, “I’m going.”
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  It was long after sundown and, for the first time in weeks, truly dark. A thick bank of clouds had moved in, and not a sliver of light from the two moons of Ravenwild’s nighttime sky was getting through.


  Jared and Diana peered through the darkness as the band of Gnomes laid torch to his tiny haven in the woods. Diana put a hand to her mouth as the flames crept upwards, licking hungrily at the base of the simple structure, crackling, almost happily it seemed, as their voracious appetite for fuel was sated by the wooden walls of Jared’s home. Within minutes the flames were roaring. In a few more, the entire structure was a smoking mass of ruin.


  “Jared,” she whispered, “your books.”


  He put his mouth to her ear and whispered back, “Not now. Follow me. Quiet now. These Gnomes have very keen hearing.”


  They crept slowly away from the now smoldering cabin towards the lake where Jared had a small boat hidden. He knew enough about Gnomes to know that they, unlike their Troll allies, would not hesitate to follow them on the water had they watercraft of their own, but he also knew that their best chance of slipping away was under the cover of darkness with the silence that a water escape would afford them.


  As quietly as they could, they made their way towards the lake. The going was extremely slow, due to the fact that strict silence was more important than speed. They stayed well off of the main trail. Jared knew that, most likely, this would be well guarded by Gnome warriors, so they eased slowly through the thickest bramble and riprap, ever listening for the sounds of danger. The trappings of the forest made way to dense brush, which changed again to bulrushes and cat-o-nine tails, and each knew that they were close to water’s edge. Jared slowly knelt to survey their surroundings. Too late, he spied the Gnome soldier who stood not more than a few feet from them. In his hands was a crossbow, locked and loaded, its deadly bolt pointed squarely at Jared’s chest.


  “Did you think I wouldn’t hear you?” he asked. “My goodness, but you might have done a better job of it. All right now, I’m going to need you to put your hands behind your head and turn around slowly. Not a word now. Make a sound and I will have to call the others, and they might not be as kind to you as you will find me. In fact, I am quite sure they would kill you, Sir, although they would definitely not kill the Princess.”


  Jared struggled as to what to do. With the dart pointed directly at him, the inevitable lethality of the confrontation was self-evident if he did not do exactly as he was told. Slowly, he put his hands behind his head and turned, making sure he turned in the direction that allowed him to exchange looks with Diana, who also acted in compliance with the orders of their captor. Both were surprised that he had not asked Diana to drop her sword.


  “Good,” he said. “My captain will be very pleased with me for capturing you, and not having to harm you. I want you to know that I’m not much for this soldiering business. I’d much rather be on my farm looking after my crops and my animals … ”


  Those were his final words on the planet as Silver sprang from hiding and silently tore out his throat.


  “My goodness,” whispered Diana. She was surely grateful that this magnificent, intelligent animal had saved them from capture but, at the same time, she felt a sharp sting of remorse that the Gnome soldier, whose heart was not into soldiering, but farming, had to die. It was horrible, horrible beyond belief.


  Jared too felt sadness, but knew they had to move quickly beyond it or he, at least, would suffer the same fate.


  He took Diana’s hand, and together they crept the remaining distance to the small boat, which they launched, and silently glided away. Fortunately the direction of the wind was in their favor, and soon they were out somewhere near the middle of the lake. Silver had elected to stay behind and patrol for any Gnomes that might venture down towards the shore and spot their tiny craft. Neither spoke. At one point Diana looked as though she might, but Jared, knowing how sound travels for incredible distances over water, gently put his fingers to her lips and shook his head. She nodded in acknowledgment, and they huddled together and made their escape. In a few minutes she was asleep in his arms. “Poor thing,” he thought, and hugged her a little tighter. He was as frightened as he had ever been, and gloomy over the loss of his home and his sacred books, yet at the same time he was somehow filled with wonder at the fact that he held this striking Princess in his arms, and that the two of them were off on an adventure the like of which he had never once thought he would experience in his lifetime. Despite these strange and inconceivable circumstances, he held her tight, letting the wind carry them away from the war party and on to the opposite shore.


  It took only an hour to cross, at which point he gently shook his new partner-in-adventure awake, and they made their way ashore. Silver was waiting for them, tail wagging furiously, and they each took turns patting and scratching her massive head. Jared took a quick inventory of their supplies: two waterskins that he had fortunately left in the tiny boat the last time he had used it, two of Diana’s daggers, and one stout knife that he had snatched from the countertop during their hasty departure from the cabin. He passed the waterskins to Diana who, after she had sheathed her broadsword, bent to fill them without being asked. He picked up one of the daggers that had slipped from her boot and nodded his approval. They would be fine. He wished they had flints for starting a fire, but they could pick these up on the way to wherever they were going. He thought for a second. Where were they going anyway? Oh well, somewhere in the general direction of away from where they were now would have to do. So, quickly but quietly, they moved into the embrace of the trees and tried their best to simply blend in.
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  It was a grueling flight away from the mountaintop from which they had launched. Doreen had a fuzzy memory of the last time she had made a similar descent, being chased by a Troll war party, but she seemed to recall that one had been a long, gentle glide. This time, with the added weight of the doctor and Daria, and the huge winds, it had been a long, drawn-out series of tipsy, jerking, tilting, plummeting bursts that ended with a modified crash onto the flatland. Nonetheless, they were extremely fortunate that the strong headwinds into which they had wildly leapt had afforded them a prolonged, if tumultuous, flight, thereby putting considerable distance between themselves and the Troll forces that were surely after them by now.


  “Is everybody all right?” called out Erik as he went about the business of securing the underwings to the bellies of Spirit and Cloud.


  When all answered that they were unhurt, Erik ordered them to mount up and off they rode. Doubled up as Doreen and the doctor were, Erik held the horses to a brisk canter, knowing that they had miles and miles to go, and he didn’t want to tire the mounts out too quickly. He knew they were in for a long, punishing ride.


  The first hour passed with not a single word spoken, then the second, and the third. They alternated carrying the doctor in order to equally distribute the workload between the horses, while Daria jogged contentedly along behind them. At times she seemed to be humming.


  By now the horses were fully lathered, but their breathing was steady, and it appeared for the first time since they had escaped that there might be hope for them to make it to safety after all. There was still no sign of the mountains that marked the border between Slova and Ravenwild, but Erik was confident that they were headed in the right direction. If only the horses could keep up the pace.


  He had noticed shortly after landing that no waterskins had been fastened to their mounts. This was less than good.


  “Everybody look out for water,” he called out. “The horses will need to drink soon, or we will have to slow them to a walk.”


  “That is so Human,” remarked Daria.


  “Say again,” said Erik.


  “To tell us to watch for water. Lad, I will smell it long before we see it.”


  He managed a wry smile, and on they pushed.


  The next hour passed, and another, and they neither smelled nor spied water in any form. The breathing of the horses now began to grow labored, slowly at first, and then faster and faster until it became obvious that they were going to have to slow their pace or their mounts would fail. Erik reined in Cloud and Doreen did the same. The doctor jumped off, as did Erik and Doreen.


  “Perhaps you might carry me,” he joked to Daria.


  She smiled broadly, replying, “You would like that, wouldn’t you.”


  Since Doreen couldn’t come up with any words that seemed to fit, she held her tongue.


  They walked for another uneventful hour when the doctor called out, “Look, it’s getting green. There must be water up ahead.”


  Daria sniffed at the air and nodded.


  “That would probably be the Oakes River,” offered Erik. “Hopefully, because it will mean we are over halfway to the border.”


  He mounted up and waved the doctor up behind him. Doreen mounted up as well. Daria jogged effortlessly along behind them as they moved at a slow canter through the thickening vegetation.


  Soon, the smell of water was obvious to all, and Erik reined Cloud into a walk. Stephanie followed suit. The horses became edgy, wanting to bolt for it. Hour after hour of hard running had given them an enormous thirst, and the need to quench it burned inside them hot as a flame. They pranced and twisted all about, and although they were highly intelligent animals who knew better than to rush recklessly into any place in enemy territory, they nevertheless were invigorated with excitement in the anticipation of a long and satisfying drink. Their enthusiasm was palpable and caused Erik to grin. He looked at Doreen, who wore the face of a battle-hardened soldier, and said, “Water. Straight ahead. Oakes River. I would bet your life on it.” He was trying to make a small joke. Doreen saw no humor it in it whatsoever.


  “My Lord Prince, my life is not yours to bet.”


  The doctor dismounted and took the hand of Daria. “Go on,” he called, offering up a broad smile. “We’ll meet you at the river.”


  Daria smiled as well as they started to fall behind. “Indeed,” she murmured softly.


  
     
  


  It was a blessed moment. So simple in its purpose: To jog to a river’s edge and get a drink, and quench a thirst on a beautiful day, hand-in-hand with the one you love more than anyone else in the world.


  
     
  


  It was a moment that might give a person hope for an entire lifetime.


  
     
  


  But it was not to be.


  
     
  


  It was not at all to be, as an entire battalion of Trolls suddenly materialized directly in front of them out of the vegetation. A stand of Poplar trees turned into at least fifty troops, a hundred feet away, who stared menacingly at the four of them.


  All were dressed for combat, and all immediately set out on a dead run straight towards them. In an instant they were looking at hundreds of Trolls whose only thought was killing or at least capturing them. Knowing personally how the Trolls took great pleasure in the torturing of their captives, Erik would rather a quick death than another stay in the horror of the dungeons of Ghasten.


  He wheeled Cloud in a wild about-face and away they raced. The nearest Trolls threw spears and several archers let fly with a volley of arrows, one of which found its mark.


  Doreen felt a searing pain as one of them tore into her right lower flank and ended up protruding from the front of her blouse out from under her body armor. Knowing that there was nothing she could do about it at the moment, she hung on and rode. With one last spike of adrenaline, the horses raced away from this certain death, their hoofs thundering even as the sound was softened by the plant growth. The Trolls gave chase, their battle cries deafening as they surged forward.


  They encountered the doctor and Daria as soon as they were out of view of the troops rushing madly after them. Daria helped to throw the doctor onto the back of Spirit, then ducked down in a thicket out of sight as the soldiers once again burst into view. Their archers let loose with another barrage of arrows.


  The doctor slumped forward, then slid from the back of Spirit, one of the deadly projectiles having struck him in the neck. In a grisly display of gushing blood he fell crazily, all the while hanging on to the vicious dart that protruded from the wound.


  Doreen felt him slide from the horse's back and cried, “No!”


  
     
  


  “No! No! No!”


  
     
  


  He mercifully slid into unconsciousness as soon as he hit the ground, the massive loss of blood causing him to crumple.


  
     
  


  And die.


  
     
  


  It was an insane mad dash for freedom. It lasted for hours. It was as amazing a display of strength and courage as has ever been witnessed in a war, but in the end the Trolls won the chase. It was inevitable. The Trolls could run at a full gallop for hours at a time, and while their gallop in the short run was no match for that of the horses, the horses could not keep up this blistering pace. It is amazing that they kept it up for as long as they did. So, despite the fact that for the better part of an hour they put considerable distance between them and their pursuers, in the end the horses succumbed to plain exhaustion. Cloud went down first. It was a magnificent fall, from a hard gallop to a flail animal in an instant. Erik was flung wildly off. It was a wonder that he did not break his neck. Spirit simply slowed to a stop and eased her way to the ground, but Doreen knew it was over for her glorious and splendid beast when her eyes rolled and she gave one final gasp... and stopped breathing. Her poor heart had given out. She felt a sadness as deep as she had ever felt anything, but really had no time to feel it as she dashed towards Erik, only to find he was dashing towards her. They had a good head start thanks to the horses, and now they intended to do something that no Human had ever before done. They were going to outrun the Trolls.


  They took off, running as fast as they could. It became evident that Doreen was the better of the two runners, with Erik laboring hard to keep up the pace.


  Within the hour they could hear the Trolls advancing on them, now only a few hundred yards behind.


  In between gasps Erik grunted, “We need … to split up.”


  Stephanie nodded.


  She motioned ahead with her hand. They could now see the faint outline of the mountains that marked the border.


  “Go!” cried Erik, pulling up. “Make … the mountains. It’s your … only chance!”


  Doreen started to slow. Erik had nocked an arrow and was clearly going to try some sort of standoff to buy her time. She stopped as well.


  His breathing ragged, and his face drawn, his next words were barely comprehensible.


  “Go … If you don’t, we … will both surely … die here. Go now. I can’t … keep up with you. You can … make it.”


  Doreen looked at him. Then she looked at the mountains, merely shadowy silhouettes in the distance.


  “Go!” he croaked. “If you don’t, it’s all for nothing!”


  Doreen retraced the few yards that separated them. She put a hand to his face and looked deep into his eyes. Erik seized the moment by forcefully yanking out the arrow that was even now protruding from her flank. She had completely forgotten about it. The wound started to bleed freely again.


  “Keep pressure on that while you run. Go now. Go.”


  Doreen turned abruptly and started to sprint towards the distant peaks.


  She did not look back.


   



   



  


   Chapter 14


  
     
  


  Blake pressed close to the giant tree. In the darkness, he had made the terrible mistake of stepping on a tiny branch that had popped like a pistol shot. He knew from his years of deer hunting in Connecticut that such a noise was made by only two things: a man or a deer. He hoped fervently that there were creatures wandering about these woods that would make such a sound, and that it would be overlooked by the Gnomes in the camp less than fifty feet from him, but logic told him this was probably wishful thinking. All the years he had trained and practiced with the military in the art of sneaking up on an enemy undetected were now out the window. He cursed himself under his breath. Still, he might get lucky. Surely there must be animals in these woods that might make such a noise. He tried to recall what Rolan had said about the dangerous animals that they might encounter, but found he couldn’t remember.


  
     
  


  He never knew what hit him, which ended up being a rock the size of a golf ball flung with lethal accuracy from the hand sling of a Gnome. It struck him behind the ear, and he fell like a sack of dirt.


  The Gnomes cried out with delight as they pounced on him. “Are these Humans stupid, or what!” one of them howled. In a matter of seconds they had him bound securely. They dragged him into the camp, dumping him at Jessica’s feet.


  “Look, pretty Human lady,” one growled, “your rescuer is here.”


  “Doesn’t look like he’s going to be doing much rescuing soon,” called out another.


  Three of them danced around him, kicking dirt in his face, which caused him to cough and choke as he lay unconscious before her.


  Jessica reached out with her foot to try and clear some of the dirt away, knowing he could asphyxiate.


  “Stop it, please stop it,” she pleaded. She tried hard to keep any anger out of her voice. “You’ll kill him.”


  Now, five of the Gnomes were gathered around him. They continued the taunting.


  “Poor Human lady. He doesn’t look so good to me.”


  “He looks like he has one bad headache.”


  “Does he always pass out with these headaches?”


  With every jibe, they would howl with laughter, dancing and gesticulating wildly about.


  The captain got tired of the ruckus they were raising and stormed out of his tent.


  “Enough!” he hollered. “Oddwaddle, Biliar, get back on night watch. The rest of you finish up with that meat.” With that, he re-entered his tent and flipped the entry flap back into place.


  Jessica, meanwhile, continued to try to clear the dirt and leaves and such away from his mouth and nose, knowing that an obstruction of his airway would be lethal in no time. Her task was not an easy one as she could barely reach it, and doing so forced her to stretch her bindings to the point that she threatened dislocating both shoulders, but within a few minutes, she knew his airway would be all right. Now, if only he would wake up. She jabbed him repeatedly with her toe, calling out softly to him. She didn’t want the wrath of the Gnome captain coming down on her for being too loud, but couldn't stop herself from calling, “Wake up. Wake up, Blake.”


  He stayed asleep.


  Eventually, she too fell asleep, leaning against the large tree to which she had been tied.


  He awakened in the middle of the night, tightly bound beside her. The sky had cleared, the two moons were out and full, and it was almost as bright as daylight. He worked feverishly at his bonds, but when it became painfully obvious that they were not going to loosen, he stopped trying. Through slits of eyes he surveyed the camp. This was no ramshackle affair. All was neat and in place. The weapons were placed centrally, all polished and gleaming in the moonlight. All were within an arm’s reach of the tents of the Gnomes that slept beside them. Uniforms and other clothing articles, that looked to have been freshly laundered, hung on lines at the perimeter.


  One Gnome tended the fire, smoking and drying meat from the carcass of what looked like another of the small moose-like creatures hanging nearby.


  “Hey Gnome,” he called out softly. “Hey. Please.”


  To his surprise, the Gnome approached him, stopping a few feet away. He didn’t say anything so Blake spoke first. “Gnome, could you please loosen these straps a bit. I can’t feel my hands. I give you a soldier’s oath that I will not try to harm you, or try to escape.”


  “Human,” said the Gnome, expertly flipping the butcher knife he had been using on the moose-like animal, “you will not need your hands in the cooking pot of the Trolls. Three days from now you will be food. Trolls like Humans. With onions, in a stew.” He started to laugh, walking away. He stopped suddenly and turned on his heel. “You are a soldier, then?” he asked.


  “Not anymore,” said Blake. “I used to be, many years ago. Now I am a doctor.”


  “Oh,” said the Gnome. “Well, I hope you’re a good doctor, because you’re a terrible soldier.”


  The Gnome turned to leave again and Blake asked, “Why do you say that?” The Gnome cocked his head and put a finger to the side of his cheek as though he were pondering a highly intellectual issue. Then he answered. “Because it’s true.”


  He resumed laughing and walked away.
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  Jacqueline was quite surprised to find herself in a tree, holding Cinnamon. She was not surprised that Hemlock was nowhere to be seen. The tree was a massive thing, with a trunk at the base easily ten feet across. The branch upon which she and her kitty sat was at least three feet wide, maybe four, and she figured they could sleep in this thing if it proved necessary. “Hemlock!” she shouted.


  “I don’t think we’ll be seeing him around here any time soon,” said the cat.


  Jacqueline nearly fell off of the huge limb, which would have been certain death.


  “Cinnamon! Y-you can talk? A-and you have a British accent?” she stammered.


  “Well of course. What did you expect? I could always talk. I’ve been talking to you since we were both little. You didn’t happen to speak ‘cat’. As for the accent, my parents were from Great Britain. Anyway, it is certainly my dream come true that now we really can talk. Remarkable, isn’t it?”


  “Well, it sure makes being alone in the woods a lot less scary. Where’s Hemlock, anyway?”


  “Forget about him,” said Cinnamon. “We won’t see him again. The way I read it is that he sent us both here to die. Think of it. He transported us to the middle of the woods with no food and no water, and absolutely no way of providing for our needs. Then he abandoned us. No, make no mistake about it, this ‘wizard’ is a bad, bad dude.”


  “Oh,” said Jacqueline. Her fear returned, which must have registered on her face because Cinnamon said, “Relax. You’ve got me, and I’ve got you. I’m a cat remember? And we cats have been providing for ourselves for centuries. We’ll land on our feet. Trust me.”


  She hopped out of her lap and walked a short way down the branch. There was a long pause as each took the time to survey their surroundings. Enveloped in a sea of greenery, it was apparent they were in a dense forest. The trees were the largest that either of them had ever seen. Thick vines hung everywhere, draping over the canopy and hanging down like one gigantic spider web that has been subjected to the high winds of a ravaging storm. Jacqueline noticed that many of these hung all the way to the ground, on which there was a light scrub growth, mostly large ferns. They could hear birds chirping raucously, and the smell was that of the deep forest in summer.


  Finally, Jacqueline spoke. “Do you think it’s morning or afternoon?”


  “Hard to say,” replied Cinnamon. “But I had better be off to do some checking, don’t you think? Besides, I have to get us something for dinner. You sit tight, and I’ll be back as soon as I can, hopefully with something to eat.”


  “Oh, Cinnamon,” Jacqueline groaned. “Please don’t leave me. I don’t know what I’ll do with you gone.”


  Cinnamon jumped back into her lap, where Jacqueline stroked her with all the love she had ever felt for her animal friend, tears silently wetting her cheeks.


  After a fashion Cinnamon said, “I heard one of your Dad’s friends say once that the monster in your mind will always be worse than the actual monster that is out there, so let’s take this one baby step at a time. I’ll only be gone for a few minutes. You wait right here. Try to sing, maybe. That might help. But sitting here isn’t going to get the cow to give milk, now is it?”


  “I guess not,” said Jacqueline, “but I’m so afraid. I don’t know if I’ll be able to make it if you leave.”


  Cinnamon stood up and licked her on the ear.


  “You’ll be fine, my darling. We’ll get through this. I promise. I’ll be right back.”


  She skipped to the nearest branch, disappearing up into the vast cover overhead.


  Perhaps an hour passed. Then another.


  Jacqueline spent the first night in their tree in a state of near catatonia, curled up in a ball and lying against the smooth bark. With the passage of every minute she became more fearful that Cinnamon would never return and she would be left to fend for herself all alone in this great forest. She tried humming, as she remembered Cinnamon saying that singing might help, but found that she wasn’t up to it. After that she tried mumbling to herself and found that at least by doing that she wasn’t on the verge of panic every moment. She had little pretend conversations with her mother and her friend, Collin, from home.


  She heard a large rustle in the branches and jumped up, crying, “Cinnamon!” But it was a large bird that had come to roost and, upon spying her, had flown away as quickly as it had landed. She lay back down and began to softly cry. “I hate you, Hemlock Simpleton,” she mumbled and, gratefully, fell asleep.


  When she awoke, she at first thought it was sunup, but it was the bright nighttime cast from the twin Inam'Ra moons. Because there was still no sign of her cat, she began talking to herself again, becoming more and more detached from reality.


  She found she had to pee something terrible, so she inched her way out a little on the limb and relieved herself. She made her way back slowly and fell asleep again.


  The next time she awoke it was sunup, and this time Cinnamon was sitting exactly where she should have been.


  “Oh Cinnamon, you’re back!” she cried out.


  By now she was used to the tree enough so that she did not make the mistake of jumping about, but instead sat in the crotch of the limb, whereupon Cinnamon hopped into her lap. After Jacqueline had nearly hugged the life out of her, Cinnamon spoke softly.


  “My dear, I have some good news, some bad news, and some more bad news. Where shall I start?”


  “Start with the bad news first,” said Jacqueline, “because I’ve already had good news.”


  “And what is that?”


  “That you’re back, of course. Did you bring any food?”


  “Sorry, no.” said Cinnamon. “But that is part of the good news. I did some chatting with some of the forest creatures I ran into. It’s midsummer here. But, from what I gather, I believe the seasons pass much more swiftly than they do at home.


  Because of this, things ripen here much quicker. At any rate, we’ll be able to find you all sorts of berries and other wild fruits to keep you from starving right away. I’ll also be able to provide some smaller game animals, which will help. Oh, and I found a clean stream that is right close by, so you’ll be able to get a drink in a few minutes, and I’m told that there are lots of springs and streams in these woods. That means water should not be a problem. Now, as to the bad news … ”


  Jacqueline interrupted her, saying, “Oh Cinnamon, can we please go get a drink before I hear the bad news?”


  “Well,” said Cinnamon, “no, the reason being the safety of going down on the forest floor at all. Let me explain.” She hopped out of her lap, stretched mightily, and turned around to face her.


  “Our good buddy, Hemlock, has transported us to a part of this world known as the Agden Woods. The thing of it is, the planet we are on is not named Ravenwild. It’s named Inam'Ra. It is much, much smaller than Earth, as I told you, and there are basically five parts to it: Ravenwild, the citizens of which are Humans, Elves, and Dwarves, and there are two other countries called Slova and Vultura. Slova is occupied by Trolls, and Vultura by Gnomes. They are allied in a war against Ravenwild that has gone on for a long time.


  “Okay, these two countries basically wrap around Ravenwild like this,” she made a sweeping motion with her paws, like a gigantic doughnut. “In other words, Ravenwild is basically surrounded. Now, there are two other large parts of this world that are not part of any of the three countries. One is some huge tract of land to the north that nobody can enter, because nobody who does so survives.” She put a dot with one paw at the top of her imaginary doughnut. “I forget the name, but it doesn’t matter because we will never be going there. The second is where we are, in these Agden Woods. This is to the south.” She put another dot with her paw. “Nobody goes in here either. Same reason. Now nobody seemed to know why it is that you can’t go into this place in the north, something about it being spelled or something, but it’s pretty clear why nobody enters this place.” She paused as if not wanting to go on.


  Jacqueline waited, chewing furiously at her bottom lip.


  “You ought not to do that,” said Cinnamon. “Your mother has told you it’s why your lips are always chapped.”


  “Don’t change the subject,” said Jacqueline.


  “Yes, of course. Well, the reason nobody enters these woods is they are the home of the most feared creatures of this world. The Agden Wolves.”


  She paused again. “You see, these Wolves are not ordinary wolves. First of all, they are about three times the size of an ordinary wolf, meaning one of them can take down the largest unarmed Troll, who would be about one and a half times the size of a Human. But secondly, and most importantly, they eat Trolls. And they are known to eat Humans … and Dwarves … and undoubtedly, cats.”


  Jacqueline’s eyes grew wide, and she looked like she was going to cry again. Cinnamon noticed this and hopped back into her lap.


  She purred loudly. “Nobody mentioned cats, actually … ”


  There was another pause as Jacqueline thought this all over.


  
     
  


  “What else did you learn?” she asked.


  
     
  


  “A few more things, child, but we will certainly have time to discuss them as we go. Right now, we need to get you something to drink. What we are going to do is get as close to the stream as we can by staying in the trees. Then you will lower yourself down. To do that, you will use the vines that seem to be everywhere in these woods. That way, we can get you some water, and perhaps some berries or fruit. We won’t be staying here, that is the only certainty.”


  
     
  


  Together, they surveyed the forest treescape. Cinnamon indicated with a wave of her paw the approximate direction in which they needed to head. By a series of downward then upward climbs, and multiple changes of direction, they were able to move steadily, if slowly, the way they wanted to go.


  At the stopping point of a particularly difficult impasse in their climb through the treetops, Cinnamon remarked, “Jacqueline, you need to know that you will be able to speak to most of the animals we encounter along the way, specifically, those with fur and those with feathers. Not that this will make you in any way safe from them, in case they happen to want to eat you, or me. But you will not be able to communicate with any of the animals that have neither of these. These would include, of course, reptiles, amphibians … and fish, I suppose.”


  She thought this over, and having no immediate question, concentrated instead on finding a suitable pathway to water. She was now terribly thirsty and starting to feel a little bit dizzy.


  In about half an hour more they arrived at the spot where she could make her descent. By now they had realized that talking was not in their best interest, sounds carrying as they do in the forest, so they had spoken very little and only then in hushed whispers. She indicated by pointing that she was ready. When Cinnamon nodded in response, Jacqueline grabbed a particularly thick vine, one that descended all the way to the forest floor, and slowly inched down. Her downward climb proved fairly easy, despite her weakened condition, and within a few minutes she was kneeling beside the stream. She drank her fill and smiled upwards. Cinnamon waved a paw at her while she watched carefully to detect any sign of approaching danger. To her surprise, and delight, there was a great abundance of what she figured might be edible berries, and she found some small trees that were loaded with a fruit that resembled the figs that her mother brought home from the store for the Christmas holidays. She filled her pockets until they were spilling over and started back up the vine she had climbed down. Before she did that, however, she took out her heart-shaped gemstone and gave it a kiss. She was thinking of her mother and father, and it was an unconscious act.


  Going back up proved to be more difficult than going down, but after a few false starts, she was soon seated upon one of the great tree’s expansive branches and sampling the berries and fruits that she had picked.


  “Now, dear child, you can’t go eating them like that,” Cinnamon scolded her. “Please spit out what you have in your mouth right now.”


  Jacqueline obeyed without hesitation.


  “What you need to do is approach this scientifically. We have no idea if any of these fruits are safe to eat, and some might be poisonous, even deadly poisonous. The way you need to do it is to eat a tiny bit, say, one berry, from only one kind, and wait a while. If that doesn’t bother you, you can eat a little more, say, two berries. And so on. If you make it up to many berries, and you don’t get sick, you can then figure that that kind of berry is safe. Make sense?”


  “But Cinnamon,” she whispered. “I’m really hungry, and everything tastes so good. How will I ever be able to do it that way?”


  “It’s the only way,” Cinnamon whispered back. “And I will be right here to help with your willpower.”


  Fortunately, all the fruits and berries that Jacqueline had gathered were not only delicious, but she developed no bad symptoms, so they made a mental note about the ones she had sampled.


  “I say we stay right here tonight,” whispered Jacqueline as she sprawled out on the huge branch. “That way, tomorrow, we can gather enough food for a few days and then move on. Where are we going, anyway?”


  “Well, according to this raccoon-looking thing I spoke with yesterday, we want to try to make it to a place known as ‘The Gate’. It’s a Human/Dwarf/Elf occupied fortress at the southernmost tip of Ravenwild. If we can make it there, there’s a pretty good chance that we can find our family.”


  “How far is it?” asked Jacqueline. “I mean, how long will it take to get there?”


  “That I can’t say,” said Cinnamon, “But however long it takes, we will have each other for company. Now, you need to take a nap, and I need to go catch something for me to fill my belly with. You stay right here. Do not get out of the tree for any reason, all right?”


  “I promise,” she said. “I am sleepy.”


  She yawned and curled up. Within seconds she was sleeping, and Cinnamon slid silently away to catch something and ease the growling in her tummy.
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  Jared took Diana’s hand as they helped each other across a particularly nasty stretch of whitewater in a mountain stream. More than once they almost slipped, and Jared found himself wishing that they were not running for their lives, that this was a regular day and they were on an outing. Then they could have laughed as they slogged and slipped their way along. Still, several times during the crossing she smiled at him, sharing the humor in the slips and near-falls, and every time she did he thought his heart was going to stop beating.


  They made the opposite shore and each released the other’s grip. In the shadows of a small clearing in which they stopped, Diana asked, “Where are we going, anyway?”


  Jared chuckled. He pointed with his finger in the direction opposite of that


  from which they had come. “Thataway.”


  He offered up a grin. She returned it.


  “I’m serious. Is there a plan? For right now, I mean?”


  “Well, I don’t know? My life has been pretty much spent for years in the same place. What are your thoughts? You know, like, where do you think we should be going?”


  “Well, starting with the obvious, we clearly need to put as much distance as we can between the Gnomes and ourselves to avoid capture, or worse. Beyond that I figure it’s all about what direction we head out in and, more than that, why.”


  “Please continue.”


  “Well, safety is to the south, and west of course, but not too far west or we’ll find ourselves in Gnome country. If we could make it to Belcourt we would probably be a lot safer than we are now.” She paused as she gathered her thoughts. “The problem lies in that there is a fairly large band of Gnomes running freely about deep into Ravenwild, and despite the fact that we are way up in the northern highlands, it’s still a very bad sign. It probably means that the Gnome and Troll forces are at the gates of the city and trying, as they have always tried, to take it.”


  “Doesn’t sound like we want to arrive there only to find the city is surrounded; Way too big a chance that we would get caught. More troops, more Gnomes and Trolls to catch us.”


  Each thought for a few moments.


  “How about this,” he said. “Theory: The thinnest concentration of Troll and Gnome soldiers will be right at the edge of the Slovan Plains. Therefore, the best chance we have of surviving the next few weeks while we sort this all out is to head southeast and camp right at the edge of the plains.”


  “But that’s putting us much farther away from the conflict,” she said.


  “Yes, but it all depends on your primary mission. If the primary mission is defense of the motherland, then we are probably, no, undoubtedly duty bound to return to Belcourt and pitch in to help the defending troops. Provided, of course, that we could reach the defending troops, which I don’t think we’d be able to do. But if it is staying alive for a while so we can study on a way to really have an impact on dealing with the Gnome and Troll threat, then we need to head away from the fighting. I want to contribute something more than my rather weak, not to mention unskilled, sword arm.”


  “It sounds like you might have an idea or two,” she said.


  “Or two,” he said.


  
     
  


  They made their way steadily southeast. They hiked hard for the rest of the day without speaking, stopping only to drink from the occasional stream or rivulet and to relieve themselves. That evening they shared a bed in the softness of pine needles. Daring not a campfire, and having no flints to start one with anyway, they were in each other’s arms a little after sundown, having settled in for the night.


  “Tell me of your books,” she said softly.


  “Ah, my books,” he said. “I hardly know where to start. Hmmm. Okay, this then.


  “As I already told you, I inherited them with the passing of my father. They were all incredibly old, having been left over and passed down generation to generation from the time of the Great War. That would make them thousands of years old, wouldn’t it? He dedicated his entire life to hunting them down. He also cleaned them, restored them, and preserved them.


  “They were labors not without great risk because, as you undoubtedly know, the written word in book form was highly illegal. I’m sure that is the case today. Something about those in the highest position of authority feeling at some point in time that books were somehow causative of the Great War. I always found that odd. As if by the simple act of binding a set of writings together you somehow changed their very essence into something evil. The government certainly has written documents, as does the military to some degree. It just never made sense to me.


  “At any rate, when I left home as a young man, these were the only things I took with me, aside from an assortment of good stout knives, the family axes, and some cookware.


  “The books saved me. They were the reason I was able to not only survive, but to build the things I built. They were full of so much … ”


  His voice broke suddenly.


  Diana put a hand on his arm, saying softly, “You will rewrite them someday, Jared. You now have a goal. We will survive this, in large part thanks to your father’s lifelong work, and you’ll write them again. I’m sure of it.”


  She nestled deep into his embracing arms.


  “I love you, Jared,” she said suddenly. She hugged him fiercely. “No matter what happens, know this. I know it doesn’t compare to the love that your father felt for you, and I know that it doesn’t hold a candle to the passion he felt for his life’s work, trying as he did to salvage something from the old world, and the old ways, so that our races might benefit from it but, still, I love you. And I always will.”


  They fell asleep in each other's arms. He knew they should be taking turns standing watch to keep on the lookout for the enemies he knew were all around them, but this moment was at once the saddest and happiest moment he had ever had, and he decided that he needed the happiness right now. Even more than safety, he needed her warmth, her caring, her love.


  
     
  


  They awoke in the morning refreshed, if hungry.


  “Good morning,” he said gently. “Hey, wake up sleepy head.”


  “Not yet,” she said, hugging him closer. “I want to hold you for a few more minutes.”


  
     
  


  After a few minutes had passed, they rousted about.


  “Well, the bad news is we have no food, but the good news is it’s nearing harvest time, which means there should be things to eat along the way,” he said cheerily. “The only thing that ultimately matters, of course, is to avoid capture, and we are in no hurry whatsoever. As long as we keep off the main trails and travel silently, we should be fine.”


  
     
  


  “I am at your command,” she said, flashing him that magical smile that always made his heart skip a beat. “Have we decided that the plan is in place, and we are headed directly into the monster’s mouth?”


  “I think it best,” he said. “For now, anyway. Do you agree? After all, I think, you being a princess and all, that I have to defer to your wishes.” He returned her smile.


  She thought about it for a few moments. “I do. For now.


  “I know you’re working on something in that gallant head of yours that is beyond merely staying alive. But let’s get moving. We need to find something to eat. I’m starving.”


  By noon they had covered around ten miles. They foraged much of the way, dining on the various fruits, berries, nuts, and ground tubers that were in season, and while certainly not filling, they definitely served to quell the pangs of hunger that both were feeling. They saw no sign of any enemy troops, and in the late afternoon, Jared called a halt to their travels. He had picked out a particularly dense thicket in which they would camp for the night.


  “Why are we stopping here?” she asked.


  “Watch, and learn.” He approached a large gray tree. “This,” he said, pointing to it with his knife, “is a Barnagad poplar. It was named centuries ago after somebody named Barnagad. It is perhaps the most important tree in the forest. It is neither rare nor common. But what is most assuredly not common about it is the inner surface of the bark.”


  He began to strip away a section of it, making vertical cuts. When he was satisfied with his initial incisions, he found a protruding tendril and started to pull on it. It stripped away cleanly to the top of his initial cut, leaving him holding a perfect string about six feet long. “Feel this,” he invited her. “Try and break it.”


  She took it from him and did as he said. Pulling as hard as she could she could not make it break.


  “Now,” he said, “We tie a few sections of these together. Then we whittle a hook, not from this tree but from a branch of that one over there. That’s a rock maple, the toughest wood in the realm. Then we dig up some bait, and bingo, we catch ourselves some dinner. These nuts and berries will only go so far. We need something called protein, or we will starve to death while we get fat.”


  “The books?” she asked.


  He smiled. “The books.”


  Several hours later they returned to their lair for the night with a stringer of fat trout and a peculiar armload of wood, white as snow and without a blemish on the bark.


  “Now this,” he said, “is a bit more rare. This is Burnfast. Most city folks don’t know about Burnfast, but it’s the only wood in the forest that burns with absolutely no smoke. The wood is impregnated with a sap that burns hot as demon-fire. I will not have my lady eating raw fish. I’ll get the fire started and ask you to tend the fish while I fashion some rabbit snares. We may as well have some variety to our fare.”


  “Well, aren’t you quite full of yourself.” She laughed quietly.


  
     
  


  He grinned, and busied himself with cutting off slivers of the Burnfast. “Now the point is to keep the slivers small, and you need to make a very large pile in advance. That way you won’t run out. If the pieces are too big, they will make smoke, and we might find ourselves with uninvited guests.”


  “How are you going to get it started?” she asked.


  “With these,” he said, pulling out several flints that he held up.


  She took over the carving, and he started to fashion snares from the strings he had harvested from the tree and woven into stout lines. “You know,” he said, “You can literally eat the paste from the inner surface of the bark of the Barnagad Poplar tree. Not only does it have a little nutritional value, it has medicinal properties. It’s a pain reliever, and it works against fevers. And, lastly, you can apply a poultice of it to a wound to stop bleeding. It’s a remarkable tree, really.”


  “And you learned all of this from your father’s books?” she asked, happily cutting away.


  “Not too thick with those shavings, now,” he cautioned gently, then, “I did.”


  After a while he spoke again. “There was so much in them. So much I didn’t understand, although I had committed many of them to memory word for word. I always wished for someone with whom to discuss all the things that I had read over the years. Fascinating things. Practical things like we’re using right now. Simple things. And complex things. Things of Science. Things of Prophecy, and things of Magic.”


  “You know magic?” she asked.


  “No,” he laughed softly. “I know of magic. I assure you, I cannot perform any magic. According to what I have read, only those of Elvin descent can perform magic; something to do with the Elves being able to draw power from the earth, the sun, the wind, and water. You don’t happen to have any blood of the Elves coursing through your veins do you?”


  “I do not,” she said.


  They cooked and ate their banquet in silence. As she was about to throw some water on the few remaining embers, he held up his hand. “No,” he said softly. “Let it burn out on its own. If you cool it off, we will get smoke, and we don’t want that.”


  “Of course,” she said. “You must think I’m a ditzel.”


  “Never,” he said. “Don’t worry about it. You’re doing fine. We have to help each other. There’s only us, and we need to put our heads together on everything.


  “The whole has to be more than the sum of the parts if we’re to survive this, that’s all.”
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  Rolan frowned deeply at the report brought to him by Thargen. “If it is as you say,” he said, “it’s over. We have no choice but to surrender and try to preserve something of our races.”


  “I can tell you this, My King: Neither I, nor a single Human, Dwarf, or Elf under my command will ever agree to surrender to those monsters. We would all rather die fighting. Why would we surrender, My Lord? To die in some cooking pot after they had their fun torturing us for countless hours for their sick amusement? Better to die fighting, I say.”


  “I know what you’re saying, Thargen, and you carry the scars that back your words. But as King, I have women and children to think about, and the preservation of the three races.


  “The way I see it, the only chance we have, other than to surrender under terms that give us some hope, is to organize into small groups of militia, freedom fighters living in the woods, with endless raids on an army that hopelessly outnumbers us. But biting like fleas on the leg of a dog this big, all must know that the chances of any sort of victory will be slim, and more likely we will all slowly die off; From the fighting, yes, but more from the slow processes of starvation, sickness, and exposure.


  “Ravenwild has fallen, my good and loyal friend. I know this because you, the Commander of the Ravenwild fighting forces, have had to serve as a lowly messenger to bring me this horrid news.


  “Perhaps Malance Venomisis will negotiate a surrender by which we stay out of the cooking pots and are allowed to live together in some sort of settlement. His military dog is spared the itch of our constant biting, and we might actually survive.


  “We could offer ourselves as slaves, servants for now to be sure, with the hope that someday, generations from now, we might arise again strong enough in numbers and will to defeat this terrible foe. Other than that, as I see it, we will all die. And with our deaths, all that was ever Human, Dwarf, and Elf will be lost forever.”


  Queen Isabella could stand it no longer. “Are you out of your mind?” she cried. “Surrender to that pig of a being? Never! Never! Never! Never! Your words are lunacy, My Lord. You need to get some sleep. Do you realize what you’re saying? You’re seriously considering brokering some sort of deal with this animal? Surrender, you say, so that we might live in some happy little slave-camp village? If we chose this psychotic pathway, what would happen is this: The day the survivors of our kingdom presented themselves to that hairy pig scum would be the day he exterminated each and every one of us.


  “We can’t surrender, and to even suggest it is madness.”


  Thargen and the wizard Taber both looked uncomfortable as she vented her spleen on Rolan’s commentary. Never before had either seen the Queen speak out against the King. Then again, neither had ever seen circumstances as grave as they faced right now.


  “My Lord,” said the wizard Taber, “if I may speak.”


  “Of course,” said Rolan, with a halfhearted wave of his hand. “Please.”


  “Beyond question our situation is grim. Our kingdom is smashed. Our peoples, those that have managed to survive, have already run from their homes and taken to the wild, fending entirely for themselves and living off the land. And while both the Troll and Gnome armies occupy our land, it means they have extended themselves to a point that neither can have much of a force left defending their own lands. I suggest that we organize what we have left in the way of our own military into two contingents, each with the purpose of attacking Vultura and Slova. Attack them on their own soil, My Lord. ‘To what end?’ you ask. To force them to withdraw some of their forces in defense of their own lands and give our people some breathing room while they make new lives for themselves in the wilderness. I have a few wizards left. If you can get us within striking distance of the Gnome and Troll capital cities, we can do enough damage to the structures to allow our troops to enter. We might, conceivably, catch our enemies sleeping soundly enough to take out the leadership. Kill the head of the snake and the snake dies.”


  “Let me understand this,” said Rolan. “You’re saying that we completely abandon the defense of our homeland, and our peoples, and attack,”


  “Wizard Taber,” smiled Thargen. “Are you petitioning for my job?”


  Taber returned his smile. “Not likely,” he said. “But the way I see it, it makes no sense to defend something that is already lost, and I am willing to bet that the vast majority of the citizenry of our land would support some sort of attempt by our military to take the offensive to Malance Venomisis. Even if it is the last offensive our military ever mounts.”


  Luke, The Conqueror, knocked loudly on the solid door of their planning room with the hilt of his sword.


  “That would be Luke,” said Thargen. He slid back the faceplate to look and, after confirming his assumption, nodded to Taber who motioned slightly with his hand, causing the door to slide open. When Luke had entered, Taber again motioned with his hand, and the door slid back shut.


  Thargen and Luke clasped forearms, and Luke next put his fist to his heart, turning to his King. “My Lord.”


  “Luke, Minister of Conquest, can I offer you something to eat or drink?”


  Luke was in such a harried state that the words seemed to tumble out of him all at once, like a handful of beans dumped out of a can.


  “May it please My Lord, not at this time. We sit on the brink of total loss. We have plans to make, urgent plans, that we needed to implement yesterday. I will eat on my way back to the lines.”


  He turned to Queen Isabella. “My Queen.”


  
     
  


  For the next several hours they discussed battle strategy, current troop locations, battle damage estimates, logistics for marshalling and organizing their remaining troops, and all of the other aspects of their military campaign. All present knew that this might well be the first of the last of such discussions.


  “There is one thing that the good wizard Taber seems to have left out of his attack plan,” said Thargen.


  “The annual Gnome winter retreat,” said Luke. “No question.”


  “Oh, it isn’t that I didn’t consider it,” said the wizard. “I believe we need to attack them on two fronts, but the first will be merely to hold the Gnomes in Vultura. If we take out their bridge on the Dreams of Sky River, we will not only be able to hold them entirely out of the war for the winter, but position our troops to really hit them hard with the coming of spring.”


  And so it went, on and on, around and around, as they worked out the details, down to the very smallest, as to how they would proceed.


  When they finally adjourned, Queen Isabella and Rolan were alone. “What about our son?”


  “Yes, our son.”


  The Queen waited for the King to continue. He said nothing, but sat and stared at the bare stone walls of their bedchamber, deep within the hideaway at Mount Gothic.


  “My Lord?”


  Still he said nothing, so she repeated, “Our son? Have you forgotten about our son?”


  Now it was the King’s turn to explode. He jumped up, turning to face her, and screamed, “Do you honestly think I have forgotten about Erik? Our only son? Do you think his capture has slipped my mind? Do you think it has suddenly escaped me that he is in the hands of our enemies and being subjected to the most heinous tortures imaginable? Is that what you think?”


  Outside of the room, Thargen and the wizard Taber, who continued to discuss some of the military tactics, overheard his outburst.


  “Not good,” said Thargen softly.


  “Agreed,” said the wizard.


  “Makes me glad I’m not the King.”


  
     
  


  The Queen approached him, taking him in her arms and trying to offer him some comfort, as he strained to deal with the dread that was threatening to overwhelm him. It looked like he was losing it right in front of her.


  It was a one-way embrace and didn’t last long. He quickly pushed himself away from her and sat once again. Again he declined to speak; hence, she did.


  “Forgive me, My Lord. But I thought the plan was to implement a three-step approach. First, find out where Malance is keeping them. Second, have the wizard Taber shroud a small squad to go in and get them, and, third, make for The Gate.”


  
     
  


  “I suppose you think I’ve forgotten that too … ”


  “Of course not, My Lord,” she snapped. “Look here. Nobody knows better than I how perilous our situation is. But you need to get hold of yourself. Right now. Sitting there and staring at the walls isn’t doing anyone any good. We need a plan, and it has to come from you.”


  He knew she was right, of course. But the strain of it all was making it impossible for him to think clearly at the moment.


  “And whatever happened to Blake and Jessica, the husband and wife doctor team, the ones that Pinus brought over from wherever it is that he brought them. Were they killed?”


  “What’s that? Oh. Yes, the doctor team. When I left them they were very much alive, but there is no way to know. They were both extraordinarily capable with a sword, I can tell you that. I would be willing to bet that they might have even survived, but then again, who knows …


  “Have one of the kitchen girls fix Luke something to eat. He is far too thin. He looks positively ghastly.”


  “He has left, Sire.”


  “That mule-headed Dwarf,” mused Rolan, and at the same time wished he had a thousand more like him.


  “Shouldn’t we at least send a scouting party to try and locate them? It’s not their fault that they have become wrapped up in our whole struggle here. It would seem the least we can do. Besides, if they are good with a sword, we need all the help we can get.”


  “Under different circumstances, I would,” he said, “But at this juncture we cannot afford the manpower for a scouting party. I will locate Dorin and let him know where it was that I last saw them and tell him to have his men keep an eye out for them, but I’m afraid that that’s all we can do right now. They know where we are. Hopefully, with the Gnomes withdrawing to Vultura for the coming winter, they will be able to make it here.”


  She thought to herself that it was wrong of her husband to not take more definitive steps to try and secure the safety of the husband-and-wife team whose sole purpose was the recovery of their captured daughter, not to mention their own son, but she bit her tongue. With the kingdom falling apart right in front of their eyes, she could understand her husband making the necessary command decisions to try and save their peoples from annihilation at the hands of the invading forces. Such decisions were never easy, and it was clear that her husband was struggling greatly to maintain control.


  “Well, we will certainly make every effort to save Erik and the girl, what was her name? When we storm the fortress in Ghasten.”


  Rolan looked like he was not listening to her because he wasn’t. He glanced at her.


  “Yes, of course,” he said.


  He was once again staring at the walls of their prison. His eyes showed that he was haunted by the horrors that confronted them.


  “I know one thing,” he said softly.


  “What is that, Sire?”


  “We were not meant to live in caves. Caves are the last refuge of a dying people. If we are to die, let us die outside as the free peoples we have always been.”


  “Better than that,” she finished his thought, “Let us take the battle to Ghasten and at least attempt to kill the ugly leader of that ugly empire that would force us to live in caves. Even if we have to sacrifice every Human, Elf, and Dwarf in our remaining armed forces to eliminate him, a thousand years from now history will show that it was worth it.”


  He reached for her hand and said one word. “Agreed.”


  In his mind he wondered if the Human/Elf/Dwarf peoples would even survive to be a part of history in a thousand years …
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  Gracie nuzzled Lightning and gave him a small handful of oats from her saddlebag. It was now nearly empty. She patted him affectionately and hugged his proud head close to her chest. He nickered. “I promise we’ll come up with some real food for you, boy,” she whispered. “You must be tired of grazing on these awful plants.”


  He nickered again and moved his head up and down as if to express that he understood her perfectly, he just couldn’t put words to it.


  Once again they were hidden in a dense thicket of scrabble and brush deep inside Slova, awaiting the return of Forrester Ragamund. Again he had told them he had things he needed to do and to stay put.


  “Orie,” whispered Ryan. “When was the last time we looked at the maps?”


  Orie knocked himself in the head and whispered back, “You’re right. Let’s get them out.”


  A few moments later, the maps were spread out in front of them. “No,” said Orie softly, “get the main one. I want to see the entire-world one.”


  Ryan fished around and produced the one Orie wanted. Although it was dim in the copse of woods in which they were concealed, Inam'Ra’s dual moons provided enough light for them to make out the details. They peered at them intently. “Okay,” said Orie, “Here we are.” He pointed to the three small dots deep within the land of the Trolls. They faded and intensified rhythmically.


  “And look, this must be Stephanie.” Gracie said. “Forrester was right. She must have escaped. How far is it to her, Orie?”


  “Hard to say. Days and days, certainly.”


  “These must be your mother and father,” said Ryan. “Way up here in the northern forests of Ravenwild.”


  “Hey, wait a minute,” said Gracie, “Then who is this?”


  She pointed to the dot in the lower part of the map.


  All three children looked at each other. All three said the same word at the same time. “Jacqueline.”


  “Oh my,” said Gracie. “Do you think it could be her?”


  “Who else could it be?” asked Ryan. “Minos Arterios told us that the dots would correlate to us. That each dot would represent one of us, ya know, from Earth.”


  “But how did she get way down there?” asked Grace. “She’s as far away from us as Stephanie, and your mother and father, but in the opposite direction.”


  “We don’t know that it’s her,” said Orie.


  “You don’t think she could be alone, do you?” asked Ryan.


  “No way,” said Gracie. “Hemlock would never do that, would he?”


  There was a brief lull in their hushed conversation as all three contemplated the significance of this startling new discovery.


  “Well, whoever it is, we’re going there to find out,” said Orie. “And there better not be anyone who stands in our way, because if it is Jacqueline, and she’s alone, she’s going to need us more than Mom and Dad, and more than Stephanie.”


  “When’s Forrester going to get back?” asked Ryan. “Did he say how long he was going to be?”


  “You know him,” said Orie, “He tells us he’s leaving and then leaves.”


  “Orie, you’re not considering trying to get there without him,” said Gracie. “The horses are out of food, not to mention us, and while we might have maps, we’re in the middle of an enemy country here. We’ll never make it.”


  “I agree,” said Ryan. “We need to wait for Forrester. He’ll come back. I’m positive.”


  “I’ll take first watch,” said Orie abruptly. “You two get some sleep.”


  This was a tough one, for if Forrester didn’t show soon, they were going to have to take matters into their own hands. Man oh man, this was sure not getting any easier.


  As he eased his way along, a conversation that he had with his father years before about hunting deer suddenly flashed into his head. “You will always hear the deer before you see them,” Blake had said. “People who don’t know what they’re doing walk into the woods thinking they’re going to see a deer pop up right in front of them. That’s wrong. You have to be more focused on listening than looking. The thing is, the deer already knows this, and he will almost always hear you before you hear him and slip away from where you are. That’s why those yahoos don’t come home with a deer … ”


  He thought of Forrester, and how he had not heard him at all on his last approach until he was right up on them. He was huge, and it made no sense to him that he never heard anything as the Troll drew near them.


  He sat on the trunk of a fallen tree. He unconsciously checked his sword to be sure it was loose in its scabbard.


  True to his last thought, he turned slightly and started, as Forrester was suddenly standing right beside him.


  “How do you do that?” he asked.


  Forrester didn’t answer him, but moved towards the center of the thicket, saying only, “Follow me.”


  Orie did as he was told. When they got there, they found Ryan and Gracie crouched in defensive positions, swords drawn.


  “Man, you scared the life out of us,” said Ryan. “We gotta have some sort of signal that lets us know it’s you coming. I thought we were goners.”


  “Good thought, young Ryan,” said Forrester. “But for a later time. For now, we have more important matters to consider. Sheathe your weapons and draw in close. Even hushed voices carry on a night as still as this, and our enemies surround us.”


  With the three youths gathered into a tight cluster, their faces drawn tight with the mention of hostiles surrounding them, Forrester knelt in front of them. “I have received some grave news with both personal and strategic implications. My oldest and dearest friend is dying, and we must journey to her home so that I can be with her at the end. Her name is Cirrhus Wishfor. She is a powerful sorceress. For many years she instructed me in the use of magic, until my relationship with her was torn asunder by … life’s circumstances. I have not seen her for years. Now, as I have said, there are some Trolls, and a lot more Gnomes, in a rough circle all around us. Ordinarily we would be entirely alone out here, as far away from Ghasten as we are, but the Gnome nation has chosen to send some sort of political envoy to the Slovan capital city. So a small squad of the palace guard has been sent out to meet him and escort him in to assure his safe arrival. They, and an entire company of Gnomes, are all scouring these woods right now, checking for possible threats. Those, of course, would be us. I have reconnoitered their positions, however, and I believe we can slip through them. We will have to leave the horses and make our way on foot. We will travel light, taking only what we absolutely need. We must travel in a cloak of silence, yet we must travel swiftly because we need to make it into the Vargus Foothills by sunup, or we will surely be discovered. And we cannot, of course, have that happen.”


  “What will happen to the horses?” asked Gracie.


  “Not to worry, young Gracie,” said Forrester, “They will meet up with us once we have made it to the Vargus Foothills. In fact, it will be essential that they do, for you three will need to have mounts at that point in order to travel quickly enough to get us there in time.”


  “In time for what?” asked Ryan.


  “Never mind that, Ryan,” said Orie. “We too have news.”


  Forrester turned to Orie.


  “News?” he asked, his voice low, rumbling.


  “Yes,” said Orie. “We looked at the maps, and there’s a new dot on them that we think is my little sister, Jacqueline.” He undid the sheaf of maps that Ryan and Gracie had carefully tied back up as part of their preparations for settling in. He handed the one he wanted to Forrester.


  “Here,” he said. “In this place called the Agden Woods.”


  Forrester studied it. “This is not good news.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Orie. “Can we be sure that this dot is Jacqueline?”


  “Almost certainly,” said Forrester. “But you need to know this: The world on which we now stand carries the name of Inam'Ra. The three nation states that make it up are Ravenwild, Vultura, and Slova. But there are also two vast tracts of land that are part of the whole, the Northland, which has never carried another name, and the Agden Forest to the south. Both are ‘spelled’.”


  “What does that mean, ‘spelled’?” asked Orie.


  “What it means is that we can’t go there,” said Forrester. “These places are protected by powerful magic. No one can enter. And even were that to happen, most certainly no one leaves.”


  “Then how did Jacqueline get there?” asked Gracie, her voice full of skepticism.


  “That,” said Forrester, “I cannot say.”


  “Listen,” said Orie, “If that’s my sister in there, then that’s where we’re going. Now.” Despite speaking as softly as he was, there was no mistaking the resolve behind his words.


  “Agreed,” said Ryan. “Agreed,” said Gracie.


  Nobody spoke for a while.


  “Could your friend, maybe, help us with this?” asked Gracie. “You said she was a powerful sorceress. Maybe she knows a way to get us in and out.”


  “Well,” said Forrester, “It appears we have yet another reason to visit her. All right then, eat all the food, drink as much water as you can, and fill the waterskins. I will speak to the horses.”


  He moved over to the horses while the three children ate the last of their food. Since there was hardly any left, it didn’t take long. Forrester placed his huge hands over the heads of each of them, one at a time, and whispered softly into their ears. Each seemed to nod as he finished.


  They all drank their fill from the waterskins, and Orie moved to the spring in the back of the thicket to refill them. Ryan started at once to organize their gear. Grace sat mesmerized by the interaction that was happening between Forrester and the animals.


  “Look at that,” she whispered to Ryan.


  “At what?”


  “The way he’s talking to the horses. It’s, it's like he’s really talking to them. Like, you know, like they were people. Look at the way they nod to him. The animals here seem to be completely different than they are at home, like they are capable of thinking.”


  “Mmmm,” answered Ryan. “What are we supposed to do with all these maps?” he asked. “We can’t take all of them. They’re too heavy.”


  “Take all of them,” said Orie, back from his task. “We’ll need them all. Divide them up evenly. Make sure that each of us gets one that shows the whole continent. Then make sure that each of us gets an assortment of the local ones. When you finish, we’ll go over them and determine a place that we can meet up in case we get separated.”


  “Orie, shouldn’t we be going straight to Jacqueline?” asked Gracie. “She could be dying right now.”


  Orie thought for a second. “Remember when we all went together to Disneyworld two years ago, and the flight attendant lady was talking about what to do if the Oxygen masks came down in flight, and she said to be sure and secure your own mask before you tried to help anyone else?”


  Ryan and Gracie nodded.


  “I think it’s like that,” he said. “Forrester knows what he’s doing, and his friend, what was her name?”


  “Cirrhus Wishfor,” said Gracie.


  “Right, well she must be like, like the Oxygen Lady. We need to take care of us before we can try to take care of Jacqueline.”


  “Yeah, and I remember your mother saying she would definitely secure our masks first,” said Ryan.


  “Well,” said Orie, “that’s just Mom.”


  Forrester rejoined them, and they finished the task of stripping down to the minimum amount of gear. They each now had a sword, a waterskin, a longbow with a quiver of arrows, two stout knives, and a much-lightened pack containing the maps.


  
     
  


  Orie reached for one of the crossbows and a brace of darts.


  “Leave it,” said Forrester. “They rattle, and a Gnome will hear it and know what it is from half a mile out.”


  “How are we going to get rid of the rest of this stuff?” asked Ryan. “We can’t have it discovered by the Trolls.”


  “Good thinking, young Ryan,” said Forrester.


  He held out the palm of his hand and a small flame appeared. He set it on the ground and soon the entire thicket was going up in a blaze.


  “Now, we go.” he rumbled. “Stay close, and stay quiet. The Gnomes have the keenest hearing of any creature on Inam'Ra. No more talking. Come now.”


  
     
  


  The first few hours after they left their temporary hiding place, things were uneventful. They moved slowly but steadily ahead over the plains, Forrester regularly testing the wind with his nose. The fire he had set gradually faded in the distance, and now they were as four wraiths drifting on a sea of open land. The horizon extended to infinity in every direction. Forrester chose their course with extreme caution, floating soundlessly from bush, to tree, to windblown, always staying low lest hostile eyes spy him moving along.


  
     
  


  They paused for a much needed drink from their waterskins, all kneeling, and he brought them in close, wrapping his huge hands around their heads as he had done with the horses. Each clearly heard his voice in their heads, but it didn’t seem like he was really speaking.


  “The Gnomes are to either side of us. From here, we crawl. Two hundred yards and we will be by them. No noise. Well done so far. We’re almost there.”


  All three nodded and Forrester started to crawl away. It was easy to keep up with him, as he set a snail’s pace. It took over an hour to slither their way to the edge of the Vargus Foothills, the hearts of the children all hammering as one.


  Again he brought them together as he had done before. Again they heard his voice loud and clear in their heads without him actually speaking. “Something I forgot to mention. If there is trouble, and you have to run for it, give the horses their heads. Let them go. They will know what to do. Let them go, they will know what to do.”


  
     
  


  Again the children nodded.


  Slowly, then, they crawled further and further up the slope of the Vargus Foothills. With the passage of each minute they began to feel a little safer. They reached a large flat that was covered by patches of small trees and strewn with massive boulders. Forrester gathered them in again. This time he did speak to them in a gravelly whisper. “Wait here,” he said. “I’ll be back in a few minutes with the horses. They’re close by. I can smell them. They are all there.” Gracie managed a small smile. “No noise.”


  A few minutes passed, then a few more, then a few more.


  Then it all came undone.


  
     
  


  They heard the horses galloping towards them, their hooves thundering like rifle shots on the hard scrabble of the floor of the flat, and Forrester appeared at its dimly illuminated edge in the distance. “Mount up and ride!” he bellowed. “Towards that moon!” He waved wildly at the moon directly in front of them. “One half-mile! Go now! Go!” And then he went down, covered by Gnomes who were stabbing and slashing at him wildly with their daggers and short swords.


  The horses pulled up. The children jumped on them and began to race away. Orie was immediately thrown as Thunder reared up, having taken an arrow in his well-muscled flank. A Gnome raced towards him, his sword flashing in the moonlight, as Orie lay without moving a hair. He was only a few steps from him when Ryan hollered, “Fury, stop!”


  Fury put the brakes on hard, and Ryan sailed over his head, hitting the ground hard with a grunt. Lightning braked hard too, but Gracie managed to keep her seat, watching with terror as the Gnome closed the final distance between them. Orie’s eyes opened, and he groaned as the Gnome raised the deadly weapon above him. Ryan rolled once, nocking an arrow as he came to a knee. The sword began its deadly descent at the exact instant as the twang of Ryan’s bow sounded the release of his arrow. Gracie screamed, “No!”


  The arrow found its mark, piercing the chest of the Gnome soldier, his sword falling harmlessly away. Gracie wheeled her stallion wildly and yelled, “Lightning, go to Orie.” She galloped at breakneck speed towards him, shouting, “Thunder, go to Orie.”


  She reined him in hard at the spot where Orie lay unmoving, dismounted, and rushed towards him.


  Another Gnome emerged from the edge of the flat, running towards Gracie and the fallen boy. Orie shook his head, dazed and confused from the fall.


  “Gracie!” screamed Ryan, nocking his second arrow. “Watch out!” He drew up on the charging Gnome, fired, and missed.


  Gracie ripped the arrow from Thunder’s flank and turned to face the soldier, who now stood directly before her. She tried to draw her sword but it was too late. He knew this, and paused to smile viciously at her.


  
     
  


  He lifted his arm to deliver the fatal blow when Orie leapt to his feet. His sword arm was a blur as he unsheathed his weapon and swung it at the Gnome all in one fluid motion. It caught the soldier’s sword arm right below the elbow and he shrieked in pain. Each jumped on the backs of their mounts and started to flee, but the Gnome soldier was not done with his deadly attack. With his remaining good arm he drew a nasty looking dagger and dove at the back of Thunder, attempting to wrap his partially severed arm around the rump of the horse. But Thunder saw it coming and twisted smartly, catching the Gnome square in the chest with a flashing


  hoof, knocking him violently backwards, where he fell, most surely, dead.


  The three of them, once again all astride their mounts, charged forward in the direction of the moon. There was no sign of Forrester, but they had no time to check further as they sped away, now running for their lives.


  Reaching the edge of the flat, for the better part of half an hour they battled their way upwards on a steep incline that threatened to unseat each one of them all the way. At the top it leveled out again. Now the horses turned on the jets. Gracie noticed that Ryan was having a hard time staying atop Fury.


  “Ryan!” she yelled. “Lie down! Lie down!”


  He did, holding on tight, and had a much easier time of it as they sped across the flat in the direction of the moon. They reached the edge of it at full gallop in a few seconds when it precipitously ended, a vast canyon now before them, with nothing but empty space in view. Not a one of them had time to think of reining in their mounts. Instead, they rocketed off the precipice and into the night.


  All were thunderstruck as the underwings deployed and their crazy fall suddenly turned into a gentle glide.


  Orie managed a surprised, “Wow.”


  Neither Gracie nor Ryan said a thing, each silently grateful for the fact that they were alive. They had made it! There was hope.


  They landed on the edge of a river, touching down gently on a grassy bank.


  “That,” said Ryan, “was the most awesome thing I have ever done.”


  Orie marveled at his best friend’s ability to comment on their wondrous flight down, having barely escaped with their lives. Gracie went immediately to the task of repacking the underwings, asking them for their help. Together they figured it out, and after the horses had gotten a drink, they led them into the cover of the woods.


  After a few minutes, now wrapped in shadows, they stopped to get their bearings.


  “Hey RyeRye,” said Orie, “nice shot.”


  Ryan shrugged his shoulders. “Sometimes you have to improvise.”


  Gracie had moved to Thunder’s flank and was cleaning the wound with water as best she could. He snuffed a few times in protest, but held perfectly still as Gracie did her first aid work. “You did pretty well yourself, Orie,” she exclaimed.


  “I know it,” said Ryan. “You cut his arm clean off. That was awesome! Man, you should have seen the look on his face whe … ”


  Gracie interrupted. “Now what do we do?”


  “We get as far away from here as we can,” said Orie. “They’ll be coming for us, and they’ll know how to find us. Ryan, get out the maps. We have to move.”


  Together they all knelt and peered at them. In the dimness, they all strained to make out the details, when suddenly Gracie said, “Hey, look at that. This is us, and look, there’s an extra dot.” She pointed with a finger at the three dots that indicated their position beside the riverbank, the other of which was located on a hill to the northeast of the one from which they had leapt.


  “That has to be Forrester,” mused Orie.


  “Must be,” agreed Ryan.


  “No question,” murmured Gracie.


  “We have to rescue him,” said Orie.


  “Are you crazy?” whispered Ryan. “No way. It’ll never happen. There is no way we can go back up there. That’s suicide. They would catch us for sure.”


  “How do we know if he’s still alive?” asked Gracie. “It looked pretty bad to me.”


  “Yeah, Orie. He was covered with Gnomes when we last saw him, and they were carving him up like a Thanksgiving Day turkey.”


  “I agree.” said Orie, “But I can’t see him showing up as an extra dot here,” he gestured at the map, “unless he’s alive. Somebody put him on the map as a dot, and it was most likely him. Who else would it be? And I’d be willing to bet he did it to let us know he is still alive. We have to try. He saved our lives. If he had not yelled to us and given himself up, we would all be dead now. Besides, we need him to get to his friend’s house, the witch lady. Without her, we can forget about rescuing Jacqueline, and that is not up for negotiation.”


  Ryan stood and surveyed their surroundings.


  “Well, whatever we’re going to do, we have to do it fast,” he said. “Like you said, they’ll be coming for us. What do you want to do, Orie?”


  Orie continued to study the map. “Okay,” he said. “This is it. Final word. You guys ride west. Anywhere. Don’t get caught. Eat bugs. Eat berries. Eat frogs if you have to. Eat whatever you can. Make sure you fill your waterskins and water the horses every chance you get. They can graze for their food. I’m going to go back and get Forrester. They’ll never expect it. I have to try.”


  As an afterthought, he added. “Take Thunder with you. If they’re tracking you, and they will, they’ll think I’m with you.”


  “How will you find us?” asked Gracie.


  “The dots,” he said.


  He folded up a few of the maps and shoved them in his pack. “Don’t worry, we’ll find you. Go now.”


  Gracie and Ryan exchanged meaningful looks.


  “Go,” he repeated. “Get out of here. Keep your wits about you. I don’t want to have to be rescuing you too.”


  They all exchanged a brief hug, and Gracie and Ryan moved off deeper into the forest gloom.


  Orie watched them go and swallowed hard. “I must be nuts,” he thought to himself.


  Even so, he knew he had to do it. If not to honor the Troll, who had not only befriended them but had also saved their lives, he knew that without Forrester they probably had no chance of rescuing his sister. So, with the same determination with which he donned his football helmet to take the field and lead his team, he started off, making his way slowly along the riverbank and hugging the cover of the growth along its bank. He didn’t hurry, but spent a lot of time sweeping behind him with branches he picked up along the way to cover his tracks. He spied a dense tangle of vines and cut off several lengths, jamming them into his pack.


  The sun was high in the midmorning sky when he collapsed from exhaustion and slept.


  He awoke as the sun was setting, the sky colored in dazzling pink and violaceous swirls. He was disoriented at first, but quickly came to his senses, painfully remembering the task at hand.


  He snuck down to the river’s edge and drank his fill. There were some berries growing wild among the bulrushes, and he tried a few. They were sweet, and while they did not satisfy the enormous hunger that burned in his belly, they took it away enough for him to concentrate on what he had to do. He got out his maps and saw that Gracie and Ryan had made their way several miles to the west. “Good,” he thought. He also noticed that the dot that they had all assumed represented Forrester had moved as well, clearly headed in the direction of Ghasten, and was closer to him than it had been in the morning.


  Once again he thought, “Good. He must be alive.” They wouldn’t be transporting him if he were dead.


  He continued along, sweeping as he went. In an hour, having noticed that he suffered no ill effects from the berries, he ate as many as he could. They gave him a lot of energy, so when he ran into a big patch he spent a while filling his pack with as many as he could. He walked all night, always conscious that the most important things were silence and leaving no trail. So far, so good. Just as the sun was peeking its head over the trees on the far side of the river, he checked the maps one last time. Gracie and Ryan were farther to the west, but Forrester’s dot was where it had been the last time he had checked. He crawled into a thick tangle of growth and slept.


  He was awakened this time in the mid-afternoon by the sound of voices. They were close! His heart pounded in his chest. Not risking even a cautious glance, he tried to make out where the voices were coming from and what was being said. While he did, he concentrated on keeping his breathing under control, remembering what Forrester had said about the Gnomes’ keen sense of hearing.


  Within minutes, those speaking were within a few feet of him. Slowly, he checked his sword to be sure it was free in its scabbard, and was about to jump up and try and fight his way out of this impossible mess, when he heard footsteps running through the woods further inland.


  “Captain,” he heard a Gnome shout. “We have found the trail. My lieutenant ordered me to get word to you at once. The three of them are riding west. They are riding hard. We will have to move fast to catch them.”


  “You two,” the captain ordered. “Get word to the others and have them transport the prisoner directly to the castle. Malance will have a good time with that one. Everybody else, come with me!”


  The soldiers, not six feet from him, ran quickly to join the rest of the outfit, and in a few minutes he was alone.


  He waited a good long time and cautiously lifted his head. Nothing. Sighing deeply, he sat up and rubbed all of his muscles to soothe the hard aching from having lain so still for so long. He could smell smoke, and when he snuck to its source he found their temporary camp had indeed been hastily abandoned.


  Likewise, they had left a half-cooked animal that looked like some sort of goat roasting on a metal spit over the coals, as well as a small metal boiling pot with what looked like tea leaves laid out neatly on a flat rock. He tore off a piece of the meat and wolfed it down, then quickly butchered the remains of the carcass and repacked his few things. Discarding the vines, he instead placed a generous quantity of leaves between the meat and the maps to avoid soiling them.


  In a few hours he had made his way another mile up river. The maps indicated that he was still on the same side as his large friend. If he could only keep going in the direction he was going there was a good chance he might intercept them. He was exhausted, but doggedly continued on, knowing that he had to make better time than they, or all was lost.


  He found himself thinking back to football camp in August, the grueling drills done in the miserable Connecticut summer heat, the emphasis on toughness, on loyalty. He kept moving.


  At sunset he stopped to eat some of the meat he had stumbled upon, to drink, and to check the maps.


  “Hmmm,” he thought. From the location of Forrester’s dot, it looked as though if he continued on his present course, he would definitely cut them off, if he could keep up the pace for just one more night. The maps indicated that there was a bridge over the river a few miles ahead, and if he could get to them before they crossed over it, while he had the cover of the woods, there was a chance. They would still be well away from Ghasten.


  He knew if they made it to the castle, his chances of rescuing Forrester went from slim to none.


  So with steely resolve he forged forward, putting one foot in front of the other.


  He was no less exhausted.


  He was no less afraid.


  But he found that, while no less shaky, his feet kept moving, and that he never forgot, not once, to carefully sweep his trail clean to cover his tracks every few steps. And that he never forgot to keep “woods quiet” so as to not give away his position to the enemy that he knew was out there hunting him. And that there was an abundance of berries upon which to munch as he kept going on this trying slog along the river bank. And that he had meat in his pack, which, however awful it tasted in his mouth, sustained him.


  
     
  


  Suddenly he found a quiet confidence that he could somehow succeed in this as he walked through the shadows of this valley of death.


  
     
  


  When he finally collapsed in the tangle and wrap of the shoreline scrub, having walked all night, his final thought was: “Hang on Jacqueline, I’m coming.”


  He was so beaten down that he slept until a short while before sundown, which he knew right away by the position of the sun in the Slovan sky. He suddenly realized that he had forgotten to check his maps before crashing, battered and scratched, which he did before he stood to relieve himself.


  He saw that Gracie and Ryan were now farther to the west by several miles, that his mother and father were slightly farther to the east, still in the northern Ravenwild forest, that Stephanie was approaching the borderlands of Slova and Ravenwild far to the north, and that Jacqueline was pretty much in the same place in the Agden Woods.


  He also noticed that Forrester’s dot was missing!


  “Great,” he thought. “He’s dead.”


  It had all been for naught. A vision of his enormous friend, covered in Gnomes, hacking and slashing at him on the edge of the flat of the Vargus Woods, flashed into his mind. “Why did this have to happen,” he found himself thinking. “All he did was to try and help us, and guide us, and, and be our friend. Why did I have to get separated from Ryan and Grace? They’re city slickers. They won’t stand a chance in the woods against the Gnomes.”


  So now, pressed down by this massive weight of dejection, like the weight of the bench press that crushes against the athlete in the weight room when he is training, he curled up in anguish.


  He found himself muttering, cursing under his breath.


  Then, out from beyond the boundaries of his despair, he heard a familiar rumble. “You shouldn’t be making all of that noise. The Gnomes will hear you from a mile away.”


  He jumped up and into the arms of Forrester, hugging him ferociously.


  “Forrester!” he cried, “You’re alive!”


  Forrester hugged him back, saying, “So it would seem. But hey, keep your voice down. There are unfriendlies about.”


  He set his young friend back onto the forest floor and said, “But not to worry. I have sent our would-be friends on a little wild goose-chase, so we are most likely quite alone. But it never hurts to be cautious.”


   



   



  


   Chapter 15


  
     
  


  “Human, wake up. Hey, Human, wake up.”


  Blake heard the voice, from what seemed like across a great valley, pleading with him. He fought to regain awareness, but as he did he deliberately maintained the semblance of unconsciousness. He didn’t know why, because he couldn’t remember how it was that he had descended into oblivion. Who was it? He tried to think. His head pounded terribly. Deep within his cranium, waves of pain ran wild with every beat of his heart. For a moment he thought he had been captured by a rebel in one of the Afghanistan drug-lord’s armies, but then it flashed on him, and he remembered. He had been hit in the head with something and had passed out. He was in a place called Ravenwild, and he and Jessica were … that’s right, trying to rescue Stephanie who was being held in … No, they were trying to get to Mount Gothic …


  His thoughts were jumbled and came slowly. He felt bile rise in his throat and fought to suppress it, but found himself gagging on it anyway.


  Then he remembered that he had awakened some time during the night and actually spoken to one of his captors. He remembered asking him to please loosen the bonds around his wrists because he couldn’t feel his hands. That’s right, he remembered, as the fog lifted from his brain. Jessica had been captured by this band of Gnomes that he had followed for days, and right when he thought he might rescue her, the tide had turned and now they were both in captivity.


  He tried to open his eyes a little to assess the situation, but shut them again when he heard other voices approaching.


  He heard them stop directly in front of him.


  One of them seized him by the hair and roughly turned his head side to side.


  “The left side. I hit him on the left side. There, see it? Wake him up.”


  “You wake him up, Oddwaddle. You’re the one who knocked him out.”


  “I’m a good shot, what can I tell you?” said Oddwaddle. “Hey, Human, wake up.” He slapped him hard. “Come on now, wake up.” He slapped him again.


  “That’s enough of that,” Jessica demanded in a loud voice. “There’s no need for that, now. Take me out of these bindings, and I’ll wake him up. You’re not afraid of me, are you? Three of you, one of me? You with weapons, which you are plainly good at using, me with none?”


  “Hey, I know,” said Veinn. “Let’s torture the lady Human. He was awake last night, maybe he’s awake now and faking.”


  “Good idea,” said Biliar. “What shall we do to her?”


  “Well, as long as it doesn’t affect her ability to walk, and it doesn’t bruise the meat, I guess we can do anything we want,” said Veinn.


  “She won’t need her eyelids,” said Biliar.


  “Of course she’ll need her eyelids,” said Oddwaddle. “If we remove her eyelids, her eyeballs will dry out, and she will be blind. Do you realize how much more work that will make for us to get her to where we’re going? How it will slow us down? Are you an idiot? Remove her eyelids. Yes, Captain Pilrick would love that suggestion.


  “Besides, there’s no reason to torture anybody.”


  The three argued for a while on whether or not to heap suffering on Jessica in order to ascertain whether Blake was feigning unconsciousness, when Captain Pilrick flipped open his tent flap and bellowed, “Biliar, Oddwaddle, Veinn. What are you doing? One of you bring me some water, and one of you bring me some flatbread and some sliced roast. Never mind standing there and gawking at those two. We’ve all seen Humans before. Move it now, or I’ll have Jebwickett give you a few lashes to remind you how things are supposed to work in the Gnome military chain of command!


  “Gall, you stand watch over the prisoners. You’ve done more work this morning than the three of them combined. You deserve a break. Keep a close eye on them, now.” Then he wandered out behind his tent, presumably to do his business.


  Biliar, Oddwaddle, and Veinn jumped to do their captain’s bidding. Gall strolled over to stand watch over the two prisoners.


  Blake, deciding there was no more use pretending he was still insentient, opened his eyes and said, “Gall. Is that your name?”


  “So you were awake, wily Human. Captain Pilrick will not appreciate tricks. No. Try to trick us and you will never make it to the Troll cooking pots. We will just kill you and leave you to rot in the forest. We do not need to give you over to the Trolls. No. In fact, Gall could kill you right now and not be in trouble. Gall could say he had to, that you were trying to escape. Captain Pilrick would understand. He would not punish Gall. Captain Pilrick likes Gall.”


  “Oh, like surviving a few more days only to end up in a Troll cooking pot is worth it?”


  “Worth what?”


  “He’s simple,” thought Blake.


  “Was it you that I asked to loosen my wrist restraints last night?” he asked.


  Gall didn’t answer. He seemed to be listening to something far away.


  “Gall,” said Blake. “Gall.”


  “Hear that?” asked Gall. “Those are Troll war drums. They are sounding something, but Gall cannot tell what. But it is something important, of that there is no mistake.”


  “Was it you that I asked … ” he started to repeat the question.


  “Gall heard you the first time,” he said. “Stupid Human. That was Biliar. He was the one you asked to loosen your bonds. He told Gall about it this morning as we washed up. He said you gave him a soldier’s oath to not try and escape. Stupid Human, are you that stupid you cannot tell one of us from the other?”


  “My Name is Blake,” he said. “This is my wife. Her name is Jessica.”


  “Biliar said you are a doctor,” he said. “Is this true?”


  “Yes, Gall. It’s true. I’m a doctor. Jessica is a doctor as well.”


   



   



  


  [image: tmp_3cce414d764754a6309f589e23879a8b_FXklL4_html_m91b27e0.jpg]


   



   



  


  She opened her eyes and said, “Good morning, Blake. Good morning, Gall. I need to go to the bathroom. Could you please lead me somewhere where I could go, like you did yesterday?”


  Gall looked from one to the other. “Gall will do it after Gall first asks Captain Pilrick. He likes Gall to ask about everything. When Gall does not ask, he sometimes gets very angry. Gall does not want to make Captain Pilrick angry. No, no, no. Gall does not want to make Captain Pilrick angry.”


  “Could you ask him now?”


  “Better to wait. Yes, better to wait until after he has eaten. Gall made very good flatbread this morning. After Captain Pilrick has eaten some roast and some of Gall’s special flatbread, and had some tea, he will be happy. Gall makes the best flatbread.”


  “You make the best flatbread?” asked Blake.


  “Yes. Gall just said that. Are you stupid, or are you trying to trick Gall, crafty Human?”


  “No, no. No tricks, Gall, I was wondering if you’re a cook, or, that is, if you ever were a cook, you now, like it was your job before being a soldier?”


  Gall smiled. “Yes,” he said, his voice excited. “How did you know? Gall was a cook before he started this stupid soldiering. Stupid soldiering. Gall hates soldiering. But wait! Yes! You are tricking Gall. Now you will tell Captain Pilrick what Gall said about hating soldiering, and Captain Pilrick will have Gall whipped. Jebwickett gives bad whippings. Bad, bad, bad. Jebwickett likes to give whippings, see?” He turned his back and showed them the severe scarring. “That’s why Captain Pilrick has Jebwickett do them.”


  Now he looked panicky. Blake and Jessica both thought he was teetering on the brink of breaking down and doing something irrational.


  “Gall, take it easy,” said Jessica. She kept her voice deliberately toned. Soothing. She knew she was talking to a child, a badly frightened child, and removing his fear was the immediate task at hand. “It’s all right. Neither of us is going to tell Captain Pilrick about anything that will get you whipped. Gall. Please look at me. Please?”


  Gall tore his angry glare away from Blake and looked at Jessica.


  “I promise.”


  The captain pushed his way through the tent flap and burst out. “Gall,” he hollered. “What are you doing? Are you talking with those slippery Humans? Get over here and make me some tea.”


  Gall looked quickly at both of them, his eyes silently begging them to honor Jessica’s promise, then wheeled and left on the run to make the captain his tea.


  
     
  


  “How are you holding up?” asked Blake.


  “I’m okay,” said Jessica. “I have to go. I really have to go.”


  “Try and think of something else.”


  “Nice job last night,” she said. “How many times did we practice that exact same maneuver at Camp LeJeune, anyway?” She shook her head in disgust.


  “I know,” said Blake. “Sorry.”


  “I’m sorry too,” she said. “I shouldn’t have said that.”
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  They watched as Gall handed the captain his mug. He took a bite of his flatbread and a big drink of tea. He almost seemed to smile and reached out and patted Gall on the head. They talked for a bit, Gall waving his arms about the whole time, after which the captain approached them.


  He stood before them, holding his cup of tea and the last corner of his flatbread, chewing slowly. “Gall says you’re a doctor?” he said to Blake.


  “Yes,” he said. “I am.”


  From up close both could see that one of the captain’s eyes was badly swollen, almost shut. “Your eye is swollen,” said Jessica. “You should have the doctor look at it. Maybe he could fix it.”


  He turned towards her and popped the last bit of flatbread into his mouth, which he seemed to chew more slowly, finishing his tea with a last gulp and a contented sigh.


  “Did I ask you to speak, Lady Human?” he asked. “Speak again without being asked to and I will have you killed, and your body left to rot for the crows.”


  He turned back to Blake. “Can you fix my eye?”


  “What happened to it?” he asked.


  The captain closed the gap between them with two strides and delivered a hard kick to his left mid-chest. He grunted hard, feeling the rib break under the captain’s heavy boot.


  “Stupid Human!” he shrieked. “I asked you a question. Sneaky Humans. Always trying to trick. I will ask you one more time. Can you fix my eye?”


  He struggled to catch his breath as the lancinating pain threatened to cause him to pass out. “Yes,” he gasped, “I can most likely fix your eye.”


  “Jebwickett!” screamed the captain. “Where is Jebwickett?”


  “He is out standing guard,” called Gall. He scampered towards them, stopping a yard from the captain, where he bowed his head.


  “Get Biliar,” he said. He looked Gall up and down. “You don’t have the stomach for this, son,” he said softly.


  The captain turned back to face them. “I am going to cut your bindings,” he said to Blake. “One false move and I will kill her myself,” adding, “after she has had a taste of Jebwickett’s whip.”


  “Understood.”


  The captain drew forth a sharp knife and released him from his bonds. He slowly brought his hands around in front of him, the movement causing him to pant with pain. He held them out in front of him. They were grossly swollen and an alarming color of purple. He tried to move his fingers but found he could not.


  Biliar arrived on the run, and the captain ordered, “Stay with her. If you hear me yell, kill her at once.”


  “Yes, Captain,” he returned. He sat down on a log and pointed a crossbow directly at Jessica’s heart from a distance of about ten feet away. Blake stood and followed the captain towards his tent. He noticed that the camp was as it had been the night before. It didn’t look to him like they would be moving out soon, and he thought that that might be related to the bad state of the captain’s eye. As he walked he kept trying to flex his fingers. Some of the color had returned to his hands, as well as some feeling, but he still couldn’t move them.


  It only took about fifty paces to get there, at which point he asked the captain for permission to speak.


  The captain granted his request.


  “Sir,” he said, “I can’t move my fingers. I will need one of your men to assist me?”


  “I suppose,” he said, “But no tricks. I remind you of Biliar’s instructions.”


  “Understood, Sir,” said Blake. “No tricks. Might it be Gall?”


  The captain opened his good eye wide in response to this odd request, but didn’t answer. Instead, he pushed aside the tent flap and went inside. Blake followed him. “Gall,” he called out.


  “Sir,” came the reply from right outside the tent.


  “Find Oddwaddle and have him stand guard outside the tent. You go over and assist Biliar in guarding the lady Human. He knows what to do.”


  “Yes, Sir,” came the reply, and Gall moved away to his assigned task.


  Blake looked around. He had expected it to be dark inside; clearly not what he would have wanted to perform a medical examination, but it was as light as the early morning outside, perhaps brighter. He glanced at the roof. From the inside, he could see it was made of a remarkable material that shone brightly, almost like an overhead light.


  The tent was perfectly well organized, with a small raised cot in one corner at the end of which was an assortment of weapons. On the opposite side was a small field table on which was unfolded a map. Blake moved over towards it and tried to glean as much information from it as he could. He did manage to spot Mount Gothic, far to the west, while the captain’s back was turned. He immediately turned his gaze away from the map as soon as he spotted, out of the corner of his eye, the captain turning towards him.


  The captain seemed not to notice. Rather, his mind seemed to be elsewhere as he said, “Gall is just a boy, a simple boy, in no way suited to the life of a soldier, let alone a soldier far away from home doing battle. Why have you asked him to assist us?”


  “No particular reason,” Blake answered. “It’s only that we had a brief opportunity to speak a moment ago, and he greatly admires you, and I thought it would be good for his self-esteem to help in the saving of his captain’s eye.”


  The captain didn’t speak right away as he absorbed Blake’s response.


  “You Humans are a most odd race,” he said at last. “Here you are, facing death in the cooking pots of the Trolls in a few days, and yet you seize the moment to try and somehow help one of my men, boys, to feel better about himself. I find that strange. Very strange.”


  Blake raised his eyebrows and looked the captain in the eye. “Doctor,” he said. “Part of the oath.”


  Oddwaddle called out that he was standing by outside, and the captain told him to summon Gall, who entered the tent shortly.


  “You called for me, Captain?”
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  “Yes, Gall,” he said. “You will do what the doctor says.” He laughed a brief, staccato laugh. “Unless he asks you to kill me.”


  “Sir.”


  “The first thing I need you to do is fetch me a pot of some warm water. Not hot. Slightly warm will do it.”


  Gall looked at the captain.


  “Do it,” he said.


  “And what, may I ask, Doctor, is the warm water for?”


  “To soak my hands, Sir,” he answered. “I’ll need the use of them if I’m to save your eye. How did your eye get like this?”


  “Running,” he answered. “We were running, and I tripped and fell, and a sharp stick poked me right here and broke off.” He pointed to a spot below the eyelid. “I pulled it out, but I think that there’s something still in there.”


  “Then there is,” said Blake.


  “And how do you know that?”


  “Doctor,” he said. “Have you had any blurriness of your vision?”


  “No,” he said. “Other than the fact that it hurts, and is obviously swollen, I’m seeing fine.”


  “Good,” said Blake. “That means the eye itself is not injured. And there is no infection in it yet. That is very good news.”


  Gall entered the tent, carrying a large bucket. He tripped and fell, and the water splashed all over the captain. He looked terrified. He fell to his knees and begged forgiveness. “Oh please forgive Gall, Captain,” he cried. “Gall is so sorry. Gall deserves to be whipped. Gall will go get Jebwickett straight away. Straight away, Sir.”


  He started for the tent opening.


  “Gall. Stop right there,” said the captain. In a tired voice, he continued. “It’s all right. Go get another pail of water. Whipping you is not going to fix my eye, now is it?”


  “Yes, Sir,” said Gall. “Thank you, Sir. Gall will go get some more water and this time be more careful.”


  He fairly lunged out the entry, catching his head on the tent flap and threatening to take down the whole tent.


  “Permission to speak, Sir,” said Blake.


  “Granted,” said Captain Pilrick.


  “That was kind of you, Sir.”


  “Do you Humans think that Gnomes are incapable of showing kindness?”


  “No, Sir. I surely did not mean to imply that. Despite the fact that I am indeed Human, there is something extremely important that I would like to talk to you about as soon as we take care of your eye, with your permission of course.”


  “I will consider it based upon the outcome of my eye.”


  “Of course. Might I also beg of you one other thing?”


  Captain Pilrick, in a voice laden with exasperation, said, “All right, Human, out with it. But be warned, my patience is wearing thin.”


  “It’s a simple thing, really. My wife desperately needs to relieve herself. Would it be okay for her to do so as soon as possible?”


  “Take care of my eye first,” he snapped. “Then we will talk about it. If my eye comes out all right, she may relieve herself whenever she needs to until we join the Troll forces. If not, she will arrive there quite soiled.”


  Blake kept his head down and said nothing.


  Gall entered the tent with another pail of water, which he almost dropped again, but Blake saved the spill by catching him as he stumbled. By doing this, he was forced to turn and face the small table with the map on it. He scanned it as quickly as a brief moment would allow and noticed an “X”.


  “That’s our current position,” he thought.


  He tried to place the bucket of warm water on the table to further his chances at studying it, but Captain Pilrick said, “No, over here,” pointing to another small table on the other side of the tent.


  He put his hands in the warm water and asked Gall to massage his fingers. His chest hurt terribly, and his breathing was definitely shallow, but at least he wasn’t short of breath. Slowly, he began to regain feeling, which started as a mild burning and worked its way up to a horrific feeling of both hands being on fire. He started sweating profusely, but he held on and it passed in a few minutes. Little by slow his fingers began to move, and in another few minutes he had regained full use of them. He asked Gall to get him a small towel, and cleaned his fingers and hands meticulously as he would do before examining any patient in the ER.


  “All right, then,” he said. “Thank you, Gall. Now let’s have a look at that eye.”


  It was an easy problem to figure out for a seasoned ER doctor. There was an obvious puncture wound under the eyelid, draining a scant amount of pus. He felt around carefully and could tell there was a fairly large piece of wood trapped under the eyelid, just as the captain had thought. That was the good news. He had a diagnosis and therefore knew exactly what to do. The bad news was that he knew he would need to open the wound up and remove it. That would mean incising the skin of the captain’s eye, and he knew his patient would be way less than thrilled with that prospect. There was also a serious infection spreading around the eye, which might prove problematic down the road despite perfect care here in the tent, but he would have to cross that bridge when he came to it.


  He stepped back from his patient and said, “Permission to speak, Captain.”


  Captain Pilrick looked at him straight away and said, “You are speaking to me as my doctor now. We can dispense with the formalities. That will, of course, change when you are back to being my prisoner of war. But for now, please stand at ease.”


  “Very good,” said Blake. “Thank you. Okay, here’s the deal. You have a large piece of wood that is trapped underneath your lower eyelid. It is obviously infected. As I already said, the infection to this point is far outside of the eye itself. But if allowed to continue, the infection will soon spread into the eye, and you will lose it. You will then, almost certainly, also lose your life when the infection spreads from there into your brain. We have only one option.”


  “And what is that?” asked the captain. He looked very suspicious of everything Blake had said up to now.


  “I have to operate and remove the piece of wood, and then we have to clean the base out thoroughly. After that, we will need to apply a compress to the wound three or four times a day to draw out the rest of the infection. That will be as important as the actual operation itself. If we do all of these things, your eye will be cured and restored to normal. If we do not, you will soon lose your eye and, as I have said, your life.”


  “And how do you plan to do that?” he asked, “The part about ‘operating’?”


  “Good question. I will need to make a small incision and expose the foreign body, the piece of wood, that is, and remove it. It’s quite simple, but it will be very painful. Is there anything that grows in these parts, or do you perhaps have anything here in your camp that deadens pain?”


  When the captain didn’t answer right away, Gall interjected, “Pigwart!”


  The captain and Blake both looked at him.


  “Pigwart,” he said again. “Gall knows it works because once Gall was preparing a salad for a large group of guests. We were having a private celebration of the new-year, and Gall’s sister, Jubra, picked the greens. Gall didn’t check them, and everybody’s mouth went numb, numb, numb. Gall thought they were dying. Gall was in trouble for that one. That was not fair. Gall did not pick the greens. Why did Gall have to … ?”


  “That’s enough, Gall,” said the captain. “Do you know what this Pigwart looks like? Can you go pick us some right now?”


  “Of course,” said Gall. “Gall will go get some right now. Pigwart grows everywhere. It is easy to find. Pigwart grows on the side … ”


  “Gall,” said the captain. “That will do. Go and pick us some Pigwart and bring it back right away. Quickly, now.”


  “Oh yes, Captain. Right away, Sir.”


  He nearly tripped over his own feet as he once again departed the tent.


  “He has a good heart,” said Blake. “He’s obviously anxious to please you.”


  The captain looked at him. “You don’t talk like any Human I have ever met,” then, “Biliar!” he called out. “Let the Human lady go relieve herself. I will watch this one.”


  “Yes, Sir,” came the response.


  “My wife will be grateful,” said Blake.


  Gall, true to his word, returned in a few minutes with enough Pigwart to anesthetize a battalion. Blake crushed a few of the leaves, grinding them into a fine paste. “I will need a piece of clean cloth. Another towel, if you have one.”


  The captain rummaged around in a chest in the corner of the tent. Holding up a small piece of cloth, he asked, “Will this do?”


  “Perfect.” He applied the paste to the eye, over which he applied the cloth after soaking it in the still warm water and wringing it out. “I will need a very sharp knife; the smaller the better. It must be very sharp. Tell me when the area is feeling numb.”


  “Can I trust you this close to my face with a knife, Human?” asked Captain Pilrick.


  “If you couldn’t trust me,” said Blake, “we wouldn’t be here. I am acting as your doctor, not as your prisoner. Not that that won’t change when I am done being your doctor.” He smiled.


  He was amazed when the captain smiled back at him. At least he seemed to smile. It was kind of hard to tell with his Gnome face.


  “And when will that be?” he asked.


  “In a few days, after we have given the compresses a chance to work and dealt with any complications that might arise.”


  “I see. Fair enough.”


  “I thought we had already established that,” Blake said softly. The captain didn’t get it.


  He checked the wound with the pointy end of the small knife that Gall had gotten for him. It seemed numb. He made a small transverse incision and identified the offending piece of wood, which he carefully picked out with the blade. He rinsed and rinsed and rinsed some more with water that he had instructed Gall to boil first. It was a perfect field operation, and for the first time since he had come to this medieval world, he felt almost good about being there.


  “Your eye will be fine, Sir,” he said, beaming. He held up the piece of wood and showed it to his patient.


  “Thank you,” he said.


  “You’re welcome,” he said back. “Now, Captain,” he continued, “might I please have a few minutes of your time. I beg it of you, Sir. It is of the utmost importance that we speak. We need to put a tea-compress on your eye anyway, so you will be indisposed for longer than I need you. I give you my word that I will neither try and escape nor harm you in any way.”


  “You don’t need to give me your oath,” said the captain. “You already have.


  “By all means, let us sit and have this cup of tea.”


  Blake laughed. “Not a cup of tea, Captain. A tea compress, for your eye.”


  “Pigwart, tea compresses, what is next?”


  Blake folded his arms and shrugged his shoulders, even though doing it hurt terribly.


  “Doctor's orders,” he said.
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  Doreen ran. Like she had never run before. She knew it was run or die a horrible death, and she knew she didn’t want the latter, so she ran. For hours she ran. Hours, and hours, and hours. In her mind it was no longer a question of could she make it to the mountains, only when. She kept her head down for most of it to make sure she didn’t twist her ankle on some unexpected footing, glancing up only occasionally to make sure she was headed in a straight line towards her goal. Other than that, she thought of nothing but her footing. She blocked out every other thought. Nothing mattered except escaping from the gruesome death that she knew would be her fate unless she kept herself upright with her legs moving.


  The sun went down and she ran by the light of Inam'Ra’s twin moons. The sun came up, and she was still running. Nothing entered her mind but stride after countless stride. She saw the mountains were definitely closer, so she ran faster. When it started to rain and the footing became treacherous, she kicked off her moccasins, barely breaking stride, and kept running.


  
     
  


  She lived to run. She ran to live.


  
     
  


  She came across a wide stream and plowed through it like it wasn’t even there, stopping for only a few moments at the far side to take several quick gulps.


  It stopped raining and the sun was getting low again on the horizon when she saw that the mountains were right on top of her, which spurred her on.


  The sun went down for the second time and she kept right on. Her mind was numb. Her legs felt leaden. Her breathing came in great gasps, and just when she felt she couldn’t go another step, she reached the end of the Great Slovan Plains and began the steep ascent into the foothills that marked the northeastern border of Ravenwild.


  She stopped and looked around. She was all mixed up. She looked behind her for the first time since she had left Erik... was that his name?... and there was nothing but the flatlands illuminated by the moons. For a while she couldn’t remember why she had been running. She began to walk up the slope in front of her. It felt odd walking. She happened on a mountain stream and fell down hard on her face, drinking it in. Throwing up most of what she drank, she rested a while and drank again. She rested some more and drank one last time.


  She crawled as far as she could manage off the trail.


  She passed out.
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  “You were right,” said Diana.


  “I’m glad you finally admitted it,” said Jared, then, “About what?”


  “About being safer by coming closer to Slova. We haven’t seen a single sign of any Gnomes or Trolls in days.”


  “Oh. Yes. Well, it’s merely a question of the mathematics. The numbers dictate that the troop count would be lowest here. No matter the size of an army, any army, the number of troops is finite. We believe they have mounted an all-out offensive against Ravenwild, and that takes so many. Then, they need to maintain a force to defend Ghasten should the Ravenwild army be crazy enough to mount a counteroffensive, and that takes so many. Meanwhile, the Gnomes will soon be withdrawing to Vultura for the winter. Most are already headed there and the stragglers will, of course, freeze to death. All this being the case, because there is nothing here to either assault or defend, I was thinking that it gives us the best chance of going undetected for as long as we need to survive.


  “My father once said to me when I was little, ‘The only thing you have to be in this life is safe.’ I suppose that is not entirely true, but it is a start. Anyway, we need to be getting some more food laid in for the winter. Let’s get going. We need to check our snares down on the Slovan flats. You are going with me, right?”


  “No, I’m going to stay here and worry myself sick about you all day. Of course I’m going with you. Give me a few minutes to get ready.”


  Jared walked out into the early morning. It was definitely chilly as the weather began its annual, inexorable march towards winter. Despite the fact that he didn’t like the cold any more than the next guy, he took it as a good sign in that the Gnomes, at least, would soon all leave Ravenwild for the much warmer climate of Vultura, meaning that the Humans, Elves, and Dwarves might now have a chance to plot some sort of strategy to survive.


  He went back into the cave that he and Diana were using as their temporary home and made a quick survey of their setup. There were several pelts stretching on wooden frames. They would need more in order to fashion the garments that would protect them from the cold, but he felt confident that they would be able to acquire enough. He reminded himself to scout for more salt that they would need to cure the hides.


  His eyes drifted to his experiment in the far corner where the rock wall sloped gently downward to meet the floor. Along the way he had been gathering materials from which he thought he might be able to make an explosive powder. Up until now, he had had no luck. But then again there had been very little time to work on it, their lives now being one hard exercise in survival, and you had to eat before you could mess around trying to make bombs. Finally, he looked at their crude bed; nothing more than a large collection of pine bough tops with several Broadwood branches for their covers. The beauty of the Broadwood branch was that the leaves, each over two feet long and a foot wide, clung tenaciously to the mother branch, meaning they were not only warm, they tended to hold up over time.


  “Are you ready?” he called to Diana, who had disappeared deep into the cave for reasons of privacy. “You already look beautiful to me, and with any luck, I’ll be the only one judging you today.”


  She emerged with her hair neatly brushed out and her clothes, although tattered, slightly cleaner than the day before.


  “What’s the plan?” she asked.


  “First we check our trotlines and hopefully hang a dozen fish to dry. Next we check our snares and gather the rabbits that the Old One has provided us. Meanwhile, it would be nice to drop a plains buck, or an antelope at least. It would be good to have some extra meat drying, and we need the pelts. I would like to be back before the sun gets too low. I don’t want to have to work on my firestick project by the light of the moons; too dangerous. And that, my wonderful friend, is about it. Pretty simple, huh?”


  “Simple is good,” she said. “Truth be told, I could live the rest of my life this way with you and be happy. Too bad we have a country to save.”


  They embraced warmly and set out for the day. Staying off the main trail, they checked the trotlines and, in the end, had 14 fat fall trout hanging high to keep them away from the bears. Next, it being a lucky day, they dropped an enormous plains deer with an excellent shot by Diana, who was proving to be the far superior marksman. This too they suspended high in a tree using ropes they had painstakingly crafted from the Barnagad Poplar.


  “Keep your eye out for Burnfast,” he said. “You remember what it looks like, right?”


  “I do,” she said. “I’ve been looking, and I haven’t seen any.”


  “Me too,” he said. “It is kind of rare.” He wiped his hands on some large ferns that were starting to wither with the arrival of the colder weather.


  “Well then,” he said. “First of all, that was an amazing shot. I am impressed. You can handle all of the bow-and-arrow duties from now on.”


  She smiled at him, blushing a little, and said, “Thank you, Jared. That is kind of you to say.”


  You’re welcome,” he said. “Let’s keep moving. We want to get those snares checked. Don’t forget about the Burnfast. Now we really need it, unless you want to eat raw venison.”


  He glanced up at the large deer hanging above them. “One more of those and one of us gets a warm cloak for the winter.”


  “Me first.”


  They smiled.


  He checked the suspension ropes one last time to be sure they were secure, and they started out again.


  In about an hour they had checked most of the snares. They were not as productive as either of them would have liked, but three rabbits were surely better than none. Together, they offered thanks to the Old One for His gifts.


  Jared said, “Three left. Wait right here. I’m going to check right over there. See that patch of sand? Burnfast, you recall, loves sand. Stay in sight, now. Remember, just over that rise in front of us is the start of the Slovan Plains and you can be seen for miles. Make sure that you keep behind that rise.”


  “Good point,” she said. “I’m going to get a quick drink from the stream.” She motioned at the stream right in front of them.


  Jared made his way into the brush. He noticed something peculiar right away. Something, or someone, had recently crawled this way. He noticed a scant amount of blood. As the hairs on his neck all stood at attention he drew his knife and continued in.


  The first thing he saw sticking up from the grass was a Human foot, grotesquely swollen and bloody. It was that of a girl, passed out, lying face down. He noticed that both of her feet were badly torn up. He checked her quickly for other wounds, or injuries, and found the large bloodstain on her flank. He tried to awaken her, but she remained unresponsive.


  He quickly returned to tell Diana of his astonishing discovery, and together they rushed to her side. Gently, they rolled her over. Diana returned to the stream, where she hastily tore off a piece of her shirt and soaked it in water. Back she went, where she cleaned her face. They cleaned and checked her flank wound and found it was only a skin injury. However, from her color, it looked like she had lost a lot of blood.


  “At least she’s still breathing,” said Diana. Her face too was white, from worry.


  “What could possibly have happened to her?” asked Jared. “And what is she doing here?”


  “We need to carry her to the stream,” said Diana. “Here, help me.”


  They hoisted her up. Jared cradled her in his arms, and they returned to the stream’s edge.


  “How much rope do we have left?” asked Diana. “Enough to make a litter?”


  “If I go back and skin out that deer, we’ll have enough pelt to fasten to the two poles.”


  “Do it then,” she said. “We’ll be right here. I need to get her undressed and cleaned up so I can check to see if there are any injuries we’ve missed.”


  Jared gnawed at his lower lip but didn’t move.


  Diana raised her eyebrows and asked, “What?”


  “I don’t feel good about leaving you here. What if someone was chasing her, and they end up coming this way?”


  “I’ll be fine,” she said. “This is not the time to think of what is best for us, but what is best for this poor thing. Go on now.”


  He moved off, and Diana stripped her out of her filthy clothes, washing them in the stream and hanging them to dry. Fortunately, the day had warmed up nicely so she wasn’t worried that she would be cold. On the contrary, it was quite warm on the rocks upon which she lay. Next, she washed her feet hard. In a way, she was glad that the girl remained in a coma because the scrubbing she gave her feet would have been agony. By the time Jared returned, she had her redressed. Her clothes, while still damp, would dry out nicely the rest of the way in the afternoon sun. They fashioned a crude litter and took turns dragging it back to the cave, one dragging and one sweeping the trail behind them, arriving as the sun was setting in the western sky. It was troubling that the girl had not moved.


  They eased her into the bed, and Diana covered her as best she could.


  “What do you think?” asked Diana.


  “Hard to say,” said Jared. “Hard to say. I’m going to get the fish. The deer will be gone by morning. Try and get some water into her, maybe?”


  Diana nodded. “Be careful,” she said.


  When Jared returned, he was carrying the hindquarters of their buck in addition to the fish. “We need this,” he said, “especially now that we seem to have a small family to feed. Any progress?”


  “Some,” said Diana. “She has moaned a few times, but has never really come to. She has taken some water.


  “Oh,” she said, “I forgot to tell you. She was wearing this around her neck. I found it on her back at the stream when I was cleaning her up.”


  She held up Doreen’s necklace with the eye-catching, red stone. Jared was astonished and fell backwards, tripping over the hindquarters of the deer that he had brought in. He put his hand over his mouth.


  “What is it?” asked Diana. “Jared, you look a fright.”


  He didn’t answer her right away, prompting her to repeat the question.


  “Well… it’s... you see… ” he stammered.


  “Come now,” she said, “out with it. In the name of the Old One, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


  “Let me hang these,” he said, picking up the hindquarters of the deer. “I’ll be right back.”


  He left the cave like he had been shot from a bow.


  In a few minutes he returned. Diana sat at Doreen’s bedside, idly fingering the stone.


  “You should put that back on her,” he said. His voice sounded odd.


  “Jared,” she said, “Whatever has come over you? Come here. Sit by me. Tell me what’s wrong. I’ve not seen you like this. Tell me, please.”


  He took the necklace from her and tenderly placed it around Doreen’s neck, carefully fastening the clasp and rotating it back around until it was positioned just so.


  “Why are you so afraid of that little thing?” she asked.


  He took a deep breath and said, “All right. Here goes. You remember I had in my possession, back at the cabin, my father’s collection of books?”


  “Of course,” she said.


  He held up his hand as if to tell her to let him finish, to let him get this whole thing out without being interrupted. “Sorry,” she said.


  He nodded.


  “I think I might have already told you that among the many volumes I had were some dedicated to prophecy. Most of the writings dealt with prophecy of history that has already taken place, which frankly always led me to suspect that perhaps the writer, or writers, had written them after the fact. You know, like they knew what had already taken place historically, so now they could spin yarns about how prophets of old had predicted these things. I always wondered if these things had been written not out of a sense of duty to the races, but in order to sell the concept of religion to the masses, not to mention selling the books themselves. Anyway,” he ran his hands through his hair, “There was this one book. It was completely different than all of the others. First of all, it was tiny. Most of the books, like those of the Sciences and History and the like, were large, large enough to require two hands to hold them. But this one would easily fit in the palm of your hand. I always liked that because I would oftentimes carry it with me when I was fishing, say, from shore, or sitting and waiting for a deer to come by, and read it while I waited for the Old One to reward me for my efforts. In fact, I read it more than I read any of the others for this very reason, because it was small. Secondly, it was written in ink, penned by a Human hand. The others were all, now please don’t think me strange, obviously written by some sort of machine. I know this, because all of the letters, you know the symbols that make up the words, were the same, whereas these were made by a quill dipped in ink and drawn across the page. And the pages,” his face was now full of wonder as he thought back to this small volume that had obviously meant so much to him, “were not like the others. They seemed to be made of some sort of super-hard membrane. And, oh yes, contained in the binder were small, colored ribbons used for marking your place. It was an incredible little book.” He paused. “Lastly, the cover, the binder, fit together so perfectly that it was actually watertight. Imagine that. I know this to be true because I accidentally dropped it in a puddle once, but fortunately had sealed it up before it slipped from my hand, and to my amazement when I retrieved it, the pages had not suffered the insult of one drop of water.”


  He finished.


  “I’m confused,” she said, “What does this have anything to do with this young girl?”


  “Yes,” he said, “of course.”


  He closed his eyes and went back in time. He spoke as if in a trance.


  “There will come a dark time when the Trolls will be led by one with a heart as black as the darkest night. Under his command they will subjugate the Gnomes. The Gnomes will then fight with them as the only means to their survival. Together, then, they will try to eliminate every remaining Human, Elf, and Dwarf from our world, and they will never stop until this they have done. Nothing done by those that survive the first assault will matter, except to forestall the inevitable, for the force that hunts them will be too great. The final attack will come in the spring after the fall of the Great Wall. Left to themselves, all will perish.


  
     
  


  “But from beyond the stars there will arrive a lost girl, on the verge of womanhood, in the great reaches of the Ravenwild forests, who can be their savior if she is herself first saved. She will travel to the Enchanted Northland, spelled since the time of the Great War by twelve great wizards, whose bones will have long since turned to dust, but whose sorcery will never weaken nor fail. There she will match wits with the Dukkar, a creature given life from lifelessness by the power of those same twelve wizards, and if successful, she will come to possess a talisman that will give her more power than has ever been seen on this world, since even before the Great War.


  
     
  


  “If she fails, all is lost.


  
     
  


  “She will be recognized by those who save her by the blood-red gemstone that she wears on her neck, on the finest of golden chain. It will be in the shape of a heart, and two serpents will wrestle at its center. Take great care with this precious stone, for it will be how she finds her way home.”


  
     
  


  He finished, opening his eyes. Now it was Diana’s turn to cover her mouth in wonder.


  He noticed that she had moved backwards away from the bed.


  “Could it be?” she asked.


  “Not only could it be,” he answered, “it looks like it is.”


  “May the Old One show us mercy,” she said softly, “and guide us now in what we must do.”


  Jared whispered, “Amen.”


   



   



  


   Chapter 16


  
     
  


  She couldn’t get the butterfly to talk to her, no matter how hard she tried. It truly seemed like it was trying to, and she honestly thought she could hear something when she leaned in real close, but she knew she was probably imagining things.


  Until now, she had spoken briefly with a furry little chipmunk-like creature, and a beautiful blue bird with a bright red beak, but that was it.


  So, after she had finished eating as many berries as she could, as well as some odd fruit that looked somewhat like an apple, but tasted more like a sweetened pine cone, and drank her fill of water from a spring that Cinnamon had found while out exploring the day before, she had spied this awesome insect and was giving it her best shot.


  It was almost a fatal mistake to lose herself so in her attempt to communicate with it, because by concentrating on it as hard as she was, she failed to hear Cinnamon’s cry to climb back up to safety until it was almost too late. In fact, Cinnamon had to use an old-fashioned cat scream to get her to jerk her head up, and she spied the problem as soon as she did: A pack of Wolves, not a hundred yards away from her, over on the far side of the same clearing where she now lay on her belly. She sprang for the vine at the same time as the Wolves sprang for her and was shocked to see how fast they made it over to her.


  As the jaws of the closest one snapped within inches of her ankle, she shrieked, and was all at once glad she had not shied away from the exercises on the ropes in gym class. Down to the ground it flopped, rolling once and springing back upright.


  “Nice try, Brutus,” one called out.


  “Yeah, nice try,” called out some of the others.


  Jacqueline continued her climb until she was way back up in the treetops and had rejoined Cinnamon, who admonished her by saying, “Well now. That can never happen again, can it? Never. This is not your backyard in Salem, Connecticut! These are the wilds on a strange planet, and there are lots of animals here to whom we are lunch. What were you doing, anyway? Didn’t you hear me calling you?”


  She saw her young friend was trembling mightily, so she stopped herself and hopped into her lap, rubbing as close to her as she could.


  “Oh my dear girl, I’m sorry for having lambasted you like that, but you gave me such a fright. That was a close one, but we won’t let it happen again, will we. It’s my fault, really. I should have been closer to you; it’s just that I can hardly see anything, what with all these leaves … There, there, now. It’s all right. It’s all right. Take a deep breath. That’s it. Good.”


  It was several minutes before she had calmed down enough to be able to speak.


  
     
  


  “Oh, Cinnamon,” she said. “That was the scariest thing that has ever happened to me.” As she said it, she unconsciously fiddled with the ruby on her necklace, which sparkled brightly in the morning sun.


  “Of course it was. Never before have you had to think of yourself as somebody else’s idea of a snack. Now you know, and we won’t take any more chances.”


  “Can they get at us up here?”


  “Of course not, dear. Come now. You know better than that. Wolves can’t climb trees, now can they?”


  “No, I suppose they can’t. Of course they can’t. I know that. Oh my, Cinnamon. That was so terrible. Holy S-word.”


  “Holy S-word, indeed,” said Cinnamon. “Oh well, no harm done. Don’t worry. We are out of reach up here. They can’t hurt us.”


  
     
  


  Down below them on the forest floor the great beasts prowled nonstop. Brutus, the leader of the pack, called them all together, growling, “Meeting. Now.”


  Grumbling all the while, the pack of seven nevertheless assembled in front of him. “Hey, hey, hey. Quiet. Look, I never wanted this job as pack leader. I was elected to the position, remember?”


  “That’s because you’re the smartest and the strongest,” said Roly, the only chubby one of the group. “Not because you’re the best looking. That … would be me.” He stuck his nose in the air for emphasis. The rest of the pack laughed.


  “Yeah, you wish,” said Stefen.


  “That’s enough, now,” said Brutus. “I want some discussion about what we’re doing. We need to think about getting some food, and I mean some actual food, not like the would-be-snacks-for-one in the treetops up yonder. The pups are probably already starting to happen. Harvey, Dillon, I want you to head back south and try to hook up with any of the packs that are still left here in the woods. There has to be at least one that is not out hunting Trolls on the plains. Anyway, make contact and let us know what we’re supposed to be doing other than cooling our heels. Stefen, Michael, you both head due north and see what the situation is at The Gate. Maybe we’ll get lucky and a few of the Trolls that have the fortress flanked will wander in a little too close to the trees. One way or another, report back tomorrow.”


  “Why do we have to go all the way to The Gate and back?” asked Michael. “Why can’t we stay here and keep an eye on the Human squirt and her pet?”


  “Fine,” said Brutus, too tired and too hungry to ask him if this was a challenge. “You want to stay, stay. I’ll go. Who’s going with me?”


  For the next several minutes the Wolves bickered amongst themselves. It was finally decided that they would remain together as a pack for one more day, roaming forth in pairs to scout for possible game. If they had not had any luck by sunup the following day, they would split up and try to make contact with one of the other packs they believed to be still in the woods with them.


  “You know, we can’t eat her anyway,” said Roly.


  “Eat who?” asked Brutus.


  “The Human girl in the trees, of course.”


  “And why is that?”


  “Did you see what she’s wearing?”


  “What is that?”


  “A stone. A blood-red, heart-shaped gemstone.”


  “No way,” said Brutus. He looked genuinely perplexed. “Are you certain?”


  “One hundred and twenty percent,” said Roly. “On her neck on a fine gold chain.”


  The rest of the pack gathered in close. This was huge news.


  “It can’t be,” said Stefen. “She’s way too young.”


  “Then what is she doing here?” asked Michael. “How did she get in here? And what of this cat that’s traveling with her? The prophecy doesn’t mention a cat.”


  “Maybe she’s meant to live with us and grow up until she’s old enough to fulfill it,” offered Dillon.


  “Maybe,” said Brutus. “Are you absolutely sure she’s wearing it?” he asked again.


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Who else has seen it?” asked Brutus.


  Nobody spoke.


  “Best looking and best eyesight,” laughed Roly. “I should definitely be the leader here.”


  “Yeah, right,” said Michael. “You could never be the leader. You’re too fat. Isn’t there something in the prophecy … oh yes, I remember now, ‘We don’t take orders from fat guys.’”


  “Good one,” howled Stefen, the rest laughing along at this good-natured teasing.


  “Well, we know what we have to do,” said Brutus. Seven pairs of eyes stared at him. Nobody made a sound. All knew how important this might end up being. “We need to confirm that she’s wearing it. If it’s true, we need to keep her alive.”


  “What about the cat?” asked Michael. “Can we at least eat the cat?”


  “No,” replied Brutus. “The way I see it, the cat is key to our understanding of what is going on here. We need to see if she talks to it. If she does, then that, we all agree, is right out of the prophecy. So we keep them both alive. Do you think she’ll talk with us? That is the actual prophecy.”


  “Would you talk to us, were you her, being as you just tried to tear her from the trees not ten minutes ago?” asked Roly.


  “Yes, you’re probably right,” said Brutus. “Okay, then. We go where they go. Anybody else sees it, let the rest know at once.”


  
     
  


  “My goodness, what are they talking about down there?” asked Jacqueline.


  “I haven’t been listening.”


  “Maybe we should be. They’re probably talking about us.”


  “Whatever makes you say that, my dear? No, they’re probably talking about where they can get some food. Wolves need lots of food.”


  “They sure are big, aren’t they Cinnamon?”


  She chortled softly. “It’s probably our only competitive advantage, that. Our size. They couldn’t care much about us as food.”


  “Mmmm,” said Jacqueline. “I’m going to see if I can hear what they’re saying.”


  “Now don’t you fall, dearest,” said Cinnamon. “I’ve had about enough excitement for one day.”


  Slowly, Jacqueline worked her way down through the tangle and leaf of their treetop hideaway. Being careful to not disturb the dense growth so they wouldn’t hear her approach, she slid her way along the giant tree limb. It was easily big enough to walk on, but she chose the safer method, crawling her way to where it intersected another branch, onto which she eased herself. Dropping down to all fours, she repeated the process until she arrived at a spot directly above them, where they continued to talk. She calmed her breathing and found she could hear them clearly, if faintly, as they chatted one with the other on the forest floor below.


  “I’m telling you, Michael, it has to be her. She is wearing that stone thing. That heart-shaped stone thing. And she’s wearing it around her neck on a fine gold chain, like it says in Prophecy.


  “I’m telling you, I listened to my mother and grandmother tell me those Prophecy stories hundreds of times as a pup growing up when the elders spoke at the gatherings, and I’m not kidding, it’s got to be her.”


  “It can’t be,” said Harvey, “She’s way too young. This Human girl is, at most, ten to twelve years old, and Prophecy clearly states, ‘A young maiden, on the verge of womanhood,’ or something like that. This is not the one that the prophecy tells us will come. And it also says that ‘She will appear in the great reaches of the Ravenwild forests … ’ We are in the south, the south, of Inam'Ra, remember? So she, whoever she is, is not, I repeat not, the one the prophecy names as the redeemer, or liberator, or savior, or however it went.


  “And by the way, what the actual girl named in Prophecy will want, and will have, is the end of this terrible persecution of the races at the hands of Leopold Malance Venomisis, and a righting of all the things that have gone so horribly wrong on our world since his grandfather became the Emperor. And it will all happen because of her.”


  “And doesn’t it say something about her saving the world if she herself is first saved?” asked Michael.


  All remembered words to that effect having been spoken to them by their elders when they were growing up.


  There was a long pause as all considered the solemnity of all of this.


  “Hey,” said Roly, “What about this? Maybe we are the ones that are supposed to save her. Like Brutus said. Maybe she’s meant to live with us until she’s old enough to do whatever it is that she’s meant to do.


  “Anyway, it goes without saying that we need to keep her alive. She needs to be taken care of if it turns out that she is the one … ”


  “Well however it turns out,” interrupted Franklin, “I feel hope. Hope that was broken the day the Trolls came to rule over the Gnomes. Maybe someday that can be made right. What happened then was a terrible wrong. We’ve never had a problem with either the Ravenwilders or the Gnomes. They leave us alone, we leave them alone. But the Trolls, if they succeed in the elimination of all of the Humans, Elves, and Dwarves, will surely come after us next. No question.”


  “Amen to that,” the others agreed.


  
     
  


  Roly went to stand watch and to check on the progress of the other four who had been out trying to take down an Agden buck, or boar. It would be good to have some fresh meat. Harvey and Michael lay down for a nap and Franklin kept an eye on the trees, hoping to catch a glimpse of these two strangest of strange visitors to their forest. Jacqueline noiselessly made her way back, hidden by the leafy canopy, to Cinnamon, who napped contentedly in the crook of one of the huge limbs. Not wanting to disturb her, she sat and fiddled with her backpack.


  After her brief catnap was ended, Cinnamon awoke to find her staring out into the treetops in front of her. “Good morning,” she offered. “Hey, are you all right there?”


  Jacqueline turned her gaze towards the cat. “Good morning,” she returned. “I have some unbelievable news.”


  “And what might that be?”


  She related to her the conversation that she had only this minute overheard between the Wolves on the forest floor below. “My, but that is astounding,” she said. “And you are sure that they were unaware that you were above them?”


  “Pretty sure.”


  “Hmmm. I wonder if they even know, or suspect for that matter, that we can understand them. This is certainly a turn of events. Maybe we are about to catch bit of a break.”


  “I hope so,” said Jacqueline. “I sure hope so.”
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  “This,” said Forrester, “is called Burnfast. “It’s a very light wood to begin with, but that’s not what makes it burn with no smoke. It burns this way because the wood fiber contains oil, so, like a candle that burns the wax that surrounds the wick, it burns smokeless. Not that this is a huge deal to a Troll, because we would mostly just as soon eat our meat raw, but to you Humans it is decidedly the only way to cook your food, or warm your toes, in hostile territory without getting caught.”


  Orie flipped the roast over and asked, “But what about the actual smell of the meat itself cooking? Might that not alert our enemies to our presence?”


  “It might,” said Forrester, “But the smell of wood smoke travels a lot farther than the smell of the meat itself, especially if it’s cooked slowly. It’s not perfect, but it is better. Look, the way you recognize it is by its snow-white appearance, and the distinctive shape of the leaves. It’s either that, or get used to eating your meat raw.”


  After they had finished their quick meal, they moved out slowly. Orie still found it hard to believe that Forrester could move noiselessly, as large as he was.


  They had covered a few miles when his giant friend held up an arm in warning. Orie moved in close, and Forrester whispered, “The next several miles will be patrolled heavily by Gnomes. Mostly, they will be interested in keeping on the move, because they are all returning to their homes in Vultura to settle down for the winter, but we definitely don’t want to get caught now. They would rather dispatch us quickly than not, anything to avoid slowing them down. No noise.”


  Orie nodded his acknowledgment.


  By nightfall they had made it past the danger zone.


  “How much farther?” asked Orie as they bed-down.


  “Tomorrow afternoon.”


  Exhausted, he fell asleep. His dreams were one horrible nightmare after another. He awoke with a start to find Forrester missing. He rolled out of his bedroll and rubbed his arms. He was fairly freezing. “Good,” he thought. “Cold to me, colder for the Gnomes.”


  He sat up slowly and surveyed his surroundings. They had slept in a stand of small hardwoods. He spied some Burnfast and smiled a dour smile. He wondered how everybody was doing and checked one of the maps, spreading it out with clumsy fingers in front of him on the forest floor. He saw that Gracie and Ryan were now well to the west, having crossed the border into Ravenwild. “Keep moving,” he murmured. “Keep moving.”


  He noticed that his dot was there, as was that of Forrester, presently a hundred yards to the northwest. He made a mental note to ask Forrester about this odd disappearance of his dot when the opportunity presented itself. He could see that his mother and father hadn’t moved, nor had Jacqueline, but Stephanie looked like she had made it all the way to the Ravenwild border, far to the north. “Good for you, Steph’,” he thought. He was surprised that she had covered as much ground as quickly as she had.


  He put the maps carefully back in his pack and pulled out some of the roast, on which he chewed, snacking as well on an assortment of berries that he found growing within the confines of their hideout. Taking a pull from the waterskin, he jumped when Forrester appeared out of nowhere at his side.


  “You have to tell me how you do that,” he said.


  “All in good time, young Orie, all in good time. For now, we walk. I have scouted extensively to our north, and it looks to be clear that way. The Gnomes have only one thought on their minds: Getting home before they literally freeze to death. Meanwhile, the Trolls have pushed on way to our northwest to bolster the occupying forces in Ravenwild, meaning we need to take advantage of our situation and make our own final push to the home of my friend. She will be the whole key to the success or failure of our rescuing your sisters and your friends. And some other things that need tidying up on Inam'Ra. Have you eaten?”


  “I have.”


  “I thought as much. Very well, we walk. We should have no trouble.”


  “I wish I could be as certain,” thought Orie.


  Forrester’s advance scouting paid off nicely, and they arrived shortly after the noon hour, which Forrester announced quietly in a small stand of fruit trees while they were supplementing the last of their meat with these sweet gifts of nature.


  “What do you mean, we’re there?” asked Orie. “Looks like the middle of nowhere to me.”


  “As I thought many years ago,” said Forrester, thinking, “Isn’t it peculiar how history tends to repeat itself.”


  They waited for a few minutes. Nothing happened, prompting Orie to ask, “What do we do now?”


  Forrester folded his great arms on his chest and settled down with his back to a small tree, which bent noticeably under his weight. “We wait.”


  “Wait for what?”


  Forester didn’t answer him, but drifted off into a light slumber. Orie, meanwhile, grew restless and decided to do a little exploring. How could they just sit and wait? It gnawed at him like an old hound dog gnaws at a bone. He made his way to the rim of the slight depression in the forest floor in which they had stopped and surveyed the landscape in front of him. It was gratefully devoid of anything that appeared threatening. He turned back to rejoin his sleeping friend and observed that he was gone. But more than that, the small clearing had completely changed. The trees were also gone, and he now stood on the edge of a great field, completely open and exposed to whatever prying eyes might be out there. Quickly, he dove to the ground, hoping to at least take whatever cover he could in the lush grasses that grew everywhere.


  For a brief moment he thought he had gotten confused as to where he had gone, but when he thought about it some more, he realized he had not really gone anywhere except within the small, temporary resting spot in amongst some trees, and he had eaten some fruit. He was on the verge of panic when he heard Forrester laughing uproariously. “He’s gone insane,” thought Orie. He glanced skyward and watched him approach.


  “Come on,” he hollered. “Up with you. Don’t worry. Nobody can hear us in here. Not even if they wanted to.”


  Orie slowly got to his feet. Directly across from where they stood, about a half-mile across the field, was a farm, complete with a smallish central house that was made entirely of the flat stone that seemed to be everywhere, which had also been used to divide the grassy areas off into parcels, about an acre to the lot. He saw a stone well, a barn with attached chicken coop, and several outbuildings. All looked weathered, although in general good repair. The lawn about the buildings could have definitely used a trim, but there was tidiness about the place that pleased the eye, mostly the lack of clutter. Sleds and equipment were all stacked or leaned trimly against the wall of the barn well under the eaves. There was order here.


  He looked back at Forrester, who wore a broad smile. “It’s okay right now, lad,” he said. “We are safe here. For the moment, we do not exist in the sense that we cannot be detected on the fair planet of Inam'Ra. It shall only be a brief stay. But while we’re here, there will be no one except us, and my friend Cirrhus of course.”


  He loped across the field to the farmhouse, his great strides covering the distance in a matter of a minute or two, calling, “Cirrhus, my wonderful friend, it has been too long, way too long, way, way too long,” his voice disappearing as he bolted through the front door.


  Orie was left to his own thoughts as he walked the rest of the way to the house. He saw several varieties of winter crops. Evidence of the harvest of the summer crops was everywhere as well, but he hardly paid any of this any mind as he was still trying to figure out how they had gone from hiding out from Gnomes in a semi-forest setting to a farmhouse on the plains with not a tree in sight.


  
     
  


  Behind the house was a spectacular view. The land fell away for thousands of feet in a great series of canyons and gorges, with dozens of lakes, ponds, and rivulets at the base. Such was the vertical descent, clouds actually hung below the horizon. The effect was dizzying.


  Letting out a small “whoa” of surprise, he walked back around to the front door, which he pushed open cautiously. “Forrester,” he called out softly. Hearing no response, he stepped inside, feeling the goosebumps mount. “Forrester?” he called out again. Still nothing.


  The same order to things apparent on the outside was mirrored on the inside. All of the interior walls were covered with maps, murals, and artwork and such, and were bordered all the way around by shelving that held assorted knickknacks. The floors were a highly polished blonde wood that looked to have been swept in the last hour. He crossed through the small receiving foyer to the larger windows that occupied the entire back of the house. From inside, the view was more mesmerizing. Not quite knowing what he should do, he merely stood and admired it until Forrester was suddenly at his side. This time he did not start. This time he had heard his approach.


  Turning slowly to face him, he noticed immediately that Forrester looked consumed with grief.


  “She is gone,” he said, his voice cracking under the emotional strain.


  Orie extended his arms, saying, “Oh, Forrester, I’m sorry.”


  After Forrester had regained some composure, Orie asked, “What happened? How did you find her?”


  “She was barely alive when we got here. She must have been watching us approach, for she left me a note. She had her ways. She was waiting for us. There were things she needed to tell me, things that we will need to know in order to go after your sisters and your friends, but when I found her she was already unconscious. She was breathing, but it was very shallow and she never regained consciousness. She wanted to meet you. She wrote me that, but I’m afraid she couldn’t hang on and the Old One finally took her. Oh, Orie, that is too sad … ” He lowered his great head, taking his face in his hands, and succumbed again briefly to the grief … the shock … the overwhelming sadness.


  Orie guided him to a huge chair behind them and helped him into it. The silence was unsettling as he stood by and watched his friend grieve this terrible loss. He had so many questions but, out of respect, asked not a one of them while Forrester dealt with this blow in his own way. Instead, he continued to gaze out the back windows. The clouds that hung halfway down to the base of the monstrous chasm had started to blacken, and bolts of lightning began to flash all about the skies, some streaking all the way to the canyon floor where great bursts of light signaled their impact. Were the moment not so solemn, Orie undoubtedly would have had quite a narrative to go along with this most impressive show. But now, he merely waited patiently for his friend to come around.
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  Doreen somehow remembered this drill. Once again she was awake in a strange bed feigning sleep. The voices were different, but her intent remained the same: Gather as much information as possible from those who spoke in her presence without them being aware that she was listening.


  Whereas the last time she had done this, she had been toasty warm and had felt clean top to bottom, this time she was cold, damp, and felt miserable. Her head pounded terribly, she was nauseated, and her feet were absolutely killing her. But she toughed it out and listened intently to the voices that spoke softly right beside her.


  “Why do you suppose she won’t wake up?” asked Diana.


  “Hard to say,” replied Jared. “I checked her over again. It looks like she had a pretty severe head injury not too long ago, judging by the bruising behind her ear, here.” He pointed to the large area of black and blue behind Doreen’s right ear. “And it looks to me like somebody has opened her skull, here. Maybe she’s suffering ill effects. It was a very bad crack on the head. No doubt about that.”


  “Well, I’m going to stay with her while you check the snares and hopefully get us another buck, or two. She needs to be cleaned up, and I’m sure she would prefer that there were no men present. Out you go, sir.”


  Unable to stay awake, Doreen fell back asleep.


  “Are you sure you’ll be all right here by yourself?” he asked. “I could stay for a little while. I mean, I would leave the cave and all, but I would like to be here when she wakes up. The snares can wait until later.”


  “And lose our rabbits to the coyotes?” snorted Diana. “Not a chance; Away with you, then. I have work to do. Just be sure you bring home some more Burnfast. We’re almost out.”


  Jared quickly closed the gap between them and hugged his newfound love tightly. It was all he could do to let go, but he forced himself away. Diana was right. They each had work to do. Important work.


  As he made the cave’s entrance, she asked, “Do you really believe she is the one?”


  He paused. “In my mind, there is no doubt.”


  With that, he left. Diana once again stripped all of Doreen’s clothes from her and covered her generously with the Broadleaf. When she had finally stopped shivering, she brought all of her clothes down to the stream, washed them out for the second time in two days, and hung them to dry in the crisp morning air. She checked the trotlines, hung the catch to dry, and returned to the cave only to find Doreen sitting upright.


  “Hello,” she said. “My name is Diana.”


  “Hello. Where are my clothes?” There was no politeness in her tone. She was cold, and she wanted her clothes back. Better to be dirty than to be cold.


  “Oh,” said Diana, “I’m sorry,” quickly covering her with the cloak that she had finished crafting the night before while Doreen slept. “They needed to be washed so I washed them out for you. They’re hanging to dry. I’m sorry, but they’re still wet. Here, let me make you a fire. I feel terrible. You must be freezing.”


  Neither spoke again for a while as Diana used the rest of the Burnfast to get a fire going. It took her several minutes, as she was nowhere near as proficient with the flints as Jared.


  As Doreen huddled by the flames, wrapping herself up as best she could in the crude garment, Diana went outside and brought her clothes back in from where she had hung them, arranging them as close as she could to the fire to help dry them out faster. “You didn’t tell me your name yet.”


  Doreen stared at her and said, “I wish I knew it.”


  “You don’t know your name?” she asked, arching her eyebrows in surprise.


  “It’s a long story.”


  “I see,” she said quietly, then, “The one thing we appear to have plenty of at the moment is time. Perhaps you would like to tell it to me?”


  “Well, the plain truth is, I don’t remember anything from more than a couple of weeks ago, or however long it has been … ”


  She shared with her the amazing story of how she had awakened in the infirmary of the Troll fortress in Ghasten with no recollection as to how she had gotten there, nor any of the life she had had before, how they agreed that she would be called Doreen because that had been her doctor’s mother’s name, and how she had escaped with Daria, her doctor, and the handsome Prince of Ravenwild.


  “Erik?” cried Diana. “You escaped with Erik Fairman, Prince of Ravenwild?”


  “I did,” said Doreen, “You know of him?”


  “Know of him? He’s my brother!”


  Doreen retreated into silence. She couldn’t bring herself to tell Diana the story of how Erik had given his life to save hers by standing against impossible odds in order to hold off the Trolls long enough for her to get enough of a head start to outrun the rest. By her long face and downcast eyes, though, Diana deduced the terrible news, and was herself silent as tears formed in her eyes.


  She jumped up and threaded some cuts of venison onto a green stake and hung these to cook over the remaining coals, which were dying fast. “You need to eat,” she said. “Then we need to clean and dress your feet.” She handed Doreen her still-damp clothes, saying, “These should be dry enough for now.”


  They had scarcely finished tending to the wounds on Doreen’s feet when Jared returned. Five rabbits hung from a rope slung over his shoulder, as well as a fresh pelt from yet another deer in which were wrapped the hindquarters and tongue.


  “Well, well,” he chortled with a broad grin. “Look who’s up and about.”


  Neither returned his smile, and he knew that there was grave news in the offing. When Diana told him about the death of her brother, he hugged her gently. She buried her head in his neck and uttered a few soft sobs, then straightened, saying, “We will mourn him at a later date. I loved him, and I love him right now. Today. But I will not let it be that he died for no good reason. We will honor his memory by surviving this. We have work to do. Did you bring Burnfast?”


  Jared replied that he had, but had left it about halfway back to the plain’s edge because he had been making too much noise carrying so many things.


  “And salt?” she asked.


  He replied that yes, he had brought back salt, mumbling something about having found a large deposit in a piece of ledge overhang close to where they had found Doreen.


  He decided he would return to get the wood and the forequarters of the deer. Diana and Doreen fell into cutting and salting the meat and fish, hanging these to dry in the afternoon sun. Finished with this, Doreen began to scrape the hides free of the fat and subcutaneous tissues in preparation for their salting. Instinctively, she went into the cave and tightened the hides that were already stretching out. “I get the feeling I’ve done this before,” she mused.


  “It looks like it,” said Diana. “And you have no recollection of anything before waking up in the fortress in Ghasten?”


  Doreen screwed up her face tight in concentration. “Nothing.”


  On an impulse, Diana walked over to Doreen and gently lifted the stone away from her neck. “Do you know what this is?”


  Doreen glanced down, and a torrent of visions, all disjointed, none meaningful, rushed forward from the veiled recesses of her memory, causing her to swoon. As she pitched forward, Diana caught her. She eased her to the ground and called out, “Doreen. Doreen. Are you all right? What did you see?”


  Doreen blinked and said, “I can’t remember.”


  “Think,” Diana said to her. “Try to remember.”


  Doreen held her forehead, obviously in great pain, and growled, “Which part of ‘I can’t remember’ don’t you understand?”
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  Ryan carefully unfolded the map, making sure he did it quietly. Having crossed the Slova River into Ravenwild, they both felt a lot better about their chances of surviving this leg of the journey, but were determined to take no chances with their security. There was no such thing as friendly territory. There were only friendly peoples, and the Trolls or Gnomes that they encountered in Ravenwild were no less dangerous than any they encountered in Slova, so as soft a sound as that of the rustling of paper from such a benign act as unfolding a map could be fatal if heard by the wrong ears. Knowing that they were hopelessly out-manned, surrounded by enemies, and would eventually be hounded by those chasing them as soon as they too crossed the river, had forced them to be more “woods smart” as Orie called it. So Gracie and he had adopted a strict no-noise policy, which up to this point had worked.


  She awoke right then and sat up. “What’s on the map?” she asked, keeping her voice down. “Is there any indication of food?”


  He smiled a half-smile. They were in moderately poor shape, having pushed themselves to the limits every day for the last several days now, and subsisting on the last remnants of wild fruits, nuts, and berries overlooked by the birds, which were few and far between. Her stomach growled loudly. “I’m serious,” she said. “We need to figure out how to get some real food, or we won’t last much longer.”


  “You’re right,” he said, folding the map up quietly. “Everybody’s accounted for. Stephanie looks like she has made it to the northeastern border of Ravenwild. Jacqueline looks like she’s still in the Agden Woods, and a little closer to the southernmost border of Ravenwild, and Orie and Forrester are about halfway in between. Mr. and Mrs. Strong are pretty much where they were yesterday. That’s weird. I would have thought they would be on the move. Why would they camp out like that?”


  “Maybe they found a place that has lots of food, and they’re stocking up.”


  “Right,” he said. “Food again. You are right, though. We need to come up with some today. Any suggestions?”


  She didn’t respond right away, so he said, “We need to think like the Salem kids. We need to catch or trap something. How do we do that?”


  On a sudden inspiration, she walked over to the horses.


  “I didn’t mean eat the horses!” he said.


  Thunder picked his head up and flared his nostrils.


  “Only kidding,” he said.


  She stood directly in front of them and glanced from one to the other, saying, “Thunder, Lightning, Fury, we need you to get us to some food. Real food. If we don’t get some real food soon, we’re toast. Can you get us to some food?”


  “Toast,” said Ryan. “No pun intended … ”


  
     
  


  They broke camp and started to head west, but the horses kept insisting that they go north. At first they tried to keep them pointed in the direction that Orie had wanted them to go, but soon realized that maybe the animals were trying to comply with Gracie’s request, so they let them continue on in the direction that they wanted to go. They were leading them now, too exhausted to keep a seat and barely able to put one foot in front of the other. Besides, walking meant that they didn’t have to dismount every time they saw a few berries, or one of the last of the withering fruits, or some wild nuts on which to chew.


  
     
  


  Their difficulties were made no easier by the fact that they were clearly going up now, up into the mountains that formed the eastern border of Ravenwild, the same mountains in which the maps showed Stephanie to the far north and Mr. and Mrs. Strong to her west. With gritty determination they continued to hike along, not knowing why they were going the way they were going, trusting entirely in the horses to do right by them. Lightning led, followed by Gracie, then Fury and Ryan, then Thunder.


  Gracie smelled it first and held up an arm in warning. They stopped, fear temporarily chasing away the exhaustion that threatened to drop them to the ground with every step. “What do we do?” asked Gracie.


  “We need to check it out. Wait here. I’ll be right back.”


  “No,” said Gracie. “We go together. All of us.”


  “All right,” said Ryan. “Slowly. Quietly. Woods quiet.”


  They eased forward as slowly as could be. The forest was now devoid of any of the normal sounds. No birds calling. No squirrels chattering. Something was definitely wrong.


  They came to the edge of a clearing on the far side of which was a small house, smoke puffing from its crude stone chimney. In the dooryard was a family of four Humans on their knees before a squad of Gnomes. One of the Gnomes was screaming at them, gesturing wildly about with his arms. They couldn’t make out what he was saying, but it definitely didn’t look good for the small family, the faces of which all bore looks of terror.


  “We have to help them,” said Ryan.


  Gracie nodded.


  “We have to act fast. I’m going to work my way around them. I see five. There may be more. I’ll take out that one that’s doing all the yelling. You ride in and surprise them. Try and get weapons to the man and that boy. He looks old enough. Then,” he said, “we fight.”


  Gracie nodded again. She checked her sword to be sure it was loose in its scabbard. Ryan did the same. She checked her boot knives. He nocked an arrow, patted her shoulder, and slid away, silent as a falling leaf.


  Gracie waited. As she did, Lightning eased over to her and nudged her gently. She looked him in the eye and hugged him fiercely. As she disengaged, he nodded his head up and down as if to say that this was all going to be all right. Then, suddenly, she understood what he was really saying. She swallowed hard and mounted up.


  The leader of the Gnomes unsheathed his sword and began screaming again at the family kneeling in front of him. With obvious lethal intent, he raised it high over the head of the man. As it began its descent, Ryan’s arrow struck him in the neck, and he fell, dead. Two of the Gnomes rushed away, leaving the other two guarding the family. Gracie began screaming at the top of her lungs and charged in. The hooves of the three horses thundered as she crossed the clearing. One of the Gnomes aimed a crossbow at her, and she rolled over onto Lightning’s side. The crossbolt whizzed harmlessly by where she had sat upright moments before. She was suddenly thankful for all of the hours she and Stephanie had spent riding back home, practicing on Mickie and Johnny what had been tricks learned just for the fun of it in those days. The other charged her with his sword held high, but Lightning jumped clear over him like he wasn’t there, Gracie turning back upright even as he made his wild leap. With a loud grunt, she landed a few yards from the family. They were now all on their feet. The mother was shooing the little one towards the front door of the house. The father and the older boy charged towards the two Gnomes. “Hey!” she screamed, and tossed her sword towards the father. He caught it in midair and began to do battle with the Gnome closest to him. “Hey!” she called to the boy, and drew one of her boot knives, which she buried in the wall beside him. He tore it out and gave chase to the Gnome that had fired on her.


  She reined Lightning in hard, dismounted, and snatched her bow and quiver from his back, racing in the direction that the other two Gnomes had fled, figuring that they were after Ryan. She figured right, because in a matter of seconds she came across them in the backyard. One of the Gnomes lay sprawled on his face, the broken shaft of an arrow protruding from his back. The other had a crossbow pointed straight at Ryan, who lay helpless across a stonewall, a large gash on his head. From a distance she could see that blood was flowing freely from the wound.


  She drew up and aimed at the Gnome. “Don’t do it!” she yelled. “He dies you die. There’s been enough killing here today. Let it go. I don’t want to kill you. Lower that weapon. I mean it. Lower your weapon.”


  “You will kill me anyway,” said the Gnome.


  “No I won’t. You have my word.”


  Time seemed to stop.


  There was a prolonged pause.


  It ended with a thunk as Gracie’s boot knife buried itself in the Gnome’s back. He pitched forward and the crossbolt released, coming within inches of Ryan’s head and clattering harmlessly into the rocks on which he lay sprawled.


  “Are you all right?” called the boy as he raced forward, retrieved the knife with a vicious yank, and removed the Gnome’s short sword from its sheath.


  He didn’t wait for the answer that never came, but turned and ran back towards the front of the house where the sounds of the fight continued.


  Gracie rushed to Ryan’s side. He was dazed, but conscious. “I’m all right,” he mumbled, attempting to sit up without success. “Go help them.” He waved her away and slumped forward.


  She nocked an arrow and called, “Stay awake. I’ll be right back,” as she turned and ran towards the front of the house.


  The fighting had stopped when she got there. There were dead Gnomes everywhere. Apparently there had been more than Ryan and Gracie had thought. “Is everybody okay?” she shouted.


  The father nodded, “Yes.”


  “Amazingly enough, none of us got hurt,” he said, “Thanks to you and your friend.” He looked around. “Where is he? Is he all right?”


  “No,” she said. “Follow me!” Then, “are they all … ?”


  “Yes, they’re all dead. There were nine in the group, and they’re all accounted for.”


  They all sprinted to the backyard. Ryan was as she had left him. “Ryan,” she shouted directly into his ear. “Wake up. Wake up!”


  He groaned, but made no intelligible speech.


  “Come on,” she barked, “We need to get him inside. Move it now!”


  The father and son formed a human-sling with their arms, carried him inside, and placed him gently on the kitchen table.


  “Get me some clean water and a clean cloth,” she ordered the wife, who hurried to comply.


  She carefully washed the laceration, which could be seen to have penetrated his scalp all the way to the skull. Fortunately, the bleeding had slowed down dramatically, so she made the best of Ryan’s obtunded state to thoroughly clean it and flush it with copious amounts of the water. He groaned a lot while she did her work, which she took as a good sign. At least he was conscious enough to feel pain. Once she had cleaned it to her satisfaction, she inserted her finger directly into the wound and probed around. Grunting, she shook her head as she pulled out a large piece of rock that she threw onto the floor. She continued to probe. Finding nothing else, she asked the wife for another piece of clean cloth. This time her tone was more civil, and the wife managed a weak smile as she went to get it.


  “Are you a healer?” asked the boy, who had watched, mostly with an open mouth, the entire procedure.


  “Hardly,” she said.


  The wife handed her the cloth, which she used to bind his head. Not liking the result, she did it again.


  “We need to get him into a bed,” she said. “Point the way.”


  “In here,” said the husband, and he and his son moved Ryan into the marital bed in the back bedroom.


  Gracie stayed at his side for perhaps an hour, during which time she talked softly to him while she held his hand, which she kissed repeatedly. There was nothing else she could think to do. “You’re going to be all right, RyeRye,” she said, “You’re going to be all right.”


  At first, he moaned a lot while she spoke to him, but eventually fell into a deep sleep.


  Gracie returned to the kitchen and sat down heavily in one of the chairs.


  “My name is Grace,” she said.


  “Mine is Matthew,” said the man, “Matthew Kaylor. And this is my wife, Sarah. This is my son, Alexander, and my daughter, Shannon.” Alexander nodded politely and Shannon offered a tiny wave from her kitchen bed, where she was sucking her thumb with a vengeance.


  “I need food,” she said. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I need food and drink or I will drop here and maybe never get up.”


  “Of course you do, my dear,” said Sarah. “Alexander, go to the root cellar and bring in some fruit and some cheese. Shannon, you help him. You bring a roast, the finest one we have, and a jug of cider. Off with you now.”


  The children jumped to comply, only too happy to offer their best efforts for the girl who had helped save them all from certain death.


  Once she had wolfed down a few apples and a slab of cheese, along with the tart cider, Gracie felt well enough to engage in real conversation.


  “Why were those Gnomes going to kill you?” she asked.


  “Because we refused to tell them where our root cellar is. They were making their annual migration back to Vultura. They were afraid they would freeze to death before they got there. They chose to rob us rather than stop and hunt or gather. This happened to us before, and we gave up our food to them. It cost us two children … ” She stifled a sob.


  “Well then, I’m glad they’re dead.”


  “Me too,” echoed Alexander. “I’m glad that they’re dead.”


  “Now, Alexander,” said Sarah. “The Old One is a merciful God. His teaching is that we always try first to love our enemy.”


  “Well they were going to kill us!” screeched Alexander. “And last year they took all our food and … and little M.J., and Carol Lee died … and … ”


  Sarah held up her hand, and Alexander stopped talking, heading slowly towards the door.


  In a few minutes the children returned with the rest of the foodstuff that Sarah had ordered up, slamming the door behind them. A short while after that, Sarah had prepared Gracie a veritable feast and she tore in, starting with several swallows of the cider. She soon felt much better and Sarah cautioned, “Make sure you eat it slowly, else you will take ill. Pains and all.” She pointed to her belly, caressing it in small circles.


  Gracie headed her caution and started chewing more slowly. “Now what? Thank you for the food.” Then, “We need to get fluids into Ryan. Right now!”


  She jumped up, poured another mug of cider, and sprinted to the back room.


  “Ryan!” she screamed, “You have to wake up. You’re starving, and dehydrated. Maybe badly dehydrated. You need fluids. You need fluids!!!”


  Like all kids, Gracie had done her share of screaming at her brother and sister, but this was by far the loudest scream of her life, and there was a degree of desperation in her voice that was chilling.


  Ryan made small murmuring sounds. It seemed as though on some plane he could hear her, understand her even, and he made small, slurping sounds as she forced him to take the cider.


  “Drink RyeRye,” she said as she held the mug up, carefully cradling his head in the crook of her arm to avoid putting any pressure on his wounds. He definitely choked somewhat, and sputtered and coughed and all, but he held down a lot of the fresh apple cider, and managed to give her a smile and a thumbs-up sign, then drifted off again, all the while smiling.


  “Here it is,” she said, folding the coarse face towel she had used to wipe the cider from his face and neck. “Take it or leave it. I’m not from here. Like, really not from here … I mean … from this planet, this world, this globe, this world, I said that. And how about this? Our world is way ahead of this one, like thousands of years. About a thousand, I guess, probably more, and … anyway … what I need to do is round up all of the people from my world, that somehow ended up in this crazy place, and then we can all go home together.


  “Okay, so, like, I know you all think I’m crazy right now, but I can prove it.”


  She retrieved her pack and pulled out the maps.


  “All right,” she said, unrolling the sheaf of papers on the small table. She selected the one she wanted from the bundle, replacing the others carefully.


  “Here we are,” she said, pointing to their exact location. “Have you seen these? We call this a map. This is Vultura. This is, of course, Ravenwild, see, we are here in Ravenwild. This would be Slova to the east, and this would be Vultura to the west. To the north we have the Northland, it looks like it says, and to the south, the Agden Woods. Does this map make sense to you? Do you understand how to read it?”


  Matthew quickly nodded, “No,” but continued to study it intensely. Suddenly, his eyes lit up and he said, “See Alexander, see Shannon, here is the river where we catch the fish, and here is the bend in the river where we make camp. Right?”


  “Good,” said Gracie. “Well, here’s how it is. See these dots? These are Mr. and Mrs. Strong, and it looks they’re about a hundred miles from the Northland, and two hundred miles east of the Slovan Plains. They haven’t moved for a while. I’m wondering if they have been caught. They are my friend, Stephanie’s, mother and father. Now, Stephanie is my best friend where I come from. And she’s who started this whole thing by getting talked into coming to this place with some sort of transporter device. It’s a thing, with buttons, that you push, which makes you disappear from one place and appear in another.” She saw she was making absolutely no sense to her medieval audience, so she said, “Never mind. Forget that. Anyway, Stephanie, my friend, came here from there first. And then her mother and father came, and then Orie, Stephanie’s older brother, and Ryan,” she pointed towards the bedroom, “and I came here next. Then Jacqueline, Orie and Stephanie’s little sister, she’s your age Shannon, transported here too. Or at least that’s what we think. Since we have been here, a new dot has appeared. So we are definitely closest to Mr. and Mrs. Strong. That looks about … three hundred miles north and one hundred and fifty miles west. With the horses we can make that in a week, five, six days, maybe. Now, Stephanie is way up here, and over here, by the northeastern border of Ravenwild and Slova. Now this, is Orie.” She looked. His dot, and that of Forrester, were both gone. Had they been missing when she had first opened it? Oh no. This was, maybe, bad.


  But then, they had seen Forrester’s materialize out of nowhere, so the fact that their dots were missing might not mean anything. But it might mean everything.


  She decided suddenly to check on Ryan. It was up to him to help her get through this. He couldn’t die on her now. She was greatly relieved that his breathing was not labored, as before, and now seemed normal, slow and regular with an occasional deep sigh. His smile had never faded since she had forced him to drink the cider. She whispered forcefully, “Don’t you die on me Ryan Brahm, don’t you even think about it.”


  She noticed the Kaylor family all at the door, so she waved them in. “He looks fine,” said Sarah. “Out with all of you now. I am going to bathe him and clean him, head to toe. Alexander, I will expect you to have his clothes scrubbed clean, boots and all, and back to me in twenty minutes. Gracie, you will sleep. Now. Then it will be a good scrubbing for you as well. Matthew, you go dispose of those Gnome fellows. Please be respectful of the dead. Shannon, the goats need tending. You know what to do.”


   



   



  


  


  Part Two


  
     
  


   Chapter 17


  
     
  


  It was all happening way too fast. The birth of a child was always like that even under normal circumstances. But when you were running a country, and had just survived perhaps the bloodiest coup attempt in the history of your nation, not to mention that the Trolls had completely overrun the land, and you were negotiating the terms of your country’s surrender … well, those things did tend to interfere with all of the arrangements that had to be made within the family, to get everybody taken care of, so that mother could push this baby out.


  “A son,” he begged of the Old One. “Let it be a son.” He felt guilty as soon as he had the thought because, in truth, all he wanted was a healthy child, but as the leader of the Gnome nation, he knew that a son was what the realm needed. He had already fathered four daughters, all healthy, all happy enough, but he wasn’t getting any younger, and the nation-state needed an heir to the throne. Failure to give them one would mean that the Trolls would take over the political machine of Vultura in its entirety, and all hope of maintaining even a shred of sovereignty would be lost forever. No, a son it must be.


  The entrance of Norma Webb, his wife’s midwife, interrupted his mental meanderings. “Your Excellency.” She bowed low at the waist and kissed the Emperor’s ring. “It is time, My Lord. We have summoned the doctor. The child has not turned. She will want you there in case … ” Her voice trailed off, the unfinished thought too painful to put to words.


  He knew what she meant. In case the doctor had to sacrifice the mother to save the child. The Gnome pelvis would never permit the normal delivery of a breech birth, and in the event that the doctor was not successful in getting the baby turned before the onset of hard labor, the only way to save the child would be to end the life of the mother and quickly remove the child. Or sacrifice the child to save the Queen.


  “Do we have plenty of Sikka root?” he whispered.


  “Already taken care of, My Lord,” she said. “More than enough. But let’s think positive. This doctor is the best in the land at the maneuvers necessary to turn the child. Come now, let us go.”


  He rubbed his head furiously, seemingly to try and rub away the anxiety that ate at him like a ravenous dog.


  “Now, My Lord,” she declared matter-of-factly.


  On the way to the delivery suite he prayed fervently that the doctor might prevail in his efforts. Such was the passion in his silent pleadings that for one brief moment he swore he could touch the face of the Old One.
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  They entered the birthing room. The doctor was already there. By the looks on the faces of the several assistants, it was not going well. His wife, Mexyl Wyn


  Night, was clearly in agony. Her face was wet with sweat, and she stifled a scream as the doctor rolled her roughly on her side and tried his best to turn the baby upside right by forcefully wrenching on her abdomen.


  “She’s bleeding!” cried one of the attendants.


  Hanz Oratorius Night stepped to his wife’s side and took her by the hand. “My darling,” he moaned. “I am here.” It was all he could manage as the realization of what must now happen set in.


  She looked up at him and giant tears slid down her cheeks. “It is all right, My Lord.” she said, “We have had a fine life together. Many good years … ”


  Now she screamed in earnest as the doctor tried one last vicious yank to try and right the position of the baby.


  “She’s showing,” declared Norma, spreading Mexyl’s legs gently to afford the look she needed. “It’s a boy!” came the shout.


  The doctor looked his Emperor in the eye. Hanz simply nodded to him. He nodded in turn to Norma.


  “Drink this, my Lady,” she said to Mexyl. “It will take away all the pain.”


  Mexyl pushed the cup back and took both of her husband’s hands in hers, looking him straight in the eye. “There is so much I would say … ”


  He squeezed her hands hard. “I know,” he sobbed quietly. “I know.”


  “I love you, my darling. I will be there waiting when you pass.”


  She took the cup and drank deeply. She looked the doctor hard in the eye and gave her last command as the Emperor’s wife. “Now give His Excellency a healthy son!” The Sikka root acted almost instantaneously, and the doctor said gently, “Your Excellency, please leave us. You don’t want to watch this.”


  The Emperor did as he was told, collapsing on a bench outside the delivery suite. In a few moments he heard the sound of a healthy newborn Gnome screaming his way into the world. How he wished his wife could have heard that joyous sound … He buried his face in his hands as grief overwhelmed him.
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  “It is time, My Lord,” said Monslov, one of the Emperor’s personal aides. “Let us get this done and over with.”


  Hanz Night arose from his desk with the heaviest heart. That was the second time he had heard those words today. Having lost his wife that same morning, he now had to face the onerous chore of officially surrendering Vultura to Leopold Malance Venomisis, leader of the Troll nation. Malance had not even done them the honor of physically attending this loathsome task. Instead, he had sent a low-level Minister of Affairs, a snake of a Troll named Loquitar Coral. Small by Troll standards, he took advantage of every possible situation to demonstrate his superior station by inflicting suffering on his subordinates. He wielded the tools of pain with the skill of an artisan and his brushes, and now that those of lesser station included every Gnome in the realm, Hanz Night fully expected that more than one


  Gnome would die a horrible death before this day was done.


  “It is indeed time, Your Majesty,” said Saviar Murlis, his second in command. “Loquitar Coral awaits. We would do well to not keep him waiting. He is not a patient Troll.


  “He has sent word of his sorrow at your wife’s passing by a communiqué that was delivered by a low-level aide-de-camp not an hour ago. Even that is a slap in our collective face.”


  “He declined to send the usual gifts. I am terribly sorry, Your Highness. I cannot begin to imagine your grief.” He put his hands to his face to help him deal with his own sorrow.


  Everybody in the land had worshiped this woman. She had been exceedingly bright. Most said it was she that had sniffed out every single assassination attempt on her husband over the many years of his reign. And as bright as she was, she was equally kind, regularly pitching right in to help with the bread kitchens for the needy. Nobody in the land had ever gone to bed hungry, thanks to her efforts. Her very first rule: Everybody gets fed. But there had been so much more.


  Building was proceeding beautifully everywhere with the infrastructure that had blossomed under her leadership. Roads, roads, and more roads was her thought. The easier her Gnomes could move about the land, the better for all. Goods moved quickly. Vegetables did not rot in the cart any more. Houses were going up all around the major cities. Land was being developed.


  Everyone was working hard, and everyone had more time to enjoy the fruits of their labors. Large crowds cheered the young Gnomes on as they competed in their athletic events. These had been the greatest of times in their nation’s history.


  Now, the Trolls would decide what their labors would be. Nothing would be the same. They were entering the dark time.


  
     
  


  They arrived at the waiting-room door of Loquitar Coral.


  Saviar Murlis knocked.


  “Identify yourselves,” came the cry from inside.


  “It is the Emperor, Hanz Oratorius Night, and his Chief Advisor.”


  There was a prolonged wait as Loquitar Coral took advantage of as simple a fact as a closed door to hammer home the message that this was their castle now; that the Gnomes would bow to a new rule.


  “Permission to enter,” came the call, and the door swung open.


  They entered the reception room, a long affair with a massive table and seating for forty or so. At the far end was a huge fireplace capable of holding three whole plains-deer. Hanz Night noticed immediately that Loquitar Coral now sat on what had been the Gnome Emperor’s throne, which the Troll had ordered removed from the throne room to this less formal setting. It was a magnificent structure, carved from a solid piece of oak from one of the largest trees in the Glacier Forest. The edges were adorned with hundreds of gems that sparkled furiously by the firelight. To celebrate a birthday many years ago, his wonderful wife had arranged that the chair be permanently mounted in the throne room. To remove it, Loquitar Coral had ordered it smashed free of its mounts, and it now tilted crazily on three legs. To see his beautiful gift, a physical testimony to the memory of his wife, demolished in such a wanton fashion, caused him to wince slightly.
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  Loquitar picked right up on this and said, “We had a little trouble getting this stupid piece of junk unseated and moved. I think we should burn it. Imagine. A throne made from wood. An Emperor should sit on gold, don’t you think?” He stood. “Yes,” he said, motioning casually with his hand towards the destroyed throne, “Have them burn it. Yes, to the fireplace with it.”


  Half a dozen Gnomes raced forward to comply. All turned their faces away from Hanz Night as they bent to their labors. In a few minutes it was burning, as the rest of the Vulturan government officials filed into the reception room and milled about.


  “Well now, let us sit at the table. No use not being civilized. We have matters to discuss. The usual ground rules.” He walked calmly to the head of it. Six monstrous Trolls took up positions beside him in full battle armor.


  “Basically it comes down to this,” he began calmly enough. “Everything you do from now on … for the rest of time … you do for us!” he screamed, banging his fist so hard on the table that it shattered into pieces. He seemed to not notice as he continued his tirade. “Understand that, and we will not have serious problems. Forget about it, and we will kill you,” he roared while pounding his fist into the palm of his other hand. “We honestly don’t care if we have to kill every single one of you, but we do care about the rock you harvest in the quarries, the grain you grow in the fields, the cattle you raise on the plains, and the metal your forge in the foundries. And you are helping us to hunt down and eat every one of those pesky Humans, so we don’t want you eliminated right away … That comes later.”


  There was complete silence in the hall as he waited for them all to get his little joke. Nobody uttered a sound. He roared in laughter anyway. “All right then, let us eat some of your fine Gnome food.”


  All found seats as the Gnome waiters scurried this way and that to serve the food and drink. It was extremely awkward to handle it all, in light of the fact that the table had been broken to pieces, but they made do with cradling their platters and setting their drinks on the floor. The Gnomes were permitted to eat their meat cooked, a small concession made by the new ruler of their land. The Trolls, of course, ate theirs raw, disdaining any of the other foodstuffs the waiters offered them, as though by doing this they demonstrated some sort of superiority in the way they approached culinary matters.


  For a time the only sounds were those of eating. Absent was the usual social chatter that was ordinarily part of a feast in the royal reception room. The Trolls smacked and grunted and showed themselves to be the pigs that they were as they tore off huge chunks of the raw flesh and slurped them down. The Gnomes ate slowly, deliberately, awaiting with dread the official proclamation that was soon to come, that their country was no more to be - that they were now a nation of slaves to their loathsome conquerors.


  
     
  


  After the meal was done, Loquitar ordered entertainment. Gnome dancers appeared and tried their best to put on a show of sorts, but in the middle of the performance one of them slipped and fell to the floor. Loquitar stood up and raised his arms in dramatic fashion. “What is this?” he cried. “This is supposed to entertain us? You are supposed to dance, fool, not fall on your face. Unfortunately, this will cost you your head.” He motioned to his six bodyguards, one of which went straight away to the dance floor and beheaded the poor Gnome before he had a chance to get up. The hall went completely silent as his blood ran red over the polished stone. Ironically, his head rolled in such a way that it ended up at the feet of Hanz Night, the dead eyes staring up at him.


  “Let it be known,” said Loquitar Coral. “We will not tolerate such ineptness. Not here on this ceremony floor, not in the mining camps, not in the mills, not in the fields, and not in the foundries. We will demand your best, and you will give it to us. Anything less and you will suffer the same fate.”


  He turned and left the room, followed by his entourage of bodyguards, low-level aides, and assorted other attendants. Soon only Gnomes occupied the hall, as all the Trolls had left.


  Several of the high-level government officials gathered around their lame-duck Emperor. Nobody spoke for a while, all maintaining a respectful silence. Glasses of spirits were silently lifted and sipped while all thought on how to tactfully bring up their concerns, all of which were immense. None wanted to be the first to speak. Finally, Saviar Murlis took the lead. “My Lord,” he spoke gently, “All of us here are saddened beyond comprehension over the loss of your wife … our first lady … our friend … In spite of everything, there are questions that must be asked … ”


  Hanz Night wearily held up a hand, cutting his friend short. “There are,” he acknowledged. “And we will have the time, after we bury her, to ask and answer them all. But we will surely not hold any conversations such as these in an open hall with listening ears everywhere around us. As my last decree as your Emperor, Saviar Murlis, bite your tongue. Bite it off if you have to. After the funeral, and the official surrender ceremony, we will all meet. For now, the only question before us is how we can best serve the Trolls. Tonight, and tomorrow, and the next day … and the day after that. That is the key to our survival as a race. In a way, we are fortunate that they have use of us, or we would not even be having this conversation, now would we?


  “Time has a way of evening things out in the long run, but for now we will throw ourselves at our appointed labors with a fervor that has never before been witnessed on this, our planet, Inam'Ra. We meet their demands; they let us live. We do not, and we are disposed of. It is that simple.


  “That said, I am going to see my son.”


  He stood, and faltered. Strong hands grabbed him from all sides and held him upright until he had recovered enough to make his way on his own across the hall, past the ruined table, and out through the doors. Saviar started after him, but Hanz waved him away. “No,” he said. “Prepare for the proclamation ceremony. We have seen what happens when we slip up. Let no more Gnome blood be spilt today.”


  He walked slowly down the hallway outside of the reception room. He hardly noticed that the once proud murals, documenting the Gnome history all the way back to the Great War, had been ripped and torn to shreds. He walked like a man going to his death, struggling greatly to put one foot in front of the other. He thought of something his wife had said to him, many years back, one day when he was feeling glum. “Keep your face to the sunshine, and things will always work out.”


  With that thought on his mind he entered the nursery, where Gnome women bustled all about taking care of the newborn Prince of Vultura.


  He eased himself onto a stool beside the enormous crib.


  One of the women approached him, bowing low. “My name is Cassandrea, Your Excellency,” she said. “Cassandrea Jebwickett. I will be the Prince’s wet nurse. Well, one of them anyway. I am pleased to tell you he feeds well. He has already taken a good feeding and relieved himself without difficulty.”


  Hanz didn’t answer her, but kept staring at his son. Grieving as he was he didn’t notice it right away, but as sure as a thunderclap he finally saw it. The young Prince’s face definitely carried a glow. “There it is,” he mused, silently thanking his wife for her wise words. “My son,” he murmured to the baby who slept peacefully before him, “Someday you will rule this land. Let your face always be the sunshine towards which your people can turn in difficult times.”


  Then, he leaned over the crib, held him close, and silently wept.


  The proclamation ceremony went smoothly enough. Loquitar Coral stood on the archway between the twin turrets of the main gate, looking down on the masses gathered before him in the large courtyard in front of the castle. He didn’t say anything unexpected, but clearly amused himself by hurling insults at the now officially subjugated Gnome nation, shouting again and again how their purpose was now all about serving their Troll conquerors.


  He screamed about subservience, production quotas, allegiance to Leopold Malance Venomisis, and the new order. Nobody else spoke. It was the beginning of terrible times, and the Gnomes entered them biting their collective tongues. At least no more Gnome blood was spilt.


  
     
  


  That evening, Saviar Murlis was about to retire to his official quarters in the castle when, on a whim, he decided to check in on his old friend and former Emperor. He went to His Excellency’s quarters. He ordered the two guards outside the entrance to stand down and knocked softly.


  “Come,” Hanz called out. Official protocol mandated that he ask the visitor to identify him or herself before giving the order to enter, but he just didn’t care. If it were an assassin, so be it …


  Saviar entered to find Hanz sitting in a chair, slumped forward, his face buried in his hands.


  He waited a few moments for Hanz to speak. When no words were forthcoming, he cleared his voice. “My Lord …” he began.


  “Better not let one of our Troll brothers hear you address me as ‘My Lord’,” Hanz said, “It will cost you your head. No more, my friend. I have lost too


  much today, I cannot lose you also.”


  “Yes, of course,” he said. “Hanz it is, then. It shouldn’t be too hard. Hanz it was when we were young, after all.”


  Hanz offered a wan smile. “Indeed,” he murmured.


  “Hanz,” said Saviar, “I know it is an unlikely time to be offering you counsel on how you need to comport yourself in the days, weeks, months, and years to come, but I would not have been able to sleep had I gone directly to bed. Here’s the thing. Under your rule, and the rule of your incomparable wife, we entered an age unlike any other in our history. Nobody had a crystal ball in which to look and predict that these Troll brutes would take over our world and up and decide to wipe out as many non-Trolls as they could. But it will never do us any good to look back. What we need to do now is look forward to a day when we once again exist as a free race. That movement will depend entirely on you. You have never been sneaky. Your way has never been one of hidden agendas. You have always bargained from positions of honor and truth.


  “Well, that time is over. We will kiss the backsides of these thugs as much as we need to during the day, but during the wee hours we will be working on a movement to defeat them. It won’t happen overnight, but the fact that we are all willing to die for the cause will be our most powerful weapon. An army that has no fear of the consequences that befall it is the strongest army of all. Let them get fat. Let them think we are as happy as the children at spring festival, as we toil to grow the crops to feed the cattle that they will eat, as we mine the granite and marble that they will use to build their homes and castles, and as we forge the iron and craft the very weapons that they will use to rule us. Then, when they are least expecting it, we will rise up and overthrow them. We need a vision, My Lord, and it must come from you.”


  “Saviar, my old friend, I have this day buried my wife … and surrendered my nation … please.”


  “Of course, My Lord.”


  “And Saviar.”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  “Call me Hanz. If we are going to have a revolution, it will do us no good to have you executed for treason.”


  Saviar smiled. “Very well. Good night, Hanz.”


  “Good night, Saviar.”


  Saviar retired to his quarters. To his surprise, his wife, Kerlix, was waiting for him. “My love,” he greeted her with a warm embrace. “I had thought you would be at home with the children.”


  “I left them with my sister,” she said. “I thought you would need some support tonight. How is Hanz doing?”


  “As well as can be expected, I guess. At least she did not suffer her fate at the hands of the Trolls. Still, it is a terrible tragedy. He loved her so … ”


  
     
  


  Neither spoke for a while as each attempted to come to some sort of grip on the enormity of all that had come to pass. Saviar stood in front of his huge desk and fiddled with papers. So many projects were now on hold. He picked up one document that had to do with building a recreation/learning center in Vultura, the capital city of their homeland. It was supposed to have been for the children. It had all of the features one would want in such a project: Supervised study, a large game hall and a performing arts theater, complete with stages. What’s more, they had gotten the funding from the Queen to staff it in such a way that children could be cared for during their parents’ busy work hours. Now it was all out the window.


  “I heard that you will be moved out of the castle tomorrow.”


  “I heard the same,” said Saviar. “But I don’t think that will happen. We still have a country to run, and these Troll morons will never be able to run it without us. At least not right off. No, I am fairly certain that they will allow the leadership to remain in order to get done what they want us to get done. Goods still need to be produced and shipped, and we will be necessary in the logistics of all of that.”


  
     
  


  Once again it was silent for several moments.


  
     
  


  “What we will need is a plan to get out from under this mess,” he said softly. “Better to die free than to live as a slave.”


  She approached him and encircled him with her arms. “You will figure it out,” she said. “You have always loved a challenge.”
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  Leopold Malance Venomisis awoke. It was after 11:00. He was hungry and had a splitting headache. He was always hungry, and his late night debauchery often gave him headaches. He roared for his attendants, who scrambled to the ready.


  He scratched his mammoth head. His eyes were bloodshot. His breath stunk like rotten cheese.


  “Bring me some food!” he roared. “Now! And get her out of here,” jerking his thumb in the direction of a large, walk-in closet on the opposite side of the room.


  One of the servants went to retrieve the Troll girl. “She’s … she’s dead,” he said.


  “I know she’s dead,” said Malance. “I said, get her out of here. I don’t want to have to say it again.”


  Two of the servants dragged the body from the room while one sat a huge tray of assorted meats in front of his Emperor. He tore into it. Soon, blood dripped down his chin, and he smacked his lips in delight.


  “Bring me Uncutus,” he commanded. “Where is that numbskull anyway? How does he expect me to run things if he’s never around when I need him? Have him here in ten minutes, or your head is forfeit.” The servant raced from the room.


  He finished his meal, consuming the entire tray. Then he drank an entire jug of spirits in huge gulps, much of which ran down his neck and onto his chest. He casually wiped at the spills as though trying to blend them in so that nobody would notice.


  Uncutus Twit, his second in command and Minister of the Interior, arrived quite out of breath, having run all the way from the dungeons where he had been interrogating one of the Human prisoners. It had not gone well. The beatings had proven slightly too harsh, and he was now unconscious and unresponsive. He knew Malance would not take this well. He had already decided that he would try and steer the conversation away from the interrogation of the prisoner and towards the happenings in Ravenwild.


  He entered and bowed his head immediately. “My Lord.”


  “You are late,” he said. “Were you not lathered, I would have your head. Sit. We have much to discuss.”


  He waved impatiently at a chair next to his pedestal desk. Uncutus hurriedly took his seat.


  “I have gotten word that there was a very strange occurrence in the border woodlands to the north,” he growled. “There was a sighting of two, no, three Humans in the company of a lone, to date, unidentified Troll. There was some sort of fight. Two dozen or more Gnomes were killed, not surprising the way those scrawny weaklings fight, and the Troll was captured but then escaped, out from under their very noses! I want Captain Ineptitude, and what remains of his squad, brought to Ghasten immediately for public execution. No delays.”


  Uncutus was surprised that Malance would order the execution of an entire Gnome delegation, but there was no way he would challenge his order. He had his own hide to worry about.


  “I will attend to it at once, My Lord,” then,


  “I hear that the Humans have all fled their walled capital. In no time we will have killed and eaten the last of them I would think.”


  “Get out of my sight, fool. The Humans are a crafty lot. They will now be even harder to exterminate. I gave the order to have them all killed in their sleep when they were all inside the wall, but those dimwits charged in like banshees and allowed thousands to escape. Not to mention that we are unable to account for more than fifty thousand of their troops. No, there is no doubt we could have done it smarter. Where do you think you are going when I am talking to you? You treasonous dog, I will have your head.”


  He was about to holler for his personal guard when Uncutus dropped to his knees. “My Lord,” he pleaded. “My profoundest apologies. I thought you ordered me out of your sight for my ridiculously inaccurate assessment of the Human situation. I was wrong. I beg of you, My Lord. I have been your faithful servant for … ”


  “Get up, slime,” he said. “We need to speak about the interrogation of the prisoner.”


  There was a cry from outside the room. “Let me in. His Excellency will want to know of this at once!”


  “He is not to be disturbed, fool. Now step back or I will run you though.”


  “I say again, let me in. The Emperor must know of this right away!”


  “One more step and I will run you through … ”


  “What is the meaning of this outrage?” Malance bellowed. It was practically loud enough for the prisoners in the dungeons below to quake.
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  He moved through the doorway with an alacrity that belied his enormous bulk, only to discover an official messenger, in proper uniform and displaying his rank and seniority status, on the end of one of his guard’s swords. Neither was going to back down, that much was obvious. “Jump in any time you feel it might be useful, Uncutus,” he snapped, motioning dramatically.


  Uncutus Twit sprang to his feet.


  “You there, stay that sword. You there, spit it out, and this had better be important, or you will wish it had been.”


  “My message is for the Emperor’s ears only,” he mumbled, keeping his head down.


  Despite the superior rank of this senior Troll, it looked like it was probably the first time he had ever delivered a ‘for the Emperor’s ears only’ message. Well, if he were anxious now, he would be more so while Malance decided if the message needed to be truth-told. Such an experience was the mother of all interrogations, performed by an entire team of experienced questioners who, after a few hours, could pretty much get the messenger to admit that he had cooked and eaten the Emperor’s two nieces. Such as it was, and despite the fact that it was well known to be pretty much useless for getting at the actual truth, Malance was as likely to order it as not, depending on the content of the message.


  “Search him!” screeched Malance. He rubbed his head as though rubbing at a headache.


  The search process was no fun, causing the messenger to cry out more than once. “He is clean, Your Grace.”


  “Leave us, then.”


  The attendants and Uncutus Twit slinked out through the doorway, closing it behind them. Malance turned to the messenger who was lashed securely to a pole.


  “Out with it,” he snapped.


  “Closer, My Lord. Truth-tell me if you have the slightest doubt as to what I am about to reveal to you, but it is imperative that not another soul hear these words. Your life depends on it.”


  Venomisis, unwilling to comply straight off with the Troll’s request, toyed with the idea of just having him killed and hauled away. If the message were that important, whoever had sent it would, without a doubt, send it again. “Who sends this message?” he asked, breaking his own rule that all such messages be recited, from start to finish, before any questions were asked.


  The messenger held to his conviction. He spoke not a word. He knew that the Emperor had no choice but to come closer and meet his request, or order a truth-telling. He had worked in his majesty’s service for way too long to not know, by heart, the rules of engagement for delivering a message ‘for the Emperor’s ears only’.


  Malance knew what he had to do. He had to get in this messenger’s face and learn the truth of it. He had no choice.


  He leaned in, loathing every second of the ordeal. When their faces were merely inches apart, he felt he would come out of his skin. He could see the obvious fear in the other’s eyes. But there was something else. Something he didn’t actually see, but knew he should be seeing.


  [image: tmp_3cce414d764754a6309f589e23879a8b_FXklL4_html_m48b1a100.jpg]


  
     
  


  Norma Webb put the newborn Prince of Vultura to her breast and let out a slight gasp as he took the nipple hungrily in his tiny mouth. Nobody had told her that breastfeeding would be this painful. Cassandrea Jebwickett had mysteriously disappeared, and Norma had been assigned the role of wet nurse to the Prince. “Easy there,” she said with a little laugh. “There’s plenty enough. That’s it, my sweet boy.” She stiffened a bit, holding her breath, as he latched on harder. Her nipples had not hardened yet, and his feeding stung something fierce.


  There was a loud crash as four Trolls barged through the doors to the nursery. She gasped as they appeared directly in front of her. The nearest one raised a huge hand, looking like he was going to strike her down. She wrapped her arms protectively around the infant and prepared to absorb the force of the blow.


  “No,” said another. “You remember what Loquitar said. There is to be no injury to him. Not yet … ”


  “Yes, but he didn’t say anything about his wet nurse … ”


  He laughed a depraved laugh.


  “Madam, you will pack your things straight away and report to the study of your former Emperor. Suitable quarters are being arranged for you outside of the castle. You have thirty minutes. If you fail to appear in that time, you will be found and killed.”


  With that, the four Trolls lifted one of the massive tables and carried it out as though it weighed no more than a small toy.


  Norma packed quickly and in about twenty minutes found herself waiting outside of the study of Hanz Oratorius Night. Now was not the time to lose self-control. Now was the time to keep a clear head and do what was necessary to protect the life of the newborn she cradled in her arms. The same four Trolls appeared.


  “Change of plans,” said one. “Come with us.”


  Terror stole its way into her heart as she stood to obey. Something was amiss. Where was Hanz Night? What had happened to him? She looked around in a panic. They were taking the young Prince somewhere to eliminate him. That had to be it, and while she did not know it, she knew she felt it. They had conferred with their superiors and the plan had changed, all right. It had changed to murdering the heir to the throne of Vultura. It only made sense. Were he allowed to grow up, he might someday pose a threat. Out of the way. That’s where they wanted him.


  They marched out of the nursery. No more words were spoken. They turned right, down a corridor. The walls were now bare stone, the last remains of the torn murals having been removed. They passed several more doorways. Suddenly she knew where they were going or, rather, her intuition told her. At the last doorway before the entrance to the reception hall, she begged for permission to please retrieve one last article of clothing before they went on their way. A favorite shawl she had left in her quarters. She would need it in the coming winter months, she pleaded.


  The one in charge granted her request, demanding only that she leave the door open so they could watch her every move. When another of them mumbled something about her not needing anything where she was going, she knew she had been right. Slipping inside, she set the Prince down on a changing table and slammed the door shut, latching it securely with stout iron latches. Outside, she heard the mayhem begin, and the hammering of the axes commence on the doorway. She moved quickly, tearing clothing and assorted bric-a-brac out of the closet at the end of the room. She fumbled for the latches on the far wall inside the closet. They were jammed! With all her strength, she tore at them, and they gave. She turned the entire wall in on itself and exposed a small ladder that descended into the dark. She heard Loquitar Coral screaming orders at the Trolls that were pounding on the closed door, which was starting to splinter. Even the thick oak would not stand up much longer to the furious assault being brought to bear by the monstrous Troll battle-axes. She picked up the Prince and stuffed him like a rag into her blouse. Down the ladder she scurried. She heard Hanz scream, “Run Norma! Run … ” then the dreadful crunch as one of the axes ended his life.


  Reaching the bottom of the ladder, she gave it a hard upward shove and the solid stone false-wall of the closet above rotated back around. She heard the distinct click of the locks seal it in place mere seconds before the Trolls managed to hack their way into the small room.


  Not waiting a second, she raced away in the darkness, silently thanking her Emperor for having had the wherewithal to make her practice this escape at least a dozen times since she had worked for him. In exactly fourteen paces she gave a mighty leap over a large hole in the floor, hidden in the shadows beneath her feet, at the bottom of which projected large iron spikes, placed there to impale any would-be pursuers. In ten more she groped for and released a raised metal latch on the sidewall of the tunnel. Another secret panel opened before her and closed behind her after she had passed through. Down a second ladder she scrambled. The young Prince threatened to spill right out of her blouse, and she roughly shoved him back in. Across a landing she raced and scuttled down a third ladder, disguised by five others, all of which lead to blind ends. Again she forcefully shoved upwards on the end of it, tripping the latches, which converted her escape route into yet another blind end. She ducked through the sliding stone just before it sealed shut behind her and paused to catch her breath. She could see a light now, and knew if she held up she had a very good chance of escaping. Off she ran. In a matter of minutes she had cleared the castle walls on a dead run. She knew she would be frozen to death if she did not seek shelter soon from the night drop in temperature, so she never broke stride for her entire sprint through the tunnel. Halfway to the end she found the ladder she was looking for and up she went. She waited for several minutes at the top of it, listening for any sounds that might tell her that there were Trolls above her. Hearing none, and badly in danger of succumbing to unconsciousness due to the biting cold, she finally gave the secret knock. She held her breath. The trap door above her slid silently open. Climbing out, she fell into the arms of her mother, who flashed her the all-clear sign. She had made it. The Prince was saved, for now at least. Her mother led her to a small bed across the room, where she mercifully collapsed from sheer exhaustion and slept for the better part of an hour. The Prince had never awakened through the entire escape.


  After her short nap, her mother forcibly shook her awake. “Norma,” she said, “Norma Webb. You wake up this instant. There is no time for dillydallying. Up now!”


  Slowly, she awoke. Still partially numbed from the cold that had worked its way deep into her bones, she rubbed at her arms. She could hear her mother pleading with her, but her voice sounded very far away. “The Prince!” she thought, forcing herself out of the fog. “Where is the Prince?” she called out.


  “He is safe. He is with your sister next door. You will leave for Queen’s Port tonight. Now. I have packed you what you need. The Trolls have come and gone, but they will be back.”


  “The Trolls came while I was here?”


  “No. They came before you got here. I convinced them that I had not seen you. Their methods were … persuasive … ”


  “Oh Mama,” she said. “Did they hurt you badly?”


  “Nothing I won’t recover from,” she replied. “Thankfully, I was telling the truth, but the next time won’t be as easy.”


  “Queen’s Port,” muttered Norma. “We’ll never make it. We’ll freeze to death. It’s an impossible journey.”


  “There’s no arguing the risk,” said Mama Webb, “but the alternative is sure death to all of us. Off you go. Get your things. They are by the door. Go to your sister’s without delay.”


  “But Mama,” she cried, “What will happen to you?”


  “Don’t you worry about me,” said Mama Webb. “When those brutes return to have their fun with me, they will be interrogating an empty house. This is our land. There are places I could hide undiscovered for an entire lifetime. But if you don’t know where I am, you can’t tell anybody who might want to know. Go now, girl.”


  They hugged for a brief moment, Mama Webb pushing her towards the door even as they embraced.


  
     
  


  Out the door she flew, wearing a strange coat, the like of which she had never seen. It had huge pockets on the outside and equally huge inner pockets that were lined with a substance that felt like braided hair of some sort.


  Already bitter cold from the frigid night air, she tapped three times on the door, then a fourth. A large Gnome she had never met opened it. He wore the uniform of the Palace Elite Guard. She glanced him up and down warily. “Where is the Prince?” she demanded, then, “Who are you?”


  “Next room,” he answered. “They are waiting for you. My name is Turman Pandieth. I was the head of the Palace Elite. That was then. Now,” he smiled a grim smile, “I am dead, at least as far as those murderous dogs are concerned. We’ll see how well they get along with my ghost. But that is for later. For now, we journey to Queen’s Port.”


  They moved to the next room where the Prince remained asleep in the arms of her sister, Turni.


  They embraced quickly while Turman Pandieth prepared them for the trip.


  “Remove your coat,” he said. From the way he said it, it was obvious that he was a Gnome that was used to giving orders. He filled the oversized inner, then outer, pockets with a wood-like substance, then extracted some coals from the fire, placing a few in each inner pocket.


  “This will keep us warm, well, not warm really, but warm enough. The stuff in the pockets is a mixture made from Burnfast. It won’t go out as long as you remember to feed the inner pockets with the stuff in the outer pockets. There is enough to last for the first leg of the journey. Preparations are underway to place more at points along the way. Now, we go.”


  “How do we know when it’s time to add more?” asked Norma.


  He smiled the same grim smile. “When our teeth begin to chatter. Don’t forget this. Once your teeth begin to chatter, you are minutes away from losing consciousness. Add a small handful to each inner pocket, and you’ll be okay.”


  Out the back they slipped. As soon as they were outside, they were joined by three other Gnomes who led the way. Turman Pandieth stayed behind to cover their tracks. He could no longer save his lifelong friend, and Emperor, Hanz Night, but as sure as the Old One made the crops grow, he would safely spirit his son away. Or die trying. His only concern was the time it would take. Because when the trip was over, he had his friend’s death to avenge.


   



   



  


   Chapter 18


  
     
  


  Suddenly, he recognized him. It had nothing to do with the nature of his gaze, nor the presence or absence of fear in his eyes. He knew this Troll. He had met him before. He couldn’t remember when, or where, but he knew him. There was no doubt. He suddenly wished that he wasn’t as intoxicated, that his head was clearer and would quit pounding.


  “I know you,” he found himself saying. “We have met before. Now what is this message that is going to save my life, and it had better be something I need to hear, or you will rue this day.”


  “Oh, it is,” said Forrester. He kept his voice steady, his delivery unrushed. “My name is Forrester Wiley Ragamund. Remember it.


  “The message is simple. I am going to let you live today. I can’t promise that this will be the case the next time we meet, but for today your life is spared.”


  Malance was so surprised that his jaw went slack for a second, after which he bellowed for the guards who jumped up to respond. Wearing a smug look, the Emperor turned back towards Forrester, who plainly and simply vanished.
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  Saviar Murlis walked home from the castle in Vultura feeling that, most likely, he would never arrive there. They had killed the Emperor right in front of him. Certain that he would be next, he left the fortress via tunnels the Trolls probably hadn’t discovered yet. He was resigned to the fact that he would certainly die before sunup the next morning, so he wanted to spend his last evening in the company of his wife and children. There was much he wanted to say to them.


  Besides, with Hanz Night gone, organizing and effecting a revolution would now prove next to impossible. For Saviar Murlis, despite being a creative genius, as well as having outstanding organizational skills, had none of his former Emperor’s charisma. And charisma, not ideas, was what moved the masses. You could have the best ideas imaginable, but if you didn’t have the magnetism to rally the forces behind you, those ideas were dead before they were ever born.


  Like, for instance, the Gnome children’s learning/recreation center. In order to fund the expenses necessary to staff it such that the working folks could have their youngsters cared for until they picked them up after work, Hanz Night had convinced one of the wealthy wheat growers to voluntarily up his annual tax from two to three percent. And the fellow had been happy to do it. The idea had been Saviar’s, but the task of convincing the wheat farmer had befallen Hanz, who practically had to talk the farmer out of an increase of four percent. That was charisma.


  He awoke from his walking reverie to the sound of dogs growling viciously nearby. He saw with revulsion that they were fighting over the rights to gnaw on the corpse of a dead Gnome sprawled facedown on the street. “Go on!” he hollered. He picked up a rock and hurled it at them, striking the nearest one squarely in the flank. With a brief howl, it slinked off. The others followed.


  He looked around at what had been his lovely capital city. Days before, it had been clean and orderly. Rows of well-maintained houses, with manicured lawns and trimmed hedges, lined the cobblestone streets that were swept clean on a daily basis. Now it was a city torn apart. Everywhere he looked, houses had been ransacked. Doors hung ajar. Windows were broken. Furniture and assorted household items, smashed beyond recognition, lay strewn on the once proud lawns. Garbage, once picked up twice a week, was now tossed all about. The smell was one of putrefaction and decay.


  He hurried along now, more anxious than ever to be with his family. It was a short walk, and still only early afternoon, but he was chilled to the core when he pushed open his front door. He was immediately besieged by his three children with cries of, “Daddy’s home! Daddy’s home!” He hugged them all fiercely, and under their attack they all ended up falling to the floor in a jumble of knees and elbows. Kerlix entered from the kitchen, holding a large spoon. “Hey, hey,” she said, “Let your father at least get in the door.”


  
     
  


  Saviar Murlis, former Personal Advisor to the now-deceased Emperor of the Gnome nation of Vultura, suddenly resented every moment he had ever spent away from them.


  
     
  


  Miano, his six-year old boy, and Fabindora, his five-year old girl, disentangled themselves from his legs and stood. Jori, his two-year old boy, had wrapped his little arms around his father’s neck in an embrace that he was clearly not going to surrender. Saviar managed to stand, with little Jori hanging on for dear life, and made his way to the bedroom where he flung the toddler onto the bed and jumped on top of him. They rolled about for a few minutes while Saviar tickled and kissed him on the neck, making loud fart noises that caused him to howl with delight. Miano and Fabindora joined in the fray, and within seconds everyone was laughing and rolling all about. “My innocent children,” he thought. “The kingdom is lost. Our city is in ruins. The Emperor has been murdered, and yet here we are … ”


  In a couple of minutes the energetic display had settled down, and they were all merely holding each other.


  “Daddy,” said Miano, “what’s going to happen to us? Mommy says that the Trolls killed Emperor Night. Did they really?”


  Saviar thought for a moment and then said, “We’re going to be all right. Yes. The Trolls killed Emperor Night. That was terribly wrong of them. That was a very, very bad thing.”


  “I hate them,” said Miano. “I really liked Emperor Night. He was always nice to us. Why did they have to kill him?”


  “Yes, Father,” chimed in Fabindora. “Why did they have to kill him? He was nice. Why would they kill such a nice Gnome?”


  Saviar sat up on the bed, leaning his back up against the headboard. His children all battled for a position on his lap. All somehow won.


  “Well,” he said slowly, “it’s like this. The Trolls are not like us. They have different rules. But they have taken over our country now, and we have to do what they want, or else. Our lives are not ours any more. We kind of, like, belong to them, and so they can tell us what to do, any time they want, and we have to do it. It’s awful, but that’s the way it is, and for right now, we can’t change it.”


  Kerlix entered the bedroom and waited until the conversation hit a lull, then ordered the kids away to clean up for dinner. They protested mightily of course, but headed towards the washroom with Miano and Fabindora swinging Jori between them like a monkey.


  “How are you holding up?” Saviar asked.


  “I was about to ask you the same thing,” she said. “You’re home, and that tells me something big is going on,” adding, “aside from the murder of our Emperor and the beginning of the end of our country, that is.”


  “Yes,” he said. “Things are going quickly from bad to worse. How did you hear that Hanz was killed?”


  He moved over to the closet and started to change out of his work clothes.


  “Punjon came over a little while ago and told us,” she said. “You know how she is. They have no children … so she … well, she blurted it out before I could stop her is what happened. She is such a dolt. Anyway, the kids were hiding around the corner and heard everything. I wish they hadn’t.”


  He crossed back over to her side of the room and put his arms around her. “I know what you’re saying, but perhaps it is better that they do know. We are in for some very rough times, assuming we survive the night. And now, with Hanz gone, our chances of mounting any sort of organized, grassroots resistance effort are essentially zero in our lifetime, but maybe someday … ”


  “Saviar?”


  “Yes dear?”


  “What will happen to you?”


  He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “That,” he said, “I cannot say with any certainty. You remember I said to you in the castle that there is, in the final analysis, a government to run, and one would have to think the Trolls would benefit most by having our political machine intact to keep things running, being as it would be the most efficient way to serve their ends. So I can’t think they would do away with all of us. But, I will confess, I came home thinking that if I had one night left, I wanted to spend it with you and the kids. The Old One knows I’ve spent enough time away from you over the years. Who knows?”


  He threw up his hands in frustration.


  “Well, maybe you could talk to Loquitar Coral. You know, convince him of the necessity of keeping the political machine running. Owners, after all, want their slaves alive, if not happy. The slaves die, and the owners are left to fend for themselves. What they want is our raw materials. Keeping the government apparatus in place is the best way to keep production up and the flow of the goods steady. Surely they must know that.”


  “True enough,” he said. “But the problem with that line of reasoning is that it is rational, and I think back to something that Hanz said when we were dealing with a foundry owner down by King’s Port. The fellow was clearly out of his mind, and when we were discussing how to deal with him on our way back, I remember Hanz saying, ‘You can’t deal with an irrational mind in rational terms.’ I’m afraid that’s what applies here. Loquitar Coral is irrational, and to therefore expect rational discourse with him doesn’t apply.”


  She moved towards the bedroom door, saying, “So be it. We will live for tonight. If it is to be our last together, we will live it as a family. Come now, wash up and we will eat.”
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  The sun rose lazily over the village of Kohansk. It being early spring, the village Gnomes were all still inside. Nobody got up much before 9:00 this time of year, as it was too cold to accomplish anything before then. Certainly nobody was outside. Ubri Gall, eight years old, was up, though. He was playing with one of the household cats under the kitchen table. He was using a spool of thread, which he had tied to a string, and was casting it out from his hideout. Every time he did, the cat would pounce on it and he would reel him back in. He repeated this several times, each time giving him more pleasure than the last. He heard his mother, Isandora, get up, and he stopped the game, feigning sleep. She moved to the kitchen table and peeked under it, smiling. “Hey there,” she said, “I know you’re awake. You shouldn’t try to trick your mother. She’ll catch you every time. Come on now. Help me to get breakfast ready for your father. Stir the coals in the firepit.”


  Ubri opened one eye and stared at her, rolling it all around. She burst out laughing and reached under the table, hauling him out and up into her arms. “Oh, now that there is work to be done, you’re too tired, is that it?”


  He hugged her with all his might. She set him back down, and he went to his appointed chore. For his entire young life, this kitchen had been his world. He loved the smells. He loved the sounds the huge spoons made as they clicked and clacked against the walls of the pots that his mother stirred while preparing the stews, the batters, and the soups. But mostly he loved it because it meant he could be with his mother. It meant everything to him to be her helper, and this was his favorite time of the year, before the guests arrived and his world was invaded by the extra kitchen help required to meet the needs of their establishment.


  His father, Andar Gall, and his mother had taken a big chance before he was born by purchasing a rundown building in the center of Kohansk from an elderly Gnome named Eramotis Fith. They knew at the time that it would be years of struggle before they had any chance of making it what they hoped: A successful inn. But they had thrown themselves into their dream with that perfect combination of reckless abandon and all of the enthusiasm of a young couple in love with a vision. The only two things they had known when they had started out were that the structure itself was basically sound, and the location was ideal. Nobody else in town had thought so, except Eramotis Fith. Kohansk, at the time of the purchase, was a sleepy little village with barely enough of a population to keep itself going, but Emperor Night had already started cutting a road straight to King’s Port, and Eramotis had convinced them it was only a question of time before commerce began in earnest between King’s Port, Pyrrt, Kohansk, Soledad, Emperor’s Glen, Rattan, and the capital city of Vultura itself. This meant, of course, that the road would eventually be filled with merchants, and those merchants would need a place to stay and food to eat on their travels. And because the merchants were the ones that had the money, they knew if they provided a clean, well-kept place, served good food, and charged a fair price, they could do well.


  So, over the years they had worked long hard hours building it up, and their dream was coming true. Each year had been better than the last. Now, every person in the village either worked for them or had a relative who worked for them, and Andar and Isandora Gall enjoyed the elevation in social status that goes with owning a successful business. He presided over the town council, she the education board. They were part of every happening in their town, from the childhood sporting events, to seeing that the local cemetery got mowed regularly. Theirs was a busy life, a work-a-day life. It was a good life.


  
     
  


  Her thoughts drifted while she stirred the batter with which she would make her husband’s pancakes, his favorite. There was almost too much to be done in preparation for what would surely be their most busy season. Far too cold yet for the arrival of guests, they had time on their side, but the list of things that needed to get done was getting longer every day!


  “Ubri, would you please cut me a slab of bacon?” she asked. He loved her voice. It was sweet and kind. When she spoke to him it made him feel like he was the most important Gnome in the whole of Vultura. In fact, sometimes when she spoke to him he welled up, her voice moved him so, although he would never admit that. That would be girly.


  “Sure, Mom,” he said, and went out the door to the root cellar. The sun was fairly high on the horizon now, and the moons had gone to bed for the night; even so, he was miserably cold when he came back in.


  
     
  


  “Are you all right?” she asked, rubbing his arms. “My goodness, I didn’t realize it was so cold, yet. Come. Stand here by the fire and warm up.”


  Andar Gall entered the kitchen and Ubri rushed to greet him, almost bowling him over.


  Andar carried him back and plunked him in his seat at the table. “You know, you’re getting way too big for me to carry any more. How tall do you think you are now? Six feet?”


  Ubri laughed.


  “Say, listen here,” he said. “We have a big day ahead of us. Today we have to journey to the woods. We can continue your lessons in wild plants.”


  Ubri was suspicious right away. There was no way his father was going to waste an entire day teaching him about woodland plants. “Why are we really going?” he asked.


  Andar laughed. “You don’t miss a thing, do you, boy? Okay, you got me. We’re going for wood. We need to bring back a wagon load, and as much Burnfast as we can find. Old Gnome Boddywick told me of a big patch of it down by Stanley Ridge. Do you think you can hitch up the wagon by yourself?”


  “Of course I can, Father. I’ll do it right now.”


  He jumped up and made for the door.


  “Whoa there, boy,” his father said. “Slow down and eat your breakfast. Besides, it needs to warm up a bit. I can’t lose my favorite helper to the cold, now can I?”


  Ubri returned to his seat and Andar roughed him around the head. “You’re a good boy, Ubri. This will be a day we will remember forever.”


  During breakfast, Isandora asked if they would like to take Ubri’s friend, Bramwith, with them. Andar wrinkled his nose. “I don’t know,” he said.


  Ubri suddenly looked sad.


  “No, Ubri,” he said. “It’s not that I don’t like Bramwith. He’s basically a good boy. But his father has problems. Serious problems. It’s hard for me to go to his place, that’s all. Every time I do there seems to be some sort of ‘incident’.”


  “That’s because he drinks too much,” said Ubri.


  “Ubri!” cried Isandora, “Where did you ever learn such a thing? Not from us, you didn’t.”


  “He does, Mama,” he said. “Spirits. That’s what he drinks. Spirits. It makes him crazy.”


  “Now where did you ever learn about spirits?” asked Andar.


  “You know,” said Ubri, “Around. It’s not like I’m a kid.”


  
     
  


  After breakfast they hitched the team of bulls to the wagon and set off. Bumping along the roadway, Ubri asked, “Father, can we please ask his father if Bram can go? He would really like it, and besides, he could help us a lot. He’s a good worker. Please, Father?”


  “As I said, Ubri, the problem is not Bramwith. The problem is his father and his problem.”


  “The spirits.”


  “Yes, son. The spirits.” He chuckled under his breath. Oh well, he was bound to learn of these things eventually, but he was somewhat surprised that he had learned it at such an early age. Kids today. They grew up a lot faster than he had, that’s for sure.


  The bulls plodded along and they rode in silence, basking in the warm midmorning sunshine. The ground was starting to get some green to it and the buds were starting to peek from the branches of the trees along the roadside. Andar took a deep breath through his nose.


  “Can you smell it?” he asked.


  Ubri took the same breath and asked, “Smell what, Father?”


  “Spring, son. You can smell it. It’s the most beautiful smell on Inam'Ra. The sweet smell of the countryside coming to life.”


  Ubri repeated the breath. “I can smell it, Father. I can.”


  “Of course you can, Ubri. Isn’t it the best of smells?”


  “No.”


  “No?”


  “No.”


  “What, then, is a better smell than that?”


  “Everything Mama cooks is a better smell.”


  They both laughed. “Well, you may have me there.”


  
     
  


  Ubri was delighted when his father pulled the wagon up short at Bramwith’s house. It was a severely neglected homestead, with the paint peeling badly, missing shutters, and a roof badly in need of repair. Andar looked about the yard and was further saddened at the junk scattered all about: broken wagons with missing wheels, a plow left in the ground, the blade rusting badly and the leather harness left to the elements, now rotting in the sun, and all sorts of unrecognizable debris.


  
     
  


  Ubri seemed to not notice and hopped across the yard, looking forward to seeing his friend and asking permission for him to come with them. He made it to the porch and had to jump up to the deck because the stairs had all rotted out. He knocked on the door, then cocked his head when he heard the screaming.


  “You rotten little boy,” came the yell from inside. Then he heard several whacks with what he figured must be a belt or whip or something. “Don’t you ever talk back to me when I tell you to do something. When I tell you to do something, I mean do it now, with no backtalk. Do you understand me?” Again the sounds of the whipping began, and Ubri could hear his friend crying out in agony and fear.


  “Father!” cried Ubri. “Please come quickly. Father!”


  Ubri’s cries were undoubtedly heard inside, because the sounds of the whipping stopped, and he heard Bram’s father call out, “Who’s out there? Who said that?” He appeared at the doorway just as Andar made it up onto the porch. Andar rolled his eyes as if to say, “I told you this was a bad idea.” Still, he knew it was probably best that they had stopped, from the sounds of it.


  Bram’s father looked the picture of someone who has been drinking heavily all night. His clothes were filthy and disheveled. His eyes were bloodshot. His breath was disgusting. He leaned on the door in a manner that suggested he needed it to keep himself upright and croaked, “Ubri. What do you want? Go home now. Bram can’t play today. Go home.”


  He slammed it hard, locked it, and walked a few steps away. Andar stepped forward, gently sweeping Ubri out of the way. “Ansten,” he said, in a loud but friendly voice, “It’s me, Andar. Andar Gall. Could you open the door please?”


  Ansten started to turn back, but with nothing to support him he fell to the floor with a crash and lay quiet.


  “Ansten,” called Andar. “Ansten!” Again he rolled his eyes and shook his head side-to-side. “Bramwith,” he called out. “It’s Mr. Gall. Open this door please.”


  Bramwith walked to the doorway, stepping carefully over his father. He was holding his back, clearly in a great amount of pain from the vicious whipping that they had interrupted. He unlocked the door, and Andar eased it open. “Stand back, son,” he said gently. “Let’s check your father and see that he’s not seriously injured.”


  Andar checked him all over from top to toe and came to the conclusion that he remained unconscious from alcohol, not from injury. “I’m sorry, Bramwith,” he said. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m all right,” he answered. He continued to hold his back, looking like he was going to break down and cry any second. “I’ve had worse. Thank you for coming though. Criminy, I thought he was never going to stop this time.”


  “How long has this been going on?” asked Andar.


  “What do you mean?”


  “The drinking and the beatings like that.”


  Bramwith sighed. “Forever, Mr. Gall. Forever … ”


  Together, they moved Bram’s father to his bedroom, but the bedclothes were disgusting, covered in vomit and stained with his urine, and Andar couldn’t in good conscience leave him there, so they moved him to the sitting room where at least the couch was slightly cleaner. Ansten never woke up for any of this and continued to snore softly.


  “Jeepers, Bram,” said Ubri, “I don’t know what to say. We were headed out to get some wood, and I talked Father into stopping by to see if you could go with us. I’m sure glad we did. Holy moly, I’m glad we did. It sounded like he was killing you.”


  Bramwith appeared to not hear his friend. He was staring at his father.


  “Has he ever passed out like this before?” asked Andar.


  “Oh sure,” said Bramwith. “Lots of times. Lots and lots of times. But never in the morning. You think he’s going to be okay, don’t you?”


  “I do,” said Andar. “To be honest, right now I’m more concerned about you. Look, son, I don’t want to pry into anybody’s personal business, but your father obviously has a problem with spirits, and it looks like it’s getting worse. I think you should come with us and spend the day, and then I think you should come home with us for a while. I’m not sure that you’re safe here.”


  “Oh. Thank you, Mr. Gall, but I’ll be all right. Really I will. Besides, who will take care of him? Ever since Mother died, I have had to take care of him. Without me he would die, see? But thank you. Really. Thank you, but I have to stay here with him. Maybe I can go next time.”


  “Are you sure, son?” asked Andar.


  “Yes,” said Bramwith, trying to sound brave. “Yes, I’m sure.”


  Andar nodded slowly, stroking his chin in deep thought. “Well, all right then,” he said. “Come Ubri. We need to be on our way.”


  
     
  


  Later in the wagon, on the way home with a bountiful load of plain wood and Burnfast, Ubri asked, “Father, is there anything we can do to help Bramwith?”


  “That is a very good question Ubri,” he replied. “And the answer is no. Nobody on Inam'Ra can help him until his father decides to help himself.”


  “Then what will happen to him?”


  “Either his father quits drinking, or his father will die. That’s it.


  Meanwhile, Bram is going to have a very rough go of it, but there’s nothing we can do about it today. I’m going to talk it over with your mother.”


  “Oh,” said Ubri.


  “What will happen to him if Mr. Jebwickett dies?”


  “Well, somebody would have to take him in. We could, of course, if need be. But it would probably be a relative. Doesn’t he have an uncle and aunt that live down by Soledad?”


  “Uh-huh,” said Ubri.


  “Well then, it would be up to them.”


  “Mmmm,” said Ubri, and suddenly he felt very small.


   



   



  


   Chapter 19


  
     
  


  The last mile into the village of Round Lake proved too much for Norma Webb, who had to be carried by one of the Gnomes named Ettan Cooke. He carried her piggyback, stopping only to check to be sure she was breathing. Turman Pandieth had gone ahead to secure a place to stay. That left the two others, Mandel Ott and Seth Queslian. Mandel Ott stayed ahead of them, checking for danger, and Seth Queslian stayed behind to cover their trail. The Prince stayed tucked inside the blouse of Norma, and from the look of it he was still with them, but barely. His breathing was way too slow, and he had only nursed but a few times for the entire journey.


  It was a taxing ordeal for Ettan Cooke as he fought to stay upright and keep moving forward, stumbling often now on rocks, branches, roots, and other irregularities of the trail, but he never once thought of giving up. Being charged with the care of the heir apparent to the throne was the most important task to which he had ever been assigned, and there was no way he would give in to the fatigue, the cold, or the lack of sleep on this harrowing journey. So he kept going, his head down, focused on the rugged pathway.


  
     
  


  At long last they arrived at the shoreline of Round Lake. They were met by Turman Pandieth who eased out of the trees as silently as the mist moving in. No words were exchanged. He offered to relieve Ettan of his burden by gesture, but Ettan shook his head, “No.” He had come this far. He was not about to lie down on the final leg. Turman nodded and moved back towards the trees. Both Seth Queslian and Mandel Ott took up rear positions. While the journey was mostly over for the rest, it was far from the case with them, as they would now backtrack several miles to be sure that they had not been followed.


  The small cabin appeared out of the fog all of a sudden, now directly in front of them. Over a half-mile from the lake, and completely enveloped by the dense tree branches, it was a place built with the intention of remaining undiscovered. No lake views here, nothing but a simple shelter from the elements and, hopefully, seclusion from those who were undoubtedly doing everything in their power to find them.


  Turman entered cautiously. Ettan followed, taking note of the fact that the door opened without the slightest sound. Attention to detail, that was Turman Pandieth.


  The heat from the small iron stove embraced him like a long lost love as he deposited his bundle carefully on a neat cot, fashioned from local ten-year growth and covered with many layers of soft bulrushes.


  Right away they both knew there were big problems. The Prince was barely breathing, and his color was dusky. Turman checked for a pulse in his neck. “It’s there, but it’s weak,” he muttered. Ettan moved him out of the way and stripped the infant naked. “Move,” he said curtly, as Turman was still close enough to hinder his efforts. He then proceeded to give several slow breaths to the infant Prince, saying between each one, “He needs warm air.”


  “Never saw that before,” said Turman, moving to the opposite side of the room to stay out of the way.


  The Prince moved slightly, but did not open his eyes. Ettan persisted. He had seen this thing work another time some years before.


  “You work on the girl,” he said, pointing her way.


  “What do you want me to do?” he asked.


  “Same as we have done with the Prince,” said Ettan, “Get her clothes off. She’ll warm up faster. Then breathe for her to get warm air into her.”


  Turman crossed back over the small room and promptly removed Norma’s outer garments. Then he started to do the same forced breathing as he had watched Ettan do. The two worked on things for several minutes. The Prince suddenly opened his eyes. “Hello, young Prince,” said Ettan. “Welcome to our resort on Round Lake.”


  “Take over here, would you?” asked Turman. “I want to go check on the other two and around the perimeter of the cabin.”


  What he wanted to do was go and do things that were expected of a fighting Gnome. In the arena of the healers, he knew he was next to useless.


  “Of course,” said Ettan. “Pass me that blanket there. I’m going to set this little guy closer to the stove.”


  “Not too close,” said Turman.


  “Of course.”


  “Make sure you take your wrap and some of the Burnfast mix,” said Ettan. “You won’t last an hour out there without it.”


  Turman grunted. “I ran out of it hours before we got here.”


  Ettan looked at him in amazement as he moved to the bedside of Norma. “How did you ever manage to make it?” he asked. “That’s impossible.”


  Turman slid his sword up and down slightly to be sure it was loose in its scabbard, then donned his wrap and headed out into the cold. “Later,” was all he said before he moved out into the frigid evening.


  Ettan continued to work on Norma. Several more minutes went by with no response. He could see the young Prince wiggling a little in his wrap. “Come on, Norma Webb,” he said. “Come on now. Wake up. Your charge has not eaten for a long, long time, and needs to be fed. Wake up Norma. Wake up!”


  Nothing.


  The Prince started to cry. A good sign to be sure, but Ettan was certain the reason he was crying was that he was hungry.


  “Come on Norma,” he said. “You have to wake up. The Prince needs to eat.”


  
     
  


  Several more minutes went by and the Prince began to howl. The minutes turned into hours. Norma remained lifeless.


  
     
  


  Turman Pandieth, Seth Queslian, and Mandel Ott entered the cabin with a loud rattling of their weaponry, all stamping their feet. The chill of the cold night air


  caused the Prince to howl even louder.


  “No luck with the girl?” asked Pandieth.


  Ettan shook his head, “No,” saying, “Any suggestions would be most appreciated.”


  “Try putting him on the breast anyway,” said Seth. “She’s breathing on her own, right?”


  “Yes,” said Ettan, “but barely. And she’s still terribly cold. Mandel, do as he says while I continue to try and get warm air into her. I think it’s our only chance of waking her up.”


  Mandel scooped up the Prince like he was a loaf of bread and crossed over to where Ettan was working on Norma. He gently pulled down the top of her under-jerkin and laid the infant beside her so that the nipple was touching his lips. He started to make sucking noises, so they pushed on the back of his head and he attached himself. Soon, he was sucking hard, and it seemed that they had triumphed at least as far as quieting him down. Whether or not he was getting any nourishment out of it was anybody’s guess.


  In a short while he began howling again. Ettan inspected his mouth and gave a gentle squeeze on the nipple.


  “She’s not making any milk,” he announced.


  “Great,” grunted Turman. “Now what do we do? She needs to wake up. If she wakes up and drinks herself, she’ll make milk, and the Prince can feed. How do we get her to wake up? Ettan, why isn’t she waking up? That warm air thing you did with the Prince worked fine. Why won’t it work with her?”


  “I’m not sure, Turman. We need some help here. If we don’t get some milk into him soon, we’re going to lose him.”


  “How long?”


  “Difficult to say. His crotch-cloth is bone-dry. That can’t be good. I don’t know, but I don’t think he’s going to make the night.”


  Turman scratched his chin in thought. “Mandel. Seth. Cloak up. We need to go around the lake and try to find the old woman who supposedly lives there.” He shrugged. “Maybe she’ll know something. The thing is, we’ll have go through the swamp. We can’t take the chance of getting seen on the southern shore. And we won’t be able to use any light.”


  Everyone in the room knew what these things meant. Going by way of the swamp in this cold meant that they might lose their feet, and going without torchlight meant that they might lose their lives to the creatures that were rumored to live there.


  “Ettan, you will stay here and try to get her to wake up.”


  As they were about to leave, Ettan crossed the room and removed the remainder of the Burnfast mixture from the pockets of his cloak. “Here,” he said. “You might need this.”


  
     
  


  Silently, they eased through the doorway. Right from the start they knew it was a mission most likely destined for failure, but they also knew if they didn’t try, the Prince was lost.


  
     
  


  But, one way or another, they were going to have at it.
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  Halfway through their meal, there was a knock on the front door. The heads of Saviar and Kerlix Murlis snapped quickly in that direction, while the children barely responded. Saviar jumped up, motioning for his wife to sit. He was thinking he might be able to convince the Trolls to at least lead him away from his home and do what they were going to do away from the children. To his surprise, when he opened it there was nobody there. He peered out into the night. He heard a voice that he did not recognize, say quietly, “Go around to the back door and unlock it, but don’t open it. Do it now.”


  “Who is it?” he whispered loudly. “Who’s out there?”


  When nobody answered, he softly closed the door.


  “Should we do it?” he whispered to Kerlix.


  She had already started for the back door, glancing over her shoulder with a look that said, “Of course we should do it, are you serious?” and, “Don’t be daft!” all at once. She did exactly as the voice had said. Nothing happened. Nobody appeared, nor could she see anybody as she stood staring intently out the small window beside the solid back door.


  The children were wondering what was going on and drifted back to stand close to their mother. Several minutes went by and Saviar said, “Perhaps we are meant to finish our dinner. Let’s do that.”


  Everyone returned to their places at the table and resumed eating. It was a very tense atmosphere to be sure, what with all that was happening, and the mysterious, secret voice and all. Still, Saviar made it a point to savor every word, every look, every gesture, every raised eyebrow, every frown, and every smile. He wanted to have these memories imprinted indelibly into his consciousness so that he could think upon them when the final moment came, and with the passage of every second he became more convinced that it was coming. “What a strange feeling,” he thought, “Knowing you are going to die soon, and knowing at the same time that there is not a thing you can do about it.”


  His thoughts were interrupted by the back door squeaking open. All heads turned as one to see a large Gnome, clad in garments as dark as the pitch-black night from which he had come, entering the Murlis household. Then a second one entered, dressed the same. Their cloaks had hoods that covered their faces. Saviar noticed that they each carried the traditional short sword of the Gnome army but, unlike the Gnome regulars, these two wore theirs fixed to their backs. The larger of the two turned to face the Murlis household, took down his hood, and bowed low. “Good evening, Emperor Murlis, My Lady, children.”


  “Daddy’s the Emperor now,” said Fabindora, “Now that Emperor Night is gone … ”


  Kerlix held up her hand. “Not now, Fabindora.”


  “My name is Fith Turgel, Your Majesty,” he said. “This is my brother Ath.”


  Ath bowed to all. “We have less than half an hour and we will all be dead. Loquitar Coral will be dispatching his personal guard right about now. Get yourselves and the children dressed quickly for travel. Never mind cloaks, but make sure their britches are dark, as we will need to avoid being seen.”


  Kerlix sprang into action, a whirlwind of activity. In no more than a few minutes she and the children were ready to depart. Saviar managed to get himself ready. Ath, meanwhile, slipped out the door and returned with cloaks for all.


  “Put these on,” he said. He removed from his knapsack a bag of what looked like gruel. “A mixture made from Burnfast,” he said, pouring a large measure into both the inner and outer pockets of all the cloaks. Then he retrieved coals from the fire and deposited these in the inner pockets. “To keep us warm enough,” was all the explanation he offered.


  “Where are we going?” asked Saviar.


  “Away from here, Your Excellency,” said Fith. “Now,” he looked at the children. “We must move quickly, and we must move quietly. No talking. Does everybody understand?”


  The children all nodded, little Jori with eyes as big as saucers.
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  Malance Venomisis was sick. And when he was sick, he got very angry. So far this day, three Trolls had been executed merely because of the foul mood brought on by his not feeling well. All of his servants were doing their best to avoid being in his presence, but some of it was unavoidable. He knelt over the huge gold-plated bowl and retched again, so hard that it felt like his belly was going to split wide open. When he had finished, there was a pause, and one of the servants swapped the bowl for another.


  “Where is Uncutus Twit?” he screamed. “I called for him at least fifteen minutes ago!” He retched again, harder. The poor servant didn’t know whether to answer him while he was in such distress or to wait until he had finished. Either way, he reasoned, it put his own life in jeopardy. He decided to wait until the Emperor’s current episode of digestive upset had subsided. Then he spoke.


  “We have called for him, My Lord. I am sure he will be here shortly.”


  There was a temporary lull in the Emperor’s misery, and the servant asked, “Do you feel any better My Lord? Can I help you back into bed? Can I get you anything?”


  “Yes,” said Malance. He felt like he was going to pass out. This had been going on for several days now, ever since that Troll had shown up and disappeared into thin air. In his weakened state he could hardly remember the encounter, and surely not his name, but at the moment he was only concerned with staying alive.


  Suddenly, it occurred to him.


  “I’m being poisoned,” he thought. “That’s it. It has to be that.”


  The servant helped his Emperor to the side of his bed, not an easy feat as he was as limp as a dishrag, not to mention his size, easing him into it and fluffing his pillows.


  “What is your name?” he asked the servant. The Troll had been one of his personal servants for years now, and the question came as a bit of a surprise, but he managed to reply, “H … Holt, My Lord. Handroth Holt.


  The room spun crazily out of control, and the Emperor’s eyes rolled back, twitching from left to right. His mouth opened for a brief moment, and his breathing seemed to stop.


  “Demons! Sorcery!” he suddenly cried out. “That’s it. They have decided the only way they can defeat me is by using demons and sorcery. But I will defeat them. Watch. Ha Ha Ha. It will take more than their trickery to do me in.” He was talking to no one in particular, ranting and raving like a madman. “It must be that witch,” he mumbled, “whose place we have never been able to find, somewhere over by the Vargus Foothills. We will find her. I will find her, if I have to go there myself. Demons and sorcery! No, you spawn of the loins of the Overlord of the Underworld. You will not defeat me. Never. Never!”


  He laughed maniacally for a long time, thrashing all about, then collapsed facedown with a grunt. He started to twitch violently, and it began to look like he was having trouble breathing as well. It appeared that he might be choking or something, and now Handroth Holt did not know what to do. He thought perhaps his Emperor was dying right in front of him. He climbed onto the bed and rolled him on his side to get his face off of the mattress and at least let him get some air. This is how Uncutus Twit found him upon entering the Emperor’s bedchamber.


  “What do you think you are doing?” he shouted.


  “I, I am sorry … Sir … ” Holt stammered. He realized how this must look, in the very bed of the Emperor, who remained oblivious to his surroundings. But then, his intentions had been completely honorable. “It looked to me like he was choking, so I thought I should turn him … ” he began to explain.


  “Get off of that bed this instant!” he cried. “What gives you the right? Guards! Guards!”


  Two burly guards rushed in.


  “To the dungeons with him. Now. On the charge of trying to assassinate the Emperor, the attempt of which I witnessed with my own eyes. I will be down to interrogate him myself later. Stay with him, both of you, until I arrive. On the charge of high treason, we cannot allow for any chance of escape.”


  “Yes, Sir,” one answered, and they led the benumbed Holt away, who uttered not a word of protest. Better to stay alive for the moment.


  Alone in the bedchamber with the Emperor, whose eyes were now closed to slits, a sly smile formed on the lips of Uncutus Twit. It faded away as quickly as it had formed, his facial expression turning into one of grave concern. “My Lord,” he said gently, “I came as quickly as I could. There was a very serious situation in the armory that needed my attention. Are you all right? My Lord? … My Lord … ” The tone of his voice became one of fear, then outright panic. It was acting, of course, but the delivery was stirring, if the sincerity was feigned.


  He prodded Malance gently, then a bit harder. “My Lord. Can you hear me? Oh my goodness, what has happened to the Emperor? Guards! Guards!


  Summon the doctor. Quickly, you louts.”


  Another guard rushed in. This one stood at full attention with his eyes straight ahead. “Sir,” he said. “There is no doctor. There has not been a doctor since the one … well … you know … ”


  He was loath to say “escaped” because such a statement might cause him to lose his sword arm, or worse, for no one ever admitted that anyone had escaped from the fortress in Ghasten.


  “Of course, you jackass. Who do we have in the way of a healer?”


  “I’m not sure, Sir. I will go right now to check if you wish.”


  “Yes. Do that. And be back here with a healer in fifteen minutes, or else.”


  “Yes, Sir.” The guard took off running, his weaponry rattling loudly as he scrambled away.


  “My Lord,” said Uncutus. “I have sent for help. Hang on. Help is coming. My Lord, can you hear me?”


  When the emperor did not respond, Uncutus slinked from the room like the slippery eel that he was and crossed the hall to a doorway that had been left open a crack. He quietly opened it the rest of the way, slowly closing it behind him. It was almost completely dark inside, the only light provided by a solitary burning candle. Another Troll, Furnier Gangra, waited in the shadows of the far corner. At first, hidden as Furnier was in the dimness of his hiding place, Uncutus didn’t see him. He muttered, “Why that rotten, lying … ”


  Furnier slid out of hiding towards him. “Oh,” said Uncutus. You are here.”


  “I am. Whom were you calling rotten and lying?”


  “Oh, not you Furnier, certainly not you. Did you bring it?”


  “Of course I brought it. Why else would I be risking my life to be here? Are you sure that now is the time?”


  “I am. He was hallucinating badly only this minute. I could hear him babbling like a loon from out in the hallway as I approached his room. I got rid of all of the guards. So far the tonic has been working. Everyone of importance has seen him as sick as the dog that he is. When the final act is done, no one will suspect a thing. They will think the sickness that has been plaguing him was finally, well, fatal.


  “One of them will be back soon with the healer, an old hag, who may be good with childbirth, but will have no idea how to deal with the Emperor’s present ‘ailment’. Still, I’m sure she will administer some sort of potion to help him sleep, and I am equally sure I will be able to slip this into her concoction. Don’t worry, friend. I know what to do.”


  “Just remember who is to be your second, once we have gotten rid of the old boy,” said Furnier Gangra.


  “Give it to me.”


  Furnier reached into his cloak and pulled out a small blue vial containing a milky white substance.


  “And you are sure this will be enough?” asked Uncutus.


  “No question. The amount of cyanomin in it would kill an entire brigade.”


  Uncutus laughed an evil little laugh. “It will be interesting being in charge of the realm and not the whipping boy for that ignorant oaf,” he said. “Now, give me enough time to cross the hallway and leave out the back entrance. Make sure you are not seen. If you are seen, tell them that I summoned you because I thought our dear Emperor had been poisoned. Do not be soft.”


   



   



  


   Chapter 20


  
     
  


  “What I am saying, Captain, is that he is my prisoner. I was on the verge of capturing him, of capturing them all, until your idiot commanders sent the troops after them on that wild-goose-chase across the plains and botched the whole thing. The fact that the girl escaped is proof enough of that.”


  “The girl?” asked the captain. “What girl?”


  Daria folded her arms and turned away, not wanting the captain to see the disappointment that registered on her face at having given away information she did not have to give. She had thought the Captain would have already known of Doreen’s escape, but apparently his subordinates had not gotten around to telling him about their mishap out of fear of the punishments that would surely befall them.


  “Some peasant girl. She is of no consequence.”


  “I see,” said the captain.


  She seized the brief silence and turned back to him, looking him straight in the eye and saying, “I invoke the right of ‘Captor Primerus’. It is my right as a servant of the great Leopold Malance Venomisis, and I will have it. I repeat, it is my right! It is the law.”


  The captain eyed her suspiciously. He was clearly having difficulty with her story.


  “Let me get this straight. You’re telling me that you followed them during their escape attempt and grabbed on to the tail of one of the horses as they soared from the cliffs at Ghasten, and then followed them all this way through the plains.”


  “That is correct,” she said, “Sir.”


  “Why would you do that?” asked a lieutenant. “Why would you take that chance?”


  “Because they were stealing the personal doctor of our Emperor, that’s why. I am one of his personal nurses. Not to mention that the one you now hold is the heir apparent to the throne of Ravenwild, and I know the Emperor wants him back. Alive. There is no telling the use he might have to us. It was my duty as a citizen of Slova.” She raised her voice in mock anger. “How can you possibly doubt that? I put my life on the line.” She turned to the baby-faced lieutenant, who had been following the conversation with an air of indifference, and snapped, “What have you done today, Lieutenant, in service of Malance Venomisis? Wiped your bottom after you did your daily? Captain, ‘Captor Primerus’ is my right, and I intend to have it! I repeat, I put my life on the line to catch those criminals, and I will not be denied the right of ‘Captor Primerus’.


  “Besides, I would not want to be you if I had to explain to the Emperor why you denied it to me. I have spoken with him every day for years as his personal nurse. He likes me. We are close. Do you intend to execute the Prince of Ravenwild out here in the middle of nowhere? Are you that out of your mind?


  “Now, I have had enough of this drivel. I am going to get some fresh air and something to drink, and I hope you have some water that is fresher than that goat pee I drank earlier. You decide. If you want to kill him, kill him. You will face the Emperor and tell him what you did and explain to him why you did it. I am through arguing with you.”


  She tossed back the tent flap, putting on her angriest face, and marched outside into the night air.


  More than anything, she wanted to go and check on Erik, but she knew that would be the wrong thing to do. What she needed to do was keep up the bravado, not an easy thing to do in her constant state of panic.


  
     
  


  “Why is she so interested in keeping him alive?” asked the lieutenant.


  “Perhaps because she is telling us the truth,” said the captain, his voice dripping with derision. “If we kill the Prince of Ravenwild and she was pursuing them, about to capture them, and the Emperor learns of this … ”


  “Why don’t we just kill them both?” he interrupted. “The Emperor would be none the wiser.”


  The captain slapped him hard across the face. “You lame-brained halfwit!” he screamed, loudly and forcefully enough that spittle flew all over the front of him. “She is the Emperor’s private nurse. She is a Troll. A Troll does not murder another Troll. Get out of my tent, Private.”


  
     
  


  When he had calmed down some, the Captain summoned an aide and ordered him to bring Daria back to his tent. He got out two glasses and a bottle of spirits from his officer’s trunk, setting them on a makeshift table after clearing a spot amongst the maps, supply lists, logs, and other war documents. He considered having a drink before she got back, but didn’t want her to catch him drinking it when she returned. That would be bad form. This was a delicate situation.


  “I don’t drink spirits, Captain,” she announced, as she entered the tent and spied the bottle and glasses. “So you may as well put that away. Now, what did you want to talk to me about?”


  Again they recounted her story of how she was trailing the escapees and had all but captured them, when the troops essentially sabotaged her efforts. In the end, he had no choice but to accept her story. It rang true. Besides, why would a Troll be aiding and abetting three escaping Humans? That would be unthinkable. And she was the Emperor’s private nurse.


  “You know,” she concluded, “When we get back to Ghasten and the Emperor is given his prize, I would not be at all surprised if you were promoted to the rank of General. In all honesty, I would be more surprised were you not. Our Emperor is not one to reward allegiance, or duty. He rewards results.”


  The Captain poured himself a full glass of spirits and swirled the thick, smoky liquid around in the glass. “Do you mind?” he asked Daria.


  “Of course not,” she said. “Our Emperor lifts a glass now and then.”


  
     
  


  He took a small sip, then a large drink, smacking his lips contentedly when he had finished.


  “All right then,” he said, “I will give you your ‘Captor Primerus’. You certainly deserve it. You have done admirable work in the service of our Emperor.”


  He raised his glass to her.


  “Thank you, Captain,” she said. “I am sure he will be extremely pleased with your decision tonight. Permission to return to my tent. I need to clean up.


  “Of course,” he said. “Dismissed.”


  Back in her tent she found herself trembling. Coming upon the camp of hundreds had been terrifying enough. But what was worse was the sight of the cook fires burning and the water in the boiling pots already coming to a boil, knowing that one of these was meant for the Prince. And while she knew she had created enough doubt in the Captain’s mind, by petitioning for the right of ‘Captor Primerus’ to at least buy her some time, she also knew she was nowhere close to out of the woods on this one.


  There was a whole host of questions he could ask her that might show glaring inconsistencies in her story, and she still had to come up with an escape plan before they made it back to the fortress. Since she actually had grabbed on to the tail of Spirit, she could conceivably convince Malance that she had been trying to thwart the escape attempt, and she would be spared, but Erik would be killed as sure as the Old One made green apples. No, they had to somehow get away before they made it back to the fortress in Ghasten … but how?


  She managed to calm herself down. This was not the time to come undone. She went to the opening of her tent and summoned a common soldier passing by.


  “You there,” she called out. “Bring me some of that water from the cook pots. I will have a bath now.”


  He stopped and looked at her askance. “And what gives you the right to speak to me this way?” he asked, “I am a fighting Troll, not a scullery maid.”


  Daria put on her best scowl. “The authority of your Captain,” she said. “If you want, we can go wake him up right now, but I don’t think you will like the consequences.”


  He pondered the matter for only a moment before asking, “How will you bathe, Miss? It’s not as if we carry tubs in the field with us.”


  “I know that!” she snapped, “Now, bring me a couple of buckets of hot water, and a washrag or two, and that will do. It’s not like I haven’t been in the field with soldiers before. And make it quick. Or should I go awaken the Captain?”
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  Rolan sat with Thargen, Luke, Dorin, and Borok, along with the Queen Isabella and the wizard Taber, around the table in the planning room of the Mount Gothic hideaway. It was time to leave. The wizard Taber had reviewed all the spells with his newly graduated wizards-of-the-first-school that would, in their absence, cloak their lair against discovery by their enemies.


  “It is decided,” said Rolan. “We will attack the fortress in Ghasten. Thargen, Luke, and Dorin will command all of our remaining forces. You, Wizard Taber, will accompany the troops, assisted by every one of your charges. At the same time, I will travel with Borok, the Queen, and a few of whoever remains of the King’s Guard. We will make for the very heart of Vultura itself to assess the Gnome situation. The rumors are all the same. They are chomping at the bit to get out from under the domination of the Trolls. We will attempt to make contact with one of their high ranking officials and strike an alliance with them.”


  The wizard Taber stood. “My King,” he said. “Two things. First, I must protest the plan to ally with the Gnomes. They have been our sworn enemies for all time. We will never be able to trust them. At the first opportunity, they will betray us to the Trolls. Don’t do it, My King. It is a mistake.”


  “Second, if you must go, I beg you to take at least one of the first-school lads with you. I would recommend Paulimas. He is certainly the best and brightest of the bunch. You should have the most protection possible, you and the Queen, of course. With no disrespect, My King, to do otherwise would be folly. We cannot have you and the Queen so exposed.”


  Rolan folded his arms across his chest and slowly surveyed the faces of everyone present, making eye contact with each.


  “As to your second point,” he said. “You’ll need every possible advantage in this campaign for you to have any hope of prevailing. The most important factor in deciding the outcome of any campaign in life is to clearly define the end-point. Have we done this?”


  Thargen spoke, “We had decided that the main point of our assault on the fortress in Ghasten is to kill or capture Malance Venomisis. Has this changed? After all, My King, we cannot possibly hope to conquer the Troll stronghold. Yet, with a properly directed assault, there is a chance, however slim, that we can kill the rat that rules them. The way I see it, we get in, we do as much damage as we can and, hopefully, leave their army leaderless.


  “We will also, of course, attempt to rescue the Prince and the girl that is with him, under the shroud that the wizard Taber will provide.”


  “Borok,” said the King, “What is the escape plan?”


  “Your Majesty, as we speak, a force of about a thousand is making its way towards The Gate. As you know, the Trolls have us flanked to the west by about that same number. They are camped out in the Pass of Defiance. If our forces are seen by any of their spies in the area, they will think we are sending troops to try and engage them. Still, they will know that we cannot possibly hope to prevail with such small numbers. The pass is way too narrow to the west to permit a frontal assault, and the cliffs are high enough to the north to annul any significant assault from above them by way of arrow or spear.


  “But before our forces get there, they will disappear farther to the north towards Salem, and from there to the woods via the King’s pass where they will fashion rafts for the troops who will be retreating from the direct assault on Ghasten. For in truth, none of these first thousand are soldiers at all, but woodworkers. They will not even be carrying weapons, but the tools they will need to fell the trees and fashion the boats. In less than a week’s time, they should be able to assemble the rafts that our retreating troops will use to cross Wolf Lake on its southernmost aspect. Having done that, our retreating forces should be able to easily crush any resistance forces between the western shore of the lake and The Gate. Half of the main force will then proceed straight past the fortress and attack the flanking Troll forces to the east, where the valley is wide enough to permit a frontal assault. The other half will enter the fortress and secure it from the inside. They will then rearm themselves and join the half that has taken the fight straight to the flanking Trolls. We will use a straightforward pincer move to subdue any that survive the frontal assault.”


  “So the main force will be hiding out in the mountains to the south of Salem while the woodworkers complete the task of fashioning the rafts?” asked Rolan.


  “Correct, My Lord. They are en route there at this moment. We are moving them no more than a thousand at a time under the cover of darkness.”


  “And once they have vanquished the Troll flanking forces, and the troops have turned back to hole up at the Gate, how do we intend to feed them?”


  “That,” said Thargen, “could be a problem, but maybe not. Because we have not been able to gain access to the fortress, we cannot speak to the status of the food stores. If there is not enough to feed them, we will need to organize supply deliveries from the north but, by then, we will have secured the Pass of Defiance, as Borok has discussed.”


  “All right,” said Rolan. “Now we need to address the first point made by the good wizard. Do we attempt to strike an alliance with the Gnomes or not? I want an opinion from everyone here. Thargen, what say you?”


  “I agree with the wizard. They are a slimy lot, the Gnomes. Never once have we authored an act of war, nor made the slightest move against them, other than the trivial border skirmishes of the north, yet they have thrown in their lot with their ugly second cousins and would have all the free races of Ravenwild exterminated like insects without so much as lifting a finger in protest. No, to throw in with them is a fool’s mission.”


  “Luke, how say the Dwarves?”


  “Well, with my fellow Dwarves the history is a little more muddied than it is with either the Humans or the Elves. We all know of the border disputes in the north that have been going on for longer than any of us has been alive. And I would never call them trivial. Blood spilt is never a trivial matter.


  “But with this one, it’s hard to say. I, for one, do not believe that they have taken up the cause of Malance Venomisis by choice. Their fate was decided when the Trolls slew Hanz Night years ago and left the nation with no leader, save for his second in command, who saved his own gray hide by slipping away in the middle of the night to parts unknown. Word was that there had been born a prince, but as with their second in command, nobody has ever seen or heard from him since that fateful day.


  “By my reckoning he would still be as yet just a boy, if he survived, and nowhere near old enough to speak to policy in his land. So the biggest problem, as I see it, with striking an alliance with the Gnomes is: With whom would we strike it, even if that were the path down which we decided to walk?


  “Our spies tell us that the country has gone completely to the dogs. Their citizens, like ours, have largely fled to the wilds, although now, of course, they are all inside somewhere taking refuge from the winter cold.


  “But, bottom line, desperate times call for desperate measures, and these are the most desperate of times.


  “I say this then, while we lay siege to the fortress in Ghasten, the chance for success of which I see as too small to measure, take a small party and try to seek out the leader of the Gnome nation, whoever that might be, and see if an alliance is in our best interests. If you, My Lord, decide that it is, I see no downside. If we’re lucky enough to survive, we can always kill them all later.” He laughed at his own joke. Nobody else did.


  “All right. Dorin?” asked Rolan, “What say the Elves?”


  “My King,” answered Dorin, “There are so few of us remaining, it almost seems preposterous for me to speak on behalf of the few of us that have managed to survive. However, if Prophecy holds true that most of my people remain trapped in a lost city somewhere in the Northland, perhaps there are enough to be spoken for.”


  Heads all around the table nodded at Dorin’s words, for such was the teaching: That the Elves had mostly disappeared shortly after the Great War and had been living for centuries in some sort of enchanted place in the Northland.


  “But having said that, we cannot begin to guess how the hearts of the Gnomes lie, and this we would have to know before we were to consider a united effort. So, make the journey to Round Lake. Seek out the witch who lives there and find out if the Gnome nation even has a leader that can speak for it. If one can be found, and we can trust that he indeed does speak for the Gnome nation, and he will have it, strike the agreement. As Luke said, there’s no downside. If we don’t, we will all, as free races, surely die. Not right away, but certainly before our children’s children have grown old in their beds.”


  “Very well. The vote stands at two for and two against. My Queen?”


  “My Lord,” she said, “I will abstain. If you and I vote differently, we get a tie, and our situation is such that we cannot afford that. You, My King, will cast the final vote.”


  Rolan folded his hands. “We leave in the morning for Round Lake,” he said. “We will attempt to meet with the witch. Provided we can locate her. Provided she even exists. I must confess, I feel the fool chasing a fairytale. But as Luke pointed out, desperate times call for desperate measures. This said, if there is a suitable leader of the Gnome nation, and we can find him, we will attempt to strike an accord. If there is not, we will meet in Ghasten and fight to the death. Agreed?”


  All clasped fist-to-heart and said, “Agreed.”
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  Ubri Gall cried. His father, Andar Gall, and his mother, Isandora, both wore long faces, but neither could bring themselves to cry for the passing of Bram’s father. It was not that either of them did not feel sadness at his passing. They did. But both felt, in truth, that his passing was for the best. It had been years since they had more or less adopted his son Bramwith in order to save him from the beatings at the hands of his father. Bramwith’s father had put up a terrible fight, repeatedly petitioning the Kohansk town council to force a decision that would send his son back home, but Andar and Isandora Gall had had the overwhelming support of virtually every citizen of Kohansk, all of whom knew that as long as Ansten could not avoid spirits, he would always be not only useless, but a dangerous abuser of his only son. All agreed it was a shame, and that his problem with spirits had only surfaced with the passing of his wife, but nevertheless, to continue to allow Bramwith to live under the same roof with him was indisputably wrong. Consequently, it was decided by due process that Bramwith would continue to live with the Galls, and there was nothing Ansten Jebwickett could do about it. Some said the decision broke his heart, and that was why he died. Most did not, saying that he had plain drunk himself to death while Bramwith grew up in the home of the Galls.


  Bramwith not only did not cry, he barely paid any attention to the whole affair, clearly more interested in two pretty young Gnome girls than he was in paying his last respects to his father.


  
     
  


  As they made their way from the grave, he made it a point to position himself in between Ubri and his mother.


  “Mrs. Gall,” he said softly.


  “Yes, Bram.”


  “I want to thank you for all you have done for me; taking me in and all. I know we just buried my father, and … and I know I should feel sad, but I don’t. He was a terrible father, a terrible Gnome, really. It wasn’t so bad until Mother passed away, but after that… he turned mean as a snake.” His eyes filled with tears as he flashed back to the horror that had been his childhood after his mother had passed on.


  Isandora put her arm around him and said, “You go ahead and cry, Bram. Don’t be ashamed. You’ll need time to heal. Don’t worry, in time you will, and then you’ll be able to forgive him. I think the pain of your mother’s passing was too much for him to handle. It pushed him to some dark place from which he could never escape. In time, you’ll be able to remember the good times and make peace with him.”


  Hearing her words, and the love woven into them, proved too much for the young Gnome to bear, and he broke down completely, sobbing inconsolably for several minutes. All the while Isandora held him and made soft, reassuring sounds, the kind only a mother can make, as he buried his face in her chest.


  Ubri and Andar wandered on a bit to give the lad a chance to get it all out. Ubri looked nervously at his father. He had never seen anyone carry on like this before.


  “He’ll be all right,” said Andar, “He needs to get some things out of him, that’s all. He carries some very bad memories. We’ll give him some time. He’ll be okay.”


  “Promise?” asked Ubri.


  “I promise,” said Andar, and put an arm around his son. “Come on,” he said, “Let’s walk on over to the inn and make sure that we’re ready to receive company. We’ll give him the space that he needs.”


  
     
  


  They walked along the main street of Kohansk in silence. Andar looked around at the town that had grown up as much as it had since he and Isandora had founded their inn. The population had nearly tripled and was still growing. New houses were being built everywhere, and it gave Andar a warm feeling that prosperity was now a word that could be used to describe the place they called home.


  “Smell that,” he said.


  Ubri took a whiff.


  “Is there any smell that is better than that?”


  “Than what?”


  “The smell of summer, of course. You can smell the hay in the fields, the beets growing, the fruit ripening on the trees. I tell you son, there is no finer smell than that of the earth producing all the things we need to live. And of course half of those smells would not be there, were it not for the labors of our fellow Gnomes. Always remember to take the time to smell the world we live in. Good smells mean good times. Plenty for all.” He took another giant sniff and sighed in satisfaction.


  “You’re right, of course,” said Ubri, with a smile. “But Mother’s cooking will always be the finest smell.”


  Andar tousled the head of his son. “No argument there,” he said, “No argument there.”


  “Father,” he said, “don’t you think it’s time that we gave the inn a proper name? All it has ever been called is ‘The Inn’. Shouldn’t we come up with an actual name?”


  “Interesting,” said Andar. “All right, your idea, what should we call her?”


  Ubri concentrated hard, scrunching up his face in thought.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “Hmmm. I know, let’s ask Bramwith to help. This is a very hard day for him, and it might make him feel a little better if he helped name it. It must be terrible to go through what he’s going through. What do you think?”


  Andar stopped and looked down at his son. He kept his voice under control, but inside he was swollen with pride. “Ubri,” he said, “that is a beautiful thought. Yes, tonight we’ll propose it at dinner. You boys are going fishing tomorrow, right? Why don’t you talk it over then and try to come up with something. Yes, a proper name. Great idea.” He began to whistle a traditional Gnome ballad. Ubri hummed along with him.


  Arriving at the inn, Ubri went immediately to the kitchen where at least a dozen workers bustled all about preparing for the dinner that would wrap the day. They were expecting at least a hundred, and all were engrossed in their chores. Spoons clattered on pots and pans. Spatulas made scraping sounds on the frying pans as the cooks cleaned them. Stacks of flat bread stood proudly on the great oak tables. Roasts over the coal fires made sputtering noises as they sizzled their way to perfection. Ubri’s thoughts drifted back to when he was a little guy and how he had loved this kitchen so.


  Isandora and Bramwith entered. She went right to the task of organizing the final preparations. One of the cooks approached the boys and said, “Come here now, and don’t be touching anything. I have made you each a plate. Get yourselves a glass of cider and sit here.” She gestured to a table where two plates were stacked high with slices of roast, mashed potatoes and gravy, and a mixture of greens. “Now, don’t touch anything,” she repeated with a broad smile, waving a large spoon in mock warning for emphasis.


  
     
  


  The next morning the boys were up early. With all the chores required to keep the inn functioning as a smooth operation, it was a rare day indeed that they were allowed to take off and spend fishing, but both Isandora and Andar felt it was important that the boys have a day to themselves to have some fun and catch a few fish. Besides, they both felt it might afford Bramwith the opportunity to talk about the death of his father with his best friend, now stepbrother, and help him to get some closure to the obviously mixed feelings he had towards him.


  
     
  


  On the banks of Walder Creek they lounged, bait in the water. Ubri lay on his back, chewing on a long piece of sweet grass, studying the clouds. “Hey Bram,” he called to his friend, who was sitting a few feet away trying to sort out a giant bird’s-nest in one of the lines. “Look at that one, it looks like a giant turtle. See, there’s the head, and it even has four legs and a tail.” Ubri looked over at him. He continued to struggle with the tangle in the line, not looking up. Ubri glanced at his face, which was suddenly twisted in rage. Bram threw down the line and stomped up and down on it, all the while screaming, “Stupid, stupid, stupid line, why won’t you straighten out?” He continued to jump up and down on it until he fell down in exhaustion. Ubri looked on with a puzzled expression on his face, wondering why his stepbrother would get this upset over a tangled fishing line.


  He got a bite, and his own line pulled taut. “Bram,” he called out, “I got one, and it feels like a really big one. Give me a hand.”


  The fish made a series of runs, each time the line chafing and cutting into Ubri’s hands. “Ouch,” he cried out. He whipped off his shirt and wrapped his hands, which were already bleeding. In the end, he hauled the fish closer and closer to shore where Bram waited. “Gotcha,” he cried, grabbing it by the tail and dragging it backwards up onto the shore. Ubri at this point couldn’t have cared less. He was too concerned about the injuries to his hands. There were several deep cuts that were bleeding profusely. Bram looked up towards him, his face beaming, obviously happy as could be that they had beached this monster of a fish. He noticed Ubri staring at his bloody hands, and his expression turned from joy to dark anger. He drew his belt knife and plunged it into the fish. He did it again and again, shrieking, “Bad fish. Bad fish. I hate you, you rotten, putrid, moldy old fish. Die fish. Die fish. Rotten fish.”


  He kept it up until what had been a trophy fish, capable of feeding a family of four for two meals, was now a mess of bloody flesh and guts. Ubri, meanwhile, got his hands wrapped up and sat quietly watching the frenzy, wondering all the while what had overtaken Bram that was causing him to act in this way. He wanted to tell him to stop, that he was ruining a beautiful fish, but he kept silent. When it was over, Bram sat back and stared at the tangle and mass of the bloody carcass. His face bore a look of wonder. It was the look of someone who has witnessed a miracle.


  “Bram … Bram! Hey Bram.”


  Bram looked at Ubri, his expression still detached.


  “Bram,” said Ubri. “What did you ever want to go and do a thing like that for? That was a champion fish. It was the biggest one we’ve ever caught, and now it’s ruined. Jees, Bram.”


  Bram looked at him with a twisted smile. “Maybe I should do the same thing to you,” he said. “Lucky boy that has always had everything. Lucky boy to catch the biggest fish. Lucky boy with the beautiful mother and the handsome father. Maybe I should do the same to all of you … ”


  He brandished his knife in a threatening fashion, waving it around and around in small circles. Now Ubri felt terrified. He had never seen Bram act any such way. He looked carefully at his eyes. They did not seem to be focused on this world. They were the eyes of someone possessed.


  He turned and raced back a few steps, stopping abruptly and turning back. “Bram,” he shouted, “what’s gotten into you? You’re acting crazy. Is this what you want? To see me and my family, our family Bram, killed? Or suffer? Bram. Quit it! Quit it right now!”


  In a split-second Bram’s countenance changed, and his eyes seemed to be once again focused on the here and now. He looked down at the macerated pile of what used to be a fish in front of him and grinned sheepishly. “I sure made a mess out of that, didn’t I?” he asked quietly. “I guess I got confused for a second.” He turned genuinely remorseful. “I’m sorry, Ubri,” he said. “I forgot who I am. With my dad dying and all... I don’t know… ” He sat down hard and began to softly cry.


  In the stillness of the moment, with not another sound to be heard except that of his best friend and stepbrother weeping, Ubri could not help but be moved. Cautiously, he approached him and put his arm around his shoulder, keeping a watchful eye on the knife, which Bram still held despite his collapse. “I know,” he said, gently removing the blade from his hand. “I know it must be hard for you right now, Brother. We are brothers you know. Your father didn’t want you to have these feelings, he couldn’t help himself, I imagine… you know… ”


  He hugged him for a long time, thinking there was a lot in there.


  If Ubri had known how much was in there, he would have turned and run for home.
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  Turman Pandieth, Seth Queslian, and Mandel Ott crouched by the bank of one of the rivulets that led out of the swamp and dumped into Round Lake.


  Something was out there. They could sense it. The feeling was palpable. The all-night trudge had proven nearly overwhelming, and they were almost out of the Burnfast mixture that smoldered in the inner pockets of their outer longcoats.


  The rivulet was a slow moving stream the color of bilious vomit. Slime balls dotted the surface like so many pimples. The smell was one of rot. There was no sound except for that of their breathing. No animals would be found here. This was a place of death. Even the shoreline was devoid of the usual plant growth that normally crowds a water’s edge, for to set down roots here was to suck pure poison out of the earth.


  “We have to cross this,” whispered Turman. “We have to make it by this stinking stream if we are to have any chance of finding the old woman’s place.”


  “How are we going to manage that?” asked Seth.


  “Carefully,” muttered Mandel.


  “There is something in there,” said Seth. “I can feel it. It is there as sure as we are standing here. Can you feel it?”


  Both nodded in response. “Is there another way?” asked Mandel.


  “No,” said Turman. “This is it. To turn back now will be sure death for all of us. We’ll freeze to death before we ever make it back to the cabin.”


  As if to try and make them reconsider, the waters of the stream swirled near the middle. Something was in there, without question. Something big.


  “Well, I don’t know about you,” said Seth, “But I’m tired of waiting. I’m tired of this slog through nothing but mud all night. And I’m tired of freezing my butt off. I say we split up; twenty yards apart. That way, whatever is in there will have less of a chance to get all of us.”


  “Assuming there’s only one of them,” said Mandel.


  Seth grunted and moved away slowly along the bank of the stream, his eyes never leaving the water. When he had gotten around twenty yards away, Mandel got up and started along as well. When the spacing met Turman’s approval, he motioned with his hand to start in. All drew their short swords, although none believed they would be of much use against whatever was in there. Turman took the first step. He was surprised that the water was pleasantly warm, and the bottom, which he had thought would be the same mud through which they had been trudging ahead for hours now, was actually firm. He glanced quickly at his comrades and noticed that they too seemed to be experiencing the same footing. He was about halfway across when something bumped his leg. He thought for a moment that he had merely run into something but, no, whatever it was, was gone. He forced himself to loosen his grip on his sword. A tense fighting hand made for poor swordplay. Again he glanced at Seth and Mandel. They were about halfway across as well.


  Suddenly the waters erupted like a malignant geyser, sending spray high into the air. But nothing touched him again, so he raced for the far shore, now only yards away. He looked towards Mandel and Seth, but a foul, greenish-brown mist between them obscured his view. He had just placed his first foot on shore when he heard the scream. Up he scrambled onto the bank, and now he could see Mandel, high overhead, in the grip of some sort of huge tentacle and being waved about like a rag doll. Seth, having made it to the far bank as well, had dropped his sword and was nocking an arrow. Turman Pandieth sprinted towards him and did the same. Together, they let fly a number of them, one after the other in rapid succession, most striking the thing with no obvious effect. Turman yelled, “Keep shooting,” grabbed his short sword, and charged back into the water, screaming, “For the Prince!” where he began to slash and cut at the monstrous arm that held Mandel helpless high above them. Every blow buried itself deep into the flesh of the thing, and he was rewarded with the appearance of a thick, black, slimy fluid that he assumed was the monster’s blood. It didn’t look like he was having much of an effect on it, however. And after several strikes his sword arm began to tire. It was then that another tentacle shot out of the water and wrapped itself around his sword arm at the wrist. It happened so quickly he didn’t have time to change hands, although he tried, his sword falling into the stream.


  He drew a dagger from his belt and started to plunge it over and over into the coil of the beast when yet another much larger tentacle wrapped itself around his waist, picked him up completely out of the water, and tossed him up on the far side of the stream bank some twenty feet from shore where he tumbled and rolled to a stop. Quite shaken, he sat up. He reached for his boot knife but it was gone, having been lost in the struggle. He glanced towards Mandel and Seth. They too were sitting on the bank of the shore that they had wanted to reach. They too were weaponless, but looked to be unharmed.


  “That’s crazy,” he thought. “Why didn’t that thing simply kill us all?” It didn’t make any sense. It surely could have slain them easily.


  “That will do, that will do,” a voice called out. “You have had enough fun for the day. Go and tend to your wounds. Go on. I will be back to visit with you later. You did a good job, a fine job. I am proud of you.”


  Seth and Mandel limped to the side of Turman. All were badly battered and bruised up.


  “Follow me,” said the old woman, who turned without further ceremony and began to walk away. Turman nodded to the other two, and they all fell in step behind her. In a matter of moments all three were overcome by feelings of exhaustion. Turman found himself yawning. Soon, they all walked along as though in a trance, incognizant of where they were, in what direction they were going, or why. All awareness of their surroundings faded gradually as she ensnared them deeper and deeper into the spell that she wove, using incantations, dust, and the like.


  
     
  


  Turman woke up first, sitting straight up and reaching for his short sword, which was absent from his side. He looked quickly around, having no idea where he was or how he had gotten there.


  They were in a small, one-room log cabin, not unlike the one in which the Prince, Norma Webb, and Ettan Cooke were now housed. But this one had the comfortable look of a residence with a full-time occupant. There was a dining area with a table and four chairs, a bed that looked like it probably belonged to the strange woman whom they had encountered the day before, and a small but striking fireplace in which burned a cheery fire. And if that were not enough, there was a roast cooking. The smell was overwhelming, and he found he was ravenous.


  He nudged both Seth and Mandel with his foot, noticing for the first time that his boots were missing. He looked at his clothes, which were nothing like those he had been wearing the day before. These were soft and clean. The colors were garish: Greens and golds and purples. They were adorned with many of the same pastoral scenes he had observed on the cloak of their rescuer; garments for sleeping, not for fighting. Seth and Mandel woke up, staring curiously at their surroundings and the outfits in which they were dressed. “What do you make of this, Turman?” asked Seth.


  “You might want to turn that meat,” came the soft voice from the loft above them. She climbed slowly down the ladder. Finishing the last rung, she turned to face them. “We want it to cook evenly now, don’t we?”


  She gestured towards the roast with her palm up as if to say, “Good manners, now. I have made a simple request, please don’t ignore it.”


  Mandel jumped to the fireplace where he turned the roast on its spit.


  “Good,” she said. Her voice was soft, but powerful, as were her eyes. As she gazed at each of them in turn, they felt as though she could see right through them to their very souls. Fighting Gnomes, they nevertheless felt like small boys in her presence. It was unnerving, and they dealt with it by keeping silent.


  “Well now,” she said, “My name is Elsie. I am known hereabouts as Elsie of the Lake. You don’t need to introduce yourselves. I already know who you are and why you’re here. Do not worry about the Prince. He and the girl have been taken care of, and he is probably just now feeding.” She paused and looked them all over again. Each, yet again, felt the feeling a schoolboy has when the teacher is speaking.


  Turman found his tongue first and asked, “Where are we?”


  Elsie chuckled. “Why, you are in my home of course.”


  Turman wanted to ask where that was, but couldn’t seem to find the words.


  “How … how long have we been here?” asked Mandel as he turned the roast again.


  “Long enough to warm up and get your legs under you,” she answered. “Don’t worry. This is a special place. Time does not pass here as it now passes in your world. Now, if you would be kind enough to set the table properly, I will go and gather some vegetables to eat with our meal. You will find fresh, cold goat’s milk right outside that door.” She gestured to a door beside the table and chairs. “I will be right back.”


  She left by a smaller one at the far side of the room, closing it softly behind her.


  Seth set the table for four with a colorful array of dishes. Mandel retrieved the roast, which was done to a turn, and set it on a platter in the center.


  “I must say,” said Turman, “I feel a little uncomfortable sitting down to a fine dinner when the Prince, his wet nurse, and another of my fellow Gnomes are all living right now under some pretty harsh conditions over on the other side of the lake.”


  “Yes,” said Elsie, as she returned via the same door through which she had left not a minute before, “and I understand your concern. But all is as it should be, Turman Pandieth. They are well, and have already eaten a meal that, while not quite as fine as this one, was nevertheless every bit as nourishing and warm as this one promises to be.


  “Please, let us bow our heads and give thanks to the Old One for these gifts that he has blessed us with this day.”


  All bowed their heads, and Elsie gave thanks for the meal and the day to which they had all awakened. When she had finished, the food was served. It was a magnificent affair. Elsie excused herself several times while they were eating, every time returning with yet another dish of something warm and hearty. All wondered how she managed to do this, in view of the fact that none saw her preparing anything, nor did she use the small stove at all. Still, nobody made inquiry in the interests of good manners.


  When the meal was done and the dishes washed and put away, she asked them all to be seated.


  “Now. You must return and bring Norma Webb and the Prince back to me. After that, your work here is done, and you will return to Vultura. The Emperor has died, as you know, and Saviar Murlis is in hiding. You will find him and bring him back here. We must meet, he and I. I will show you a better way to get here than the one you used. What ever possessed you to try and arrive here via the swamp, anyway? Oh, never mind that. The way we go today is the way you will come back then.”


  “Do we know where it is that the acting Emperor is in hiding?” asked Turman.


  “If we did, he wouldn’t be in hiding, now would he?” She laughed softly at her own joke. “Turman Pandieth, you were the head of the Palace Elite, were you not?”


  “I was.”


  “And these were two of your finest officers, were they not?”


  “They were … are … were.”


  “Well then, I should think you would be able to deduce the answer to your question with a little homework when you have arrived back in the capital city. They think you dead, right?”


  “They do. How did you know that?”


  “Very well,” she stood, “Let us be on our way. In the back, through that door, you will find an ample supply of Burnfast. Please take more than you feel you need. The nation cannot afford to lose any of you to the cold. Not now. There is far too much at stake.”


  Humming a Gnome lullaby, she walked away from the table and exited through the other door, leaving the three of them staring blankly at each other. She poked her head back in the door. “Oh yes,” she said, “Your clothes are hanging there as well. They have been cleaned. I retrieved your weapons with some help from a friend. Mandel, I took the liberty of putting a better edge on your blade.”


  Mandel, embarrassed, blushed a deeper shade of gray.


  In a matter of minutes they were dressed and ready. Elsie had not returned. Seth checked the door through which she had left them and let out a low whistle. “Look at this,” he said. He opened the door wide. Behind it was a solid stone wall. They checked it from top to bottom but could find no defect.


  “Strange,” muttered Mandel.


  “Not the strangest thing we are likely to see from this one,” added Turman.


   



   



  


   Chapter 21


  
     
  


  Maxilius Bravarus slowly got to his knees. It took every ounce of strength he had, having been essentially buried alive for more than forty-eight hours on the summit of Ghasten Cliffs.


  Two days before, it had been a pitched battle with the hard-charging battalion of the Emperor’s soldiers. Malance’s troops had tried in vain, like demons possessed, to overwhelm the small band of renegade Trolls, who had fended them off by taking advantage of the fact that the trail was too narrow for them to attack more than one at a time. Maxilius and his loyalists had clashed with the enemy this way for hours, defending their tenuous position, three fighting and two resting.


  It was Stevaros who devised the final strategy that allowed them to win the encounter, temporary though their victory was to be, and the cost had been dear. He had called for Maxilius, Dragor, and Marcos, the three best fighters in the group, to hold the line. He then worked feverishly with Bowdoin to chop down several large bushes with their swords, using a flint-and-steel to set them ablaze. These they tossed over the heads of the nearest soldiers into the long line of troops behind. Three hacked at attackers while two hacked and tossed the fiery brush. Maxilius ordered Marcos to join them in their fire-setting efforts. “Go,” he commanded. “We can take care of this. If I call you, pick up your sword.” More and more branches they tossed, two chopping and one tossing anything that would burn. The screams of the troops, as the flames roared around them, were deafening. The trail was soon an inferno. Within seconds they were all retreating, charging wildly back down the narrow canyon trail. In the midst of the commotion, however, a crossbolt, fired wildly from over the shoulder of one of those retreating, found its way into the chest of Stevaros. He fell.


  Maxilius rushed to his side, hoping against hope that there was something he could do to aid his friend, but his eyes had already glazed over. He was dead.


  Dragor seized the arm of Maxilius and said, “Come, Commander. There is nothing we can do to help him. I know a place where you can hide. Quickly now, the fire will burn itself out in a few minutes. They will be back. Now, Sir.”


  They sprinted towards the precipice from which the horses had leaped, where there was a small crevice in the bedrock. “Get in,” he said to Maxilius. “Lie flat.”


  Maxilius did as he was told, and soon he was completely buried in leaves and sticks. “They will never find you,” he grunted. “They will be too busy chasing us. Stay here for as long as you can. We will leave a trail that even those boneheads can follow. Don’t worry about us. I know a way out, but the odds are better for you if you stay here. We’ll be back for you in a couple of days. Strength.”


  “Strength,” returned Maxilius from below the debris under which he was buried, offering an unseen somber nod.


  He heard the advance of the remainder of the Troll battalion. He heard the frantic orders being screamed by the commanders. He was wedged too tightly in the tiny crack of the rock to move, and he knew he would die a quick death were he found, but true to the word of Dragor he went undiscovered, and the sounds of the pursuing Trolls eventually faded to silence. The following morning he felt the sun come up, glad for its warmth. He felt it go down again, and sleep finally came to him. He felt it come up again and go down again. On the dawn of his third day of hiding, he knew if he did not get water soon he would die in this life-saving hole.


  Struggling tremendously with the effort, he got to his knees and peered cautiously over the rim of his hideaway. He was alone. He knew it would be better to wait for the cover of darkness, but he didn’t think he would make another hour without something to drink, so he slowly climbed up and out.


  He attempted to stand, but found he could not. He was as dizzy as a coot. Instead, he crawled on all fours across the flat to the head of the trail. Dead Trolls lay everywhere, the stench of their already decomposing bodies overpowering. He found a canteen on one of them and drank thirstily. It was then that he heard the voices. Around the bend he could hear them talking. He crawled back and hastily stripped the clothes off of one of those who had been badly cut up, switching clothes with the corpse. Then he scooped up several handfuls of gore from the belly of another who had been run through and smeared it all over the back of his head and neck, as well as on the dead soldier’s clothes that he was now wearing. He found another canteen and emptied this one as well, then moved back once again to the head of the trail. From the bits and pieces he overheard of the conversation around the bend, he knew they were playing a board game. Every once in a while, raucous laughter punctuated their chatter. When their conversation stopped, he lay on the ground and swung the arm of one of the dead Trolls up onto his back, keeping stock-still. No sooner had he done this than the group of regulars rounded the bend.


  “You mean to tell me the four of us have to carry every one of these stinking carcasses back down to the castle gate?” complained one loudly.


  “Oh shut up and be thankful Malance wants to hang them up for all to see, and not us,” said another. “He still might, you know.”


  “Can’t we get some sort of wagon up here?” asked another. “It would sure be better than carrying them down one at a time.”


  “Not a chance,” said the first one. “First of all, we could never get a wagon up here. Not one that would carry more than one at a time anyway. You heard the Captain. And we can’t drag them. We have to carry them.”


  “That will take us a week. At least.” said the second.


  “Three days,” said the first. “That’s all we have, or we too will hang on display.”


  “Three days!” shouted the second. “It will never happen.”


  “Were you there?” the first shouted back. “Not two hours ago when the Captain gave us the order. Were you listening?”


  “All right. All right. Where do we start?”


  “At the bottom, you idiot. Why trip over ourselves?”


  Having assessed the work in front of them, the four walked back down the trail and around the bend. Maxilius took several breaths. It had been all he could do to hold it while the four Trolls bickered amongst themselves. He had almost passed out, but he knew if he took a single one while they were close at hand, it most likely would have been his last.


  They never made it back around the bend on the first day. So when the sun finally set, Maxilius Bravarus crept down the trail to the entrance that lead to the cesspits.


  He eased himself into the cavern and felt his way along the walls until he was well inside. He would wait there until the wee hours when the guards were sleepy. Then he would hopefully be able to locate the one Troll with whom he needed to join up, the one who not only might help him to get out of this mess, but might also be able to aid him in recruiting a band to do some damage to this evil regime. He needed to find a Troll named Forrester Wiley Ragamund.
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  He crouched down low and snuck slowly towards his prize. He was careful to make not a single sound, and to keep his slight frame hidden from its view. Norma Webb had told him at some point that the red-spotted black frog was one of the most difficult creatures in all of Elsie’s swamp to catch, since it had not only the two normal eyes found on all frogs but, due to some odd genetic mutation that had occurred somewhere in its evolution, it had a third one located on the top of its squarish head. Not four feet from his quarry, he lay down on his belly and eased forward. Inch by inch he made his way towards the tiny creature that was happily warming itself in the late-summer sun. Slowly, he brought his arm around, keeping it flush with the ground and preparing to strike. He dug his toes into the soft grass and pushed himself forward one last time. The eye on top of the frog’s head began to blink furiously, the tiny critter sensing that something was not right, when he struck. “Gotcha,” he cried, holding up his prize. It wiggled furiously in his firm grasp.


  “It’s all right. Don’t worry,” he said to his struggling captive. “I won’t hurt you.”


  He looked him over for a time, marveling at the beauty of this fascinating little creature. It stopped wiggling, and he rubbed his finger along the side of its head, being careful to avoid the eye, then tossed it back into the marsh stream.


  “Singular,” called Norma. “Singular, come now. It’s time for your lesson.”


  “Oh jees,” he said. He stood and trotted back towards her.


  “I caught one,” he announced as they walked back, hand in hand, towards Elsie’s cabin.


  “Caught what?” she asked.


  “A red-spotted frog. It was beautiful. It took me a long time, but I did it. It’s the first one I have ever caught.”


  “You didn’t hurt it, did you?”


  “Of course not,” he said. “I would never harm one of the Old One’s creatures. You know that. I tossed it back into the marsh, Auntie Norma. It was one of the most beautiful things I have ever seen.”


  She smiled, taking great joy in the fact that her charge could find such pleasure in as simple a thing. “All of the Old One’s creatures are precious, aren’t they?”


  He nodded, thinking back to how he had so carefully snuck up on the little animal. It was a small triumph in his young life, but a triumph nonetheless.


  “What is today’s lesson?” he asked.


  “Swordplay, my dear one.”


  “Oh Auntie,” he said, “Do I have to? I hate swordplay. Uncle Turman is mean to me. Last time he clobbered me up side of the head and almost knocked me out. It gave me a terrible egg.”


  “I know it’s hard,” she said, turning around to look over the marsh that had been the only home he had ever known in his ten years of life. She was silent for a time. “Look at that,” she said.


  “At what, Auntie Norma?”


  “The marsh,” she said. “Isn’t it lovely?”


  “It is,” he answered, sensing that she was about to say something important.


  “Always remember to take the time to burn certain images into your mind,” she said. “Happy images, like this one. They keep you going when times are hard.”


  He didn’t have any idea what she was talking about, but he did as he was told. Auntie Norma knew about important things.


  “The thing is,” she said, “you won’t always be here, Singular. When you are grown, you will leave this place and do what it is you must do.” She sighed deeply and took a seat on a bench in Elsie’s yard, fashioned from hewn logs. She beckoned him to sit, and he took a seat beside her.


  “It is time you knew something,” she began. She sighed again.


  “What’s wrong, Auntie Norma?”


  “Oh, nothing is wrong,” she answered, trying hard to keep her voice pleasant. She had dreaded this conversation for ten years now. It pained her deeply to have to finally tell him the truth about who he was and what he was destined to do. “It’s... well... you need to know who you are.”


  He looked confused. “What does that mean, Auntie Norma?”


  She took a deep breath and began. She told him right off that he was the Prince of Vultura, and how his mother, the Emperor’s wife, had died bringing him into the world. She told him how the murderous Trolls had struck down his father, the Emperor, and how she had spirited him away to this place with the thought that he might grow up out of harm’s way from those that would have him dead as well.


  “Elsie is not really your grandmother,” she said.


  “She’s not?” he asked. His mouth had gone dry, and it was hard for him to get the words out.


  “No, she is not. She loves you as though she were. With all her heart, but she is not. She is not who you think she is. She is a witch. Not a bad witch, like in the stories we used to tell you when you were little. She is a good witch, with a heart of pure gold. And this place,” she paused, gesturing around her with a broad sweep of her arm, “does not truly exist in the kingdom of Vultura. It is a special place. It is … enchanted, spelled into existence by her conjuring. Invisible, sort of, to any who would venture here unless summoned. She did this for you. She knew that someday you would come … ” She broke down and began to cry softly.


  He put his small arm around her and did his best to console her while his young mind tried to wrap itself around all that she had told him.


  She looked at him, her face wet with tears. “Oh, my beautiful boy,” she said. “I wish that all of this were not true. But there are thousands of Gnomes out there,” she pointed to the horizon, “whose lives have been ruined by the Trolls. They live as slaves; their entire lives spent in servitude to cruel masters who care not a whit for their existence. There is no joy. None. Our once proud nation is in shambles. And you, as heir apparent, will… be charged with leading the nation back to a free state. It is a… daunting task, to say the least. But… it is something you must do. It is your destiny.”


  
     
  


  Later that night, he lay in his bed, sore all over from the rigors of his lesson in swordplay. Turman Pandieth had reported to Elsie and Norma that he had never seen the lad perform as well, that he had finally started to take the lesson seriously. Norma told him of her conversation with Singular earlier that day. He nodded in somber fashion and said, “It was time. He needed to know.”


  Singular found it difficult beyond words to grasp the notion that he was who he was. Now he understood the years of lessons in Geography, Map Skills, Political Science, Mathematics, Reading, Writing, and Military Tactics that he had received from a veritable army of instructors that had been visiting Elsie’s place for as long as he could remember.


  Finally, sleep took him. His dreams were filled with images of war. He both saw and heard the sights and sounds of battles being fought, with the dissonant clanging of blade on blade, the shouting, the chaos, and in the end the ground stained red with blood. The screaming of Gnomes wounded made him cringe. The horrible sights and smells of the decaying bodies left him feeling nothing but empty.


  He awoke drenched with sweat. Silently, he stole down the ladder from the loft. He was hoping that a glass of milk from the cold-room might help to settle his stomach, which churned unceasingly. Turman Pandieth opened his eyes as Singular crossed the small room. He watched him glide along, open the door, return, and sit down.


  “Singular,” he said softly. “No boy of your age should have to be told the things that you were told today. But,” he paused, “it was necessary. Please do not have hard feelings for Norma Webb. For while it is true that she is not your real aunt, she loves you as if she were. Some day you will come to know that her telling you these things today speaks to the very essence of what we call courage.”


  “I know,” said Singular. “I know.”


  
     
  


  He finished his milk and went to the fire, where he stirred the coals and added some kindling branches to raise a small flame. “The nights are getting colder,” he said softly. “Summer is passing.”


  “Time does pass,” said Turman. “It is the one thing that remains constant. And with the passing of time comes change. We often wish that it would not, that things could stay just the way they are; that we could remain ever-safe and secure in our homes like you are right now.” He ran out of words and crossed the room, putting his arm around the boy.


  “So you are not really my uncle,” said Singular.


  “No I am not. But boy, I will always be there for you. No matter the hardship. No matter the circumstances, I will always be there for you. Always”


  Singular hugged him fiercely.


  “Oh Uncle,” he whispered. “I am so afraid.”


  “Fear can be good,” said Turman. “Fear can be good. It can keep you very much alive.


  “If we are loyal to each other, and loyal to our cause, we will prevail. I will keep you safe. It is my life’s work. And, as you already know, I’m pretty good with swordplay.”


  Singular smiled a half smile and hugged him for a long, long time.
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  It was years before Ubri Gall could bring himself to tell his father, Andar, about the abnormal occurrence at the fishing hole and Bramwith’s disturbing behavior. And he only did because, with the arrival of adolescence, the whole family had observed an ever-increasing pattern of behaviors that suggested that Bramwith had a very dark side. The concern became that his disposition quite possibly represented not only a problem, but a potential threat.


  At first, Ubri had kept the entire affair to himself. After all, Bramwith’s father had suddenly up and died. And although he had been only a youngster, Ubri still understood on some level that Bramwith had to have unresolved issues as to who his father had been and how he had been treated after the passing of his mother. So he let it go for a long time and was glad he did. They once again were more than friends. They were brothers. They worked and played together. They attended school together. They spent long hours helping each other prepare their lessons. In fact, Isandora often commented how lucky they were to have each other, considering that the enormous demands of running their establishment oftentimes meant that she and Andar were unavailable to help them with their homework assignments. But by the time they did get around to reviewing their work, before retiring for the night, it was almost always done and in good form. This being the case, they each did very well in school, and they were always proud of them when they brought home their report cards.


  But some years later his mother gave birth to a baby girl, and right away Bramwith’s dark side yet again reared its ugly head.


  It began the day she was born. Within hours of the delivery, with little Jubra suckling on her mother’s breast for the very first time, the boys went in for their first glimpse of her. Ubri was delighted and asked almost immediately when he could hold her. Bramwith, however, remained on the far side of the room, appearing sullen. He expressed no interest in holding her and didn’t seem to want to even look at her. His only comment was something about how ugly she was, which brought a quick tear to Isandora’s eye. Andar, knowing how the world works, brushed it off, attributing the boy’s behavior towards the newborn to normal sibling jealousy, but whenever Ubri told him how Bramwith had shared with him plans for eliminating her in quite graphic detail, he vowed to keep a watchful eye on his step-son. The three of them discussed it with Bram in absentia, and resolved that Bram and Jubra would never, ever be alone together. Furthermore, Ubri was asked to report without a moment’s delay if Bram expressed any more ideation along the lines of hurting her, or any other words or deeds that he found in any way alarming.


  However unfortunate, a rift began to develop between the boys. Ubri was thrilled with his younger sister, taking every joy with her growth and development. He held her and rocked her at every opportunity, oftentimes running breathlessly to either his mother or his father to report on a new word that she had learned, or anything else that caused him delight. He was there when she first crawled, and again when she took her first baby steps. Bramwith showed no interest whatsoever in their sister.


  Then the arguments began, not that normal growing boys never argue, but it always seemed to Ubri that Bram looked for reasons to quarrel. Furthermore, these squabbles increased little by little in frequency and severity until they were virtually a part of everyday life in the Gall family household. It began to wear them all down.


  All the while, Ubri had kept in the back of his mind the resolutions upon which he and Andar and Isandora had decided, now years ago, the most important one being that Jubra never be left alone with Bramwith.


  Still, the practical reality of life being what it is, there came a day when Andar and his mother were away on errands. Ubri was out in the woodshed organizing the wood-stores and cleaning out a bunch of junk that had accumulated over the winter. Then he was to move a half-cord of wood inside for stoking the wood fires. It was the first morning of the spring festival, the day that marked the official start of the season for the inn, and everybody was working full-bore with last minute preparations. Bramwith was supposed to be helping him, but had clung to his bed claiming that he didn’t feel well. Rather than fight with him, Isandora had said he could rest for the morning. Too cold for Ubri to bring Jubra outside with him, he had left explicit instructions with the chief cook to watch over her and to call him when Bramwith got up. As it turned out, the cook became distracted with her kitchen duties and completely forgot her assignment to keep her eye on the four-year-old.


  Ubri stood and looked around the woodshed. He smiled with the satisfaction that comes with a job well done. What had been a huge mess had been transformed into the picture of neatness and organization. All of the remaining wood was now in neat stacks with wide aisles in between for efficient access and restocking when they went in the fall for the winter stores. The clutter had all been cleared out. He knew his father would be pleased with his efforts. Now all he had to do was move in the half-cord for today’s burning, and he could have some lunch. His morning labors had left him famished. Then again, he wasn’t about to start moving an entire half-cord into the kitchen without seeing if Bramwith was feeling well enough to lend a hand, so he went back inside to check on him and to see how little Jubra was faring in all of the commotion. He was a little surprised to see that she was nowhere in the kitchen, and his surprise turned into annoyance when the cook, to whom he had assigned her care, had no knowledge of her whereabouts. He went quickly to Bram’s room, mostly to engage him in the search for her. He stopped outside of his door, hearing strange sounds of sputtering coming from within. He threw it open, and there on the bed was Bramwith straddled atop Jubra. He had her pinned and was pouring a large pitcher of water over her face, causing her to thrash her head wildly about as she choked and gagged.


  “Bram!” he cried. “What are you doing? Stop it! Get off her! You’re choking her!”


  Incredibly, it appeared as though Bramwith hadn’t heard him, causing Ubri to lunge at him with everything he had, tackling him and driving both of them completely off the bed where they crashed into the wall beyond. Ubri struck his head violently and was momentarily stunned. Jubra scampered quickly out of the room to safety.


  When he came to his senses, Bramwith was on top of him, straddling him in the same way he had been straddling Jubra moments before. He had drawn his belt knife and was waving it slowly back and forth, inches from Ubri’s face. He noticed the same detached expression that he had seen years before at the fishing hole. “Bram,” he said, “get off of me. Get off!”


  “Poor little Jubra,” Bram said, lowering the knife until it lay across Ubri’s throat. “Little Jubra. Family pet. The favorite. She will always be the favorite, you know. Little Jubra now gets all their love, all their attention. Nothing left for Ubri and Bram. No, no, no. Time to end it. They can have her. Maybe they will think about that now.”


  Ubri, his eyes wide with fear, noticed the cook standing behind them brandishing a large iron skillet. She was looking at him, seeming to be asking what to do. He made eye contact with her and nodded slightly. The skillet came crashing down on Bramwith’s head, and he crumpled to the floor, unconscious. Jubra stood in the doorway, witness to the whole event, sucking hard on her thumb.


  
     
  


  “Ubri,” said Isandora, “please go check on Bramwith. Take your father with you.”


  It was late in the evening now and the celebration was near its end.


  Ubri nodded and fetched his father, who was talking to a pair of merchants that had journeyed all the way up from King’s Port for the festivities. Together they went to Bram’s room where he sat, bound and gagged, in a chair. Andar grimly checked the ropes to make sure they were all securely fastened, yanking the gag roughly from his mouth.


  “Please, Mr. Gall, Father,” he pleaded, “Please let me go. I didn’t mean any harm. I was only fooling about. Please. Please!” he begged, his voice now a high-pitched whine. He struggled furiously against his fastenings.


  Andar didn’t in any way engage him, turning to Ubri who stood behind him, holding a plate of food. “Feed him if he will eat,” he said. “And something to drink.”


  Ubri nodded and approached his stepbrother warily as though he might, at any moment, free himself from the bindings. He held a forkful of roast up to him but Bram turned his head away.


  “Never mind then,” he said. “His choice.”


  He turned to the boy and seized him firmly by the chin, turning his head so that he was forced to look him in the eye. “It is over, Bramwith,” he said. “In the morning, when the constable comes, you will be taken away. You can’t live here anymore, and you will never again come back here for any reason. We opened our hearts and our home to you, yet … ” his voice trailed off.


  “Please, Mr. Gall,” he whimpered. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I love you. I love this family. Please, Mr. Gall, let me out for a little while. I need to relieve myself.”


  Andar towered over him. “You will stay in that chair for the night. You may soil yourself, but that will be a small price to pay for your deeds this day.” He turned again to Ubri and said, “Gag him again. I will not have him shrieking like a screech owl and disturbing our guests.”


  Ubri tried to reinsert the gag. Bramwith responded by trying to bite him, prompting Andar to knock him hard up side of the head, which stunned him. He took the gag away from Ubri and shoved it back in Bram’s mouth. “You will go and stay the night with your mother and Jubra. I will stay here with him.”


  Ubri looked up at his father, his eyes sick with the horror of the terrible events of the day.


  Andar patted him gently on the side of the head. “Go now,” he said. “It will be all right. Tell your mother what I have said. Go on.”


  Ubri looked one last time at Bramwith, then walked slowly from the room, tears streaming down his face.


  
     
  


  Ubri awoke early in the morning, hoping to speak to Bramwith before anyone got there, but when he entered the room it was already full of police officers. Bram was in irons and sobbing.


  “Father,” said Ubri, “could we please speak alone? Outside?”


  “Of course, son.”


  “Would you please excuse us for a moment?” he directed towards the constable.


  “Of course.”


  Ubri and his father exited the room, and his father closed the door softly behind them.


  “Father,” said Ubri. “Does he have to leave us? Where will he go? We’re the only family he has ever really known. What will happen to him?” As he spoke, his voice tightened more and more, and he became more and more anxious, walking briskly back and forth. As a lad of sixteen he felt he was old enough to have some say in this decision and was clearly pressing his father to reconsider. He stopped pacing and stood in front of him.


  Andar didn’t answer for a while. He cleared his throat. He looked Ubri in the eye.


  “Son,” he said. “We have always known that he had a dark side. It came out yesterday, and he might have killed your sister, my daughter. Probably not, but his behavior was way beyond what your mother and I are willing to accept in our home. Believe me, if there was any way we thought we could have him here, and have everybody safe, we would do it. But this type of thing will happen again. Maybe not tomorrow, and maybe not for the entire time he is with us, but that, son, is a risk your mother and I are not willing to accept. The decision is final. This is our home, and everyone in it plays by our rules. When you have a home of your own, I’m sure you’ll understand, but for now you’re going to have to accept it.”


  Andar once again patted him softly on the side of the head, turned, and reentered the room in which Bramwith was now a prisoner.


  Ubri stood there, stunned by the finality of it all. He felt like he wasn’t in his body. He and Bramwith had grown up together. They had shared a room, and laughed, and worked, and studied, and played together for all those years … They had been best friends. They had been brothers.


  Overwhelmed by his emotions, he sat down with his back to the wall and put his head between his knees. This is how he remained until the constable and his deputies led Bram by him. He never looked up, and the last remembrance he had of Bram’s passing by was the smell of the filth in his drawers.
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  It had been years since they first went into hiding, and Saviar Murlis, former personal advisor to Hanz Oratorius Night and now Acting Emperor of Vultura, had made good use of the time, at least as far as the revolution was concerned. There were too many clandestine trips throughout the nation of Vultura, trying to organize the Gnomes into an underground network of freedom fighters, for him to remember. There had been more narrow escapes than he could count. Hundreds had died at the hands of the Trolls. The slightest suspicion of being associated with these freedom fighters was a death sentence. Conversely, the Trolls were averse to killing too many. After all, a dead slave doesn’t produce. But they had never caught up to Saviar Murlis and his family, thanks mainly to Turman Pandieth. They had lived on the run all that time, never spending more than a few nights in the same place.


  Kerlix had done her best to keep up with the children’s studies, and in all the years they had been at this, had broken down only a few times over the difficulties associated with life on the lam.


  He pressed his hands to his temples, as was his way when the stress of it all gave him headaches. “Kerlix,” he called out softly. She came from the next room, pausing in the doorway. “Have we any tea?”


  She took a deep breath. “We have nothing: Nothing to eat and only water to drink. That’s it. Where is Turman Pandieth? He said he would be here yesterday.” She crossed the room and began to rub his neck. Seeing the strain on his face always made her sad. He had aged right in front of her. She knew their mission mattered so much more than the personal comfort to which they had grown accustomed before this difficult life had begun, but the thought that her children might become casualties in this underground resistance effort was almost too much to bear.


  “I’m sure that he’ll be here today,” sighed Saviar.


  “Assuming he hasn’t been killed or captured.”


  “Yes,” he said.


  “What is the backup plan if he fails to show? Our children need food. We need food. And we need to be on the move before we are discovered here.”


  Saviar continued rubbing his temples. These were solemn issues. “Well,” he said, “I would be lying to you if I told you that there was a reasonable backup plan already in place, but unfortunately there is not. That is, of course, entirely my fault. I’m afraid I have all along just assumed that Pandieth would always be there for us.”


  “I see,” she said.


  “Well, we need one now. If he doesn’t show today, we’re going to have to take matters into our own hands. One of us is going to have to take the risk of leaving this place and securing food. Lofty ideals will not help to ease the rumblings of the bellies of our children. The cause, the cause, there are times when I am sick to death of the cause.”


  There was a soft knock on the door, the knock Turman Pandieth always used. Kerlix jumped up to answer it, almost falling on her walk across the small room as the effects of their recent bout of food deprivation caused her to swoon. She cracked the door and saw it was he. “Praise the Old One,” she thought. She opened it and said, “Thank you for coming, Turman. We were afraid something had happened to you.”


  Right away she noticed he was carrying a large sack of what she presumed to be foodstuffs. As he entered, she took it from him and peered inside. It was packed with dried fruits and vegetables, several varieties of nuts, smoked meats, potatoes, and a container of tea. There was even a large ham.


  “You two go ahead and talk. I’m going to see if the children are awake.”


  She wobbled from the room on unsteady legs. Turman noticed her strained gait and asked, “How are you faring?”


  “I can’t lie to you. We are in rough shape, Turman. What was the reason for your delay?”


  Turman took a seat opposite the rough-sawn table that separated them.


  “The Trolls, of course. I was completely unable to use any of the usual routes. They are choked with them from Emperor’s Glenn to King’s Port. Even at night. They know that something is up and are killing on sight any of us that they catch out after dark”


  “Where have you come from?”


  “A week ago, Soledad. I used the Old Road down from there for much of it. That was the easiest leg. They don’t seem to have discovered it yet.


  “I won’t lie to you, Saviar, the going was slow. It’s dangerous out there.


  “A week before that, Kohansk. The Inn. Andar Gall’s place. He was the one who gave me the food, praise the Old One. We talked until late about the movement. He is presently unwilling to throw in with us, but said he would help us in any way he could. He is concerned about the well-being of his family. Not too many places to hide up there.


  “But,” he leaned forward with a distinct gleam in his eyes, “two weeks before that I left the side of our Prince. I believe he is ready to take command of the forces. He is young, but wise beyond his years.”


  Saviar thought this was fool’s talk. His oldest son, Miano, was merely sixteen now, and he was already five or six when the Prince was born. It didn’t make sense. How could a prince who had not reached adolescence be expected to lead anything? He decided to let it rest for the moment. Turman Pandieth was not a stupid Gnome, and he felt there was probably more to the story that he would soon hear.


  “Andar Gall,” mused Saviar. “I don’t remember him.”


  “Sure you do. You met with him during the planning of the Emperor’s Highway from King’s Port to Vultura. Tall fellow. Handsome in his own way. He’s the one who built the inn. Turned it into a most impressive establishment.”


  “Yes,” said Saviar. “I remember him now. Had quite a pretty wife. I’m sorry, Turman. I’m afraid I’m getting old.”


  Turman left that one alone.


  Kerlix returned with the children in-tow. Hugs were exchanged, and Turman asked for the bag of food. Handing each a small piece of dried fruit, he said, “Start with this. I know you’re very hungry, but this will help you to not get sick when you eat the other foods.”


  Kerlix fixed each a plate, and they sat down. She deliberately kept the portions small, knowing that if she gave them too much too soon, they would all pay for it.


  After their simple meal, Kerlix shooed the children out of the room. Neither wanted to go. What they wanted was more to eat, as well as to visit with Turman Pandieth, but she wouldn’t hear of it. Bad enough they were caught up in the whole political struggle to the degree that they were, she nevertheless felt it best that they be kept out of it as much as possible.


  
     
  


  “What’s next?” he asked, swirling the last sip of tea around in the bottom of his cup.


  “Well,” said Turman. “The reason we are in King’s Port, and the reason we have never before used it as a place of refuge, is we need to get hold of a Gnome named Titan Mobst. He is one of the local fishermen and has always had a fascination with metallurgy. And, I have it on good authority from Gnomes I know to be credible that he has been designing a boat, something he calls a ship, that is twenty times larger than the little skiffs they use in the harbor to catch fish. Maybe fifty times. The project has been going on for years now, predating even the subjugation ceremony. Of course in those days it was all out in the open, but at the same time that they commenced building her, he had the foresight to begin the digging of a massive cavern into one of the side hills to the south of the city, and the entire undertaking was eventually moved there. A party of Gnomes’ daily chores includes concealing the trail to and from it in order to maintain secrecy.”


  “And what, exactly, would the point of this vessel be?” Saviar asked.


  “I’m surprised that you would ask that question,” said Turman. “The points are self-evident. First of all, with such a vessel, those aboard would be automatically safe from the Trolls, meaning even if our entire race was eradicated by them, it would guarantee survivors. Second, if we had a fleet of them,” his eyes came alive, “we could do severe damage to the brutes. We will never be anything but slaves using the bow and arrow. They are way too big and way too many. But if we could attack them from the water, we could strike quickly, say, while they were sleeping, and escape without fear of pursuit. And lastly, nobody knows a thing as to what, if anything, lies beyond the oceans. Perhaps there are lands there where we could settle and live out our lives in peace, an ocean removed from the them. I know that’s a reach, but certainly not out of the realm of possibility.”


  “I’m sorry,” said Saviar. “Of course. I’m afraid that fatigue, and lack of food, has addled my brain.” He pointed at his head for emphasis.


  “Not a problem,” said Turman. “Now, getting back to the Prince, you’ll be glad to know that all of those rumors we used to hear when we were children about the witch out at Round Lake are true. Her place is there. I’ve been to it many, many times. It’s spelled, so time doesn’t pass in the same way as it does here in Vultura. Hence, our Prince is now a strapping young Gnome of nineteen years. And not only that, he’s had the benefit of training in all of the things necessary to prosecute our revolution: History, Geography, Map reading, Mathematics, Combat Skills, Battle Strategies … I can also tell you he’s had rudimentary instruction in the Supply, Distribution, and Maintenance Issues involved in a war effort. Everything. The total package. He’s of age, he’s willing, and I judge him to be his father’s son.”


  “Amazing,” said Saviar. Now it was his turn to sit forward and take notice. This was astounding news. Turman noticed the change in his countenance and smiled.


  “Tell me, my friend, why have you kept these things from me all these years?”


  Turman laughed a short, staccato laugh. “I’m afraid your brain has become addled Saviar. Isn’t it obvious? What you didn’t know, you could never tell, were you captured by the Trolls and subjected to their brutal interrogation methods. But the time is at hand, for while there are many that are with us, there are more that are not. What those need is their Emperor back in power and leading the cause. We’ll never be able to convince all of them, but if we convince enough, well, maybe, just maybe … ”


  Saviar raised his now empty mug in a toast. “Here’s to maybe.”


   



   



  


   Chapter 22


  
     
  


  Rolan frowned. They had searched endlessly for this alleged witch’s place for days now, going back and forth over ground that they had already checked, and rechecked, and checked again with no success. They had found a small cabin and had thought, at first, that they had found what they were looking for. But when they entered it, it was clear that it had not been used for years. A thick blanket of dust covered the floor, and cobwebs were draped from wall to wall. Still, it afforded them shelter from the elements, and so they had looked and looked to no avail. More surprising than the discovery of the cabin itself was the fact that it was well stocked with foodstuffs, and it didn’t take them long to find a generous supply of dried wood for a fire, of which they were sorely in need. The significance of these two findings, especially considering there was not another sign of recent occupation, was not lost on them despite their lack of success to date in locating the old woman.


  “You know what this means,” said Rolan. “Either this witch story is nothing more than a fairytale, or we will have to traverse the swamp.”


  None spoke, but eyebrows were raised around the table in the shack. Rolan couldn’t help but notice and said, “If there is anyone here who has a better suggestion I would surely be willing to discuss it.” When again nobody spoke, he said, “All right then. We will do what we have to do.”


  “With due respect, My Lord,” said Borok, “we have already searched the south side of the lake as hard as an area can be searched, and I frankly don’t see the point of searching it again merely by changing our approach. And we have all heard the stories of the thing that lives in the swamp. The point is, if we are postulating the existence of an enchanted place, occupied by a witch, the other fairytale we all heard of as children has an equal chance of being true, does it not?


  “Are you suggesting that this would-be witch lives in a swamp?”


  Rolan scratched his head. “Right now I’m pretty much out of suggestions,” he said, offering up a tired smile. “But we need to try something. I grow weary of this shack, and I suppose we are all equally weary of this search. What I am trying to say, good Borok, is I have no idea how we should proceed. I don’t know.”


  The soldiers of the King’s Guard that accompanied them spoke not a word. Their duty was to follow orders, and each would do as they were told.


  “My kingdom for an honest answer,” murmured Borok, thinking, “At least he had the good sense to leave the Queen in Ravenwild. Thank the Old One for that.”


  
     
  


  The next morning they set out. The weather had decided to be good to them, and they entered the swamp on a remarkably warm day in the middle of winter. The significance of this odd occurrence was not lost on any of them either, and they remarked more than once of their good fortune as possibly due to some magical influence by their mysterious, and so far ethereal, witch.


  The trek was uneventful, aside from the frequent slips and falls that were part and parcel with the arduous walk through mud and sinkholes. So, covered in grime, they arrived at the final rivulet across from which stood a Gnome who looked to be about twenty years old and who was watching them curiously.


  “You,” called out Rolan. “Can we cross this safely?”


  “That depends,” the Gnome called back.


  “Depends?”


  “Correct.”


  “Might I ask on what?”


  “On whether or not I tell my friend here that he should allow it.”


  At this point a large area of the rivulet stirred, declaring in no uncertain terms that there was something huge, and undoubtedly menacing, in the waters before them. Maybe more than one.


  “It would help if you would identify yourself and state your intentions. You don’t look like you’re from around here.”


  Rolan smiled. This fellow had a sense of humor.


  “Very well. My name is Rolan. Rolan Andrew Fairman. I am the King of Ravenwild. The man to your left is named Borok Dodson. He is my Minister of Planning and Escapes. The two to your right are members of my palace guard. Their names are Wayne and Duane. As to our intentions, I tell you now that they are honorable, yet strange, and I would feel it best if we discussed them face to face and not by shouting them across a river. Will you allow us to pass?”


  The young Gnome reached into a sack that hung from his left shoulder and extracted a large fish. He walked down to the stream’s edge, and a monstrous squid-like creature rose from the waters. He bent down low and passed the fish to one of the tentacles, another of which stroked his face in an obvious display of affection. He seemed to actually be talking to it quietly. Its eyes were enormous, and seconds before it disappeared back into its watery home it turned them upon the four men, seeming to gaze upon them.


  Completely unbelieving of what they had just seen, they stood in shock as they waited for the young Gnome to speak.


  “You may proceed,” he said. “But you’ll have a much easier time of it if you cross about a hundred yards that way.” He gestured to the narrows off to their right. “Much shallower,” he added. “I’ll wait for you here. After you cross, you will disarm yourselves. Completely. You will have no need of weapons here. If and when you depart, they will be returned to you. Do we have an accord?”


  “We do,” said Rolan.


  
     
  


  He took the hand of the Gnome in greeting. He noticed that his grasp was firm, but not overly so. He looked hard into his eyes. There was resolve there, no mistaking it.


  
     
  


  Despite their surprise encounter with this Gnome, and their greater surprise at seeing the tentacled monster, with whom this fellow seemed to have some sort of tangible friendship, the next words that came out of his mouth were more surprising still:


  
     
  


  “I am Singular Barb’rus Night, Emperor of Vultura, son of Hanz Oratorius Night, murdered by the Trolls.”
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  It all happened so fast it would take years for Ubri Gall to sort it all out in his mind. One moment he and his mother and father were sitting at a table in the inn, eating their evening meal and discussing the plight of Bramwith, and trying to reason a way that they could reach out to him and keep in contact with the Gnome that they had essentially raised, and the next they were in front of a squad of Trolls who, rather than open the door in the normal fashion, chose to kick the entire entryway in, which fell with a crash to the floor.


  They all jumped to their feet. They knew right off that they were completely at their mercy.


  One of them took a few steps forward, looked at Andar Gall, and demanded, “What is your name?” His tone was as menacing as the snarl that twisted his face.


  “I am Andar Gall,” he said.


  “And these two?” he asked.


  “This is my wife, Isandora, and my son, Ubri.”


  “I see,” said the Troll, his face relaxing and his tone softening. “And may I ask the age of the youngster?”


  “He is sixteen, Sir.”


  An officer entered through the destroyed doorway. “My name is Commander Wartius Ugg,” he said. He looked around. “This is a marvelous place you have here.”


  Andar Gall looked nervously at his wife. Neither dared to move or speak. Commander Ugg motioned for the Troll private to continue.


  “All right, then,” the Troll said. “He is hereby called into the service of Leopold Malance Venomisis, Emperor of Slova. He will serve him in the military in our war against the Humans, Dwarves, and Elves of Ravenwild.” He looked Ubri up and down. “Not that he will do us much good, by the looks of him, but we will find some use for him.”


  “Sir,” pleaded Isandora, “is he not too young to serve in your military?”


  In answer, he drew forth a massive battle-axe, took two steps forward, and cleaved her in two.


  “No!!!” screamed Ubri,” and charged the Troll, pummeling him with his fists. Two others easily subdued Andar, grasping him forcibly by the arms and hauling him back away.


  “Ha,” said Commander Ugg, “He is a scrapper. Perhaps he will be of more use to us than I thought.”


  “You monsters!!!!” screamed Andar. “You bloody monsters!!!!”
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  Another came forward and seized Ubri, dragging him from the inn.


  Moments before he exited through the destroyed doorway, the one who had introduced himself as the commander bent to the ear of one of those holding Andar and said, “Burn it to the ground.”


  The one holding Andar merely nodded, a small smile coming to his face.


  Sobbing, Ubri was led to the back of one of their own carts from the woodshed to which he was chained.


  The only other thing he would remember of that day, for years to come, was seeing Bramwith. Leaning up against the wall of the inn, he was smiling.
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  The captain sat in his tent drinking his spirits alone. He hated drinking alone, and part of him regretted having busted the lieutenant to the rank of private. He could get away with a lot as captain of this field brigade, but he didn’t figure he could get away with drinking with a private. “Well, no matter,” he thought, as he drained the last of the bottle, not bothering with the glass. They were well over halfway back to Ghasten now, and he would soon be in the company of plenty of officers with whom he could lift a glass.


  In her own tent, Daria was worrying. She knew that they had covered a lot of ground to this point, and it would be a matter of days, a week at the most, before they arrived at the castle gates in Ghasten, and after considering everything she could think of, she had not an inkling as to how she was going to escape, let alone how she was going to rescue Erik. She hadn’t seen him up close yet, having only caught a few brief glimpses of him, all from a distance. Nonetheless, she had demanded by right of ‘Captor Primerus’ that he not be harmed in any way. He was her prisoner after all, and besides, she had pointed out to the captain, she knew the Emperor would be decidedly upset if even a hair on his head was disturbed before they delivered him. The Emperor, she had said, would want any punishment to come directly from him, and she didn’t want the captain to blow his chances at being promoted to general on the spot. In fact, he would undoubtedly be pleased if the Prince was delivered to him fat and happy. That way if he decided to make a meal out him, he would taste all the better.


  The captain had swallowed it all hook-line-and-sinker, which was good for the time being, but it was time that was her most pressing concern. She wished she knew where they were keeping him.


  “Think,” she said to herself. “Think.”


  The only thing that seemed to weigh in their favor for a chance to escape was that the captain had split a small group of them away from the main brigade, taking an assemblage of only around thirty in order to make them capable of traveling more swiftly. The sooner they got there, the captain had reasoned, the sooner he would get his promotion to general.


  Running through different scenarios in her mind, she realized all were flawed in one way or another. Try as she might, she could not come up with any reasonable strategy that looked to have a glimmer of hope for success. Finally the mental strain of it all overwhelmed her, and she fell asleep leaning over the table at which she sat. Her dreams came in waves of terror. The first thing she saw was the Prince in one of the giant cook pots, screaming in agony as the oil came to a boil. Next, the Emperor was seated at his elegant table, happily gnawing on one of his extremities and thanking her for having given the order that he be kept well fed on their journey back to the capital city. Then one of the palace guards entered the room and ratted her out, saying that he had been there when they had launched from the cliffs, and that she had been in on the escape from the get-go, and she found herself in the exact same cooking pot that they had used to cook the Prince.


  She screamed herself awake as the heat of the oil became unbearable.


  She went to the tent flap and pulled it back. It was now a thoroughly wretched night, with a driving rain pouring down as if the Old One intended to wash their entire small camp from the Slovan Plains. Under her breath she cursed herself for having fallen asleep before the weather had turned, for now she would have to go out into this miserable storm to do her nightly. She put on her wrap and stepped outside, the howling wind threatening to tear it right off of her. Wrapping her arms tightly about her, she turned to the right, away from the soldier’s latrine and towards the cover of the nearby woods. She never used the soldier’s latrine. It was disgusting, and being the only female in the camp, she had made it a habit to relieve herself in any area, other than that one, that afforded her privacy. She glanced around. There was not a soul out and about. The perimeter guards that she passed on her way out of the camp hardly looked at her as they hunkered down against the storm as best they could.


  She entered a small copse of trees and did her business. She was about to make her way back, thinking only of the warmth and shelter that her tent provided, when she heard a soft nicker. At first she thought that it was nothing more than the wind playing tricks with her ears, but when she looked in the direction from whence the sound had come, there stood Spirit and Cloud, not twenty feet away, their silhouettes crisp when a sudden flash of lightning lit the sky.


  “Well, I’ll be,” she said softly.


  Slowly, almost as if they knew the importance of keeping quiet, they approached, until they all stood together in the downpour.


  “Spirit, Cloud,” she whispered. “It is you.” She hugged each in turn.


  She looked towards the sky, the rainfall streaking her face, and added, “Thank you for this,” after which Cloud took a step forward, put his head in the small of her back to the left of the midline and pushed her gently, causing her to turn, then pushed her forward.


  “Are you taking me to Erik?” she whispered over her shoulder.


  He pushed her forward gently again, and it was all she could do to suppress a laugh. “I’ll take that as a yes,” she thought, and began to walk. They guided her slowly back behind the tents, any sounds they did make covered by the sounds of the storm.


  About halfway down the line, these two equine shadows, like phantoms back from the dead, stopped. Cloud gestured, nodding his head up and down.


  “Is he in there?” she whispered directly into his ear.


  He nodded again. She took one step towards the tent and stopped as the thought struck her that she had no knife. There was no way she would be able to cut through the tent without one. Besides, he was sure to be bound tightly with ropes, if not chains, so she knew it would be futile to attempt anything without one. Cloud, as if he had read her mind, took a step forward and pushed her back towards the way they had come. She looked at him quizzically and took a few more steps in that direction, then turned to see his reaction. He nodded his head up and down, while Spirit took a step backwards.


  She retraced her two steps and whispered in Cloud’s ear, “So, you’ll wait for me here?”


  He nodded up and down and then gestured with his head as if to say, “Go on now.”


  She patted his neck and retraced her steps back to where she had first seen them. She turned and started back towards the camp, passing the guards on her way. One of them stood abruptly and walked towards her. Her heart began to pound.


  “You there,” he called. “Halt.” She stopped.


  He came within a couple of feet of her and stopped as well. “ W e s a w you pass by earlier,” he said. His tone was gruff, hostile. “What were you doing?”


  “I was visiting the Old One’s latrine,” she said, gesturing with her arms in a broad, circular, sweeping motion.


  “Then why did it take you so long?” he asked.


  She held her arms further out to her sides, again motioning at the great outdoors surrounding them. “Do you mean to tell me that we are going to stand here, in all of this, and discuss my bowel problems?” The other two guards, still hunkered down, laughed crudely. “I’ll tell you what, why don’t we go and wake up the Captain, and we can all discuss my difficulties.”


  “How do I know you weren’t trying to pay a visit to that friend of yours, the Prince?”


  “What? How can you?” The tone of her voice was angry, incredulous.


  “Are they sheltering him in the trees now? I don’t know where he is being kept. Nor do I care. And don’t you dare refer to him as my friend. He is an enemy of the state of Slova and is on his way back for the punishment he deserves. The Emperor, on the other hand, is my friend. So you either draw that sword of yours and strike me down, or let me pass. I have had enough trouble this night just doing my nightly. My backside is raw and bleeding, and I want to get back to my tent and out of this weather. Or,” she paused dramatically, “as I said, we can all go wake up the captain and discuss the details of my bowel habits.”


  The other guards guffawed again, relieving the moment of enough tension so that the one in front of her felt he could let her pass without feeling his authority challenged. He too laughed crudely with his comrades.


  “Pigs,” she thought.


  “I’ll be keeping an eye on you,” he said.


  “Do that,” she said, “but for now, remove it from my bottom, would you?”


  Again the guards all laughed, and she continued on her way.


  Walking at a brisk pace back to her tent, she went inside, retrieved a sturdy knife, cut a slit in the back and slipped through it. She crawled her way back into the trees behind, found the game trail up which they had minutes before walked, and maneuvered her way along it until she came once again to the tent of the Prince, where Cloud and Spirit waited. She motioned to them that she was going to cut her way into it. Each nodded.


  Barely twenty feet away, out in front of the tent, two Trolls stood guard. Using the rumble and growl of the thunder to cover up any sound of the knife, she sliced the tent’s canvas-like material and wormed her way inside. It was only thanks to the occasional flashes of lightning that she could see anything. But using them to her advantage, she found him, bound and gagged. Crawling over to him, she clamped a large hand firmly over his mouth to prevent him from crying out as she shook him awake. He awoke with a start, his eyes wide with fear. She dared not as much as a whisper, waiting instead until another lightning flash illuminated her face, which she held close to him, smiling. At the same time, she gently caressed his head with her free hand. He nodded in recognition, and she released her hold of his mouth, putting a finger to her lips in the universal sign of “Shhh.”


  She freed him from his fastenings. Thankfully these were thick ropes, not chains. He rubbed his hands together furiously to restore the circulation while she rubbed his feet. When he could move everything, he nodded. They slithered back out of the tent and crawled slowly to the trees. When another flash of lightning lit the sky, he saw the two horses standing right in front of him.


  He suppressed the almost overwhelming urge to cry out in delight at seeing his two beloved animals, rubbing each warmly on the neck. Each responded by nodding their heads up and down as if to say, “Let’s get moving. We don’t have a lot of time here.”


  Daria helped him mount up and they silently stole away.


  They pushed hard for the rest of the night. The storm, which had started out as a severe thunderstorm, now turned into a hurricane, with vicious winds that drove sheet upon sheet of blinding rain in their faces as they worked their way farther and farther away from the Troll encampment. They soon lost all sense of direction, depending entirely on that of the horses to guide them. By sunrise, they had made it about halfway to the Slova River. Daria, with her thick Troll fur, was holding up all right, but Erik was now in a state of hypothermia as he clung tenaciously to the neck of Cloud, drawing what little warmth he could from the back of his faithful horse.


  Coming up beside him, she said softly, “We must seek shelter.”


  Too cold to answer, finding his mouth would not work, he shook his head as best he could from side to side. He knew their only hope was to cross the river. Only then would they be safe from the Trolls that they both knew would be after them as soon as their absence was discovered.


  On they pushed, mile after mile, while Erik gradually slipped into a semiconscious state.


  
     
  


  They made it to the river as the sun was slipping down towards the horizon. Erik was now completely unresponsive. Daria tried several times to shake him awake with no success.


  “We have no choice,” she said aloud. She motioned for Cloud to go first. Gingerly, he walked in, being careful to not stumble. He knew that if he did, Erik would fall off and drown. Once he started swimming, Daria mounted up and followed on Spirit, who strained mightily under her weight. It was the hardest thing she had ever done. She knew if she lost her seat she would die, but they had no choice. So she gritted her teeth, hung on, and they kept going. All went well until they reached the far shore, for as Cloud struggled up towards the riverbank in the soft bottom he lost his footing and Erik slid from his back. Without hesitating, Daria vaulted from the back of Spirit into the river.


  Fortunately, she found there was enough water that she could stand. She hauled Erik roughly out and up onto the back of Cloud, where he straddled the horse’s back like a boneless cat. With nothing to bind him in place, she walked alongside of him, rearranging him to keep him from sliding off every dozen or so steps. It was frustrating, but the simple task of keeping him atop of his horse kept her mind from some of the more urgent and vexing problems before them, now that they had crossed over into Ravenwild. She was, after all, unmistakably, a Troll and would be killed instantly if they happened to run into any Ravenwild soldiers, a risk that would increase exponentially as they made their way deeper and deeper into the land of Humans, Dwarves and Elves. Added to that, she walked in the company of the heir apparent, and she knew that no amount of explaining, if he remained unconscious, would ever convince potential captors that he was her friend and she his guardian du jour. No. Anyone of right mind would conclude that he was her prisoner and, again, she would most likely die.


  But none of that mattered now. What he needed was warmth, or all of her efforts to deliver him from the clutches of Malance Venomisis would be meaningless.


  
     
  


  They continued on, she pausing every once in a while to drop to her knees and get a drink from one of the many puddles that dotted the trail on which they walked.


  Then, she smelled it. Smoke. Coming from up ahead. Smoke meant fire, and fire meant warmth, and warmth meant a chance that she could bring the Prince back from the dead, with whom he was most assuredly right now cavorting. She stopped, moved several paces off of the trail into some bramble, and eased Erik off Cloud and onto the forest floor. Hastily, she gathered some fallen pine boughs, cleared a spot, and rolled him onto them, trying to keep him as dry as possible. Then she covered him from head to toe with more pine branches, leaves, and some sticks, as best she could. She noticed he was breathing, and his respirations appeared unlabored, but they were decidedly shallow. There was not a lot of time. “Stay with him, both of you,” she ordered the horses. Each gave her quizzical looks as if to ask, “What can we possibly do to help him?” They remained behind as she worked her way out of the thicket and back onto the main trail.


  Silent as the grass grows she moved along, all of her senses directed at detecting the danger she knew might lie ahead. She came to a small creek, and a clearing beyond that. On the far side of the clearing was a small hunter’s cabin, a one-room affair. She spied nobody out and about, but the smoke rising lazily from the chimney spoke clearly to the fact that it was occupied. Ordinarily she would have waited the requisite amount of time, no matter the wait, to determine if it was safe to approach it. But time was not a luxury she had. Erik was dying and every minute counted. So she forded the shallow creek, Herculean for a Troll, and started across the clearing, bold as polished brass. Somewhat surprised that she made it to the door of the cabin undetected, she entered without announcing herself. It was empty!


  The interior was as rustic as the exterior, appointed with only a small bed for one, a cook stove, a rough-sawn table and bench seat, and the fireplace, in which the remains of a fire smoldered. It looked to have been generously stoked earlier so as to have a good supply of coals still burning for whoever tended it when they returned.


  She went back outside, retraced her steps, and gathered Erik into her arms. In a few minutes he was resting in the bed, stripped of his wet garments and covered with a quilt; she had built up a hearty fire, and gone out to look for an outside cold-cellar. They needed food and water, and if it was on the small property, she knew she would find it. It didn’t take her long, and soon she had returned with an assortment of smoked meats, a basket full of dried vegetables, some dried tea, and a large waterskin that she had filled from the nearby creek. She checked on Erik. He remained unconscious, but his skin was warm and dry.


  She offered silent thanks to the Old One, and asked that He deliver Erik back to her.
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  Leopold Malance Venomisis raised his head from the pillow in response to the healer’s supplication that he drink from the ornate mug she handed him. Not that this was an easy thing to do, because he was weak, weak as could be, and still drastically ill. His face was grotesquely swollen and flushed, his eyes, small slits. Uncutus Twit intercepted the drink, turned slightly, and dumped the poison from the vial that he had lashed to his wrist under his long sleeve. He swirled it in.


  “Uncutus,” said the emperor, the room spinning wildly, “old friend. Help me to sit up.”


  “Of course, Your Excellency. Are you feeling any better since the staff cleaned you up?”


  “A little. Yes, that’s it. I can’t be expected to drink while I’m lying down, now can I? I would almost surely make another mess.”


  He sat up, grunting with the effort, aided by Uncutus. He propped him up with several pillows, all the while holding onto the mug. Malance took it from the hand of his Minister of the Interior and positioned it on his lap. The hint of a smile flashed briefly across the features of the Minister. “I’m not sure I need this right now,” he mumbled. “What I need is a clear head. This illness has left me as weak as a lamb and my mind as befuddled as a scrambled egg.”


  “Of course, My Lord,” said Uncutus. “Shall I take it from you, then?” He reached out from the bedside towards the mug.


  “No, no,” said Malance. “Thank you. I’ll hold it for the moment whilst you and I talk about some things. May I ask you a question?”


  “Of course, My Lord.”


  “When did you first begin to think that you could outsmart me?”


  All of the color drained from the face of the Minister as he struggled to maintain his composure. “My Lord?”


  “Well, you see, I’m curious. The most interesting thing to me here is the timing of your attempt. The actual attempt itself was crude and boorish. Do you think I have never used cyanomin to eliminate problem Trolls before? Do you think that I am a novice in the way of poisonings? Poor stupid Uncutus Twit.” He called out to the guards. “Bring him in!”


  The guards brought in Furnier Gangra. He had obviously been beaten badly and was unable to stand on legs that had been hideously mangled, so they dragged him to Malance’s bedside, where they held him up to face his Emperor.


  “Furnier,” said Malance. “I must say, I have seen you looking better. You look like you could use some rest. Here, this will help.” He held out the mug he had been holding, and Furnier took it with trembling hands. He took a drink. Within seconds he was dead.


  “Poor soul,” said Malance. “It looks as though that did not agree with him at all.”


  “Why that treasonous dog … ” began Uncutus.


  Malance held up a hand and said, “Spare me. You will not be given the luxury of such a quick death. No, I will personally see to it that you beg for it over, and over, and over again.” Then, to the guards, “Take him from my sight!”


  “My Lord,” he begged in a pitiful voice.


  “When you get to the dungeons, remove his tongue. Do not let him bleed to death over it. Make sure you cauterize the wound with a hot iron. That will do.”
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  Seth Queslian, former member of the Palace Elite under Turman Pandieth, had traveled from Elsie’s place at Round Lake to King’s Port in record time. He was awaiting the arrival of Mandel Ott and Ettan Cooke, and waiting was not something he was good at. Holed up for several days, he was in a foul mood. The smallness of the shack in which he had been staying, an outbuilding of one of the farmhouses a few miles to the east of the city, and the fact that he had not eaten in a couple of days, were doing nothing to improve it. He had sharpened all of his weapons to a razor’s edge, organized, and then reorganized his gear, trying to pass the time, and now had nothing whatsoever to do. So he waited, and his mood grew darker with the passage of every minute.


  Late in the morning of his third day in hiding, the knock finally happened, and he cautiously cracked the door. Saviar Murlis, acting Emperor of the Gnome nation of Vultura, poked his head in and entered. Closing the door behind him, Seth growled, “Where have you been?”


  “Sorry about that,” he said. “It was all I could do to get here.” He plopped a sack on the table in front of them. “I brought you some food. I suspect you haven’t eaten in a while.”


  Seth reached into it and pulled out some dried meat on which he began to chew immediately. He washed it down with several pulls from one of the two bottles of wine that Saviar had brought along. “Eat,” he said, in between chews, pointing at the food on the table.


  Saviar ate with him, and for a while the only sound was that of two very hungry Gnomes taking care of the most basic need of all. “Thanks for this,” Seth grunted.


  “You’re welcome,” returned Saviar. “How do you like your accommodations?”


  Seth smiled. “Not the worst,” he said, “but the service is less than stellar.”


  Saviar returned his smile.


  “Have you word of the whereabouts of Mandel Ott and Ettan Cooke?” asked Seth.


  “I have. They’re in a similar place far to the north of the city, near Soledad. It was too risky to try and get them here. The Trolls are as thick as fleas on a dog, and the plan has changed. They’ll move tonight to the worksite, and we’ll meet them there.”


  “And Turman Pandieth?”


  “He’s in the far north, somewhere up by Queen’s Port. He’s quietly trying to convince the locals that a revolution is in order.”


  “And how goes the project?” asked Seth, taking a huge gulp from the bottle, which he passed to Saviar.


  “You won’t believe this,” said Saviar. “We’re very close to being ready to launch.”


  “That’s good news,” said Seth, plopping a large piece of cheese into his mouth. “Now, how do we expect to accomplish this with all of these Trolls about? We’ll never be able to do it right under their noses. How far south of the city did you say the construction site is?”


  “Only two miles,” said Saviar. “But to date, we’re certain they remain completely unaware of it. Praise to the ones concealing the trails leading to it. And,” he added with a smile, “to our local barkeeps for supplying the beasts with generous quantities of spirits at night.”


  Seth grunted.


  “Now,” said Saviar, “What of the Prince?”


  Seth wiped his mouth and placed the remainder of their meager food supplies back into the sack.


  “He is alive and well. When I left him not a fortnight ago he had just received some unlikely visitors.”


  “Oh?”


  “Rolan Fairman, the King himself, and a small squad.”


  Saviar’s mouth dropped open. This was a stunning development.


  “And the purpose of this visit was?”


  “He is asking for an alliance with us.”


  “Praise the Old One,” said Saviar. “Can we trust him?”


  “I believe we can. Yes. Not that we have much of a choice. The Humans, Dwarves, and Elves are teetering on the brink of extermination. They’re scattered to the four winds and living off the land, being hunted down and slaughtered by the Trolls every day. And we’re not much better off. I estimate that fully a third of our Gnomes are doing the same thing. Look at this very farm.” He gestured to the outside, shaking his head. “The owners fled years ago.


  “What Ravenwild brings to the table is an army that is intact. Our spies tell me that they number upwards of forty thousand. Perhaps fifty. And their commanders have all managed to survive to date. They’re a force to be reckoned with, and the Trolls have not bothered to take them on. They’ve been too busy trying to get our country organized and back into production to supply them with our raw materials. Had I a vote, I would say that it’s our best option, but that, of course, is a decision for the Emperor.”


  “And you don’t know how he has decided?”


  “I do not.”


  Saviar stroked his chin, deep in thought. “I must go to Round Lake,” he said. “Now.”


  “Risky,” said Seth, “what with all the Trolls about.”


  “No doubt,” said Saviar, “But doable if we travel with only a small squad and stay off the main trails. It looks like they haven’t discovered the Old Road. If they have, they don’t patrol it.”


  “What about the launch?” asked Seth. “Isn’t that the reason I’m here?”


  “It is,” said Saviar. “But we agree that we’ll never be able to carry it off with the Trolls so many and so close. If we could convince Rolan to stage a major offensive to the north of the city to create a diversion, the launch might work. We leave tonight. We’ll go straight to Soledad and pick up Mandel Ott and Ettan Cooke. We’ll send runners after Turman. We need to meet with the Emperor and, hopefully, the King of our new ally.”


  He clasped Seth by the arm. “I’ll be back at sundown. Stay put. Eat the rest of the food. I’ll bring more.”


  “I’ll go with you,” said Seth.


  “No,” said Saviar. “Not during daylight, too dangerous. You wait here.”


  He opened the door and peered all around, then slid out, closing it softly behind him.


  “Waiting,” said Seth. “I hate waiting.”


   



   



  


   Chapter 23


  
     
  


  “That’s enough,” screamed the sergeant, “You’re killing him. Not that I care, but it means one less of you little fellows to do the women’s work. Have at him with a pail of water, now. What’s his name?”


  “Gall, Sir,” replied Bramwith.


  He rubbed his whipping arm. It was sore from having delivered whippings to at least nine Gnomes already, and it was only around 11:00 in the morning. But he never complained. Sometimes, when he got tired of it, he thought of how Andar and Isandora had had him clapped in irons to be hauled away. That always made him angry enough to really have at the poor soul that was with him on the wrong end of the whip.


  Like he had been some sort of murderer, when all he had done was have a little fun with, what was her name again? Oh yes, Jubra. Well, now little Jubra would have to live the orphan’s life they had planned for him, wouldn’t she?


  As a result of his twisted view of things, the whippings he gave Ubri were always his favorites of the day. He loved every lash, every cry of pain. And he especially loved it when the blood showed through Ubri’s shirt once he had put it back on. That made his day.


  “Gall,” the Troll called out, as he jabbed Ubri roughly in the side with his enormous foot. “Get up. You are due in the kitchen. Do we need to encourage you again?” He smiled a wicked smile.


  Bram’s eyes lit up as he heard mention of yet another chance to whip Ubri. His whipping arm ached something fierce from the lashings he had already handed out this morning, but he would gladly have at it yet again on the back of Ubri. No amount of pain would keep him from that. Stupid Jubra. Stupid, stupid Jubra. He wished she had drowned that day with the water.


  Ubri removed his thumb from his mouth and attempted to kneel, groaning loudly with the effort. From there he attempted to stand, but was racked with waves of pain and collapsed back onto his face. His thumb found its way back into his mouth and, again, he lay quietly whimpering.


  Bram approached his cell and said softly, “He won’t say it again, Ubri. Come on now, get up.”


  Ubri got to his knees and somehow managed to stand, leaning on the bars of the cell for support, then walked out, struggling to stay upright with every step. The sergeant slammed the door behind him and gave him a hard kick in the thigh, hollering, “Move it!”


  Ubri walked ahead to his kitchen chores in the same trance in which he had lived since witnessing his mother’s brutal murder. He wallowed clumsily about, mired in the snare of an endless depression. In a way, he would welcome the embrace of death. It mostly seemed the only thing that would take away the pain with which he slogged along every waking second of his life. At least in the kitchen he could function.
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  A captain presented himself to the commander’s tent that day. He declined an escort and went straight to the cells. An entire life spent in the military had taught him that the type of Gnomes he was looking for, he would find there. Gnomes in cells oftentimes landed themselves there because of fighting, and that was what he sought. Fighting Gnomes. He also needed a tracker, a stalker, a marksman, a discipline officer, and a cook.


  “Sergeant,” he said softly to his subordinate, “a word.”


  They went outside, and he told him of his needs. They returned to the cells. Discussions were held, a list was drawn up, and the following day the newly formed squad was headed north towards Emperor’s Glenn with full packs and weaponry for battle. Gall had heard that they were going to the northern reaches of Ravenwild on a scouting mission to locate significant population densities of Humans, Elves, and Dwarves, which they then would report via runners to the Command for elimination. He had the luxury of being in charge of the only wagon, which carried the stove and kitchen gear. So by midday he relieved his pained back, which had suffered well over a hundred lashes in the last several weeks, by removing his pack and securing it to the wagon. Nobody noticed. He was alone, the rest all far away from him on strict military maneuvers. They were training hard for this very challenging assignment. His only company was the rattle and clatter of the pots and pans. For days they trudged along. Days turned into weeks. The countryside turned mountainous, and Ubri and the oxen labored furiously at times with the heavy wagon. At one particularly difficult impasse he impressed the captain by having the wherewithal to completely unload it before getting it over the obstruction, preventing the breakage of an axle or the unseating of a wheel.


  His back finally healed up, aided mostly by being spared carrying the huge pack, but his soul languished.


  
     
  


  He was a dead Gnome walking.


  
     
  


  By now they were camped in the northeastern mountains of Ravenwild to the southwest of Mos Summit where, thanks to their diligent reporting, a large gathering of their enemies would soon fall to the Troll main forces. They had spotted several pockets of Human/Dwarf/Elf populations and were awaiting two things: further orders and the coming of winter. At some point along the trek, Ubri had wondered at the wisdom of setting out when they had, in late summer, knowing that no sooner would they get to where they were going than they would have to turn around and return to the warmer climate of Vultura, or freeze to death in the mountains of Ravenwild. But he had reasoned that this was always meant to be a one-way trip. Gnomes were, after all, entirely expendable.


  Anyway, he didn’t care a bit.


  “Have you heard?” Bramwith called into Ubri’s tent.


  “Heard?” Ubri returned. “Gall hears nothing. Gall cooks. Nothing else. Don’t talk to Gall. Leave Gall alone.” He started to whimper so Bram left him be, returning to his tent. He set his whip on the peg and patted it, fiddling with it until it was positioned just so. As discipline officer, he wanted everyone to see his mark on display.


  He went inside and lay down. He had not given a whipping for weeks now and was itching for the order. Sometimes the anger he felt rose up in him like a giant wave, and he found himself beating the ground in a fury. “Stupid, stupid girl,” he would snarl. “Maybe the captain will want me to whip the Humans,” he thought. His lips curled into a nasty smile. He could hardly wait.


  “Gall,” called the captain. “The fellows are bringing in a nice buck. Give them a hand with the butchering, would you? That’s it boy. Look lively, then.”


  Gall rousted himself from his tent, stretching in the mid-morning sunshine. He went back inside and came out with his butchering knives and the bone saw. While he waited, he muttered to himself. “Gall will do a good job for the captain. Good Captain Pilrick. Captain Pilrick is nice to Gall.”
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  Forrester Ragamund was underneath one of the outbuildings on Cirrhus’s property. He was studying the tell-all. His normally unreadable face now wore a look of exasperation. No matter what he did, he could not get it to work. This was odd because he had already gotten it to work once, but it was like it had gone dead on him.


  Like a coin, he flipped it front to back. He thought about when he had found it, when he and Orie had arrived to find that Cirrhus had already slipped into a coma from which she never awoke. He had already known of it and had actually seen her use it several times. But they had never gotten around to educating him in its use, and by the time he and Orie had gotten there, her unconscious state had prevented any discussion of how to tap the enormous power that he knew was contained in this tiny talisman.


  He concentrated on what he could remember of how he had used it the night before, when he had transported himself via the spelled portal to the castle in Ghasten for his brief encounter with Leopold Malance Venomisis. It had been so simple. First, an image of Cirrhus had appeared to him, smiling. As he sat there, the remembrance of her smiling face nearly broke his heart, he was so grief-stricken at her passing. He remembered he had been sitting in her bedroom, staring at it. Suddenly, an image of the outbuilding under which he now sat had materialized. He had gone directly there, and under it he had found the enchanted portal. He had known instantly what to do. He had concentrated on the castle in Ghasten, forming in his mind a clear image of the very bedchamber of the Emperor to which he had been led many years ago when he had been sentenced to a life of servitude in the cesspits under the castle. This same image had formed in the stone once he had spoken the right words, and he had instinctively known that this meant the go-ahead to step into the portal. He had not given a second thought as to how he would transport himself back when his short-lived meeting with Malance Venomisis was concluded. Yet all he had had to do was speak the words, and he had found himself immediately back in the portal.


  Now, however, nothing seemed to be happening. He knew that the stone was vital to so many things. He knew he was running out of time. First, there was the issue of rescuing Jacqueline. He could only imagine her terror at being trapped all alone in the Agden Woods, at the mercy of the Wolves, if she was still alive. He needed to find Ryan and Gracie as well, and soon, and finally, he needed to reunite them all with their parents whose plight remained ill-defined. And the key to all of this was unlocking the mystery of the stone. So much to do, and so little time in which to do it.


  “Come on, come on,” he pleaded with the stone as if it were a living, intelligent being. He continued to turn it over and over in his large hands. “Help me. Please.” He knew he had to speak words, but what words? Whereas the last time the words had come to him, right now he had no idea what to say.


  He nearly jumped out of his skin when Orie asked, “Help you what?”


  “Oh,” he managed. “It’s you. Thank the Old One. I thought for a moment that our ‘friends’ had somehow managed to enter our sacred place, and we were doomed. Come, sit down.” He placed the rock on the small table between them.


  Orie moved over to a spare chair and sat with his hands folded in front of him. He looked around the room and whistled softly. “Wow,” he said. “It looks like this place was chiseled out of solid rock.”


  “Well,” said Forrester, “I’m sure it was. Looks like the work of the Dwarves. They do the best stonework, although I’m sure they had some help from the Elves. See how the rock is melted in many places. That’s the work of the Elves.”


  He glanced towards the portal that at the moment was a dazzling display of shifting, swirling lights, in an ever-changing mosaic of chiffon-like, kaleidoscope-like effects.


  Orie’s gaze followed his, and he noticed the stonework around the entrance to the enchanted gateway. Encircling it were beautiful, polished carvings that gleamed in the flashes and swirls of light that emanated from the portal, along with intermittent faint pops, buzzes, and clicks.


  Orie nodded at the portal. “What’s that?”


  “That,” said Forrester, “is a way to get wherever we want to go. It is the reason we journeyed here. It’s called a portal. It too is charmed.”


  “Kind of like an intraplanetary subway,” said Orie. “Cool.”


  He nodded at the tell-all. “By ‘too’,” he continued, “I take it you are referring to this?”


  “I am,” he said. “If you think of the portal as an enchanted tunnel, then this, this tell-all, is the key to it. Cirrhus always called it her ‘looking-stone’.”


  “Hmmm,” said Orie. “And now you can’t get it to work.”


  “Correct.”


  “But you have used it before.”


  “Correct again.”


  “More than once, yes?”


  “Yes, but only once on my own. Last night while you were asleep.”


  Orie now knew without asking that this was the way his great friend was


  able to instantaneously disappear and reappear.


  “Then what’s the holdup? Whatever you did before, you do again. What did you do last night? Don’t we want to get to the Agden Woods? Isn’t that our first stop?”


  “It is,” said Forrester. “There’s no question about that, but we’re going to need some help with getting there, not to mention getting back, and I was hoping we could get it from the stone.”


  “Well, what’s the problem with the stone? I take it that it has some kind of magic to it? You said it’s spelled.”


  “Correct.”


  “Well how do you call up the magic?” he asked. “There has to be a way. You’ve done it a zillion times before.”


  “As I said, I have only used it once before on my own. Cirrhus had always helped me before that.”


  “Well you must be leaving something out,” said Orie. “If it worked once, and you do exactly the same thing a second time, it should work again. It has too.”


  Forrester scratched his head in thought. “One would think … ” he mused.


  “My dad always says, ‘Focus on the solution, not on the problem,’” said Orie. “He got the expression from some guy named Goodkind. I think his first name is Terry. He writes about problem solving, and other stuff. My dad says he’s the best writer he’s ever read, and my dad reads a lot.


  “Dad says people tend to spend too much time defining the problem. They get lost. He says you should spend just enough time defining the problem, in clear enough terms, until the solution becomes self-evident. Then, you simply focus on the solution.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Meaning, I say we do whatever it is that you did yesterday to get the stone to work, and see if we can get it to work again.”


  “All right,” said Forrester.


  He sat and cleared his mind. He held the stone up in front of him as he had done before and looked for any signs of life coming from within. There were none. He tried again, even harder. Nothing. Orie watched him, a look of calm on his face.


  Forrester set the stone down in front of them, looking dejected.


  “Question,” said Orie.


  “Go ahead,” sighed Forrester.


  “Where were you when you first used the stone?”


  “I was here.”


  “Here, here?” asked Orie.


  “You mean here in this room?”


  “Yes.”


  “Yes. As I said, I first used it here last night.”


  “So you had been in this room before?” Orie asked.


  “No.”


  “Then how did you know about this place?” he asked. “You know, that the portal thing was here and all?”


  “The stone told me.”


  Forrester’s face lit up. “Come on,” he cried, jumping to his feet. “Follow me.”


  They ran back to the farmhouse and up the stairs to Cirrhus’s room. Forrester sat down on her tiny bed, which groaned in protest. He held the stone up in front of him. Right away the face of Cirrhus filled it, wearing the same smile.


  “That’s it!” he yelped. “You were right.”


  “Focus on the solution, not on the problem.”


  [image: tmp_3cce414d764754a6309f589e23879a8b_FXklL4_html_m48b1a100.jpg]


  
     
  


  Ryan and Gracie said their final goodbyes to the family that had sheltered them while Ryan recovered enough to travel. They had decided that they would head northwest to try and join up with Mr. and Mrs. Strong.


  Grace had made good use of the time, learning as much as she could from Matthew about self-reliance in the woods. She could now make a snare to catch small game and start a smokeless fire over which to cook it, using a flint-and-steel and a rare wood called Burnfast. She knew how to whittle a homemade fishhook and how to identify the tree that would provide them with the fine strings for braiding lines and, if braided further, ropes. And she knew how to find and dig from the soil several different kinds of edible roots, tubers, and the like which, when cooked, were tasty, nourishing travel fare. It had been a crash course to be sure, but she now felt much more confident than she had when they had first arrived on this backwards planet that they might be able to survive on their own in the wilderness. She had developed some fighting skills, and was now fairly competent with a bow and arrow.


  So they waved goodbye, calling out their last thanks, and were on their way. It all went smoothly enough for the first few miles. Then the horses began to rebel. Subtle at first, their reticence to continue on their present course first manifested itself by Fury doing little sidesteps and rearing up. The other two began to do the same, and despite the repeated “whoa boys” and “easy nows” spoken by both Gracie and Ryan in their attempts to control their mounts, and hold their seats, the horses not only persisted in declaring their obvious reluctance to keep going the way they were going, they rebelled more. The defining moment came when the trail split. One fork continued on in the same direction that Gracie and Ryan had decided they wanted to go, to the northwest. The other branched off hard to the right, doubling back on itself, in roughly the same direction as they had come. Fury took the lead. He broke into a quick gallop for a few steps, causing Ryan to nearly fall off. Then he came to an abrupt halt. Thunder and Lightning followed, and they found themselves pointed southeast, and no amount of coaxing or prodding could persuade the horses to turn about. Gracie dismounted and slapped Lightning hard on the neck. He looked at her with an expression that said, “Now what did you want to go and do that for?”


  “What do you think?” asked Ryan.


  “I think they know something we don’t,” said Gracie.


  “Like what?”


  “Impossible to say. But they’re telling us the way we should go. I think we should listen to them. The last time we did, it saved a lot of lives.”


  Ryan dismounted and got out the maps. The dots of Mr. and Mrs. Strong were slightly to the west of where they had been a couple of hours before, indicating that they were on the move again. That of Stephanie was in the same place, and Jacqueline’s was a little closer to the border between the Agden Woods and the southernmost border of Ravenwild. Those of Orie and Forrester were still missing.


  “I don’t get it,” said Ryan. “This way does nothing for us that I can see. It takes us farther away from everyone except Jacqueline, and we’ll never get to her in less than three weeks, maybe a month. And Forrester said that we couldn’t go in those woods anyway. He said they’re spelled, remember? We need to head northwest. Come on, Gracie. You know horses. Make them turn.”


  Gracie stared at Lightning and said, “Come on, now. We need to get to Mr. and Mrs. Strong. They may need us to rescue them. Come on, now.”


  She took the reins, passed them over his head, and pulled hard on them. He dug in just as hard, leaning back. Were their situation not so serious, Ryan would have laughed out loud at the sight.


  “It ain’t gonna happen,” said Gracie. “They know something. I’m telling you.”


  “All right then,” said Ryan. “We go south.”


  They rode for the rest of the day, stopping in time for the two of them to catch several fat trout, which they roasted over some of the Burnfast that had been graciously donated to their cause. The evening air was chilly, causing Ryan to remark, “We need to think about bagging a couple of deer; one at least. We’re going to need some warmer clothes with winter coming.”


  “Hmmm,” said Gracie. The thought of killing a deer was not something she relished, but if it meant the difference between saving and losing fingers or toes to frostbite, it was something she was prepared to do.


  The next morning when they woke up, Ryan began to get a fire going. Gracie went to check on the horses. Thunder and Lightning were gone!


  Their tracks indicated that they had moved off on the same trail towards the south. “Maybe we’ll catch up to them,” said Ryan, trying to sound hopeful.


  Gracie nodded, thinking, “I don’t think so. They’re up to something.”


  They rode double on Fury. The trail made by the two horses was easy to spot for their entire journey south along the eastern border of Ravenwild, leading them on four days of hard riding in the hilly terrain. By now they each wore mittens, leggings, and a cloak made of fresh deerskin thanks to the bow skills of Ryan, the newly acquired skinning and fleshing talents of Gracie, and the patience of both to render the pelts usable by firelight at day’s end. One stitched while the other prepared the evening meal. What they lacked in talents as individuals they more than made up for in teamwork. They now also had a week’s worth of dried, smoked meat, and ground tubers. So, without having to stop and hunt, and fish, and trap every day, they made steady progress.


  
     
  


  The trail they were following ended up leading directly to the eastern bank of the Slova River. Each had more or less known that this would be the case from their study of the maps, which also indicated that it continued on the same side of the river. This would allow them to stay in Ravenwild. Neither had any intention of venturing into Slova again. Once had been enough.


  They studied the tracks left by Thunder and Lightning. They led straight to the river’s edge, disappearing into it.


  “What do we do now?” Ryan asked.


  “Well,” she said, looking skyward, “we have a few hours of daylight left. We need to check up and down-river to see if the horses came out on this side. They’re very smart. They might have wanted to make it look like they had crossed, you know, if they thought that maybe somebody besides us was following them. I fish. You track.”


  “Are you sure we should split up?”


  She laughed. “RyeRye, I haven’t been sure about anything since we got here. Except that I don’t want to be here. But go. I’ll be okay. You’ll be on foot, and I’ll have Fury. I’ll yell if there’s trouble. I’m sick of deer meat. Go.”


  Ryan set off, going downriver. It made more sense to him to try that way first. The maps indicated that the land upriver was basically a vast tract of nothingness, whereas at least to the south there was a town. Named Salem, even.


  As the sun was giving its final salute to the day with the dazzling colors of sunset, Ryan returned to their campsite. He could smell the fish cooking from about forty yards out and was ravenous when he finally arrived.


  “Good news,” he said. “I found their tracks about a mile downstream. They came out in a place on our side, obviously, and they definitely continued south, the same direction we’re going. Looks like they stayed way off the trail we’re on. I worked my way back out to it, and their tracks don’t reappear on it again. At least as far as I followed it.” He worked a piece of hot trout off of its hanging stick and blew on it, then popped it into his mouth.


  “Would you please pass the salt?” he asked with a smile.


  Gracie passed him the bag of salt that had been generously donated by Sarah.


  “Don’t use a lot,” she said, “We need it to salt pelts.


  “I knew they were up to something,” she continued. “Now we know they were trying to make it look like they crossed the river. That can only mean one thing: they expect us to be followed.”


  “Or they already know that we are,” he said, working on his second piece of fish.


  “Well,” he said, “in the morning it seems to me like we should do the same thing they did. To make whoever might be following us think that we crossed over too.”


  “It’s going to be a cold swim in the morning,” she said.


  After they had finished eating, while Ryan tidied the camp, Gracie brushed out Fury and checked his hooves. “Let us know if you see or hear anything strange,” she said.


  He looked her in the eye and seemed to nod slightly.


  She kissed him on the nose and said, “Thanks.”


  
     
  


  In the morning, as they floated in the freezing cold water of the Slova River, hanging on tight to Fury, each fought hard to not hold their breath. Thankfully, with the river’s swift current, it took but a few minutes to get to the spot where Ryan remembered having found the tracks of Lightning and Thunder. It was none too soon. Each shivered violently on the riverbank. Ryan got a small fire going while Gracie rubbed Fury down. In about an hour they put on their now nearly dry outer garments and crawled their way back to the main trail, Ryan being careful to cover their tracks behind them.


  They hiked the rest of the afternoon and stopped to make camp for the night.


  “I don’t think we should make a fire tonight,” said Ryan.


  “Oh no,” said Gracie. “Not cold deer meat again.”


  “Sorry about that,” said Ryan, with a small smile.


  “I also think we should camp way off the trail,” he said. “We should be getting close to Salem tomorrow, and the closer we get, the higher the odds that we might run into trouble.”


  So they left the main trail and worked themselves into a dense thicket about a quarter mile from the trail’s edge.


  “You sleep,” Ryan said, as the darkness descended. “I’ll take first watch. I’ll wake you up.”


  Gracie offered no argument and was asleep in seconds.


  It was shortly after midnight when Ryan heard it, the distinct popping of a small branch. He remembered something Orie had whispered to him back home when they had heard the same sound while they shared a deer stand. “That’s either a deer, a big dog, or a man.”


  “Or a Gnome, or a Troll, or a horse,” he thought. He listened intently, but heard nothing else untoward.


  He woke Gracie in about an hour and told her about the noise. Her watch remained uneventful, however, and when they returned to the trail in the morning, they saw the Gnome footprints that spoke clearly to the cause. They counted at least a dozen sets.


  “What are they doing headed north?” he asked softly. “Won’t they freeze to death? I thought for sure that Forrester said we wouldn’t be seeing any more Gnomes by now because they all had to get back to Vultura before winter came.”


  Gracie shrugged. She didn’t care as long as they were gone and no longer a threat. What she did care about was getting to wherever it was that they were meant to go. But what vexed her most was that they still had no idea where that was, or why they were going there in the first place. They had, after all, only come this way because it was the only way that the horses would allow, and now two of them were gone. It was all very confusing.


  “Hey,” said Ryan. “Are you good?”


  “I suppose,” said Gracie. “Not really. I just want to go home. But we can’t. Sometimes I feel like we’ll never get home. We go from this to that, to this to that, and from this to that, and we’re always running for our lives, and now we have, like, no idea why we’re going wherever it is that we’re going, or for that matter, where that is. I’m sick of being dirty all of the time, and eating cold, half-raw, deer meat, and basically being afraid all the time. I want to wake up from this awful nightmare.”


  “I sure hear that,” said Ryan softly. He gave her a heartfelt hug. “But right about now, I think the only thing we have, other than our wits, is faith, faith that somehow, some way, I can’t explain it, but, you know, like we’re doing what we’re supposed to do. From the look of the maps, we should be coming up on the town of Salem tonight. Salem, Gracie. That’s the Strong family’s hometown where we come from. I have to believe that there’s some sort of significance to that. You know, like we’re somehow, maybe, supposed to end up there. I don’t know … ” he finished, his voice trailing off.


  She took comfort in his arms for a minute, then pushed him gently away. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ll try and be strong.”


  “Gracie,” he said, “you already are strong. Stronger than I have been, that’s for sure. I would have died if it wasn’t for you. We have to keep going. One foot in front of the other, and ‘Keep our faces to the sunshine,’ like Mrs. Strong always says. We’ll get through this and go home someday. I promise.”


  That said, they broke camp.


  “Today will be dangerous,” said Ryan. “We already know there are Gnomes about, though they should be long gone. So I think what we should do is, I’ll scout ahead to be sure the trail is clear, and you stay back with Fury. If you see danger from behind, ride hard forward and pick me up. Even doubled-up, we can outrun those little Gnomes. If I see danger ahead, I’ll come back to get you, and we’ll ditch this trip, retrace our steps, and go after Mr. and Mrs. Strong.”


  Gracie nodded. “Sounds good to me,” she said, trying to make a smile which wouldn’t come.


  Ryan reached into the bag of smoked meat. “How about a nice doughnut?” he asked, holding up a piece. She laughed a very small laugh, accepted it, and began to chew slowly.


  “All right then,” he said, “Keep a sharp eye out, and remember, you’ll hear them before you see them.”


  “Check,” she said, gloom written all over her face.
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  The explosion thundered from the base of the cliff in the mountains to the southeast of Mos Summit. It echoed around and around for several seconds while a massive chunk of the cliff face collapsed in a pile of rock and dust.


  When the echoes had stopped, Doreen, Jared, and Diana stood up. “Wow,” said Doreen, “I’m impressed.”


  Miles away, camped out on the northern reach of the Great Slovan Plains, Trolls lifted their heads and wondered about the storm causing the thunder. None of them paid it any serious mind. Violent mountain storms were normal for this time of year as fall faded away to winter.


  Jared smiled and wrapped Diana in a big hug.


  “Ha ha!” he yelped. “We did it, we did it … we did it,” clenching his fist and giving his hand a few hard shakes up and down.


  “We did,” said Diana. “Thanks to this one,” she added, nodding towards Doreen.


  “Tell me, Doreen,” said Jared. “How did you ever remember the ingredient that I was lacking to make the blasting powder? You learned it from somewhere. Does it help at all to remember where it is you came from? You know, to remember your former life?”


  Doreen shrugged. “No.”


  Diana approached her and put her arm around her shoulders. “I know it must be very hard on you to not remember who you are or where you come from. But try, Doreen. Try hard. It would be best if you could remember. Best for you.”


  Doreen snapped at her. “Don’t you think I would give anything to remember?”


  She threw off Diana’s arm and walked away, shaking her head in disgust. Diana approached Jared, who said quietly, “Let her go for now. She’s obviously scared out of her wits that she might never remember. I can’t begin to imagine how scared she is.”


  There was a brief silence.


  “But what about the prophecy, then? We have to tell her soon.”


  “This afternoon,” said Jared. “We’ll let her be for now and tell her this afternoon.”
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  Unlike unwelcome visitors, Saviar Murlis and company arrived at Elsie’s spelled domicile by walking straight in without incident. She had been expecting them, of course, having monitored their journey from the beginning with the same kind of looking-stone that had been used by her sister, Cirrhus, for her entire life, and had prepared a splendid meal, right down to the desserts, at which the three children stared when they spied them on a stand beside her highly polished table. “Not yet,” she said with a smile. “First you need to get some real food into you, and then you can eat as much of that,” nodding to the desserts, “as you wish.”


  All together there were nine of them in the small cabin with Elsie: Saviar Murlis, Acting Emperor of Vultura, and his wife, Kerlix, Miano, their sixteen year old boy, Fabindora, their fifteen year old girl, Jori, their twelve year old boy, Turman Pandieth, Seth Queslian, Ettan Cooke, and Mandel Ott. It had been a harrowing trip, with several close encounters with the Trolls, but they had all arrived intact, if starving and exhausted.


  “Now the very first thing I want you to know,” she said to the children, “is that you are safe here. Safe, safe, safe. This is a special place. It is a secret place, of which nobody knows but us. So tonight, when you go to bed, you must remember that nobody can hurt you here. Do you understand?”


  All nodded.


  “Good,” she said. “Now let us eat.”


  She folded her hands and offered thanks to the Old One for the blessings bestowed upon them on this day. In addition, she asked that he take her sister into his loving embrace. A tear slid down her cheeks as she finished.


  “Your sister has passed on?” Kerlix asked.


  Elsie nodded, “Yes.”


  “I am so sorry,” said Kerlix. “Was it unexpected?”


  Again Elsie merely nodded, temporarily in the grip of grief and unable to speak.


  All expressed sincere condolences, and Elsie bounced back, saying, “Let’s get on with our meal, now.”


  The fine plates glistened as they were filled with roast, potatoes, wild rice, beans, muffins, and gravy, complete with all of the trimmings of a holiday feast. The only sounds were the clatter of silverware striking glass and the satisfied groans that came from the all-too hungry Gnomes, especially the children. In fact, their dramatics as to the goodness of the food caused Elsie first to smile, and then to laugh out loud. “I’m glad you like it,” she said. “Thank you. You have warmed my heart.”


  “And you have warmed our bellies, great lady,” said Turman Pandieth. “For this we are thankful.” He raised his glass of cider in salute and eight others raised theirs with his.


  
     
  


  At the end of the meal, after the children had somehow managed to save enough room to devour most of the cake and a good portion of the cookies, Elsie asked quietly that they be put to bed. “Only happy bedtime stories,” she said. “Of pumpkin pie and the cobblers that make our shoes and such.”


  It didn’t take them long to settle down, and soon they were sound asleep.


  Elsie set the table with cups all around and a large pot of tea. There was not a lot of conversation as the group awaited the commencement of what all believed would be the most important meeting ever held on their world. Heads turned as one at the soft knock on the door. Elsie set the teapot down and crossed the small room. Opening it, she offered a warm greeting to the party outside and beckoned them in.


  The first to enter were the King and Queen of Ravenwild, Rolan and Isabella Fairman. This night, there was nothing regal-looking about them. Dressed in plain country attire, they might as well have been simple peasants. Norma Webb and Singular Night followed them. Lastly, Borok entered. Duane and Wayne, the two palace guardsmen, remained outside with a small squad that had traveled to Round Lake from Ravenwild with the Queen. Never one to be caught with his defenses down, Rolan had instructed them to keep an eye on things and to report any suspicious activity or occurrences right away.


  There was a lot of tension in the air in the midst of this unlikely meeting of the parties involved. Elsie sensed this and took over as moderator.


  “First things first,” she began. “Welcome, Good King and Queen, I hope your accommodations were acceptable?”


  “Yes, thank you. This is an amazing place. We were most comfortable,” said Isabella. Rolan nodded in agreement, adding, “Yes. Thank you very much, more than acceptable. Much more. Thank you.” His delivery was halting, anxious.


  “Good,” said Elsie with a large smile. “I am honored to have you here in my home.”


  She turned to the Gnome contingent, all of whom had taken seats together. She went around the room and spoke the names of all of the parties present, giving a brief introduction of each. She asked that each of them shake the hand of each of the others. That done, she poured each a mug of tea, saying, “This is a very special tea, grown here from plants that I got from my sister, the Old One take her soul. They originally came from the Elves, although nobody is sure from where. Geographically, that is.


  “All right. The first order of business we have before us, it seems to me, is the proclamation of a new Emperor for the nation of Vultura. For this, I give you the Acting Emperor of Vultura, Saviar Murlis. Emperor Murlis?”


  Saviar stood. “Thank you, Elsie. First of all, let me express my deepest gratitude for your having us all in your home. I’m reassured that we all fit.”


  There were brief chuckles all around.


  “You are most welcome,” returned Elsie. “The honor is mine.”


  “I have been privileged to serve our Gnome nation as the Acting Emperor for the years since the passing of perhaps the two greatest Gnomes in the history of our land: Hanz Oratorius Night and his wife, Mexyl Wyn Night. And though many years have gone by since their passing, the pain is an ache in my heart that will never go entirely away. They were the best our race will ever have to offer.


  “Here’s the way I see it, and everyone in this room knows that I have had years to ponder it.” He paused to gather himself. “Foundering about in sadness will do nothing to avenge their deaths. For while it is true that the honorable Mexyl Wyn died during childbirth, which we can never lay at the feet of the Trolls, Hanz Oratorius Night was brutally murdered while his son, whom we have here tonight, was being spirited away by Norma Webb, whom we also have here tonight, and I would like her courageous act acknowledged before we go any further in these proceedings. Were it not for her bravery in the face of certain death were she captured, this Gnome too would have perished at the hands of the Trolls.”


  He put his hands together in applause. Norma Webb blushed, her gray Gnome skin darkening at his praise. All stood and joined in the applause. Singular Night and Norma Webb exchanged a meaningful glance, their eyes lighting up. “Furthermore, she was ably assisted by Turman Pandieth, Seth Queslian, Mandel Ott, and Ettan Cooke, whom we also have here tonight, and who also put their lives on the line in this noble pursuit.” All remained standing and the applause continued.


  “This was, on the one hand, the greatest of tragedies, and at the same time, the greatest of days. For with the assumption of the title of Emperor of the Gnome nation, Singular Night represents the hope that one day we will chase these abhorrent brute Trolls from our homeland and live again as a free nation. So said, I hereby relinquish the throne and the floor to Singular Barb’rus Night, forever and always from this day forward: Emperor of Vultura. Your Excellency?”


  Saviar Murlis took his seat and Singular Night stood, moving to stand in front of the fireplace so that he could look without turning at all who occupied the room. “Thank you Saviar,” he said. “And thank you to Norma, Turman, Seth, Mandel, and Ettan. I shall forever be grateful to you for saving my life. And I too welcome our guests: The King and Queen of Ravenwild, Rolan and Isabella Fairman, as well as Borok Dodson, Minister of Planning.


  “Let me say first of all that the title of Emperor means nothing to me, for it is exactly that, a title, something entirely inconsequential in a nation dissolved. But if it means a chance, however slim, that I can parlay it into a plan to unite our people, who now exist as nothing more than slaves to this occupying force, and restore our nation to a free state, then I gladly accept it. But, truth be told, I do not seek to avenge my father’s death. I seek only to live as a free Gnome. And for all who live in Vultura to live as free Gnomes.” He paused.


  “We will never on our own be able to successfully prosecute a war against the Trolls. Their size and strength advantages, coupled with their overwhelming numbers, would doom any effort against them before it started. What we need is an alliance with Ravenwild. United with the Humans, Dwarves, and Elves of our eastern neighbor there is hope, however slim, that we might prevail. It is my sincere wish that this is why we are honored here tonight by the presence of their good King and Queen: Rolan and Isabella Fairman. King, Queen, what say you?”


  Rolan stood and made his way to the spot in front of the fireplace from which Singular had spoken.


  “First of all, thank you Elsie for allowing us all to grace your home.” He nodded towards her and applauded. All joined him. Elsie nodded solemnly.


  “There is no question that, do we not form an alliance, we are doomed. As we speak, our citizens have all fled their homes and are living in the wilds, being hunted down and slaughtered daily by the Trolls. This brings us to the question of what we each have to offer in a unified effort.


  “But before we go there,” he paused and took the time to gaze slowly around the room, making sure he looked deep into the eyes of every one of them, “we need to speak to the issue of trust. The way I see it, if we do not, each of us, trust entirely in the other, there is no chance that we will triumph.


  “Never before has my nation had an alliance with Vultura. Rather, we have existed as nations who happen to live one beside the other and warred for centuries over petty border issues. The question is, can we put all of these things behind us? Can you, Emperor Night, convince your fellow Gnomes to let the past go and throw in with us? We both know that if they do not, they will live in perpetuity as slaves. But they will live. Fight with us, and many will die. So in order to put their lives on the line, they first have to trust that, the Old One willing, when we prevail, and the scourge of the Troll occupation is ended in both our lands, the sovereignty of our nations will be restored, and neither will seek to dominate the other.”


  Elsie, having always known it would come down to this, raised her mug of tea and said, “To trust. A trust that we vow tonight will last forever between our nations.”


  All raised their mugs. Eye contact was made throughout the small cabin.


  An alliance was formed that night.
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  She sat quietly, pondering his words. It was far too rare an occurrence for her to be able to sit and converse with Inam'Ra’s oldest living creature, for while Elsie had been around for centuries, Iqbal had been around for countless millenniums.


  Now, he lived in a trench of warm water and dined on the smaller creatures that lived in that trench. Or not, depending on his particular craving on any given day. He had so long ago mastered the art of conjuring that he could conjure pretty much anything he wanted on a whim. It was second nature to him.


  And his entire purpose, for as long as Elsie had lived by Round Lake, was to live in her trench and protect the only unspelled pathway that led to her home.


  For shrouded in layer after layer of complicated spells everywhere else on the property, no Human, Dwarf, Elf, Gnome, Troll, Agden Wolf, pet cat, horse, butterfly, or other intelligent creature could perceive that her home was there, except by wading through it, because this was the only part of her homestead not protected by magic.


  This was the gateway, the only way in from the real world. The one location where a Human, Dwarf, Elf, Gnome, Troll, Agden Wolf, pet cat, horse, or butterfly could walk right in unannounced, as long as they managed to traverse the final rivulet in the swamp. And got by him, of course.


  
     
  


  “Are you sure I have to do this?” she asked. “You’re certain? It’s a formidable assignment, and I find myself dulled by the enormity of having to wonder whether this alliance will ever be truly struck, in practice.


  “I know it has been formed tonight in theory, based upon oaths taken, on principles of trust and honor and the like, but the Perpst Clan and the Ravenwild forces have pestered each other forever in the northern borderlands. There has been far too much blood spilt for as long as I could possibly remember for them to start suddenly hugging each other; Same for the Stihl Clan. They will never accede, nor peacefully coexist in the King’s River North Valley. The Northern Gnome Clans and the Ravenwilders will kill each other as fast as they see each other. What am I to do? I’m sorry, Iqbal, my brain is as addled as dust mites before a broom.”
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  “The purpose of having a leader, dear child, is to lead. What I mean by that, of course, is that he tells others what to do. He does not make polite requests.


  He tells those under him what needs to be done. They do it, plain and simple.


  “That’s what leaders do that non-leaders do not. They give orders. Singular Night will not ask the head of the Stihl Clan to give his support to the cause. He will order it. Throw in with us and bring together the talents and capabilities of the Stihl warriors, under the common flag of Vultura, with those of the Ravenwild fighting forces, or die. Meanwhile, before he ever issues the mandate, he will have already placed an overwhelmingly large contingent of the Ravenwild army in the area to immediately decimate the entire Stihl Clan if their decision-maker decides to ignore his order. So he will have no choice. ‘Take up with the coalition or die, along with the rest of your clan.’ That will be the order. How he decides will be up to him. He will choose to join. I am sure of it. And when he does, so will the Perpts, Obbs, Jirks, Queen’s Portians, et cetera.


  “You must find it interesting that the first nation the Emperor must conquer, to get to the final battles, is his own. But that is an irony for brighter minds than mine to consider. Meanwhile, we have an accord, and the pathway to victory will be built upon the very foundation that was put in place tonight. You have raised him well. He will know what to do.”


  “Oh Iqbal,” she said. “Would that I saw things as clearly as you.”


  “Any time, old friend, any time. Now I will sleep. You know what to do. Go now and speak to him. You know what to say. Go now.”


  He began to snore softly. As they were speaking, he had mentally checked all the spells set to secure Elsie’s home. They were all good, so he drifted off.


  “How interesting that his very last statement was an order,” she thought. “Not a polite request, but an order. ‘Go now’.” She wondered if that had been by design.


  She smiled at the realization that it undoubtedly was.


   



   



  


   Chapter 24


  
     
  


  Anyone would agree that it’s tough to live every moment of your life in fear that you’re about to die - when there might be danger behind every tree, under every bush, around every bend in the roadway - when every shadow might suddenly transform itself into some hideous creature and rip you to shreds.


  This was the mindset of Gracie and Ryan as they dodged patrol after patrol on the footpath to Salem. The closer they had come to the outskirts of the town, the more they had been forced to hide off of the main trail, Fury’s nose proving more than once to be far more trustworthy than Ryan and Gracie’s alternating fore-and-aft scouting tactics. Over and again it was all they could do to get off and into the scrub, after hastily covering their tracks, and lay down to avoid discovery. Once, they thought the voices were Human, but surely did not take the chance of revealing themselves.


  
     
  


  Far off down the path in front of them a stick snapped. They both heard it, clear as a bell. Once again they hurriedly swept their tracks, backed off of it, and lay down with the big horse. Once again a patrol passed by going north. Gnomes to be sure, by the chatter, but perhaps Trolls as well. Neither risked a look.


  Gracie buried her face in the forest floor, thinking, “This has got to end.”


  In a few minutes the war party had passed. They, like those that had thus far passed before them, seemed pressed to move as quickly as possible. This was fortunate because, while they had both worked hard at concealing their whereabouts, had the soldiers not been so determined to hurry along, they might have cast a more discerning eye on the pathway and discovered them. But for the moment they seemed, once again, safe.


  “Now what do we do?” she muttered. “We seem to have no plan.”


  “Any suggestions?” asked Ryan.


  Fury’s ears pitched sharply forward and his body tensed. He shifted back and forth.


  Out of the trees strode Lightning and Thunder.


  By the looks of them they had not had an easy journey as of late. Both were filthy, their fur was matted, and they looked thin. Fury fairly danced his way over to them, nuzzling each in turn.


  Ryan and Gracie exchanged broad smiles, for while they had no plan, perhaps the horses had one. They each said hello to their equine friends and rubbed them down to the point that they looked at least halfway acceptable, then Thunder and Lightning led them back through the woods in the direction from whence they had come.


  With the arrival of dusk, and now under the dense canopy of the trees overhead, the darkness wrapped around them like a blanket. The horses plodded steadily onward.


  There could be no doubting it. They had a plan.
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  “There is something you need to know,” said Jared. “It’s very important.”


  Doreen finished up her dinner of trout, cooked with wild onions and seasoned with wild garlic. “Another awesome boat meal,” she thought, and as soon as she thought it, she wondered where it had come from. They were not on a boat, and come to think of it, she could not remember ever having been on a boat.


  “That,” she said, “was great. I want you to teach me how to find these wild plants and spices you’re so good at finding, Jared. I mean it’s one thing to cook food so that you can survive. But then again, you could eat the food raw and survive … ”


  “Doreen,” interrupted Diana, “Let Jared finish. This is important.”


  Jared busied himself with clearing and scraping the dinner plates, all painstakingly hand carved from forest wood, readying them for Diana to take down to the stream for cleaning.


  She gathered them up and went on her way, nodding a firm, “Yes,” to him.


  He took a deep breath. This was not going to be easy.


  “It’s like this. You don’t know who you are, or where you’re from, and neither do we. But I believe I, we, know why you’re here.”


  “Oh really,” said Doreen. “And how do you know this?”


  “Before we found you, we ourselves had narrowly escaped from a war party of Gnomes that burned my cabin to the ground.”


  “I’m sorry,” Doreen interrupted.


  “Thank you,” said Jared, patiently. “But, as I was going to say, in the cabin before it was burned, I had a collection of books. You know what books are, right?”


  “Of course,” said Doreen.


  “Good. All right. Many years ago here on Inam'Ra, centuries ago, there was some sort of Great War. It must have been a cataclysmic thing, and most of the world was destroyed. Anyway, not long after that it was decided by the leaders of the peoples who managed to survive that books would henceforth be illegal. Not reading or writing, mind you, but it was decided that no writings of any sort could ever be bound together in the form of a book. I don’t know why, but I assume they must have concluded that the act of binding written works together was somehow linked to, or maybe causative of, the Great War. So they were declared illegal, contraband, the possession of which would be associated with stiff penalties.


  “But my father decided when he was a young man that this was a foolish notion, a thoroughly ridiculous notion. He ended up dedicating his entire life to tracking down any of the books that had survived the bonfires, and assembled a pretty large collection which, to make a long story short, I ended up with.


  He paused and she nodded for him to go on.


  “One of the books Father left me was a book on prophecy. Do you know what prophecy is?”


  “You mean, like, predicting things?”


  “Correct,” he said. “And in this book of prophecy, you are named as the one who will come to us and deliver us from this dark age of war.”


  There. He had said it. He watched her reaction and was surprised that there didn’t seem to be one. She just kind of sat there. Here he had told her that she had been professed to be the savior of the planet from the scourge of war, into which it had yet again descended, and she was not in the least bit fazed.


  “Get out,” was all she said.


  “Doreen.” He glanced around them, at the mountains that soared upwards and disappeared into the moonlit night sky, at the entrance to the cave that they were occupying as their temporary home. “We are out.”


  “No,” she muttered, “That’s not what I meant. It’s an expression where I come from.”


  Diana returned with the clean serving plates. Placing them carefully in their packs, she sat to join them.


  “Did you tell her?” she asked.


  “I did,” he said.


  “Do you understand the significance of this, Doreen?”


  “Of what? And stop talking to me like I was six years old. That I’m in some book that predicted I would come here to save the planet?”


  “So you haven’t told her.”


  “Not the second part,” he said. “Doreen, the actual Prophecy goes like this. I think you should hear it. It will help.”


  He closed his eyes. By the flickering of the flames of the Burnfast, his face had a decidedly green caste. It was eerie.


  “There will come a dark time when the Trolls will be led by one with a heart as black as the darkest night. Under his command they will subjugate the Gnomes. The Gnomes will then fight with them as the only means to their survival. Together, then, they will try to eliminate every remaining Human, Elf, and Dwarf from our world, and they will never stop until this they have done. Nothing done by those that survive the first assault will matter, except to forestall the inevitable, for the force that hunts them will be too great. The final attack will come in the spring after the fall of the Great Wall. Left to themselves, all will perish.


  
     
  


  “But from beyond the stars there will arrive a lost girl, on the verge of womanhood, in the great reaches of the Ravenwild forests, who can be their savior if she is herself first saved. She will travel to the Enchanted Northland, spelled since the time of the Great War by twelve great wizards, whose bones will have long since turned to dust, but whose sorcery will never weaken nor fail. There she will match wits with the Dukkar, a creature given life from lifelessness by the power of those same twelve wizards, and if successful, she will come to possess a talisman that will give her more power than has ever been seen on this world, since even before the Great War.


  
     
  


  “If she fails, all is lost.


  
     
  


  “She will be recognized by those who save her by the blood-red gemstone that she wears on her neck, on the finest of golden chain. It will be in the shape of a heart, and two serpents will wrestle at its center. Take great care with this precious stone, for it will be how she finds her way home.”


  
     
  


  Doreen fiddled with her stone pendant. She was trying to remember what the doctor had said to her about it when she was a captive in the fortress in Ghasten, and about not being from this world.


  “That’s it?” she asked. “How did you ever remember that whole thing? Did you memorize all of the books your father left you as well as that?”


  Jared nodded, saying, “Well, not all of them. But many of them, yes.”


  “Well, I’m impressed,” said Doreen.


  Diana was staring at her. Doreen turned to her. “And you,” she said, “you need to lighten up. And please stop asking me if I can remember who I am, and where I’m from. It’s annoying. If I do remember, you’ll be the first to know.


  “Just because some guy in a cave, who’s living with some girl who claims to be some sort of runaway princess, tells me it’s my job to save the world … Doesn’t mean a thing to me.”


  Diana was obviously confused about what Doreen was saying.


  “Are you saying you won’t go?” she asked.


  “Hey,” Doreen barked, “Didn’t I tell you, like two seconds ago, that you needed to lighten up? Man, talk to her Jared, will you?” She stood up, wrapping herself tightly in her newly fashioned buckskin wrap, and walked down to the stream.


  As she sat there, listening to the soft gurgle and bloink of the stream’s voice, a vague and distant memory stirred deep inside her. This same sound had been a part of her everyday life when … when … It receded again. She knelt. It was real. Someday she would remember. This was the closest she had come to having an actual memory from her previous life. She found herself fiddling with her stone again. She slipped the chain over her head and stared at it for a while ...even running her finger softly over the two snakes, that were wrapped tightly around the staff in the middle of the gem, seemed to fit. She smiled. She would remember. Someday. She knew it.


  Meanwhile, she would go on this stupid quest and meet this dungaree guy, or whatever he was called, and why not? Anything would beat living in a cave for the rest of her life.
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  Jacqueline was hungry. Hungry like she had never been before. And she was cold.


  Cinnamon was out trying to hunt up something to eat, and she couldn’t sleep any longer. Sleep had become her best friend of late. It took away the hunger pangs, and the torture of the never-ending chill that was now her life.


  On a sudden impulse she stood and yelled down at the Wolves below her on the forest floor. “Hey, idiots!” she shouted. “I know you can hear me, and I know you can understand me. I’m talking to you. Answer me!”


  Franklin, Stefen, Roly, and Dillon crowded together in an impromptu huddle. Snout to snout, they communicated in the way that only wolves can, by thoughts, so there would be no chance that the girl in the trees above would be able to hear them.


  “Now what do we do?” thought Dillon.


  “Where’s Brutus? Why isn’t he back yet?” thought Stefen.


  “He won’t be back for hours,” returned Franklin. “They’re out trying to get us something to eat, remember?”


  All looked to Roly, who had guarded his thoughts to this point. “What? Oh, you want me to decide?”


  “Somebody has to,” thought Stefen. “Beauty and brains, remember?” They were all way too hungry, or they would have chuckled in their minds at Stefen’s comment. “I say we ignore her. And the first chance we get, we eat her. This is not the girl. Not the one we all heard about so often growing up, anyway. She’s too young, I’m telling you, way too young.”


  Jacqueline could see that they were bunched together and appeared to be talking quietly amongst themselves. “Hey!” she hollered. “Are you deaf as well as stupid? I said I’m talking to you!”


  Stefen couldn’t take it any more. “We’re talking about how long it will be before you get so weak you fall out of the trees, and we get to have some girl for dinner. It’s been a while since we had any girl.”


  “Ah-ha. You can hear me,” she said. “Now we can talk. Where are the others? Where’s Brutus?”


  The rest exchanged meaningful looks. She had spoken to them, and they had spoken to her. And they had understood each other. This was straight out of Prophecy.


  The Wolves hunched together again. “How did she know his name?” asked Stefen.


  “She’s obviously been spying on us,” said Dillon. “Good for her. Were I her, I would do the same.”


  “Smart and tasty,” said Roly, laughing loudly at his little play on words.


  Cinnamon arrived back, dragging the carcass of a large bird resembling one of the Turkey Vultures that were prevalent in Salem, Connecticut. It was all she could do to drag it from limb to limb without dropping it. “Hey, a little help here,” she called out, pinching the bird against one of the limbs so that it wouldn’t fall, but unable to heft it over. “Now would be nice.”


  Jacqueline scrambled over to her side, and together they hoisted the bird up and over the limb. Cinnamon was panting furiously. She was also bleeding from her scalp where the large bird had pecked her. It had clearly not been an easy fight. As she climbed up onto Jacqueline’s lap, she winced noticeably. “Cinnamon, you’re hurt!” cried Jacqueline, stopping her hand in mid-pat.


  “I’ll be all right, child,” she said. “But thank you for noticing.” She glanced at the large bird with a look of satisfaction. “Not bad for an old lady, heh? Food for a week.”


  Jacqueline carefully set her down and returned to the spot directly over the Wolves, who now appeared to be in a heated debate.


  “Hey!” she yelled. “Cinnamon, my cat here, just brought us back a huge bird. If we give it to you, will you let us come down and talk to you?”


  The Wolves all looked at each other, speechless for a moment.


  “I say we let her throw down the bird, and when she comes down, we eat her and that skinny cat of hers,” said Stefen.


  “Jacqueline, what are you doing?” her cat screeched.


  Jacqueline crawled back to her. “Cinnamon,” she said, “I know you fought hard to get us that,” nodding towards the bird, “but we can’t go on like this. Yes, it will feed us for a while, but I’m afraid we’ll freeze to death before we ever get to finish it. Every day it’s getting colder. Making friends with the Wolves is our only chance. I’m sure of it. Let me try.”


  “Stefen, I’m surprised at you. You would give your word and go back on it for the sake of a meal? We’ve gone a lot longer not eating than this. Your father was pack leader before he passed on. He would be furious if he heard you talking like this,” said Roly.


  He looked at all three, glancing from one to the other. “I say we do it. We need to know more about this girl. Until now, I’m the only one who has seen the stone she wears, although I know for certain I saw it. At the very least, we could get her to show it to us. She might be the whole promise.”


  The discussion went back and forth for a few minutes.


  Cinnamon licked at her side. “Go ahead,” she finally sighed. “You’re probably right. Go on then.”


  Jacqueline leaned over and kissed her gently on the top of her head. “Thanks,” she said.


  On the way, she decided to lay all of her cards on the table. “Come on now,” she said, “I know you’re hungry. And we are too. But we can’t stay up here any more. We’ll freeze to death. Please let us come down. And no tricks.”


  The Wolves conferred for a few more seconds. “All right,” said Roly. “Throw down the bird, and you can come down.”


  “Do you promise you won’t hurt us?” she asked.


  “We promise.”


  “I need each of you to say it out loud,” she said.


  Franklin, Stefen, Dillon, and Roly each promised out loud, so Jacqueline went back to where Cinnamon was sitting and tossed the bird down, which landed with a whumpf on the forest floor.
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  “Are you insane?” she cried. “You’re actually thinking of staying with these Gnomes? In case you forgot, we’re trying to track down our child, Blake. Our child. For all we know, she’s dead. I’m sorry, but you have totally lost it.”


  She buried her face in her hands, rubbing furiously at her brow. When she let her hands fall, the look of rage was fearsome. “Well, you can stay with your new found friends as long as you like, but I’m going to search this whole country on foot, alone if necessary, to find her.”


  Blake stood patiently and waited for the tirade to end, or continue. It didn’t matter. He knew he was right, and sooner or later it would end. She had been ranting at him for about ten minutes now and seemed to be running out of gas.


  “May I speak now?” he asked.


  “Go ahead!” she snapped. “Tell me again how you intend to winter here with the Gnomes until the weather is warm enough for them to travel. Look, this war, this subjugation of the Gnomes, this entire mess means nothing to me. Do you hear me? Nothing. It has nothing to do with us. It’s their problem, not ours. Our problem is finding Stephanie and somehow getting away from this place. That’s it. End of discussion.”


  “I agree,” he said. “I agree that the problems of this world are not ours. And I also agree that the only thing that matters, the absolute bottom line, is locating Stephanie and somehow figuring a way off of this world and back to ours. But the way I see it … ”


  “Never mind the way you see it. The way you see it is wrong. We’re leaving, as soon as the sun comes up. Well, I’m leaving anyway. No question. You do what you want.”


  Blake cleared his throat. “How many times have I heard you tell the kids that emotions are not problem solving tools?” he asked. “A million maybe? So right now, I think it would serve us best if you stuck to your own rule. Jessica, this is a serious problem we have here. First of all, we have absolutely no idea where she is. None. And this is not a state park. This is an entire planet. And second, the world is at war! War, remember? We are two tiny fleas on the back of an elephant. We leave the company of the Gnomes, and we won’t last more than a few days. The Trolls are hunting down the Humans, Elves, and Dwarves like rabbits and exterminating them on sight. We have no chance of finding her with the split-at-dawn approach. Could you and I alone survive in the wilds if we eliminated the war situation? No question. But the entire point of what we do now has to be in the interests of locating the whereabouts of Stephanie. Now, Captain Pilrick … ”


  “Captain Pilrick!” she shouted. “Captain Pilrick and his whole squad can go to Hades for all I care! If you had not operated on his eye and kept him from losing it, which he would have, and most likely died, by the way, we would have been cooked and eaten in a couple of days. Like we were stew meat. Can you believe that? Intelligent creatures torturing and eating other intelligent creatures … ” Her voice trailed off. All of the arguing was wearing her out.


  “Captain Pilrick says he will help us to locate Stephanie. We can travel with them under the guise of being their prisoners. This is their world, Jess. Do you really think we can just up and leave and search an entire planet in the middle of a war, where we are public enemy number one, and find her? We would be Troll-food in a matter of days. Come on now. Think about it. It’s not your intelligence that is talking here. It’s your frustration at our not being able to accomplish the goal, and all of your yelling comes down to one simple thought: You love our child, and the yelling is all about the fact that you can’t do anything about finding her right now.”


  She didn’t say anything for a minute.


  “I’m going to check on the Gnomes,” he said. “We absolutely must keep the fire going.”


  He pulled back the flap of the tent, and a bitter winter wind blasted him in the face as soon as he stepped outside. The sleet stung like being bitten by a hundred bees as he lowered his face against the icy assault. He crossed over to the crude cabin he and Jessica had erected for their captors. Knowing there was no way they would survive the winter with only tents protecting them, they had constructed a twelve by twelve cabin, complete with a slant roof and, most importantly, a fireplace. For insulation they had had to use a mud and leaf concoction that needed tending several times a day to prevent the air leaks and the subsequent invasion of the cold.


  In spite of their massive efforts on behalf of the ones that would have been perfectly content to turn them over to the Trolls for dinner, the Gnomes were all in a state of near-hibernation. Being cold-blooded, their muscles stopped working when it got as cold as this, and their minds went into a semi-stuporous state. Without the shelter built by the Strongs they would have been dead days ago.


  Blake threw open the door and entered the cabin. The Gnomes were exactly as he had left them hours ago. None had moved an inch. His “discussion” with Jessica had taken far longer than he had wanted, and he knew if he didn’t get the fire back up soon, someone was going to die. He added some kindling and fanned the coals to flame. Then he added several larger pieces and continued to fan it until it was roaring. The temperature in the crude structure came up quickly, and the Gnomes began to stir.


  “Can Gall help?” he asked Blake.


  “Yes, you can,” he said. “You can keep the fire going. Let it burn down for a little while and then add pieces of wood about this size, four or five of them. Then add two or three big ones. Now don’t get too close, or you’ll get burned.”


  “Gall knows how to tend a fire,” he said. “Gall grew up in a kitchen. Gall has tended many, many fires.”


  “That’s good, Gall,” said Blake. “I’m going out now to gather more wood. Make sure the others eat something, and drink some water. Can you be sure to keep the fire going until I get back?”


  “Yes,” he said, “Gall will keep your fire going. Gall is good at fire-tending.”


  Crossing the room, he went to step over what he thought was a sleeping Gnome, and Jebwickett reached up, grabbing Blake’s foot and causing him to stumble and twist his ankle.


  He sat on the floor, dumbfounded. Rubbing his throbbing ankle, he growled, “Why did you do that?” through gritted teeth. “I was going out to gather some wood to keep your sorry butt alive, and maybe try and get you some food, and this is how you repay me? What’s up with that?”


  Jebwickett kept silent, his large, green, unblinking eyes studying Blake’s face.


  Blake leaned over him and put his own face inches away. “Listen, and listen well. If you ever do anything like that again, I will kill you immediately. Do you understand me?”


  Again he refused to speak.


  As Blake limped out of the cabin, he was smiling.
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  Rolan Fairman, King of the Humans, Elves, and Dwarves, sat with Singular Night, Emperor of the Gnomes, in Elsie’s cabin by Round Lake in the heartland of the nation of Vultura.


  Rolan had called for a meeting of the entire leadership, but wanted to meet with the Emperor alone for a short time before the others arrived. Other than the social pleasantries they had exchanged when Rolan first stepped through the front door, neither had spoken a word for several minutes, each merely sipping silently from the mugs of Elsie’s wonderful tea.


  “Good tea,” said Rolan.


  “Indeed,” said Singular. “I’ll be sure to pass on your compliment to Elsie.”


  “Please do,” said Rolan.


  The Gnome leader waited for his next utterance. When none was forthcoming, he waited a while longer. Finally, taking his last sip, the Ravenwild King spoke. “What is it you need from me?”


  “A weighty question,” said Singular, with a slight smile. “But now that you have asked … ”


  He stood and went to the highly polished table at which they had all eaten the night before. Crossing around to the back, he slid open a large drawer. From it he removed a folded map, which he unfolded on the tabletop, placing several burning candles around it to illuminate it properly. The King joined him on the other side.


  “This,” said Singular, “is a map of my nation. We are approximately here.” He pointed to Round Lake with a dagger that he had slipped from its sheath. “This,” he continued, “is King’s Port. It’s a fishing village, far enough removed from the border of the Agden Forest so that those pesky Agden Wolves have never been much of a problem, yet close enough, via the Emperor’s Highway, to our capital to provide for the movement of a large amount of troops in a hurry should the need ever arise. And this,” he pointed to another faint line that ran roughly parallel to the Emperor’s Highway, “is what used to be the thoroughfare between King’s Port and the cities of Soledad, here, Kohansk, here, and on up to Vultura. Since the completion of the Emperor’s Highway, we have always referred to it as the Old Road. My scouts tell me that it does not appear the Trolls have discovered it yet, let alone patrol it in any significant way. You will notice that here, to the south of Soledad, it forks, the one fork headed north, while this one proceeds directly to the east across the flatlands all the way to the border that separates our two lands.


  “The point is, I believe we could move a large assault force from anywhere in your country that could amass here,” he indicated where the Old Road ended at the western border of Ravenwild, “to the outskirts of King’s Port, undetected, for the purpose of attacking the several battalions of Trolls that occupy the region.”


  “And what would be the purpose of such an attack?” asked Rolan, with raised eyebrows, “other than to hopelessly trap our soldiers deep within your country. We would be impossibly flanked to the west by the Western Sea, to the north by the majority of the Troll’s occupying army, and to the south by the Agden River.” He folded his arms. “I must tell you that Captain Dodson, my Minister of Planning and Escapes, will be sure to question the wisdom of such a plan.” He looked up to see if perhaps Borok had entered the room without him noticing.


  “Well,” said the Gnome Emperor, “that is where it gets genuinely interesting. What would you say if I told you that there has been a plan in place for years now to remove the Western Sea as not only a barrier to escape, but as a barrier at all?”


  “Go on.”


  Elsie appeared on the far side of the room without a sound, neither of them aware of her presence, causing each to start slightly when she said, “Good morning, Your Highnesses,” in a cheery voice. “I see you are both up early.”


  Singular smiled broadly and said, “Good morning, Elsie,” crossing the small room to plant a kiss on her cheek. “King Fairman was just mentioning how delicious he finds your tea.”


  Elsie smiled in turn and said, “Why thank you, Your Majesty. Would you like some more?”


  “Good morning. If it would not be too much trouble, thank you.”


  “Not at all. I shall be right back. I thought we would have the meeting and breakfast at the same time, if that’s all right. I know there is much to prepare for, and that way we could get both done at once.”


  “That sounds fine, Elsie. Thank you,” said Singular.


  “Yes,” agreed Rolan. “Thank you.”


  She smiled and left by the back door, which creaked in both the opening and closing.


  Singular recrossed the room to the table where Rolan continued to stare at the map. “Bound by the covenant of trust to which we all swore an oath last night,” he said, “you should know that the remaining leadership of my nation, following the murder of my father, vowed then and there to work for as long as it took to remove the Trolls from our land and restore the sovereignty of the kingdom to what it was before we were conquered by those heathens. Well, those in the south at least. The clans in the north, because of the vast amount of blood spilt in the perpetual border disputes between our two nations, will require some convincing. But before we get to that, let me finish the discussion about the situation in King’s Port.”


  He pointed again with his dagger to an area south of the city. “Here,” he said, “lies the whole key.


  “Since the death of my father, those loyal to him have been constructing a large boat, something they call a ship, capable of carrying two hundred Gnomes, maybe more, and twice that many if they traveled without provisions, anywhere they might want to go upon the Western Sea. Or on any body of water large or deep enough I should say, to accommodate the displacement of the hull in the water beneath it and prevent the hull from catching on the bottom below it, of course. With it, and more like it, we could venture anywhere we wanted to go and remain ever safe from attack by the Trolls.


  “Think of it, King, entire battalions, or towns for that matter, going wherever they wanted with complete immunity to the Troll forces. I imagine strike forces transported up the Slova River and placed in spots where the river is wide enough as to be completely out of reach of their arrows and such, from which we could launch all manner of attacks on them while they were sound asleep, making our way to and from the ships via the small boats we use now to fish in the harbor.”


  “And what would be used to power these ships?” asked Rolan.


  Singular smiled. “You’re going to love this,” he said. “The wind.”


  “The wind,” said Rolan, sounding skeptical.


  “Correct,” said Singular. “In the center of each ship would be a solid pole constructed from the trunk of an entire great tree.” He gestured with his hands. “There would be a crossmember of same, and suspended from this crossmember would be a large sheet of material constructed from animal hides, or canvas, or whatever. Anything that would catch the wind and therefore power it forward.”


  There was a long silence as Rolan thought it over.


  “So what I need from you, to answer the question you asked me at the outset of our discussion, is an attack force, to lure the occupying Troll forces out of the city and on to the north while the vessel is test-launched.


  “A Gnome, who was my father’s friend and loyal subject, began the construction of this colossal watercraft around the time of the King’s death. It was proceeding beautifully until the arrival of the Trolls, when the entire project had to be moved to the south of the city and into a huge cave that had already been excavated into the face of one of the foothills. In fact, were it not for the entire Troll army attending the official subjugation ceremony in our capital city, far to the north, the relocation effort would have undoubtedly been discovered. But the time the Trolls spent gloating over their vast superiority, on the day they formally enslaved us, provided us with enough time by a hair’s breadth to move it to its present position.”


  As Rolan did not speak, Singular continued. “Think of it,” he repeated. “Not only would a ship like this, and more like it, provide us with a realistic chance of defeating our common enemy, they would provide us with the means for exploring the vast oceans. We have no idea what’s out there. There may be countless lands like our own waiting to be discovered.”


  Elsie reentered through the back door, the squeaking of which caused both to glance that way. She carried two fresh mugs of her tea to the table, setting them in front of the two nations’ leaders.


  “The rest of the group is up,” she announced, “and look, to me, to be ready to eat. Shall I have them come in and serve the food here, or should I make arrangements to serve them in their sleeping quarters?”


  “Which would be your preference?” Singular asked Rolan.


  “I suppose we could have them in. Yes, I think it is time.” He looked at Elsie. “Here would be fine. Thank you.” He reached for the steaming mug of tea before him and took a sip. He let out a contented sigh. “The best,” he said. “Wonderful.”


  “Thank you, Your Highness,” she said. “I’m glad you like it.”


  “One more thing,” said Singular as Elsie crossed the small room to let in the rest of the guests. “There is the matter of the northern clans. The Perpsts, the Stihls, and the rest.”


  “What of them?”


  “Well, because of their longstanding history of clashes with the troops of northern Ravenwild, they will undoubtedly need some … convincing, if they are to throw in with us.”
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  Sitting alone in a dirty drinking establishment on a dark street in a back alley of Ghasten was not the way Captain Vladimir Dumfe had expected it to have played out.


  The night before Erik and Daria had escaped, now a few weeks back, when they were camped on the northern reach of the Vargus Foothills, he had expected to be drinking with the Emperor himself, having been promoted to the rank of one of the four generals in his army. Or at the very least, drinking with his own officers. Now even that would not be possible. He had killed them all. Not an easy feat, but he had done it.


  He lifted his glass of spirits and silently toasted himself, and the brilliance of how he had pulled it off. Convincing them that they needed to cross the Slova River several miles to the north of the mouth of the Ongs River, in pursuit of the escapees, he had ordered his bowmen fire a dozen lines across one of the narrower sections. Then he had commanded the smallest of them to make his way across using the lines as a handhold, taking a stout rope with him so that the rest of them could follow. Once that one was secured, he had ordered the first fellow back, saying that he would be the one to help his captain across. He had gladly complied, reasoning that there might be a promotion in it for bravery in the field. After that it had merely been a question of timing. At the last second, while the first of them was yet shy of the far bank and the last of them was still far enough out, he had quickly killed the one standing with him and cut the rope. Sinking like stones, they had all drowned in seconds.
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  He looked up to find a Commander standing at attention over him in strict salute.


  He put down his glass and offered a sloppy one in return.


  “Permission to speak, Sir.”


  “Granted.”


  “Commander Makk, Sir. The Emperor has sent me to request your presence in the regal dining hall tonight. There is to be a feast in your honor.”


  “Is there …”


  He filled up with dread. Somehow he had been discovered. It was a trick to get him there. But that didn’t make any sense. The Emperor would have merely sent a squad of the Castle Guard and had him dragged in.


  The commander leaned in close and in a hushed voice said, “The word on the street is that you are being promoted to the rank of General, Sir. Congratulations.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Yes, Sir. Begging the Captain’s, er, the General’s pardon, Sir, but we should be going. I am instructed to escort you to your new quarters. You will be living in the house of the former General Pinck. He too is being promoted, to the rank of Minister of the Interior, and you will be replacing him as General of the northern campaign. Sir.”


  The captain stood. This was too good to be true. “And what is your name, Commander?” he asked.


  “Commander Makk, Sir,” he repeated.


  “Well, Captain Makk,” he said, “You will now be my personal chief aide. Would that suit you?”


  “Oh yes, Sir. Very much, Sir.”


  Too drunk to walk on his own, he leaned against his escort and they left the bar. In about twenty minutes they arrived at his new home. It sat with three others in a courtyard outside the main gate of the castle proper. Like the castle, it was made entirely of stone. It was huge, measuring easily ten thousand square feet. The entire compound was enclosed by a high wall on all four sides, and its large, iron entrance-gate stood open, awaiting him. All of his servants, cooks, groundskeepers, messengers, attendants, and aides were waiting for him outside, where they applauded as he approached them. He noticed a bevy of young Troll girls off to one side, all wearing looks that told him they were more than anxious to get to know him as soon as he was ready. He shook off the help of Makk, who was so far holding him up, and walked into his new mansion under his own power, stumbling only a couple of times.


  Once inside, he looked up. Vaulted ceilings soared upwards forty feet in the receiving foyer, massive wooden beams interlocking with the stone ceilings above. At the far end of the entrance hall were two sets of highly polished granite stairs that ascended majestically to a common balcony, which was bordered by a wrought iron railing. All around on the walls were murals depicting famous battle scenes he had learned of while ascending in the military rank and file.


  He was quite taken aback by all of this. He had once been in the living quarters of the Emperor himself, and now knew for a fact that his new living quarters were more ostentatious than the Emperor’s own.


  His new chief aide noticed his awestruck look and asked, “Did you know that the great Leopold Malance Venomisis lived here once?”


  The captain shook his head, “No,” too beset with awe to speak.


  “This way, Sir.”


  Makk led him up the stairway to the right and down a hallway to its end where he threw open a set of large, polished, oaken doors in which were carved more battle scenes.


  Captain Dumfe gasped. Silver fixtures gleamed by the light of hundreds of candles. They were everywhere he looked. They adorned the walls, the desks, and the four tables set in the corners of the room. And every kind of weapon imaginable hung from silver hooks all around him. It was almost too much.


  On a large, canopied bed, which could have served as a small barge, was draped a full set of dress blues, the shoulder epaulets of which demonstrated the rank of General.


  He went to the bed and sat down. Unable to sit due to his drunken state, he flopped back, closed his eyes, and groaned.


  “Those,” droned Makk, “are all of the weapons carried in battle down through the years by the generals of the northern campaigns who have come before you. And these,” he pointed to a particular set, “were carried by Leopold Malance Venomisis himself. Someday yours too will hang here, Sir.”


  Vladimir Dumfe, still too flabbergasted to comment, kept his mouth shut while his aide moved matters along by helping him into his new dress uniform.


  “If I may, Sir, I would advise that you not eat before the feast. I am told that the Emperor likes his guests to arrive with a good appetite.”


  Finally, the captain found his tongue. “And what are they serving?” he croaked.


  “Oh. Sorry, Sir. I should have told you. You will be dining on the former Minister of the Interior, Uncutus Twit.


   



   



  


   Chapter 25


  
     
  


  Rolan Fairman, King of Ravenwild, and Singular Night, Emperor of Vultura, sat together and listened to the debates around them. It was clear that Borok would never support putting half of the Ravenwild fighting forces this deep within hostile territory with no chance of escape and no reasonable possibility of fighting their way out.


  “The final decision, of course, rests with My King, but I could never agree to such a plan. It would be one thing to proceed along these lines if we had enough of these vessels, or one that had actually been tested, to transport our soldiers away from harm’s way, but you say you have only one of these things, and it has never been in the water. And, you say it is not even finished.”


  “True enough,” said Saviar Murlis. “On both counts. But the builder, with whom I would entrust the lives of my own wife and children, assures me that the construction will be finished long before the troops would arrive from the eastern front of Ravenwild - weeks before. And that includes the sails, all the rigging, an anchor, and the rest of the gear. But we need to launch it to make sure that it’s functional.”


  “Do you know it will float?” asked Borok.


  “If my friend the builder says it will float, it will float.”


  “And say again how many soldiers it will carry?”


  “Four hundred Gnomes, sans provisions except for fresh water. Two hundred with provisions for a month.”


  “So roughly half that in Humans, Elves and Dwarves.”


  “That sounds about right.”


  “Let me think on it for a while.”


  “Now let us speak to the plan of using an overwhelming force to twist the arms of your northern clans and convince them to join us in our fight against the Trolls, or die by our swords … ”


  Rolan and Singular sat with their arms folded while they crafted a workable plan.


  
     
  


  And so it went, back and forth, for the entire morning, through the midday meal, and well into the night. Now that they had their alliance, based on an oath of trust, it came down to logistics.


  
     
  


  It came down to planning.
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  “I thought you wanted to leave right away,” he said, “to rescue Jacqueline.” Orie scratched his head. “I do,” he answered. “But you said a while ago that time does not pass ‘out there’ while we’re in here. Is that true?”


  “Yes. This place, and it is my understanding some other places here on Inam'Ra, were spelled centuries ago by twelve very powerful wizards in such a way that the rules of nature are … different than they are on the rest of our world. Maybe they conjured these places in this way so that they could meet for prolonged periods of time and solve the problems of their day without fearing that the time they were spending in deliberation would become the issue itself. I don’t know if I said that clearly enough. Let me put it this way … ”


  Orie interrupted him. “I know what you’re trying to say. They could take a timeout and huddle up without the game-clock continuing to move.”


  Forrester cocked his head with an inquisitive look.


  “Never mind,” said Orie. “It doesn’t matter. The point is, we can take as much time as we want here, and time is not passing out there.” He gestured with a sweep of his arm.


  “And it has not passed for the entire time that we have been here.”


  “Correct.”


  Orie stood and said, “In that case, follow me.”


  Up the ladder they went, out the door of the outbuilding, and across the short span of field to Cirrhus’s house.


  “We need to know more about this tell-all thing. It’s the whole ball of wax as I see it.”


  They entered the house and went straight to her bedroom. Orie took a seat on a small chair beside her bed. Forrester remained standing, removing the tell-all from his pocket.


  “Sit here,” he said. “Please. On the bed. Man, Forrester, you have to learn to pay better attention to the details. Let me hold the tell-all.”


  Forrester sat on the bed. Orie held it up in front of him. Forrester’s image appeared as big as life. Orie grinned.


  “The way I see it, this has to be a data storage device, and beyond that, it has to be voice-activated. I seriously doubt that it could be thought-activated. Maybe, but it seems a reach to me.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Forrester.


  Scratching his chin, Orie replied, “Tell me exactly how you used it for the very first time. Don’t leave anything out.”


  “As I told you before, I found it and held it up. I was sitting on her bed, and her face all of a sudden appeared. Then it spoke to me, telling me about the location of the portal, you know, under the outbuilding. There was a picture of the property, and the outbuilding was circled, so there could be no doubt as to its location. Anyway, I went there … ”


  “Wait a minute,” interrupted Orie. “Tell me this. Whenever you had occasion to visit Cirrhus before, had you ever sat on her bed?”


  “Of course,” said Forrester, “Why?”


  “Did you always sit on her bed, you know, if you happened to be in her room?”


  Forrester thought about it for a moment. “You know,” he said, “Now that you mention it, I probably did. Being my size, it was the only place that I could sit in her room. These,” he pointed to the two chairs in front of them, “would never accommodate me.”


  “Okay,” said Orie. “You say the first time you sat on her bed, her face appeared, and you did nothing except think of her. What I mean is, you didn’t say anything.”


  Again Forrester took a few moments to think back on it. “No,” he said, “I don’t recall that I did. I can’t be entirely sure, but I don’t think I did.”


  “Good,” said Orie. “Now. You say that last night, the very first time you used it on your own, you sat down on the bed and thought of her, and her face appeared. Then right after that, you were directed by a picture to the portal, and you used it to go to the Ghasten castle.”


  “Well, sort of. But there was a little more to it than that.”


  “Forget that for a minute. Let me ask you this. Has the picture of the property, with the outbuilding circled, appeared again since the first time you used it?”


  “You’re holding it … I haven’t used it but the once.”


  “No. It’s not there. Now we’re getting somewhere.”


  There was a pause.


  “I’m confused,” said Forrester. “Why does that matter?”


  “I’m thinking that Cirrhus knew that one of the first things you would do if you got here, if she had already passed on, would be to go to her bedroom and look for the tell-all. She knew you had seen her use it, and she knew that you would want to use it as well. So she preprogrammed a command into it that was activated once you sat on the bed. I would bet you a million dollars that there’s a switch of some sort in this bed, and I would bet that it would only be activated by someone as large as you. You know, a pressure-activated switch. A weight-biased switch.”


  “Now I am really confused,” said Forrester. “What is a ‘switch’?”


  Orie didn’t answer him for a few seconds. “Never mind that right now. The point is, this was a onetime command meant for you alone. Once you activated it for the very first time, it was meant to not ever repeat itself, as a safeguard, to protect the location of the portal in case the tell-all ever fell into the wrong hands.”


  Forrester held his head. “This is giving me a headache.”


  “Sorry,” said Orie. “When we first met you, and we were in Slova for the very first time, you had this little trick of appearing and disappearing. Remember?”


  “I didn’t think you had noticed,” said Forrester, “but yes, I was able to do that.”


  “We did. All of us did. Now how were you able to do that? You didn’t have the tell-all with you then, right?”


  “Correct.”


  “Then how did you do it?”


  “I used this,” said Forrester. He reached into a shirt pocket and pulled out a piece of flat black rock about the size of the face of a large wristwatch.


  “I made sure I always carried it on me with the holes facing me. It’s what Cirrhus told me to do.” He held it up in front of him.


  “May I see that?”


  Forrester handed the rock to Orie, who inspected it. One side was completely smooth. Looking deep into it, he noticed several subtle but unmistakable flashes of light that seemed to pass intermittently between the lighter and darker areas of the crystal matrix. It looked like some sort of electrical discharge. The other side was plain, and was otherwise pierced with small holes, much like those of a telephone receiver.


  “Oh man,” said Orie, “this is going to be so easy.”


  “Go on,” said Forrester.


  “And Cirrhus instructed you to always position it with the holes facing you. Don’t you see? This is a simple, well not simple, audio-visual transmitter that somehow allows for the same magic that spells this place to encircle you, on-demand. So, wherever you were, Cirrhus sat here watching you with the tell-all, which is somehow linked to it. It’s a fancy one, no question about that, capable of both audio and visual transmission, as well as some sort of flow of the magic to wherever you’re standing. Anyway, real-time images of you were transmitted back to Cirrhus; to the tell-all. See? In other words, she was able to see your need to be invisible, and first activate, then transmit, the magic to cloak you.


  “Wow, the data transmission in this thing must be incredible.”


  “Now I’m completely lost,” said Forrester.


  Orie seemed to not hear him as he passed back to him the odd, fenestrated stone, which Forrester replaced in his pocket with the holes facing him. Orie also handed him the tell-all.


  “Can you stand, please?” he asked.


  Forrester stood. “Over there,” said Orie, pointing away from the bed.


  He knelt down and inspected the bed carefully. “What are you looking for?” asked Forrester. Orie held up his hand, his face set in deep concentration. First he inspected the headboard. It was made of five brass rods, three inner straight ones and two bent ones on the sides that met at the top in the middle. It looked like they had been welded together.


  “See here,” said Orie. “These rods are brass. They’ve been brazed. Good work, too. My Dad has one in his shop, a brazing unit. There is no way that this bed came from this time period. No way. This bed came from the time period when they had the technology to do brazing.”


  “What is this brazing of which you speak?”


  “It’s a way to melt metal and join it together. I don’t know much about it except that you need electricity.”


  He continued to inspect the bed, carefully sliding the mattress and coverlet off, under which he found an ordinary metal frame with suspension springs.


  “Here,” he said, “Help me to flip this over.”


  They flipped the small frame upside down.


  “Bingo,” said Orie, then, “Wait a minute. We need to flip it back over again.”


  They turned the bed upside right again and he continued to inspect it down at the foot. It appeared to be basically the same as the head, but wrapped around the center post, in its middle, was a piece of round stock with a diameter slightly larger than the post itself. Orie had Forrester hand the tell-all back to him and shooed him back away from the bed.


  Holding the tell-all in one hand, with the other he reached for the piece of round stock that was wrapped around the middle of the center post, sliding it upwards. There was a distinct “click.” He sat on the bed and held the tell-all up in front of him. The image of Forrester appeared in the tell-all; it was identical to what Orie saw in front of him in Cirrhus’s small room. Orie smiled.


  “Walk that way,” he pointed.


  Forrester began to walk. His image in the tell-all moved across the room.


  “That’s it,” he said.


  “That’s what?” asked Forrester.


  “The bed thinks I’m Cirrhus,” said Orie.


  “What do you mean?”


  In answer, Orie handed Forrester the tell-all and took from him the strange, fenestrated stone, which he put in his pocket with the fenestrations facing him, saying, “Forrester, now you sit on the bed. Please.”


  Orie reached down to the foot again and slid the same piece of round stock, on the center post, back down. Once again, there was the same audible, “click”. Now Orie’s image appeared in the tell-all, causing Forrester to frown.


  “Lad,” said Forrester, “I’m not getting any of this.”


  Orie smiled again.


  “Completely understandable. Fortunately, I am.”
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  The horses led them through the woods all night. The sun was peeking its way over the horizon when they came to a small clearing across from which was a small, rundown house. It appeared empty. They stopped. Dead-tired, and cold to the bone, they napped while they were standing. The both knew they were waiting for something, but what? Once they had awakened from their brief nap, Ryan made the mistake of stepping into the edge of the clearing. Fury roughly shoved him back into the woods, back under the cover of the trees and bramble, with a look that said in no uncertain terms, “No. We wait.”


  Gracie beckoned Ryan close and whispered into his ear, “What are we waiting for, do you suppose?”


  Ryan shrugged.


  So they waited.


  In a few hours the sun was high in the sky, and they were starting to warm up when Fury started across the clearing towards the house, Ryan and Gracie following, while Thunder and Lightning held back. He approached the back door and gently kicked at it with his hoof. The face of a Troll appeared, and Ryan cried, “Run, Grace! It’s an ambush!”


  They raced back away from the house towards the woods, but were headed off by Thunder and Lightning who shepherded them back to the rear door. The Troll who opened it said, “Hello. My Name is Daria.” The horses all nodded up and down several times. Thunder gently pushed Grace in the small of her back towards the door, nodding, “Yes.”


  “Are you telling me it’s safe?” she asked the horse.


  Again Thunder nodded, “Yes.”


  Ryan said, “My name is Ryan. This is Gracie.”


  The children went inside, and the horses walked back across the clearing and into the woods.


  Inside the small house it was dark. What were left of any of the shades, since it had been abandoned, were drawn, and where there were none, rags, and pieces of rotting, moldy blankets, and even some branches, covered the rest. A young man stepped out of the shadows with his hand extended. “Hello,” he said. “My name is Erik Elijah Fairman. I am the Prince of Ravenwild.”


  Ryan and Gracie introduced themselves, and Gracie said, “You’re a prince? You don’t look like a prince. You look like a bum.”


  They all had a good laugh. “Sorry, Your Highness,” said Gracie. “I didn’t mean that.”


  Erik smiled. “You’ll have to remember that when you appear before the high court,” then, “Only kidding.”


  They all smiled again. Once their eyes had adjusted to the gloom of the inside of the house, they could see that, while spartan, it had a neatness about it that spoke to the pride of the two who had been staying there.


  “Come,” said Daria, “We have much to talk about.”


  “Ya think?” commented Ryan. Gracie smiled.


  “First things first,” said Ryan. “I’m going to go cover the horse’s hoof prints in the back yard. Excuse me.”


  He went out back to the woods where the horses were waiting, grazing on odd bits and pieces of ground cover. “Hey, guys,” he said softly. “We won’t forget you. We’ll try and get you some hay and some decent grain as soon as we can.” They paid him no mind, but continued to graze.


  He selected a stout branch and swept clean any trace of their approach to the back of the house with one hand, while in the other he carried the food bags with the remains of the dried venison, trout, and ground tubers, and the backpacks containing the maps.


  “Orie would be proud of you,” said Gracie. “You’ve turned into a regular woods guy.”


  Turning to face Daria and Erik, he handed her off the bags, saying, “Here is all we have in the way of food. I wish it could be more.”


  “I thought I smelled food,” said Erik. “This is our lucky day.”


  Daria extracted a large piece of venison and said, “Thank you,” to both of them. Ryan nodded. Gracie said, “You’re welcome. Pardon him. He has no manners. Poor parenting.”


  She handed one of the bags to Erik, who tore into it. “Careful,” said Grace. “If you haven’t eaten in a while, you’ll get sick.”


  “I see you have learned something on this great adventure,” said Ryan.


  Gracie grunted, the expression on her face telling everyone present precisely what she thought of this great adventure.


  “Well, all right,” said Ryan. “I don’t know where to start. It’s too bizarre to believe. Let me put it this way. We are not from here. From this world, I mean. We are from a place called Earth … ”


  “Wait a minute,” interrupted Erik. “Are you Stephanie’s brother?”


  “You know Stephanie?” cried Gracie.


  “Yes,” said Erik. “I do. Or … I did.” He lowered his eyes and had a staring contest with the floor until Gracie said, “What do you mean, you did?”


  “Well,” said Erik. “I first met her on your world. I was somehow transported there months ago by a wizard, or someone claiming to be a wizard … ”


  “Hemlock Simpleton,” interrupted Ryan. “This is incredible … ”


  “Is she okay?” asked Gracie, unable to contain the anxiety that clutched at her throat, causing it to tighten alarmingly. She shot a look at Ryan, saying, “Ryan, let Erik tell us the entire story start to finish. It’s the only way we’re going to be able to make any sense out of this.”


  “Sorry,” said Ryan. “Erik, please continue.”


  
     
  


  He told them of his inexplicable visit to their world and how he had met Stephanie in the home of the Strong family, saying that the wizard, Pinus Porphyrius, a.k.a. Hemlock Simpleton, had told him that she was only being transported for a brief visit.


  He went on to tell them that Pinus was well known on their world and how he had done amazing things for years, always in the interests of helping children fare better: building schools, health centers, places of refuge, those sorts of things. “In a world that has forever been at war,” he said, “to have someone looking out for the children was always viewed as a blessing straight from the Old One.”


  He added that there was not a household in Ravenwild that would not give him sanctuary.


  Continuing, he told them how he and Stephanie had been forced to run for their very lives as soon as they left the confines of the gardens, chased by a marauding band of Troll soldiers, how they had both been knocked unconscious during their capture, and their escape from the fortress in Ghasten.


  “But it was terrible,” he said. “After her accident, she had totally forgotten who she was. She remembered me, but nothing before that. She had even taken a new name. Doreen.”


  “Doreen is her middle name,” said Gracie.


  Ryan shushed her and said, “Go on Erik.”


  “Well,” he said, “We flew from the top of the cliffs up by the castle and soared for the longest time far out into the middle of the Slovan Plains. There were four of us: Stephanie, or Doreen as she is now called, Daria,” he gestured towards her, “the doctor who cared for her in the fortress in Ghasten, and me. We thought we had escaped, but we ran into a battalion of Trolls while we were in search of water and had to flee again. The doctor was killed, and we had become separated from Daria, so Stephanie and I took off and tried to make it to the Ravenwild border, but the horses gave out. We thought that they had died, but apparently they did not. I was captured. Daria rescued me, and we made it here. Daria, why don’t you take it from there.”


  Daria wiped a tear from her eye, and said, “Stephanie, or Doreen as she now calls herself, was injured very badly when she and the Prince were captured. She required an operation on her head to keep her from dying. As the Prince says, when she did awaken, she could remember nothing beyond the point when she ended up here on Inam'Ra. The doctor,” she paused as she struggled to find her voice, “felt that this was a normal reaction to the injury that she had sustained, and that she would eventually regain her memory, but as the Prince says, we escaped before she had time to.”


  “I’m afraid to tell you,” said Erik, “I don’t think she survived. She would have had to run for days without stopping across the remainder of the Slovan Plains in order to make it to the Ravenwild border, and nobody has ever outrun a Troll for anywhere near that distance. I’m sorry.”


  Ryan and Gracie exchanged a meaningful look. He reached into his backpack and withdrew the maps. He selected one and spread it out on the table between them. “These are maps,” he said, “that another guy gave to us who told us that he was a wizard too. Minus Artery, or something like that.”


  “Minos Arterios,” said Gracie.


  “Right,” said Ryan. “Anyway, these dots, see, here, and here, and here, are the dots that represent the seven of us that were transported here. Mr. and Mrs. Strong here, these two are Me and Gracie, Stephanie, and this one we figure has to be Orie and Stephanie’s younger sister, Jacqueline. There should be two more: The one for Stephanie’s brother, Orie, and another one for this Troll that we met soon after we arrived. His name was Forrester Ragamund.”


  “So you are not Stephanie’s brother?” asked Daria.


  “No,” said Ryan. “I’m Orie’s best friend. And Gracie is Stephanie’s best friend. Anyway, this dot,” he pointed to the map, “has to be Stephanie. It fits with the story you just told us. You know, location-wise. Hey, look Grace, it looks like she has moved a lot further north than the last time we checked.”


  They all stared at the map. Nobody spoke for a while as they tried to get a grip on the significance of all of this.


  Erik broke the silence by asking, “Do you think that Orie and the Troll are dead?”


  “Don’t say that!” cried Gracie sharply. “Don’t even think that!”


  Ryan put his hand over Gracie’s. Her eyes were on fire.


  “Not necessarily,” said Ryan, on the exhale of a deep breath. “We have seen one dot, Forrester Ragamund’s, disappear and reappear a couple of times, so maybe they’re okay. For now, anyway, we’re going to assume they are.” He shot Erik a nasty look.


  “I’m sorry,” said the Prince. “I was careless with my words.”


  “You’re right about that,” snapped Grace. “Please don’t let it happen again.”


  “I won’t,” said the Prince.


  There was another long silence.


  “More venison, anyone?” asked Ryan, then, “Anyone have any ideas?”
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  Doreen wrapped her buckskin cloak around her as tightly as she could with one hand as the vicious winter wind tried to rip it off of her. With the other she held on tightly to the cloak of Diana, who trudged steadily ahead. They were coming up on the border of the Northland, and it was as though the weather was being commanded to remind them of the mistake it was to be as close to it as they were.


  “We must be getting close,” yelled Jared from the head of their struggling line. “I’m not sure we’re going to be able to get much closer.”


  Despite the fact that she was only a few feet behind him, Doreen could barely hear him over the howling of the wind. Intense gusts began to rage at them, driving the snow wildly about and into their faces, rendering them temporarily blind every time one of the arctic blasts found its mark. At one point Jared was blown right off his feet and would have been blown right away from them had Diana not been holding on tightly to his cloak, which tore open, leaving them all sprawled out on their faces in a large drift.


  “Well never make it,” Diana yelled, trying to right herself. “We need to find some shelter.”


  
     
  


  Then, as violent as the storm was, in an instant it went deathly quiet.


  There was not a sound except for that of the three bedraggled Humans struggling to pick themselves up and dust off the snow that stuck to them like wet marshmallow. They all stood up.


  A woman’s voice, which seemed to come from all around them, broke the stillness. The tone of it seemed sweet, yet the words were uncompromising.


  “Only the girl may come forward. The one who wears the stone. Follow her and the two of you will die before you have taken twenty steps.


  “Go back the way you came and you will be spared. This will be your only warning.”


  Nobody said a word as they all stood looking from one to the other.


  Finally, Doreen spoke. “What do we do now?”


  “That’s up to you, Doreen,” said Jared. “This part was not in any of my father’s books. I can’t advise you.”


  Doreen looked at Diana, who shrugged and said, “Neither of us will blame you for a second if you turn around and come with us. You’d have to be … out of your mind to keep going. Come on, let’s go.” She reached out, took Doreen by the arm, and began to lead her away from this pathway to almost certain disaster. “Come now,” she said softly. “We need to be going. Jared, tell her we have to get moving while we all still have a chance to get out of this alive. We’re no good to anybody dead. Jared?”


  Jared was staring deep into Doreen’s eyes, and she into his.


  “No,” she said to him, gently disengaging from Diana’s grasp, her voice steady. “I have to go.


  “Your father lived his entire life in danger for this day. For this moment. I’m going.”


  Doreen turned and faced Diana.


  “You are the warrior Princess of Ravenwild. And this man,” she nodded at Jared, “has discovered a weapon of unbelievable power. But it needs more work. Without you, he’ll never perfect it to the degree that it needs to be perfected in order that it might be used against those horrible Trolls that are trying to eliminate every race other than their own on this world. Any other race that would live in freedom.


  “You need to go with him.


  “He needs you. You need each other. You love each other. And you’re right; you’re no good to anybody dead. Go now … Go.”


  Her tone of voice changed, becoming lighthearted. “Besides, it looks like the weather has let up a bit.”


  Jared and Diana both smiled. Tired smiles to be sure, but their eyes shone brightly. They all exchanged hugs.


  Doreen turned to continue on her way alone. Before she disappeared into a thick mist that seemed to have suddenly sprung up out of the ground, she turned her head back over her shoulder and called out, “Take care of each other.” They never heard her. The mist took care of that.
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  Jessica let out a sigh of disgust as she scraped the foul-smelling, steaming waste from the four remaining Gnomes, off of the shingle that Blake had whittled for her, and onto the pile that they had been using for the last few weeks. Despite their best efforts, the rest had died from simple exposure. They both suspected that Jebwickett had had something to do with it, but since they couldn’t prove anything, they had been forced to let him live. The others who had thus far survived were: Captain Pilrick, Oddwaddle, and Gall.


  Blake came up behind her, dragging the body of Biliar, the last one to have died.


  “And so there were four,” he said softly.


  “Mmmm,” said Jessica. Something deep within her told her she should be sad, but she wasn’t in the least. She remembered how ugly he had been to her when they had been prisoners and now, frankly, couldn’t find it within herself to feel a shred of remorse at his passing. She was also sick and tired of taking care of all of them; hunting daily to provide them with food, tending to the shed to prevent the ever-developing air leaks, the endless gathering of wood to keep the fire going, cleaning up their waste. It was beginning to overwhelm her, and she was starting to get very angry about it all.


  Blake covered the body with snow and they stood together, looking at his crude attempt at a gravesite. It was hard to know what to say. They each felt something should be said, but then again this was a Gnome that would have probably enjoyed seeing them boiled alive, so they remained there for a while with not a word spoken.


  “Say something, and I’ll try to put aside these feelings of loathing.”


  Blake said a few words while they both bowed their heads.


  “How much longer do we have to stay here?” she asked. “I don’t think I can handle it anymore.”


  “Nor I,” he agreed. “I have to keep thinking that, without these Gnomes, we have no chance of ever finding Stephanie. Now, I’ll admit that our chances with them are slim. They are. But slim is better than none. So we have to hang in there. For Stephanie, you know?”


  “Mmmm,” was her only answer. They turned and started to walk back to the shed.


  The wind blew, and the snow fell, and it was a thoroughly depressing day all around.
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  It was the end of their stay at Elsie’s. Well, for most of the adults anyway. It had been decided that Saviar Murlis’s wife, Kerlix, and three children, Miano, Fabindora, and Jori, would be staying behind while their father left with the important business of seeing to it that the shipbuilding project was proceeding on schedule. Rolan, under protest from Borok, had dispatched Duane and Wayne of the King’s Guard to recall the entire Ravenwild army from the eastern front, half of which would be used for an assault on the Troll troops occupying King’s Port, and half of which would be used to strong-arm the northern Vulturan clansmen into adopting the wisdom of joining with the Ravenwild forces for the fight against their, now, common enemy. For hours they had argued about the strategy, but in the end, Borok backed his King.


  Turman Pandieth would be traveling to Queen’s Port, accompanied by Mandel Ott, Ettan Cooke, and Seth Queslian, as the personal guard for their Emperor by birthright, Singular Barb’rus Night. It was hoped that his presence there would help to convince those in the area that the revolution was not only real, it was winnable, because of the newly formed union with Ravenwild. He expected less resistance there, since the shoreline population did not have the history of border disputes with Vultura’s eastern neighbors. And what they did have in abundance was food to feed the soldiers, who would desperately need it to wage their joint campaign against the Trolls. Dried fish was not only easy to harvest and preserve by either salting or smoking, it was easy to pack and transport to those who would need it come spring, now less than a month away. Singular Night would order their compliance, and the citizenry would respond. From there, he and Turman Pandieth would then proceed straight away to the city of Stihl. There was no question but that the troops stationed there would need some persuading to throw in with the Ravenwild forces with whom they had warred for centuries. And there was no doubt that a faction of them would fall on their own swords before they would join up with them, but Singular was prepared to do whatever he had to do in order to gain the allegiance of as many of them as he could for the insurrection that was coming as surely as the spring moons.


  He would start by meeting directly with the local leadership, of course. Hopefully that would be enough, but he didn’t think so. Meanwhile, a show of overwhelming force by Ravenwild troops encircling their entire local militia was his backup plan. “How odd,” he would later remember thinking, “to have to use foreign armed forces to convince my fellow Gnomes to rise up with their own countrymen and throw off the shackles put upon us under my father’s rule.”


  
     
  


  Queen Isabella and Borok Dodson would travel back to Ravenwild a day behind Wayne and Duane to organize the troop movements east. They only had a couple of weeks left to utilize the solitary winter moon in order that such a vast amount of soldiers might travel unnoticed to the eastern border of Vultura, the likelihood of which was probably next to nil, but if anyone could make this happen, it was Borok. This was his forte, and his physical presence was requisite if there was any chance of pulling this off.
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  “You talked to the girl,” she said.


  “I did,” he answered, “which was … taxing.


  “And getting the spirits to attend was not easy, either. You must know that they did not want to participate. It was a plea that took far too long.


  “Dear friend, I slept for hours afterwards, recovering.”


  Elsie smiled. “Well, it was good that you did it. She is the one, you know.”


  “I wish I were as confident as you,” said Iqbal. “We both know that the prophecy mentions nothing about her entire family showing up. I remain unconvinced. Hopeful, but unconvinced. I am tired now. I need to check the wardings to make sure they are all in place. Then,” he yawned a great yawn, “I will sleep.”


  “You sleep, old friend. I can check the wardings.”


  “That,” said Iqbal, “would never happen, and you know it. Could I live with myself if ever anything were to happen to you, or the family you have staying with you, that I could have prevented by doing my job? But go now. Let me do what I must do. Then, I will sleep.”


  Elsie strolled away from the rivulet awash with the feeling that is only possible from having an old and trusted friend. It was such a good thing to be able to have Iqbal as that friend, however strange it was that he lived in a swamp, and whose shape was that of a ten thousand pound wet cigar with tentacles. And his friendship was especially important to her right now with the great sadness she felt every waking moment of every day over the recent passing of her sister. Still, she knew she must be strong. Everything depended on this fragile new alliance, and there was much to do. The Trolls were poised to completely eradicate the remaining Humans, Elves, and Dwarves. And who knows if they would stop there; regardless, for the Gnomes to exist for the rest of time as nothing more than slaves to these monsters was an entirely unbearable thought.
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  “Well how difficult would it be to cook it?” asked Jacqueline. “Don’t you guys have any matches, or lighters, or anything?” She turned to Cinnamon. “I am not going to rub two sticks together. I saw that movie ‘Castaway', and I’m definitely not going to do that to my hands.”


  Jacqueline and Cinnamon sat facing the four Wolves that they had bargained with so as to be able to climb down from the treetops of the Agden Forest without fear of being eaten. It had been a chance, there could be no doubt about that, but Jacqueline had a feeling about these Wolves. And when it came to feelings about animals, she was seldom, if ever, wrong.


  “Are you listening?” she asked. “Hello.”


  “We’re listening,” said Roly, who had positioned himself in between the carcass of the bird that Jacqueline had thrown down and the other three Wolves: Franklin, Stefen, and Dillon. “Tell you what, Human, show us the stone you wear around your neck, and we will not only give you the things you need to make a fire, we will give you clothes with which to keep warm and a piece of this fine bird that your cat caught for you.”


  “How nice of you,” said Cinnamon, “Thank you.”


  “Sure,” said Jacqueline, “What’s the big deal about seeing my stone anyway?” She fingered the fine chain around her neck and pulled it out. All of the Wolves slowly, cautiously, carefully, crowded in close, but not too close. Jacqueline could see that despite their obvious curiosity, they were clearly intimidated by it, afraid of it even. Eight eyes stared at it as though it might suddenly send forth lightning and thunder. On a whim, she held it up and charged at them saying, “Boooo!!!” They scattered like chickens, all with their ears tucked back.


  She laughed uproariously.


  “Come back,” she called. “Come on now. It’s all right. I was only fooling. You don’t have to be afraid.”


  Little by little the Wolves circled their way back until they were again crowded around her. As hungry as they were, they nevertheless had completely forgotten about the food that lay not ten feet away. “Why are you so afraid of this?” she asked them.


  “You’re not from around here, are you?” asked Franklin.


  “Never mind that right now,” interrupted Cinnamon, “First things first. You promised us if you got to see her gemstone, you would, a) let us have a portion of the bird, b) give us the implements we need to start a fire, and, c) provide the girl with some clothing for warmth. Guess what, it’s A.B.C.-time. Spit-spot, then.”
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  “Pardon her,” said Jacqueline. “She’s British.” She looked at Cinnamon. “Aren’t the British supposed to have the world’s best manners? By the way, my name is Jacqueline. Jacqueline Elizabeth Strong. And this is my favorite cat, Cinnamon.”


  “Mine is Roly. This is Franklin, Stefen, and Dillon.” Each of the great beasts nodded in turn as their names were called. “And yes, Cinnamon, we did promise those things. Unfortunately, we cannot make good on them without a short walk. Franklin, why don’t you grab the bird. Follow me.”


  They walked about an hour without another word spoken. Roly led the way, followed by Jacqueline and Cinnamon, with the three remaining Wolves bringing up the rear. They came to a clearing, and Roly pointed to a tree that towered hundreds of feet over them. It was so high, they couldn’t make out the top as they craned their necks, looking skyward. In the base of it was a large hollow, representing the work of ants over hundreds of years. “In there,” he said, “Have a look.”


  Jacqueline and Cinnamon slipped inside and in several minutes emerged. Jacqueline now wore a proper cold-weather outfit, complete with a scarlet, hooded cloak, and a belt; what’s more, she now sported a sheath knife. She was ecstatic at the thought of being warm for a change. Racing forward, she threw her arms around Roly’s neck. He recoiled, almost as though he was still a little afraid of this girl who wore the stone. She hugged him ferociously, then called all of them forward, hugging each in turn and saying, “Thank you, thank you.” There were tears in her eyes.


  The huge animals almost seemed embarrassed at the display.


  Finally, Roly said, “Okay, okay, that’s enough now. We would like to eat, and I imagine you would want to cut off your piece first.”


  “Pieces,” said Jacqueline, glancing at Cinnamon with a smile.


  Cinnamon had to guide her, but soon she had their two pieces filleted out from the breast, which she wrapped in a couple off large leaves from the tree. Then she withdrew the flint-and-steel, that they had discovered on their rummage within the great tree trunk, and sparked a fire. It took her the longest time, but finally it caught, and soon after that was blazing happily.


  “You know,” said Cinnamon, “if we made one right in front of the hollow of the tree and piled rocks all around it, it would keep us warm all night.”


  “Good idea,” said Jacqueline. “How do you know these things?”


  “I sometimes used to watch the hunting channel with your father,” she said.


  “I hate the hunting channel,” said Jacqueline.
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  Once the crew had passed by him, and they and the stench that they carried was gone, he moved quietly towards the opening to the cesspits of Ghasten. Breathing his last breath of reasonably healthy air, he moved through the opening and went inside. He had already tried this the night before, but had come within a hair’s breadth of being discovered by a random patrol.


  He knew that the way he and his party, that had included Doreen, had escaped some days ago had been resealed, but that wasn’t the way he wanted to go anyway. He sought the room in which were locked the prisoners who were never allowed to leave: those poor souls whose crimes had gotten them sentenced to not only a life of slaving away in the filth of others, making sure that the sewer lines never got backed up, but who literally lived where they worked, locked in every afternoon at the end of their shifts after an hour or so in the fresh air immediately outside of the opening to the underground sewers. He thought he remembered that the prison block was hard off to the right.


  The going was slow in the darkness as he groped for the door and the large brass key that he knew would hang on a ring beside it. He found the door, and next the key, and silently slipped it into the lock. There was a distinct “clack” as the tumblers engaged. The door creaked slightly as he gently swung it inward and he heard the prisoners stirring in their cells. Calls of, “Hey?” “What’s going on?” “Who’s there?” echoed in the underground prison.


  This was going to be tough. He couldn’t see anything, and there were sure to be patrols about who would hear the commotion if things got out of control.


  “Silence!” he hissed. “Your Emperor will have for tomorrow’s breakfast the tongue of the next Troll that I hear make a sound! Where is there flame? One voice and one voice alone. If I hear two, two Trolls die. Is there a Troll here named Sivic?”


  “I am Sivic,” said a voice from the cell directly in front of him.


  “Good,” he said. “I will speak with you and you only. Is there flame? A candle would do it.”


  “Off to the right of the entryway,” called the voice. “Just inside the door is a table. On it you will find a striker and an oil lamp.”


  He clattered around in the corner for a couple of minutes and managed to get it lit. Crossing back over to the cells, he announced, “My name is Maxilius Bravarus. I act on the authority of Commander in his Emperor’s army. Any who wish may leave. Any who make the slightest trouble for me, I will kill. Go now. Go to your families or your friends, and find a way to avoid capture. Do not stay long with them, or they will suffer the same fate as you if you are caught.”


  “What about any who would stand with you?” called out a voice from the rear.


  “Wait outside and we will speak after I have spoken with Sivic. Remain hidden. Do not let yourselves get caught by patrols that might be in the area.”


  He opened the cell doors and dozens of Trolls flooded out. All carried the same stench. Most went to the mouth of the cavern and fled into the night. A few waited outside.


  He leaned forward and took the hand of Sivic, who had yet to exit his cell.


  “Sivic,” he said, pumping the Troll’s hand up and down.


  “Commander,” he returned. “I’m not sure that was the wisest set of words to use.”


  “Probably not,” he said, “but it doesn’t matter much. I’m headed northwest. I need to find a Troll named Forrester Ragamund. He was a prisoner here. Did you know him?”


  “Of course,” he said. “There’s not a one of us who didn’t know him.”


  “Where can I find him?”


  “Now how would I know that?”


  “Right. Of course. Well, if you were going to try and find him, where would you start?”


  “He used to talk about a place out by the Vargus Foothills. That’s as close as I can get you to where it is that I would start looking. Get there,” he smiled, “and I’ll bet he finds you. You know he studied in the magic arts?”


  Maxilius smiled.


  “I suspect he was a lot more learned than he ever let on here, but I can tell you he was diligent. He put in many hours every day. The things he showed us were simple tricks, like you would see performed by the hawkers and gaggers of fairs and such. But he knew more. Much more. I am sure of it.”


  “Will you come with me?” asked Maxilius.


  Sivic shook his head, “No,” and said, “That is a decent offer you make, Commander, and there is no other Troll in his Emperor’s army with whom I would consider going, but I have compelling reasons to stay put. Stay safe.”


  “You as well.”


  “One more thing, Commander,” Sivic added. “There are those in that group that awaits you who cannot be trusted. Avoid them all. Consider them as poison.”


  They clasped each other by the forearms in the formal military way and Maxilius slid out of the entrance to the sewers as silent as the passage of a cloud. The small band of those waiting never noticed him as he slipped right by them, hugging the wall of the cavern’s entrance. In a few minutes he had simply disappeared and was loping along, proceeding due north, headed for the Vargus Foothills. If he knew the Forrester Ragamund he thought he knew, Sivic was probably right. All he had to do was get close enough, and somehow Forrester Ragamund would find him.


  Back in his cell, Sivic waited a little while and then walked outside for a breath of fresh air, intending to return to it in a few minutes. He had only a month left before his final parole hearing and release, and was not about to jeopardize it by this, or any other unplanned escape. He might be the only prisoner in the cells come morning, but be there he would. The sentences for many of the prisoners were for life, and escape opportunities were few and far between ever since Forrester Ragamund had up and walked away. But escaping was categorically not part of his plan. He was too close to regaining his freedom. No, he would return to his cell and await the mess that was sure to be with the arrival of the guards, come morning.


  At least that was his plan, until a large boulder, dropped by unseen hands from the darkness above, came crashing down on his head, crushing his skull like an egg.
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  “I think we have it,” said Orie. “Careful now. Careful! We don’t want to break it.”


  Forrester Ragamund picked the entire bed frame up and out of Orie’s reach. He shot him a look of exasperation. “Now what do you want to go and do that for?” he asked. “I’m telling you, we’re almost there.”


  He held it up higher, causing them both to suddenly break out laughing. They had been at this task for several hours now without a break and were feeling a little giddy. “Come on now,” said Orie in between chortles, “set it down. Come on, Forrester. I’ve almost got it.”


  Forrester started to laugh again, causing Orie to begin laughing as well. After a while, as they caught their breath, Forrester asked, “Why are we trying to get this thing out, anyway?”


  “It rolls like this,” said Orie. “The bed switch is set for the weight of either Cirrhus or you, and it interfaces … it connects … it talks to the tell-all. See? So if we remove it and take it with us, we can get it to do the good-bye thing, and whatever else it will do, from wherever we happen to be. The only other way for it to work is to run the tell-all from here by sitting on the bed and therefore turning on the bed itself, which is like a fancy transmitter. I would bet it’s a very complex alloy … Anyway, we need the switch.”


  “As you wish, teacher.”


  Forrester set the bed frame down with one hand and with the other smothered Orie’s face, who kept right on talking. “Mmmf mmmf mum … ”


  They both laughed again, and Forrester called a halt to the procedure until they had both gotten some food into them. “The last thing we can afford,” he said, “is to mess this up and render the portal useless to us. Come now, lad. Walk away. Come on now, you’re going to break it!”


  Orie moved over to the bed frame and continued to gently jiggle the stubborn switch.


  “Orie,” said Forrester. “That will do for now!”


  “Jeez, you sound like my dad,” said Orie.


  “That’s a good thing,” said Forrester. “It’s for him, for all of them, that we’re doing this. Let’s not break it and ruin everything.”


  Stepping back away from the bed frame, Orie stood silent as his face paled, the sudden realization of the consequences of breaking the switch washing over him like the tide over a clam flat.


  “You’re right, Forrester,” he said. “What was I thinking?”


  “No harm done,” said his huge friend. “No harm done. Let’s keep it that way.”
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  “How many barrels so far?” asked Turman Pandieth.


  He looked around at the inside of the huge warehouse on the northern-most beach of Queen’s Port. It was by far the largest structure in the entire town, easily two hundred feet long and a hundred wide. It had vaulted ceilings, sixty feet high, with level after level of lofts in which all different sorts of pickled, smoked, dried, and salted creatures of the sea had found semi-permanent homes in the thousands of barrels that were stored neatly in rows.


  Laying in the vast quantity of foodstuffs had actually been fairly easy to carry out. With no interest in any form of seafood, the Trolls had not even noticed the harvesting and processing of these riches from the sea.


  “Over four thousand,” said the dock foreman. His name was Laborth, and he was huge by Gnome standards, standing nearly a head taller than Turman Pandieth himself. But unlike the slender Turman, he was heavily muscled, having spent endless hours moving barrels of seafood up into, then back out of, and all around the warehouse. It was his life’s work.


  “That’s good,” said Turman Pandieth, with a broad smile. “No. That’s great. Far more than we had hoped.”


  “Are you sure he’s going to be here?” asked Laborth.


  “He is, the Old One willing.”


  Laborth looked all around the warehouse. “You know,” he said, “I’m not much for politics. Or politicians. The way I see it, politicians come and politicians go, and the one thing that remains constant is that the work has to get done by the working folks or, come winter, the working folks starve to death. But the thought that I might get to meet and shake hands with the Emperor himself, well, that’s pretty good.”


  “Well, meet him you will, Laborth, and you know something?”


  “What’s that?”


  “It will be an honor.”


  “It will.”


  “I meant it will be an honor for him. That’s the kind of Gnome you have for an Emperor. The honor will be in him meeting you. As it was with his father, so it is with Singular Night.


  “Now, what about those wagons?”
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  Having returned to the camp they had set up on the southeastern aspect of


  Mos Summit in the northern forests of Ravenwild, a quick survey indicated that nothing had been disturbed. The weather was starting to warm up noticeably. There were only scattered patches of snow here and there now, and when it did fall, the flakes did not stick to the ground anymore.


  “Time to go,” said Jared, tossing his rucksack down in the cave that almost seemed like home to them now, especially having survived the brutal trip they had made to the border of the Enchanted Northland.


  “Could we discuss, again, where it is that we are going and why?” asked Diana, checking a few personal items that up to now hung undiscovered in the back of the cave.


  “We need to find the remaining leadership of Ravenwild,” he said. “Your mother and father, specifically, and any others that have survived to date. We have done what we were meant to do. Hopefully Doreen is the one named, but she may not be.”


  “She has to be,” said Diana. “If you remember the prophecy as perfectly as you recite it, and I’m sure you do, it’s a perfect match. Imagine that,” she continued, “We, you and I, little old you and I, were foretold in Prophecy hundreds, no, thousands of years ago. Isn’t that something?”


  “It is,” he said. “Provided she is the one.”


  “She has to be,” said Diana. “She has to be … ”


  
     
  


  The next day they were headed east.


  They made their way by dead reckoning, staying mostly off of the main trails. It was extremely tough going and they ended up sleeping for several days in a row under windblowns, holding on to each other and wrapped tightly in their deerskin cloaks. At least food was not a problem; they had plenty, albeit cold. Moreover, Jared’s skill with the wild herbs and spices of the forest floor provided enough taste to make the simple meals not only nourishing, but somewhat pleasant.


  “How far do you think we’ve come?” he asked, chewing on a piece of meat that he followed with a handful of wild nuts. He took a large drink of water from the waterskin and refastened it to his pack, awaiting her answer. She finished her own long chew of the tough venison and said, “At the rate we’re moving, it will take us at least a month to make Belcourt. Maybe six weeks. Maybe eight.”


  He raised his eyebrows. “Not good.”


  “We need horses, that much is apparent,” said Diana. “Any suggestions?”


  “Nearest place that sells them?”


  “And where do you figure that might be?”


  “You know you are pretty demanding,” he said with a small smile. “I say we pick up a trail, stay on it, scout forward, and find a town that might have a horse or two to spare.”


  “Done.”
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  “You made a promise,” said Jacqueline as she and Cinnamon sat, being surveyed by the pack of eight below them. On a tip from Stefen, who had known of the others’ return when they were still quite far out, they had taken refuge back in the treetops to await their appearance in camp. For while the four below them had given their word that they would not harm them, there was no way to know if the other four would do the same. So they sat in the trees and waited while the group conferred.


  What they could not know was that the Wolves, who communicated not only by spoken word but by a simple form of telepathy, had already discussed at some length the potential significance of their presence in the Agden Forest, as well as the likely role they might have in the unfolding of Prophecy. Seven of the eight were convinced that this young girl, if not the actual girl in the prophecy, was without question involved in it in some way. If not for this, they would surely never be considering what they were considering.


  The current discussion being held was whether or not they might want to literally adopt them and make them a part of the great family of Agden Wolves. Half of them remembered that this was the way the prophecy said it needed to be, although none could remember any specifics. The other half did not.


  But before they could ever make a decision on such a course of action, all wanted to know, beyond any reasonable doubt, that the code by which they lived, the code by which the Wolves lived, had always lived, and would always live, was honor. Honoring the life of another Wolf was simply the way it was, the life of any one individual being no more or less important than the life of any other. And everything was shared equally, from the labor effort required by the pack to survive, to the spoils of the hunt.


  For any one Wolf to “have” more than another was a notion that just didn’t apply.


  It was a hard life, but a good life, with pack celebrations of a successful life that happened all the time, but only because they all held the common belief that honor was the most important principle of all.


  Hence, all the Wolves talked to the two of them, one at a time. It took hours, as Jacqueline and Cinnamon listened carefully to all the questions they were asked. They answered them all honestly while they nibbled on wild nuts, dead moles, and such.


  In the end, they were made a part of the pack.


  Only Stefen dissented. To him, they were merely food, nothing more, nothing less. It had never been done before. A Human taken into the Agden Forest family of Wolves as though she were one of them, and a cat no less. More than once he told them he thought they were all out of their minds.


  The rest believed that these displaced visitors to their forest were part of something important, something vital, something that might change the very future of the planet itself according to Prophecy, and rather than stand in the way, they chose to help them the best way they could, which was to make them one of their own.


  It was an amazing transformation. Their senses of hearing, eyesight, and smell all suddenly became hyper-acute. Their physical strength was tripled. They would soon learn the same of their endurance. And they both found that they could call up any of the pack members around them by merely thinking of them and asking to be heard.


  Jacqueline would later remember thinking, “This is a million times better than ‘I.M.’”
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  Rolan stood and walked off the cramp. “Too much sitting,” he thought. “Not enough doing.” Borok entered his tent, saluting in the usual way. “My King,” he said. “I have assembled the messengers and reviewed their assignments with them. Do you wish to speak to them as well?”


  “I do.”


  “Very well.”


  In the tent next to his, Rolan studied the group of a dozen: Seven Humans, three Dwarves, and two Elves.


  “You have your orders,” he said. “It is not my intention to review these yet again. I am sure that they were explained to you in clear enough terms. Retake The Gate with whatever forces the commanders deem necessary, and feed the survivors. Deploy the rest to the east without delay for our march on Vultura. Do not get caught. Any questions?”


  The messengers scrambled to do their duty.


  As he was getting on his mount, one muttered to another, “Do you realize that we got our riding orders from the King himself?”


  “Amazing,” said the other, shaking his head in disbelief.


  “For Ravenwild!”


  “For Ravenwild!”


  Then, away they rode like they were being chased by demons from the underworld.
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  Sliphen lingered for a while outside of the “Happy Troll.” It was an offbeat drinking establishment in a dark corner of Ghasten. This seedy bar, known to be frequented by criminals, malcontents, and other undesirables, caused him to think twice about setting foot in the place, but he pushed back his fear. The message he carried was too important to not deliver. He wondered why a general in his Emperor’s army would ever bother to hang out in such a spot; with all of the resources he now had at his disposal, why he didn't stay at home in his mansion and drink to his heart’s content. The only way he could figure it was that some old habits die hard.
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  After he had worked up the requisite courage, he took a deep breath and walked in. He immediately wished he hadn’t. As soon as he had entered through the swinging doors, an enormous Troll that towered over him by at least a head approached him.


  “State your business,” he demanded. Sliphen noticed he was fingering a long dagger that was stuck crudely in his belt, showing pretty much the entire length of the deadly blade.


  “I have an important message for the general,” he said.


  “And what might that message be?”


  He decided that now was not the time to appear meek. “Stand aside!” he barked at the Troll in front of him. “In the name of the Emperor himself. He will have your head on a pike before the sun sets if you delay me one more second. I will speak with the General, and I will speak with him now, fool.”


  The huge Troll curled his lips into a lethal sneer. “Fool, is it? You take quite a chance, little one. Wait here.”


  Sliphen ignored the order, instead following the Troll across the main drinking room, through a doorway, down a short hall, and into a small back room where the general sat alone at a small table with a tall, half-empty glass of spirits in front of him.
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  The voice beckoned her forward for a while, then faded away.


  She noticed the temperature had become warm all of a sudden, and she removed her buckskin wraps, securing them to her pack. Emerging from the thick mist, enormous trees and all sorts of dense shrubbery now surrounded her. High overhead, great nests of some large bird were scattered all about.


  Still, despite the impenetrable forest growth all about her, there was a clearly marked trail.


  On she walked, the forest soon far behind her, and what she now looked upon was a vast flatland from high up on a hill. The trail descended into it, and a clear-water stream appeared as she rounded a bend. She stopped, knelt, and put her hand in it. It was as cold as ice water. She took a long, refreshing drink and stood. On down the path she continued.


  In a few minutes she found she had company. But, she noted, they clearly did not appear to be of this world. They were translucent, flitting shapes of dark and tatter that flew on gossamer wings, their diaphanous forms drifting in and out of shadow in a ghost-like way. For a while they did not seem to make a sound as they floated out of the surrounding plant growth to escort her along. And they made no signs of approaching her, merely drifting along beside her on either side of the trail. On she walked. Then she began to hear … or did she imagine it … tiny voices calling to her. No, there they were again. What were they saying? Bits and pieces.


  Near the center of the valley she saw, off in the distance, a small house set high in a solitary tree.


  There came a point when the trail forked, with the obvious continuation to the treehouse off to her left. Her guides drifted around in such a fashion that she was unquestionably being told which way to go.


  
     
  


  Standing underneath it she noticed a stout ladder nailed in place that went all the way to the base of the structure. Up she went, finding that the ladder provided her with a sturdy, stable, safe climb, at the end of which she entered the underside of the house by a trap door that opened inward on its own.


  Inside was a cozy two-level home. The room in which she found herself was a sitting room of some sort. There was a long table that sat low to the floor with brightly colored cushions spilled all around it. At the head of the table floated another of the wraith-like creatures. It beckoned her to sit.


  A soft voice, which she had to struggle to hear, said, “Welcome to my home, Stephanie Doreen Strong. I thank you for coming. I am the Dukkar. It is said that I rule here in the Enchanted Northland... from sea to sea. Then again, people say a lot of things, don’t they?


  “There is much you need to know of this land, but that is for another time. For now, you will have good food and juices to revive you and a warm, comfortable bed in which to sleep. You will have the opportunity to bathe and enjoy a brief respite from the rigors of your trip across time to our world.


  “Then you will learn, girl. Then you will learn.


  “Please make yourself at home. It is time for me to sleep.” The creature disappeared.


  Doreen sat, bewildered for a few moments at this altogether crazy turn of events. She had expected this entire journey to this enchanted place would be one struggle after another in the freezing cold, and here she was about to enjoy a brief little vacation in a thoroughly delightful, moreover warm, setting. She was also confused at this strange name that the Dukkar had called her, but was too tired and too hungry to give it much thought.


  She sat and ate from a large bowl of fresh fruits that were on the table. Taking her time, she savored every bite and must have eaten half the bowlful when her nose directed her to some roast, and crisp potatoes, together with a delicious dipping sauce. She washed it all down with glass after glass of the sweetest, most delicious nectar she had ever tasted that she poured from a large, frosted glass bottle into a matching glass of pure crystal. There was a cake, from which she sampled a small slice since she was so full of all that she had eaten.


  Then she slept. Too exhausted to bathe, she figured it would be alright if she waited until she woke up. She bet it would be a warm bath. She drifted off.


  In her dreams she saw a family of five cutting down a Christmas tree. All were smiling the happiest of smiles and cheered loudly when it fell to the ground. Then, in the way of dreams, they were suddenly all inside a log home opening presents as she watched through a window. Another young girl appeared outside, walking up the driveway and carrying presents up to the house. Off to her left was a small lake. There was a beaver swimming around in it. There were beaver pups. She tore her eyes from the beauty of the scene and tried to concentrate on the face of the girl carrying the presents. She couldn’t make it out.


  It faded.


  She woke up.


  For a second she was completely disoriented, and then she remembered where she was and why. Her dishes had been removed. Other than that, the room was the same, except for a small tray of pastries. She reached for one and changed her mind, the sound of running water causing her to stir and walk towards it, through a doorway, and into a short hall. The first room off to the left was a bathroom in which was a large, round tub and a tiny, walled off privy, complete with a sink and running warm and cold water. The solid gold fixtures gleamed brightly as she stood there with her mouth hanging open. She was looking at herself in a large mirror. She could not remember her face ever being so dirty. Her hair was all matted and tangled, her clothes were caked with mud, as well as ripped and torn everywhere, and she saw several bloodstains scattered all over her.


  After a brief stop in the privy, into the tub she went. The water flowed constantly into her bath from a never ending stream, and out through a drain. So all of the filth that covered her was washed away as she scrubbed and scrubbed. For most of the morning she lounged about in crystal clear, warm water, in which she soaked and napped, and soaked and napped, and got out feeling as refreshed as she had ever felt. She made her way back to the lounge where she snacked on fresh fruits and nuts, and a plate of tiny, frosted cupcakes, every one of which she consumed with relish.


  
     
  


  Now toweled dry, and dressed in a new warrior’s outfit, including leather body-armor, and with her sword honed to a razor’s edge, she strolled down the hall that led away from the lounge. Bigger and bigger it became. This puzzled her, insofar as there had been no such appearance to the small house in the treetop as she had approached it.


  The tunnel ended at a gigantic dome of rock, the ceiling soaring hundreds of feet above her. It was illuminated by untold numbers of lights emanating from bioforms that flickered and tossed their luminescence all about, showing off the grains and sparkles in the crystal structure of the granite.


  At the far end of this massive stone cavern sat what reminded her of an altar, and she struggled to remember how or why she had thought that. Instinctively, she reached for her necklace, touching the stone. There was what appeared to be a tabernacle. She stared at it, trying to remember what it was called. What it was for. She knew it was something important but … she couldn’t remember. In her mind’s eye she tried to put faces to the ones she knew subconsciously she had once-upon-a-time gone to church with, but they would not appear.


  She stopped. It was no more than a hundred yards to the altar-thing, and she wanted to pause and breathe a bit. She felt a little foolish when she suddenly thought what a shame it was that she smelled so nice, and nobody was there to smell her.


  She started walking forward again, slowly now. Sensing danger, a malevolent presence, her hand instinctively reached down to check that her sword was loose in its scabbard. This feeling of impending doom descended upon her like a great weight. She smelled something horrible. Something was terribly wrong. She felt Death’s black hand wrap itself all the way around her, with menace, with a savagery unthinkable. Feeling the sheer evil within its grasp, she struggled to slow her breathing, for while she could still move freely she could also feel this sinister force squeezing her tighter and tighter. She drew her weapon; there was a noticeable hissing sound, like something that might come from the mouth of a great serpent, followed by a slight crackling noise as tiny bolts of lightning appeared at the tip of her sword overhead. She sensed the power in it grow, running down her arm like warm water, the sensation spreading through her entire body.


  The surge of power and well-being that coursed through her caused the malevolent presence to recede as quickly as it had taken hold of her. And she felt, for the second time that day, washed clean.


  Only this clean went to her very soul, and she felt uplifted and, suddenly, she was uplifted, and found herself rising from the floor! She somehow sensed right off what might be happening, so she willed herself forward and forward she went. Next, curiously, she willed herself back to the ground, where she centered herself until she felt perfectly normal, taking a few hesitant steps forward towards the altar-table. But as soon as she had done that, she took right off again, flying high and fast and doing loop-de-loops. Laughing with delight, she soared towards the ground with blazing speed, flying over it within inches and stirring up a wake of small dust trails. She flew and she flew, all around in the great dome. It was pure exhilaration, and she treasured every second of it.


  After she had tried out her newly acquired talent to her satisfaction, she touched down about thirty feet from the stone table and knelt on her right knee with her head bowed in respect.


  “Do not bow before me, Stephanie Doreen Strong. Arise and take your seat here in front of me, for I would speak to you if you would have me.”


  Doreen looked for the source of the voice but couldn’t see one. Yet it sounded as though it was coming from the chiseled stone slab straight ahead. Then she spotted it. It was the same wraith-like thing that she had met in the sitting room. It was an ever-shifting, ever-changing amalgam of translucency melting away into transparency. There was no color to it, only shades of charcoal and black that faded in and out slowly. She spied the head of this otherworldly apparition, although it was so washed-out in its appearance she could never quite see all of it at once. Then, she found the eyes. It was strange in that in order to see them, she had to unfocus her own eyes a little and, suddenly, there they were. Dazzlingly blue, they were as clear and perfect a set of eyes as she had ever seen. What was stranger was that this perfect set of eyes was set in the face of this being, this life-force, this spiritual essence that she could not seem to bring into any reasonable focus. Yet, amazingly, the eyes did not seem at all out of place. It was bizzare.


  The same voice that she had heard when she first entered the Enchanted Northland, spoke.


  “You have had and passed your first lesson in the Bindu-ward art of magic and spell. I am pleased that you seem to enjoy flying.”


  Doreen was more than a little unsettled by all of this, but got control of her own voice and said, “Begging your pardon, Ma’am, but, if I may, who are you? I know you told me you are the Dukkar, but what exactly does that mean?”


  “I go by many names, depending on the circumstances of things. Most refer to me as ‘The Old One’. In the same book of Prophecy that mentions you, I am referred to as the Dukkar which, believe it or not, translates, ‘the Old One’.” The wraith laughed, which sounded somewhat like the tinkling of tiny bells. “Imagine that, just because I’m older than anybody else,” her tone changing to that of a two year old stamping her foot in a tantrum.


  “I have been since the beginning of time on Inam'Ra, so I suppose the term does fit. I lost my body so long ago, I don’t remember what it is like having one, but now … having had nothing to do but experiment and study for a few million years, I can somewhat control things. I do these things entirely with my mind of course. Storms and such, those are child’s play. Impelling free-minded creatures to do things, now that is where it gets interesting. In different parts of the world I carry different names. The names change, but, for better or worse, I do not.”


  “I think I get it,” said Doreen. “So… well, first of all, it’s an honor to meet you.” She bowed her head again. There was a brief silence.


  “Why am I here?”


  “To fulfill the prophecy that was penned after the Great War, when the survivors used methods of that day to look into the future and know you would come. After your arrival, they were unable to see any further out. The visions wouldn’t appear for them after that. So, despite making a concerted effort to author the prophecy of your coming, taking great pains to write it down in many places I might add, when nearly all of the books were burned, the prophecy only showed up in a few hidden texts. In books saved and secreted away by men and women of great courage. I find it compelling that it survived enough that word of mouth has managed to carry it down through the centuries. And remarkably unchanged, I might add. Interesting, don’t you think?”


  “I suppose.


  “But as I see it, the only thing that really matters right now is that the Trolls are soon going to completely rid this planet off all of the Humans, Elves, and Dwarves. Then, when they see fit, they’ll probably get rid of the Gnomes too, although using them as slaves serves them well enough right now. Or so I am told … have learned … whatever … ”


  “Do you see yourself as having a part in that whole mess, given the choice? What I am asking you is, are you willing to risk your own life to try and save the free races that are being systematically massacred?”


  “Of course,” said Doreen. “No question.” She lifted her sword in its scabbard.


  “Well then. You have passed your second test in the Bindu-ward art of magic and spell.”


  “Wow,” said Doreen. “Way cool. What was the first?”


  “When you sensed danger a few minutes ago, you reached for your sword. It is the first commandment of the Bindu-ward art of magic and spell: that all creatures have a right to do what is necessary to protect themselves. It sounds simple enough, but it is often forgotten by those who think in terms of profit, greed, even murder … opportunists who feed off of the efforts of others.


  “We always knew the one prophesied would have acted in this manner. To protect herself from danger.”


  “And I passed the second test by being willing to throw in my lot with my own kind, who are getting slaughtered every day in fields, and forests, and caves, and wherever else they’re found hiding? I don’t mean to sound forward, but these tests seem pretty simple to me.”


  “Yes. The fact that you are willing to risk your own life to protect and serve those who cannot protect themselves was the second test. But the difficulty of the tests is immaterial,” said the Dukkar, “what matters is that you pass them all.”


  “How many are there?”


  “Eight, so six more.”


  Doreen put her hands on her hips and laughed. “Well bring it on, Old One,” she cried, smiling all the while.


  The sound of the tinkling of tiny bells came forth from the shadow-creature.


  “It is done for today. I will sleep now.


  “Eat. Work out your sword arm. Get not lazy. You will need to be strong in the weeks … months perhaps, to come.”


  And with that, the entire cavern shimmered, as the listening bioforms all extinguished their tiny lights, and she suddenly found herself back in her little apartment surrounded by a bounty of good food and juices. She ate a little, looked at herself in the mirror for a while, did some stretching, grew tired, messed with her sword a bit, then lay down and went into a deep sleep.


  
     
  


  She dreamed.


  The leaves of the trees around her were colored orange, butter yellow, and deep, lush reds. She rode along a trail on her favorite horse. She wondered suddenly why she couldn’t remember his name. “Oh, no mind,” she thought, “he knows what he’s doing.”


  After a short gallop, the horse launched from the face of a cliff and soared upwards on the underwings that deployed as soon as they were floating in free space. The headwinds were vicious, biting gusts of tremendous power, with pauses of whispered silence. And she rode them. Up and up she flew, in short bursts of lightning speed, as she fought the winds. And won.


  She then began the long glide to… … It was an afternoon outdoor cookout on an autumn day in New England. A log home stood on a bluff overlooking a pond in which swam a family of beavers. A large red tractor and blue Ford pickup sat in the dooryard. She could smell the burgers cooking, and the fresh cornbread. She set the horse gently down, dismounted, and began to run towards the festivities, but it was not the smell of the burgers that drew her forward so, it was the need to see a face. Any face. Someone she knew


  It all faded.


  She awakened.


  She was still dressed in her warrior’s attire, body armor and all. Resting in an inner pocket was a compass that dug into her belly, annoying her. She shoved at it and rolled over.


  It slapped her in the face that she could not remember her past. Up until now she had more or less kind of accepted that it might be this way for a while, but now it burned at her like a flame. Anger welled up inside of her.


  She felt her sword begin to tingle slightly against her mid-back, and she felt a distinct pressure on it as though her sword was pressing up against her, but, no, someone had removed it while she slept. Or had she taken it off? She couldn’t remember. There it was, slung by its baldric over the back of a chair. She walked over to it and strapped it on.


  
     
  


  The voice of the Dukkar spoke softly, the sound coming from all around her. “The time has come for your third lesson in the Bindu-ward art of magic and spell. Are you willing to attempt it? Please know that there is danger involved.


  
     
  


  “You could die.


  “If you choose to decline, merely say, and shake your head, ‘No’, and you will be returned to the life you had before you ever came to our world.”


  
     
  


  With not a moment’s hesitation she answered,


  “Yes. Bring it on.”


   



   



  


   Chapter 27


  
     
  


  “As you know, we do not question the orders of our King,” said Thargen, “We follow them without hesitation. I realize that they are always thought out by the leadership, discussed at length and bandied about, but this one I wonder about.”


  “As you said, Sir, we don’t question the orders of our King,” was Luke’s only comment as he worked on one of the tie-down ropes for the load. Thargen heard him loud and clear and the discussion was ended.


  They were slaving away with the army regulars, throwing barrels of fish onto wagons. They only had nine more days of the single-moon winter and tonight, the weather readers had said, it was going to be bad. Thus, they wanted to move the vast quantity of supplies forward under the cover of the approaching storm.


  “The northern faction will undoubtedly split fifty/fifty,” said Thargen, “when they learn of the attack on King’s Port. We will have to be very good to take this to them on two fronts.”


  “I will give you what you need from the north,” said Luke, tossing a barrel of fish onto the wagon like it was a pair of socks. “Make sure you are in good enough shape to fight your way back out. Don’t get caught in too deep. The whole success or failure of this plan depends on you not getting cut off on the way out. You lead them to us, and we will cut them down like so many shafts of wheat.”


  “And what of the support from our wizards?” asked Dorin. “A little magic can go a long way in a fight such as this. Nothing like a little wizard’s flame to roast a few dozen Trolls.”


  Thargen laughed. It was a hard laugh. Nothing would please him more than watching some of the Trolls go up in flames before the Ravenwild troops descended from out of the north. “Aye,” he said. “We are promised the support of the entire wizard contingent. That will give them something to think about, eh?” As he laughed, however, ancient feelings of abhorrence surfaced inside him at the mention of magic. Much though he was glad that these strange fellows would be there to help in the battles that loomed on the horizon, the greater part of him wished that they could do this without them. He had never liked magic, and never would.


  “Come lads,” he said to the military leadership. “Time to walk the line.” He looked at the regular soldiers, who continued loading the wagons, padding the wheels, greasing the axles and all of the harnesses to prevent any squeaks that might alert their enemies to their presence, and taking care of dozens of tasks in preparation for the march to come. “You know what to do,” he said to them. “We move swift. We move silent. We hole up one hour before dawn in the shelters at the base of Nesting Eagle Cliffs. We make for Lexington the following night. We will take the bridge at King’s River South, and the Old Road straight to King’s Port. We move swift. We move silent.”


  All present saluted him with their fists across their heart, but none broke away from their assigned chores. All knew that every one, no matter how small and seemingly insignificant, could be the difference between success and failure. All wanted a chance to do battle, having been hiding out for weeks in the woods around Salem, but all wanted the battle to go their way, and they knew that strict attention to the details would give them their best chance.


  After they had walked the line and assured themselves that all was in order, Thargen, Luke, and Dorin presented to the tent of Rolan. The two guards outside saluted and stood aside for them to enter. Inside, Rolan was finalizing the attack plan with the wizards: five in all. On a map in front of him, Rolan was indicating where he wanted them positioned.


  “Our southern attack force,” he summarized, “will come in to King’s Port via the Old Road. Hopefully, we will arrive undiscovered, but if we have to fight our way in, so be it. Our northern force is moving down from the valley at King’s River North. Singular Night has already met with the leaders of all the clans, and I’m told they’re all with us. We will be the hammer, they the sickle.”


  “And how is it that our little gray friends are going to be able to fight alongside of us?” asked Luke. He pulled at his massive beard. “Isn’t it a might cold for them yet?”


  “As it turns out,” said Rolan, “these northern Gnomes have proven they can adapt quite well. They will all be wearing a body armor that not only shields them from sword and lance, it also keeps them warm enough to fight.” He held up a suit. “You see,” he said. “One of the messengers brought me this directly from Stihl. It has these inner pockets that they fill with a mixture containing Burnfast. In a week, they won’t need them, of course, but we don’t have a week to spare.”


  “My, my,” said Luke. “They may be more clever than I gave them credit for. I, for one, will be interested to see how well they fight.”


  “Don’t worry, my capable Dwarf friend,” said Dorin. “In the next few days you’re going to see as much fighting as you’ve ever seen. This is the way it should be, the free races all finally united against the Trolls and taking the fight straight to them. If we die, we die. But we die free. I, for one, will live. I will live by killing a lot of Trolls.” Several cheers and, “Ayes” and, “Praise the Old Ones,” sounded in the tent.


  “We move out in two hours,” said Rolan. “All of you get some sleep. Commander Dorin, safe journey to Salem.”


  No sooner had he spoken the words than all of his commanders slid from the table and onto hides to sleep. The wizards eased from the tent, Rolan right behind them. He would get no sleep. This was too important. Too many lives were at stake, and this was not the time for errors.


  The clouds were thick across the night sky and the wind was howling mightily. It was the perfect night.


  
     
  


  As he made his rounds, he ran into Borok.


  “We missed you at the meeting,” he said.


  “I don’t suppose there was anything discussed of which I am not aware, My King.”


  “No,” said Rolan. “Are you ready?”


  “As ready as I’ll ever be. Time to go.”


  “Well, if you prepare the remaining troops as well as you have prepared the ones with us now, they will be the better for it.”


  “Thank you, My King.”


  “For Ravenwild.”


  “For Ravenwild.”
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  “Watch it, watch it!” cried Saviar Murlis. “Don’t let that fall!”


  The mast for the great ship was perched precariously beside it, suspended by a single rope that had started to slip. If it fell, it would most likely shatter and there was no chance that they would have the time to harvest and fashion another. “Don’t do anything!” the Gnome second in command called to the Gnomes on the rope. “Just hold her steady.”


  He quickly climbed a ladder, a rope in his teeth, into the loft alongside the ship. Now at the level of the gunwale, he skipped onto the deck of the suspended vessel, removed the rope from his teeth, and climbed high onto the suprastructure of the loft itself, after having taken a wrap around the mast above the rope that had slipped. He climbed as high as he could go and called out, “Get that block and tackle up to me. I have to do it from here.”


  In a half-hour the block and tackle was secured, upside down because that was the only way Saviar could make it work. He pulled slowly, firmly on the bitter end of his line. It came taut, and as he pulled further, the mast slid nicely upwards, coming to rest high enough so that with one more line they would easily be able to slip it into place aboard-ship.


  The theory then went that they would slide the massive vessel, suspended and all, down to the Western Sea itself on the very frame that now cradled it, built from the great oaks of the Western Vulturan Foothills and hewn to perfection by Gnome craftsmen who toiled in their underground workshops right alongside the construction of the ship itself.


  Crews of willing Gnomes, under the protection of Burnfast and working in shifts, had labored for months now to prepare a road upon which to roll their ship of hope to the launch site. It had not been an easy task in and of itself, and as much as half of the overall effort had gone into camouflaging the site to keep it hidden from the Trolls.


  Able-bodied riggers replaced Saviar Murlis high above the deck. He gave them their orders and climbed back down.


  
     
  


  Back on the floor, Titan Mobst, fisherman, inventor, metallurgist, and master-builder of the ship, approached him.


  “Nice work, Saviar Murlis,” he said quietly, then, “Would you come with me please?”


  Saviar did not like the sound of this. The way he said it told Saviar that there might be a problem. They plainly couldn’t afford a problem right now.


  Messengers had arrived saying the invasion had already begun. There was not time for a problem.


  They walked back alongside of the hull and into the underground workshops, where Gnomes labored furiously at their appointed tasks.


  “Not too thin, Sopras,” said Titan to one who was rasping away at a massive piece of oak laminate that was about twenty feet long and curved throughout its length. “Too thin and she’ll split for sure. That’s a good lad. Get her nice and round and nice and smooth. Feather that leading edge. That’s right. Good.


  “The tiller,” he said to Saviar over his shoulder as they continued along. “You know, to steer her once she’s underway.”


  They stopped at a room in which had been set up a large, round, iron tank, perhaps twenty feet across. In it floated a small replica of the ship. “It’s pretty obvious what the problem is,” said Titan. “She won’t float straight. And the reason is, she is going to need rock in her belly. Like this.”


  He bent forward and picked up a handful of stones. He removed the deck from the model and placed a few of them in the hold, replaced the deck, and put it back in the tub. “See,” he said. “Right as rain!”


  The ship floated perfectly straight now. He gave it a gentle shove, and while it rocked slightly, it quickly came back straight upright.


  “I take it we need to add stone to the big one,” said Saviar Murlis.


  “Correct.”


  “And where are we supposed to get this stone, and how much of it do we need?”


  “Well,” said Titan, with a glint in his eye, “we would need to get it from the stone quarries up by Kohansk. But that would take weeks. I figure pig iron would work as well. Now as it turns out, I know a Gnome who knows a Gnome … who is a smithy. I am told that yesterday he received a very large shipment of the stuff from a certain Troll supply man, with orders to turn it all into weapons, and tools and such. It would be a simple matter to arrange that it “arrived” here by sundown tonight, but the crew boss tells me he is two Gnomes short of help. That leaves you and me. Pig iron is not light material, as you know.”


  “Well, let’s have at it then,” said Saviar. “What’s holding us up?” then, “Oh my aching back.”


  Titan grinned. “Mine’s a lot older and aches a lot more. No complaining.”
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  Jared awoke, shaking the sleep from his eyes. It was still an hour before sunup, and with the thick cloud cover it was dark enough to keep him from seeing much of anything. He listened carefully before he stirred, ever mindful that he might be within spitting distance of an enemy if anything had happened to Diana. He crawled slowly out from under the huge pine where he had slept, during a drenching rain, and all the way to the spot where he knew she had stood watch. She raised a hand in warning, lest he speak. He eased up to her, and she motioned in the general direction of the trail. She made walking motions with her fingers and pointed again towards the trail, then gestured that she didn’t know if they were friendlies or not. He nodded that he understood and motioned that he was going to take a better look. He slipped off in the direction of the trail, disappearing into the murk.


  In about half an hour he was back, and smiling. “Troops,” he said softly. “Ravenwild troops, lots of them, lots and lots of them. It looks like a major military movement to me. But come and see. You might know better.”


  They proceeded out to the trail and found unmistakable signs of exactly what he had said. There had passed by, during the night, a large battle force as evidenced by thousands, more likely tens of thousands, of Human, Elf, and Dwarf prints, as well as the ruts of hundreds of heavily loaded wagons.


  “They’re marching on Vultura!” he announced quietly, with his arms folded on his chest. “No doubt about it. And look here,” he said, pointing to the trail. “They had sweepers. Lots of them, trying to make it look to anybody who happened to notice that there are a lot fewer of them than there actually are. See how deep these ruts are.” He scooped out a handful of the loose mud and leaf from one of the rut tracks that the sweepers had covered.


  She stood looking at him, blowing on her hands for some warmth, while the rain ran all over them. “I agree,” she said, “Although for the life of me I can’t begin to imagine why they are taking the war to Vultura. It doesn’t make any sense to me.


  “Unless … ”


  “Unless? Diana, unless?”


  She stared at him, unable to find the words to complete the thought. “Nothing,” she said finally. “It’s nothing.”


  
     
  


  The morning stayed miserable as they slogged their way along, oftentimes over the tops of their boots in mud. They had decided to stay on the trail left by the advancing troops and try to catch up to them. They reasoned that the troops were trying as hard as they could to remain incognito, meaning they stood a fairly good chance of catching them, but by sundown they had neither seen nor heard any of the Ravenwild forces. It was the same the next day and the next after that: The same footprints, the same wagon ruts, but no troops.


  “There can be no doubt,” said Jared, on their third night camped out, “they’re pushing hard for a reason. They’re going to take the fight to the Trolls and Gnomes in Vultura. Can you make sense out of it?”


  “I cannot,” said Diana. “But my father’s no fool, and if he’s behind this, there’s a plan. He has always said that the most important part of any mission is a clearly defined end-point. So I’m sure he has one, although I can’t begin to imagine what it is.”


  Jared chuckled softly. “I guess that’s why he’s King.”


  
     
  


  The fourth morning of their arduous trek across the western Ravenwild Plains brought their efforts an entirely different result. The first thing they heard was the ringing of steel on steel as sword met sword. Then, as they got closer, they heard the screams of the Humans, Elves, and Dwarves who had been critically wounded in the fray, and the frenzied cries of the officers on both sides as they screamed out orders to the clashing warriors. They hurried along now and, coming to a spot where they could see what was going on, crouched down and watched as the two opposing forces struggled, the one to rout the other. It was clear that the Trolls were winning.


  Diana’s face turned deathly pale as she saw the Trolls besting the Ravenwild troops. “There’s Thargen,” she whispered, pointing him out as he did battle with three Trolls that were doing everything they could to wear him down and take him out.


  “We need to help!”


  She stood and started to draw her sword. Jared roughly shoved her down. “No!” he whispered forcefully. “This fight will not be won by sword or mace. This battle will be won by the use of superior weaponry. Come now, help me with this.”


  He hurriedly opened his rucksack and began to remove clay pots of the incendiary powder, fashioning fuses for about thirty of the smaller ones and dividing them up into two equal piles. He started inserting the fuses into them, motioning curtly for Diana to do the same. The ferocity of the battle right in front of them made it difficult to concentrate, and each had to focus all of their thoughts on the task before them to keep their hands from shaking. When all of the containers were ready, Diana asked, “What now?”


  “What we need to do,” said Jared, “is work our way back around to the rear. That’s where we need to start to thin them out.


  “Each of these will take out ten, maybe twenty, of them. Just be sure to give them a good heave, then duck, or they will take you out.”


  As he said this, he quickly struck a tiny fire of Burnfast, and then formed two longer fuses. “Use this,” he said, handing one to her, “until it burns out. Then you’ll have to light the next one from the one you’re going to throw. That will be the tricky part. Let’s go.”


  Diana looked at him, fear written all over her face. She would gladly go down in battle if it meant a chance for the free races to survive. But the thought had suddenly struck her that she might, in the next few minutes, lose the only man she had ever loved. “Hey,” she said, placing her hand on his arm, “don’t get killed.”


  He glanced up at her, as he fiddled with the fuses on each of them to make sure they were properly seated, and nodded. “Same for you.”


  He placed all of the primitive grenades in two buckskin wraps, one for each of them, and lit the two long match-cords.


  “In the name of the Old One.”


  “In the name of the Old One.”


  
     
  


  They raced around the back edge of the clearing, trying to get to the rear of the Troll forces. One of the Trolls spied them, and a group of about ten broke off, charging straight at them. Jared touched the lit-end of the long fuse to the fuse of the explosive vessel and …


  Nothing happened!


  The fuse was damp! The Trolls came at them hard, rapidly closing the distance between them. In a matter of seconds they would be dead. He tried another. It smoldered briefly … and then caught. He waited a couple of seconds and heaved it forward, where it landed in front of the oncoming Trolls. One of them saw it and stopped. Then the rest of them stopped. The one who had picked it up stood there looking at it as though it were some sort of curio. The others in the group gathered in close to inspect it as well and, suddenly, there were no more Trolls in front of them as a massive explosion rocked the valley, blowing them into oblivion.


  There was a brief silence as all the warriors on both sides considered the significance of this astounding event. Then, the battle resumed.


  Jared and Diana took advantage of the smoke screen resulting from the detonation and ran to the rear-most position, behind the attacking Trolls. From there they launched two more, then moved, and launched two more. Not all of the devices were effective, but each time they were, large clusters of Trolls were blown to smithereens. Fragmented and disorganized, those that survived the explosions were whittled down by the Ravenwild troops, who pressed forward crying, “For Ravenwild! For Ravenwild!” In a matter of minutes it was all over. Jared and Diana stood and watched as the last of the Trolls were cut down.


  
     
  


  Out of the smoke appeared Rolan, who dropped his sword and sprinted forward to Diana, lifting her off her feet in a huge hug. “My daughter!” he cried. “You live!”


  Jared took the time to gather up the remainder of the grenades, carefully placing them in the buckskin wrap.


  “Oh, Father,” was all Diana could manage as she cried unashamedly.
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  “We’re not going to be able to get it out without breaking it,” said Forrester. “And we can’t have that.”


  “We need a tool,” said Orie. “Dad always says, ‘The right tool for the right job’.”


  They had searched everywhere in Cirrhus’s house for some sort of tool that they could use to remove the stubborn switch from Cirrhus’s bed and had come up empty.


  “I think we should leave it be,” said Forrester. “I think that you should stay here and operate it. I will use the portal and go to the Agden Woods. You can watch everything from here. I will find a way to get Jacqueline. It’s the only way.”


  Orie shook his head, “No.” The expression on his face said that not in a million, billion, trillion years would he ever not go with Forrester on the mission to rescue his sister. It might as well have been carved of black jade. It was dark. Somber. His only emotion at the moment was frustration.


  He had a sudden thought. “Duh,” he said to himself as he thought it. He reached into Forrester’s pocket and withdrew the fenestrated stone, clipping it to his shirtfront with the holes facing him.


  “Forrester,” he said. “Sit here, if you would please.”


  He reached down and carefully released the switch at the foot of the bed, clicking it downwards. His image appeared in the tell-all.


  Forrester sat, the small bed groaning in protest. A candle that needed replacing sputtered and hissed.


  He handed him the tell-all. “Say my name.”


  “Orie Alexander Strong.”


  “Okay, now say, ‘Orie, invisible’.”


  Nothing happened.


  “Now,” he said, “say, ‘Orie Alexander Strong invisible’.”


  He did, and Orie vanished. Forrester’s face took on a look of worry as he stared at the spot where Orie had been standing.


  “It’s all right,” he said. “I’m invisible, that’s all. See, I can pick things up.” A cushion popped up and tossed itself back onto the couch, coming to rest against another pillow.


  “How do we make you visible again?”


  “How do I know? But at least now we’ve proven that it’s voice-activated. And I’m sure it’s programmed to make the commands easy to figure out. It might have voice-recognition technology. Relax, Forrester. Say, ‘Orie Alexander Strong not invisible’.” Nothing. They tried every command they could think of. He remained invisible.


  “Well,” said Orie. “We have things to do. We need to go to the portal. We’ll bring the bed with us.”


  
     
  


  In the chamber, under the outbuilding of Cirrhus’s homestead, Forrester Ragamund and his invisible companion set it down. “The way I figure it,” said Orie, “there has to be a tool in here that I can use to get this switch unbolted from the bed frame. I need a wrench or something. I’m going to check the maps. Can you look around for a tool or something that we can use to get this switch out of the bed, please? Something that looks like it might fit this bolt here.” He tapped several times on the problem bolt.


  The maps seemed to unfold themselves. “According to the maps, everybody should be in the same place as when we came here, and they are … not! Forrester, what’s up with that? I thought you said time doesn’t pass ‘out there’ while we’re in here. This doesn’t make any sense. Look, Gracie and Ryan are way south of where they were a few days ago. Man, I should have been checking them every day. And look, Jacqueline is farther north. Mom and Dad are pretty much the same, and Stephanie … has totally disappeared. Jees, Forrester, time seems to be passing out there the same as it’s passing in here.


  “Oh, man, we have to go, and we have to go now.”


  
     
  


  The more he spoke, the more anxious he sounded as he contemplated the significance of this startling discovery. His biggest concern was Jacqueline. He imagined her starving to death, or at the very least frightened and cold. He was also terribly concerned about Stephanie’s missing dot, but having seen the same thing happen with Forrester’s, he hoped that this was a variation on that same theme. At any rate, it was clear that they had to get going. Immediately.


  Forrester set a gleaming silver wrench on the bed, and Orie popped the switch. He did it quickly and without a spoken word.


  He was very spun up about the fact that days had passed on the ‘outside’ while they had had their little recess. Forrester shared his concern.


  “I cannot, of course, say why time is passing out beyond us the same as it is here,” he said. “That has never happened before. But I agree with you. We need to make ready and go.”


  They went to the house and gathered all of their things. “Is it possible that the time-spell-thing passed with the passing of your friend?” asked Orie, as he strapped on his sword which then curiously disappeared.


  Forrester thought about it for a moment and said, “I suppose,” then, “I’m not sure.”


  “Well, the thing is, I’m wondering if the entire enchantment of this area, you know, Cirrhus’s farm, will start to pass as well.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Meaning, I’m wondering if there’s a certain, limited amount of time that we have to do what we have to do, and then we will no longer be under the protection of any magic.”


  Forrester smiled a grim smile. “I guess we’ll have to fend for ourselves then, won’t we.”


  
     
  


  Back under the outbuilding, it was time to put what they had learned of the enchanted stone and the portal to the test.


  “First off,” he said. “We agree that we’re on our way to the Agden Woods. So I’ll go in the portal.” He checked the switch to be sure it was in the “down” position and handed it off to Forrester, attaching the fenestrated stone to his jacket and making sure that Forrester held the tell-all itself.


  Orie’s image appeared in the stone.


  “I can see you in this,” said Forrester.


  “That’s because it’s keyed to your voice, and, you know, the switch is down.


  “Say my name.”


  “Orie Alexander Strong.”


  “Now say, ‘Orie Alexander Strong, Agden Woods’.” Nothing.


  “Try saying… … … ”


  On about the fourth try, on the command, “Orie Alexander Strong, transport, Agden Forest,” Orie disappeared and his image in the tell-all noticeably dimmed.


  “Are you gone?” asked Forrester.


  Orie’s voice came from both the portal and the stone. “I am definitely not in Kansas, Toto.


  “No, I mean I’m here, yes, in some sort of forest. Not in the portal anymore. Now, keep the switch in the down position, get in the portal, and do the same thing. Say, ‘Forrester Wiley Ragamund, transport, Agden Forest’.”


  In an instant, Forrester was standing in the Agden Forest with his invisible friend. He could, however, see him plain as day in the tell-all.


  Orie had already unfolded and was studying one of the maps. “Wow,” he said, “according to this, she is only about twenty, check that, twenty six miles north of us. Come on!”


  “Whoa there,” said Forrester. “Twenty six miles is a pretty long hike. And we are in decidedly hostile territory. We run into the Wolves and I, anyway, am lunch. What I want is for you to walk behind me. If we get attacked from the front, I’ll be better able to protect you. If we get attacked from the rear, they won’t see you, and I will at least know where you are.”


  Orie fell in behind and they started walking briskly in the general direction of Jacqueline’s position.


  “Isn’t it great that the portal worked?” remarked Orie. “That’s the first thing on this whole trip that has gone smoothly.”


  The going was remarkably quiet as they padded through the pines, the sound of their footsteps nearly completely muffled by the carpet of pine needles, the earth spongy beneath their feet


  When they rested at around noon, they ate small portions of dried, spiced sausage that Forrester had found on one of the shelves in Cirrhus’s kitchen. Seasoned to perfection, it was a much-needed, tasty snack. Added to some dried apples and nuts, and washed down with cold water from a trailside spring, they were refreshed and ready to travel in no time. Orie hooked his drinking flask to his pack and pulled out the maps. They could see that Jacqueline was moving steadily northward at a rate almost as fast as theirs.


  “Look at this, Forrester, she is here now. This morning she was there. In another two days, or less, we’ll have made the border. Isn’t that incredible?”


  “It is,” agreed Forrester. “How’s everybody else doing?”


  “Mom and Dad have not budged. Ryan and Gracie … same. Still no Stephanie. I’m telling you, I’d be a lot more freaked about her missing dot if it had not already happened to you.” He shouldered his pack, declining to speak further about Stephanie’s missing dot.


  “I know you would be, Orie. Now let’s try and make some time and catch up to your sister.”


  Forrester jogged along now, great strides that ate up the land. Orie loped along behind him. The sounds of the forest were all about them. Birds chirping, squirrel-like critters squabbling over nuts, the occasional call of a coyote. Then, suddenly, there was nothing but silence. Forrester slowed his stride and drew his sword. Orie went to do the same, but before his sword had cleared its scabbard he was bowled over by a massive bear-like creature that was intent on taking Forrester down. Orie’s surprised grunt as he was blasted out of the way was probably what saved Forrester’s life who, when he heard it, whirled and cut a large slash in the chest of the beast. It was hard to figure out which was more bothersome to their attacker, the wound on his chest, or having had his attack-rush foiled by something that he had never seen. But instead of pressing the attack, he stood, immobile as stone, and stared at Forrester as the blood ran down his chest and forelegs and onto the forest floor. His eyes glowed red. They bore the look of hate. Forrester, himself almost as big as the bear-like creature, had backed up against a tree where he stood his ground with his sword held high, waiting for the inevitable charge which, strangely, never happened. The bear-creature lifted his head, sniffed the air, and decided he had had enough, ambling slowly back the way it had come.


  “Orie!” called Forrester.


  “I’m okay. Good job. Let’s keep going.”


  “Are you sure you’re all right?”


  “I’m fine. I would tell you if I wasn’t. Keep going. I’ll be right behind you.”


  Once again the sounds of the forest returned, and when dusk finally forced them to stop, they re-examined their maps, and it looked like there was a good chance that they might overtake Jacqueline the very next afternoon.
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  “What does he want?” asked the general.


  “He says he has a message for you. He was pretty bold for a runt of a Troll, ordering me about like I was cheap help. He threatened me in the name of the Emperor. And he stinks like a sewer. Shall I cut his throat?”


  “Well,” sighed General Dumfe, “let’s hear the message. If it is valuable to me, I will let him live. If not, you can cut his throat. I care not.”


  The owner of the “Happy Troll” shoved Sliphen into the private room in the rear of the bar. He appeared to have lost quite a bit of bravado on the short walk back there and now looked like a nervous schoolboy appearing before the headmaster on a disciplinary issue. He folded his hands in front of him and waited.


  “What is that horrible stench?” yelped the general.


  “I told you,” said the owner. “Shall I?” He placed his hand on his belt dagger.


  The general lifted a restraining hand and said, “Leave us.”


  The owner bowed subserviently and left, but not before shooting a lethal glance at Sliphen.


  “What is it?” asked General Dumfe. “And you had better not be wasting my time.”


  “Yes, General, Sir, well, I work as a guard down in the cesspits under the city, and we had a most interesting visitor that I thought you should be aware of.”


  “Go on.”


  “His name is Maxilius Bravarus … ”


  “I know him,” interrupted the general. “He was a commander. We served together in battle, years ago. Good fighter. Clever. Resourceful. Go on.” He took a large drink from the glass in front of him, nearly draining it, after which he wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his uniform and emitted a large belch.


  “Well, General, I happened to be on duty last night when he paid his little visit. He spoke with a Troll named Sivic. They, too, had been together in battle. He told Sivic that he needed to locate a Troll named Forrester Ragamund.”


  “And?”


  “Sivic told Maxilius Bravarus to go to the area around the Vargus Foothills. He said that if he did that, Forrester Ragamund would probably find him.”


  “I see,” said the general, folding his arms. He waited for Sliphen to speak again, but he remained silent.


  He glanced around to be sure that there was no obvious audience, then leaned in close to Sliphen and beckoned him to do the same. If the stench of the Ghasten sewers that clung to Sliphen was offensive, the general’s breath certainly matched it in foulness, and it was all that either could do to not recoil in disgust.


  “You were good to bring this news to me,” he said quietly. “What is your name, anyway?”


  “My name is Sliphen,” he answered. “Sliphen Wedor ’eum.”


  “Well, Sliphen Wedor ’eum, I say again it was good of you to bring me this news. Now I ask you, and I demand a straight answer, have you shared this news with anyone else? Anyone?”


  “No, Sir.”


  The general backed away from the table and stood, a little tipsy, but able to hold himself erect without stumbling. “That is good, Sliphen. Very good. I applaud your discretion. Do you know where I live?”


  “Of course, Sir. You live in the house of the General for the Northern Army.”


  “Yes,” the general said, smiling smugly, “I do.” He drained the last gulp from his glass, half of which found its way down onto the front of him. “Come to my house tomorrow at the dinner hour. And be sure to bring this one called Sivic with you. I will need to speak with him as well.”


  “I beg your pardon, Sir,” Sliphen said, as his heart skipped a beat. “That will not be possible. He is dead.”


  “I see,” said the general. “And how did he die?”


  “Well, Sir, I confronted the prisoners as they were escaping and had to kill him.”


  “Mmmm,” said the general. “I understand. Oh well, these things happen. Meet me there anyway. Dinnertime. Don’t make the mistake of keeping me waiting.”


  “I will not, Sir. I will be there.”


  “And Sliphen.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Spend the day bathing.”


  “Yes, Sir,” said Sliphen, thinking, “as long as you promise to eat some mint.”
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  “Time to get up,” said Jessica. “It’s time you all got up and went outside. It’s a beautiful day. Come on now. Up you go. Come on.”


  The four Gnomes stirred in their makeshift beds. Groans of protest sounded in the crude shelter, but Jessica was unrelenting and soon they were all up.


  “Out you go,” said Jessica. “All of you get outside and do your business.” She stood in the doorway and shooed them all outside. It was a beautiful day, warm and clear with not a hint of a breeze. Blake had gotten up early as usual to do all of the chores that were requisite for keeping them all alive. He had already gathered firewood that was stacked neatly outside the cabin, slapped mud on the ever-developing cracks and crevices of their crude log shelter, and was now off hunting and foraging for food.


  The weather had warmed up significantly over the last few days. The snow had all melted, and it looked like they would be able to get on the move shortly. This was none too soon for both of them. They were sick over the weeks they had been forced to delay their mission to locate their child, not to mention the ungodly amount of energy they had been forced to expend in order to keep alive the ones who would have been perfectly happy to turn them over to the Trolls to be cooked to death.


  “Gather wood,” she snapped at the backs of the Gnomes as they walked away from the shelter. “Keep moving. And don’t get too far away. I don’t want to have to come and find you.”


  It took the Gnomes some time to adjust to the bright sunshine, having lived in darkness for weeks, and Oddwaddle walked straight into a tree, knocking his head hard and falling to the ground.


  “Stupid Oddwaddle,” muttered Jebwickett. “Stupid, clumsy Oddwaddle.”


  “That will be enough,” barked Captain Pilrick. “One more word like that and you will taste the whip, which I will do myself. Do you understand me?”


  Jebwickett nodded sullenly and moved away from the other three, muttering rotten insults under his breath.


  Jessica did her best to neaten the inside of the hut. She seethed with anger when she found that Jebwickett had messed his bed, despite the fact that the Gnomes had all been told the night before that they would be going outside the next morning if the good weather held. He, of course, was the only one to have done it, and she went straight to the door and hollered, “Jebwickett! You get back her right now and clean up your mess. Now, Jebwickett.”


  He pretended he didn’t hear her, and she stormed outside. “Where is that little puke?” she yelled. “Captain Pilrick, where is he?”


  Captain Pilrick, who was kneeling in front of Oddwaddle to make sure he had not hurt himself badly, pointed in the direction that Jebwickett had walked. In less than a minute she had him by the scruff of the neck and dragged him, kicking and screaming, back to the shelter where she threw him through the doorway.


  “Get in there and clean up your mess. I’m going to be outside for a few minutes. When I come back, if it does not pass my inspection, you and I are going to have at it. Don’t toy with me, you little … ” She bit her tongue. Not one to curse, she was not about to let this intransigent little Gnome change her ways. “Just do it,” she snapped, and walked out. “What is wrong with him?” she voiced to no one in particular.


  “Lady Jessica,” said Gall, who had only managed to make it a few feet from the hut. “Can Gall talk to you, please?”


  “Of course, Gall.” She took a deep breath. It was hard to be angry on such a beautiful day, but having been cooped up for weeks now, struggling as they had to just stay alive, she was at the end of her rope.


  He reached up to take her hand, which surprised her. It was such a simple gesture, one of a child reaching out for love. She took it and they walked out into the trees. Neither of them spoke for a while, but when they were out of earshot of the rest of the Gnomes he stopped and let go, turning to face her.


  “First of all,” he began, “Gall wants to thank you and the doctor for all you have done for us. Gall knows now that what we were going to do to you when you were our prisoners was wrong, and Gall cannot believe that you would do all of these things to keep us all alive. Gall knows how hard it has been for you.” He paused briefly, obviously searching for words.


  “Jebwickett and Gall grew up in the same town. He was a good boy when he was little, and we were always the best of friends. But then his mother died, and Jebwickett’s father turned to spirits. Gall’s father said it was the only way that Mr. Jebwickett could handle the pain of Mrs. Jebwickett’s passing, but it made him mean. Mean, mean, mean. He used to beat up on Jebwickett, something fierce, every day.


  “Gall’s father knew Bramwith wasn’t safe there, so he came to live with us. For a while, it was the most wonderful time. We had always been best friends, and now we were brothers. We did everything together. But then, Jebwickett’s father died, and something happened to him… one day... while we were fishing. Something bad. Gall didn’t know what it was, but it seemed to go away.


  “But then, Gall’s little sister was born and something in him snapped. He turned into some kind of monster, and Gall’s father decided to have him sent away. The constable came and took him from the house. Then, the Trolls showed up and … ” He began to cry.


  “They killed Gall’s mother right in front of Gall. Because she asked a question. What was the crime in that? Oh Lady Jessica … ”


  Now he completely broke down and began to sob uncontrollably. She knelt down, took him in her arms, and held him. She rocked him gently, saying, “Oh Gall, I’m sorry. There, there.” She kissed him softly several times on the head, saying, “There, there. There, there. Oh, you poor thing, there, there.”


  After he had composed himself again, he gently pushed away from her, wiping at the tears on his face. “What Gall wanted to tell you was, Jebwickett was happy that Gall’s family had suffered so, and for the longest time Gall hated Jebwickett. He used to whip Gall every day, for the fun of it.


  “But Lady Jessica?”


  “Yes Gall.”


  “In there somewhere,” he motioned in the direction of the other Gnomes, then pointed to his heart, “Jebwickett is a good boy. He can’t help the way he is, and Gall knows it, and Gall has forgiven him. Can you understand that?”


  Swept away for a moment by this unbelievable act of forgiveness, she said, “Yes Gall, I can. How can I help him? Can I help him?”


  “Gall does not know of such things. Gall only knows simple things, like making fires and cooking. Gall loves to cook. Gall used to cook with his mother all the time … ” He began to cry again, and she took him back in her arms for the longest time. When he had finally stopped, she held him out in front of her and said, “You are a remarkable young Gnome, did you know that? Your forgiving him is a miracle, and I thank you for sharing it with me. You have touched my heart. We will try and help him, you and I, and Blake, and Captain Pilrick, of course. But meanwhile, until we are able to reach him and bring out the good boy you say is in there, he is dangerous. Do you agree?”


  He nodded, “Yes,” and said, “Gall will watch him like a hawk. Gall will not let him hurt you. Gall loves the Lady Jessica and the doctor.”


  “And we love you too, Gall.”


  He smiled a sad little smile as a final, solitary tear slid down his cheek.


  Jessica reached out and wiped it away, saying, “Come now, we need to get back. There are things that need to be done. And you have some cooking to do.”
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  Doreen sat on a small bench, facing the Dukkar, in the same immense cavern where she had flown the day before.


  “We begin the third of your eight tests in the Bindu-ward art of magic and spell. But first, there are some things that you need to know,” said the Dukkar. “Are you ready?”


  “I am.”


  “All right. The first is, once you begin the rest of the tests there is no going back. The first two were merely to demonstrate that you acted in such a way that showed you might truly be the one named in Prophecy. But from here on in, the tests bind you to a covenant of commitment. There is magic involved, and the laws of magic dictate that once you have taken and passed the last six tests, you cannot change your mind. You are still free to choose to return to the life you had before you came to us. Merely say the word, and it shall happen.”


  “And what happens if I do decide to change my mind? After I pass the remaining tests, I mean.”


  “Your life is forfeit.”


  “You mean I die?”


  “Correct.”


  “Wow, you guys play hardball. Okay, let’s get on with it.”


  “Do you accept this?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good. The next thing you need to know is that passing each test will give you more and more powers. Fantastic powers. That is the upside. The downside is that the use of these powers will leave you weak. You will be vulnerable, completely helpless to defend yourself against any who would do you harm, and once you have returned to the world out there, many will want you dead. Are you willing to accept this?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good.”


  There was a long silence.


  “All right. The last thing you need to know is this. It is a complicated matter. Please listen carefully.


  “If you pass the tests, you will have these powers, yes. They will forever be part of you, like the color of your eyes, the size of your feet. But you will not know how to call on them. You will be as the gifted child who has all the talent to go forth into adulthood capable of playing inspired violin, but has never been near the instrument.


  “You will then leave here, but you will have no recollection of anything that you learned here. Or that you have even been here.


  “You will travel to another place far away from this one where you will learn, once more, of the powers, and how to draw on them.”


  “How will I get there, if I don’t know that I’ve been here?”


  “Never mind that,” said the Dukkar. “It will be arranged.”


  She paused.


  “When you are done there, having learned what you must learn, you will return to the real world.”


  She paused again.


  “At this point, you will have the powers, and you will be able, when necessary, to call them forth. But, once again, you will not have any conscious awareness of anything you have learned there, or that you have even been there. To repeat, you will still not know that you have these powers. You will have to discover this all on your own as you make your way around on your travels.”


  “And how will I do that?”


  “That depends on how your life unfolds, the circumstances in which you find yourself, and how you react to those circumstances. Some things will be obvious, easy. You will learn, depending on the things that happen to you, that you are different than the other Humans, Elves, and Dwarves of Ravenwild.”


  “What kinds of powers are we talking about?”


  “Good question, but one I cannot answer. The powers that you will come to possess must be discovered by you, and you alone. And you will.”


  There was another long silence.


  “Do you have any more questions?” asked the Dukkar.


  “Yes. I do. You said that if I chose to not do the six remaining tests I would be returned to the life I had before I ever came here, from wherever it was that I came. What was that life? Who was I? Where did I come from? Twice now you have called me by a name I don’t recognize. How do I know the life I left is worth going back to?”


  “More good questions, but I can only answer one. You had a blessed life before you came here, one to which you would be only too happy to return.


  “Are there any more questions?”


  Doreen thought for a minute. “No.”


  “Do you accept the last of the conditions,” replied the Dukkar. “You are willing to leave here, and the place to which you must travel if you prevail in the six remaining challenges I will present to you, with no knowledge of ever having been to either?”


  “What will I remember?”


  “You will have all of the memories you had when you first entered the Northland.”


  Doreen took a deep breath. “I accept the terms.”


  “All three?”


  “Yes.”


  “You must be certain.”


  “Now how can I possibly be certain?” Doreen snapped. “The only thing I am absolutely sure of is that Humans and Dwarves and Elves are being slaughtered like food-animals every day, and pretty soon there will be none left to kill. And I won’t stand by and let that happen. I won’t. Not for a minute.”


  The Dukkar seemed to smile, if it is possible for whatever happened on that face to be called a smile.


  “Very well,” she said. “We begin.”
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  “We need to get you to a place called The Gate,” Jacqueline heard, as Brutus talked to her telepathically, in the way of the Wolves. “You will be safe there.”


  They had been loping along for over an hour now, and Jacqueline was amazed that she was not in the least winded. “I’m a Wolf!” she thought. “Cinnamon, can you hear me?” she thought.


  “I can, dear,” she answered.


  “Is this cool or what? Hey, you’re a Wolf now too. Isn’t it wicked?”


  “Yes, I suppose it is. I will say that my bones don’t hurt like they used to. I rather like that.”


  “Do you think we should do it?” she asked. “Go to this place named ‘The Gate’, I mean.”


  “Of course you should,” interrupted Brutus. “You are, after all, a Human by birth, and you will be with your own kind there. I have no doubt that getting you there gives you the best chance of rejoining your family. There are troops there who can help you to make this happen.”


  Roly wanted to interrupt and remind Brutus that everyone at The Gate had been starving for months now, held hostage in their own fortress by the Trolls that had them trapped and flanked to the west, but he held back his thoughts for two reasons. First, Brutus was a very smart Wolf and would not choose this course of action if he did not think it represented Jacqueline’s best chance at surviving. She was clearly both resourceful and resilient, but life in the Agden Forest was no picnic and no one understood this better than the pack leader. Second, Brutus was exactly that, and without a compelling reason, you didn’t challenge orders from the pack leader. So on they ran.


  
     
  


  “I feel like I could run forever,” thought Jacqueline. “This is unbelievable.”


  
     
  


  They were within a few hours of the southern border of Ravenwild at around sundown. They had run all day, never once stopping to drink, or do their business. Jacqueline smelled the wind, raising her nose up high. “Cinnamon, do you smell that?” she thought.


  “I do, dear,” she thought. “Foul. Very foul. What could it be?”


  “Troll,” answered Brutus in a normal voice. “From the smell of it, they were here a few hours ago. Hannibal, Dillon, go on up ahead. When you find them, come back straight away.”


  Off they ran at about twice the speed at which they had been traveling, but from the smoothness of their gait Jacqueline figured they were capable of a lot more speed than that. The remaining eight of them walked on at a leisurely pace, coming upon a stream that ran straight across the trail they were on. Jacqueline dropped to all fours and drank from it without so much as a thought as to what she was doing. Never had water tasted this good to her.


  She looked at Cinnamon, who was staring at something up in the trees.


  “Roly,” she thought.


  “Yes, Cinnamon?”


  She gestured with a flip of her head up towards the top of the tree. “I can catch that. Not enough for a meal for all of us, but certainly enough for a snack. Do I have time?”


  Jacqueline’s gaze followed Cinnamon’s. High up in the treetops was another of the large birds similar to the one that they had traded in on their safety.


  “I suppose we can wait for you. Go ahead. Don’t fall.”


  Cinnamon let out a small snort of disgust and raced up the tree. In a couple of minutes, the giant bird crashed to the ground in front of them. Less than a minute after that, Cinnamon was back standing with them, licking her fur. This time she was entirely uninjured.


  “Cinnamon,” thought Jacqueline, “How did you ever do that? That was awesome.”


  “Half-Cat, half-Wolf,” Cinnamon thought back, “interesting blend. I could definitely get used to this.”


  “Have at it guys,” said Cinnamon. “Lunch is on me.”


  The snack took only a minute as they divided up the large bird. Jacqueline was impressed at how fair they were in the way they divided it up into equal portions. These Wolves were the epitome of a team, always looking out for each other.


  “Jacqueline, Cinnamon,” said Roly. “Eat.” He passed each a choice piece of breast, being careful to not drop them in the dirt. “We won’t have time to make a fire, and it wouldn’t be safe to make one anyway with Trolls about. Sorry.”


  Jacqueline sniffed the piece of meat. To her surprise it didn’t smell raw at all. In fact, it smelled great. She had at it with pleasure. “Cinnamon,” she thought.


  “Yes dear.”


  “I never would have thought that possible; eating raw meat and having it taste good.”


  “It is good, isn’t it?” thought Cinnamon. “I’m glad it strikes your fancy.”


  “Time for a conference,” said Brutus. “All of us,” he nodded at the five Wolves.


  “Know, and you need to know as well,” he nodded to Jacqueline and Cinnamon, “that it is very strange that there are Trolls this far south of the border. They have never ventured this far in. Not even when they came into our forest to flank the troops at The Gate.”


  “Excuse me,” said Jacqueline. “First of all, I have no idea what ‘flanked them’ means. And secondly, could you please explain what ‘The Gate’ actually is?”


  “Of course, child. It is said that in times past, the Trolls, Gnomes, and Ravenwilders all got along well enough. They had some issues, mostly over border disputes in the north, but for the most part they lived in peace, even trading with each other.


  “The Gate was an actual gate that was used to halt the advancing wagons that were transporting goods, so they could monitor the items passing from one land to the other. Doing inventory counts and things like that. But at some point, things deteriorated, and because this stretch of land now contained a road, one of the first well-developed roads ever constructed, leading directly into Ravenwild from Slova to the east, they built a huge fort there to protect it from invasion. The road is narrow there, with the fort to the north and the Agden River to the south, and more importantly, a little to the west it narrows more, to a footpath, able to accommodate no more than one wagon at a time. Hence it is easily defended by whoever sits on either side of the narrows. So, last summer, the Trolls sent a massive force south and into the forest, into our forest, to put enough troops to the west in order to trap the Humans inside the fort and starve them out. We, of course, killed most of them, but enough made it through so that the mission was judged to be a success … ”


  “Yeah, we ate good then,” Roly interjected, rubbing his tummy. “Mmmm, Mmmm, Mmmm.” The other four Wolves nodded in agreement. Brutus gave him a harsh look, and Roly said, “Sorry.”


  “At any rate, for months now nobody has gotten in, and nobody has gotten out. 'Flanked' means they have them blocked in.”


  “But why haven’t the troops at the fort attacked them from within the fort?” asked Cinnamon.


  “Good question, Cinnamon. Before the arrival of the flanking force, most of the troops were withdrawn from The Gate and sent north, undoubtedly because they needed them to defend their homeland. Logic would dictate that there are not enough left to attack.”


  “So they’re all starving?” asked Jacqueline.


  “That, I cannot say. It would depend on the amount of food they had inside when the troops moved out, and the amount of those remaining inside the fort.”


  “I get it,” said Jacqueline. “Why can’t they all just get along? They were getting along.”


  “Another good question,” said Brutus. “Nobody knows, and of course it happened a long time ago. But I would bet you a good meal that the Troll leader at the time got it into his head that Trolls are in some way the ‘superior race’. This notion, this belief that one race is somehow superior to the others, has been a plague on Inam'Ra for all time.”


  “It’s the same where we come from,” said Jacqueline. “Animals are treated like they are inferior. I hate it.”


  Hannibal and Dillon raced in at full gallop, skidding to a stop. Brutus waited for them to catch their breath, then asked, “What do you know?”


  Dillon spoke in between pants, “The Trolls … have reinforced their numbers … to the west … Snuck right by us, they did. Looks like they have about twice as many as before. They have also amassed a large strike force to the east. I would guess that they are planning an all out assault on the fortress itself.”


  “Food!” said Roly.


  Brutus again shot him a hard look. Again Roly lowered his head and thought, “Sorry.”


  “Do you think they have a chance?” asked Brutus.


  “Hard to say,” answered Hannibal. “They have never managed it before, but we know that the numbers at The Gate are depleted, and if they are all too weak to fight … ” He trailed off, the unstated conclusion obvious to all.


  “We can’t let that happen!” cried Jacqueline. “We can’t let them murder all those people! We have to do something.”


  “What can we possibly do?” asked Brutus. “We are ten. They are hundreds.”


  “Thousands,” said Dillon.


  There was a prolonged silence.


  “How many more of us are there?” asked Cinnamon in a quiet voice.


  “Wait a minute, Brutus,” said Stefen. “This is not our fight. This is between Ravenwild and Slova. I say we sit by, let them slaughter each other, and feast on the remains until our bellies burst.”


  Jacqueline marched right up to him and put her face in his. “That,” she said, “is evil. How could you think such a thought? You should be ashamed of yourself. Ashamed!”


  Stefen emitted a low growl. Jacqueline, fearless, did the same.


  “Both of you,” barked Brutus. “That is enough. And you are wrong, Stefen. This is our fight. It became our fight when we took these two in as one of us. Did you think that was a charade? A pretense? Jacqueline is right. You should be ashamed of yourself. To answer your question, Cinnamon, there are seven thousand, one hundred and fifty-eight of us at last count, depending on whether or not any early pups have been born. This is the time of year when our mates are preparing to give birth, which they do in the southernmost part of our land. Our land,” he repeated with emphasis, looking first at Stefen, then Cinnamon, then Jacqueline. “So they are unavailable to us for the obvious reasons. But the rest, the males, are roaming to hunt.


  “This said, here’s what we’re going to do. Hannibal, Dillon, have some bird. Compliments of the most successful hunter in the pack today.” He nodded at Cinnamon. The two Wolves ate their snacks in a couple of bites, each remembering to thank her.


  “All right,” said Brutus. “Michael, Harvey, Roly, Franklin, Hannibal and Dillon, you will leave now. Stefen will remain here with me. There are some things that we need to straighten out.”


  He glanced sharply at Stefen, who glared back at him.


  “Round up the rest. All that you can muster. Bring them to Clearwater. We will meet you there.”


  “Brutus, how are we to feed our mates if we take on this fight?” It was Stefen. All present could feel the anger radiating from him like heat from a fire.


  “That sounds pretty close to a challenge to me. Is that what you want? Are you challenging me?” A low rumble followed his words and a menacing growl came from his throat as he stood with deadly looking fangs bared.


  Stefen lowered his head.


  “All right then. No harm done,” said Brutus. “Be smart, Stefen. Make no mistake about it, there is going to be a fight. One way or another, there will be more food than we have seen all winter.”


  “Sounds good to meeee … ” Roly called over his shoulder as the six of them loped away.
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  In the King’s tent, Rolan, Jared, and Diana sat and enjoyed a brief respite from the horrors of the war that had now officially begun, for them at least. For the King and the rest of his army, today was no different than any other day of battle. Food was available thanks to the advance preparations of Turman Pandieth. The wounded had been sequestered and were being cared for by the Ravenwild healers. The dead had been buried. Tomorrow’s strategy needed to be finalized by the leadership and the proper orders given out. On it went.


  “I must ask you now, or I might never get the chance to ask you again, and I must know,” said Rolan to Diana. “Why did you leave?”


  “Father, I had had enough of the never-ending war, the killing, the destruction. Ever since I was a little girl, it seemed that all of those that I had come to love... they all died. Uncle Sean, Uncle Matthew, Uncle Benjamin, Uncle Yohan, most of my cousins. The list is too long to remember … Imagine that. The essence of your life reduced to a list of the dead that is too long to remember.


  “It was easier for Erik. He, at least, was allowed to fight. I, despite all the training in swordplay and bowmanship, was never allowed to be part of the fight. I was left alone. All I could do was grieve.” She paused, stroking her hair back away from her face. “I couldn’t take the pain anymore, so I went away to live in the woods. I wanted to be alone, where I wouldn’t have to hear any more news of my friends and loved ones dying.”


  “I can surely understand your reasons,” said the King. “I always thought that I had failed you in some way.”


  “Oh no, Father. It was not you, nor Mother. It was this crazy, mixed up world that we live in. Take today. How many Ravenwild wives will now live out the rest of their lives in sadness without their husbands? How many Ravenwild children will do the same without their fathers? And not just on our side, but on the side of the enemy as well. Does it matter any less to the Troll wives and the Troll children? Will they miss them any less than we, because they fight for the other side?”


  
     
  


  The silence that filled the tent was deafening.


  
     
  


  “But now, I am of a mind that we need to fight this war to the end, and we either win it, or we lose it. Either way, the killing will finally stop. Maybe that’s the whole point, to just stop all the killing.”


  There was another long silence in the tent as her words settled over them like a dense mist.


  The King broke it with, “Jared, I want to thank you for what you did today. We surely weren't expecting that attack, and it might have been an entirely different outcome had you two not shown up when you did.”


  One of the guards outside the King’s tent stuck his head inside. “Wizard Paulimas would have a word with you, My King.”


  “Of course,” said Rolan.


  Paulimas entered, ducking his tall frame to allow him access to the inside.


  He spied Diana, and his mouth dropped open. “Princess Diana,” he beamed. “You are alive!” They embraced warmly as his eyes filled up. “This is the best of news.”


  “Thank you, Paulimas. This is my dearest friend, Jared.”


  They shook hands. “I am told you would be the one responsible for those interesting tactics against the Trolls today. I heard about it as I rode in. I would appreciate it if we could get together before I leave, so that I might learn more of how you did this.”


  “Of course,” said Jared.


  “And the shrouding spells, My Lord. Did they hold up? Were the troops truly hidden when they burst forth to have at the backs of the Trolls?”


  “They were perfect,” said Rolan. “Well played, wizard,”


  Paulimas studied his King. He saw the weariness, the lines of stress, the grief over the never-ending litany of death. He too very much wanted the killing to end, so that all the peoples in the three lands could live in peace, free of the ever-present dread that today might be the fateful day when you and your entire family were wiped from the face of the planet at the hands of the enemy.


  
     
  


  Such a simple concept: No enemies.


  
     
  


  But for now, they had a wall to repair.


  “My King,” he said, “as you know, it has always been the plan, ever since we decided to take the fight to the Trolls in King’s Port, to use the wizards to help with their counterattack from the north. We know this is sure to happen as soon as their northern commanders learn of our presence in the south of Vultura. May I sit?”


  “By all means.” The King knew his wizard well enough to know that something was amiss.


  Paulimas took a seat at the small table in the tent.


  “My Lord,” he said. “The magic is failing.”


  Rolan’s face paled. “What?”


  “There can be no doubt, My King. The six of us have all noticed that our ability to conjure has diminished daily now for several days in a row. Not drastically, mind you, but the diminution is real. As real as we are all gathered here. It started with some of the more powerful shrouding spells we were laying down in anticipation of the counterattack. Now, a complicated shrouding spell is by no means a simple feat, but would normally be easily accomplished by a wizard-of-the-first-school. We managed to lay them down, but only by combining our talents and executing them together. Now some of the simple spells are proving difficult, and while I believe we could still be of some assistance in the next few days, my fear is that if we delay our return to Belcourt, we will not be able to assist in the repair of the Great Wall. And without the Great Wall, no matter how well we fight, the remaining citizens will all be hunted down and killed. We need to repair it, My Lord. It is the only hope our peoples have of surviving. What, after all, will be the point of a military victory if the only survivors are the warriors themselves? Our peoples have proven extremely resourceful at evading the constant searches in the wild by the Troll war parties, but they are running out of places to hide.”


  Rolan’s face took on the determined look of a leader who must take control of a situation that, if handled well, might succeed, but if handled poorly, could doom all.


  “There it is,” he said. “You will depart for Belcourt immediately. It was always the plan to have you return there as soon as we had launched the great ship and retreated, but it appears we now have no choice but to carry on without you.”


  Paulimas stood and bowed. “I am deeply sorry, My Lord.”


  “Wizard, please. I will not have you apologizing for something that is not your fault. Go now, with haste. Repair the Wall. And be sure that the word is spread for the citizens to return as soon as it is structurally sound. We too will need it intact when we return.


  “You know where the food stores are in the catacombs. And those of the armaments.” He smiled. “You spelled them.


  “One question, though, before you leave. Do you have any thought as to the cause of this mysterious waning of the magic?”


  “No, My Lord.”


  “All right, go then.”


  Paulimas quickly embraced the Princess that he had bounced on his knee when she was a little girl, and took the hand of Jared in his own. “It appears we will not be able to speak about this new weaponry,” he said, “but as soon as time affords … ”


  “Of course.”


  He left without another word.


  “If I might speak, My King.”


  “Of course, Jared.”


  “As you know, Sire, books have always been an illegal thing here in Ravenwild, since long before any of us was born. But know that my father dedicated his life to collecting these illegal things, and with his passing, I took them all and went to the woods to live. My reasons were somewhat different than those of the Princess but … Well, anyway, I have dedicated much of my life to committing the words of some of them to memory. One was on Prophecy, and if I may quote it.”


  He closed his eyes. He went back in time.


  “'There will come a dark time when the Trolls will be led by one with a heart as black as the darkest night. Under his command they will subjugate the Gnomes. The Gnomes will then fight with them as the only means to their survival. Together, then, they will try to eliminate every remaining Human, Elf, and Dwarf from our world, and they will never stop until this they have done. Nothing done by those that survive the first assault will matter, except to forestall the inevitable, for the force that hunts them will be too great. The final attack will come in the spring after the fall of the Great Wall. Left to themselves, all will perish.


  
     
  


  “But from beyond the stars there will arrive a lost girl, on the verge of womanhood, in the great reaches of the Ravenwild forests, who can be their savior if she is herself first saved. She will travel to the Enchanted Northland, spelled since the time of the Great War by twelve great wizards, whose bones will have long since turned to dust, but whose sorcery will never weaken nor fail. There she will match wits with the Dukkar, a creature given life from lifelessness by the power of those same twelve wizards, and if successful, she will come to possess a talisman that will give her more power than has ever been seen on this world, since even before the Great War.


  
     
  


  “If she fails, all is lost.


  
     
  


  “But if she prevails, and masters the eight commandments of the Bindu-ward art of magic and spell under the watchful eye of the Dukkar, she will then journey to the Lost City of Elves. There she will learn to draw upon the power of the earth, the sun, the wind, and water. Stronger and stronger she will become, and as her powers grow, magic will begin to fail.


  
     
  


  “She will be recognized by those who save her by the blood-red gemstone that she wears on her neck, on the finest of golden chain. It will be in the shape of a heart, and two serpents will wrestle at its center. Take great care with this precious stone, for it will be how she finds her way home.’”


  
     
  


  “You never said that other part,” said Diana.


  Jared nodded. “Sorry,” he said. “It didn’t seem relevant at the time.”


  “Well,” said Rolan. “Let’s hope it lasts until our fine wizards are able to repair the breach in the Great Wall. Before it fails to the point that they are unable.”
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  Forrester and Orie studied the tracks, Orie down on one knee and Forrester standing beside him with his huge arms folded across his chest, ever scanning the forest around them for signs of danger.


  They had been running all day, trying desperately to close the distance between themselves and Jacqueline. Far off to the south they could hear Wolves howling back and forth. Lots of Wolves. It sounded like hundreds of them. “These are obviously her tracks,” said Orie. “And these are the tracks of a cat. Do you suppose it’s possible that a cat came with her? And these … are Wolf tracks. You would think that they were chasing her, but there’s no way she could outrun them. What do you make of that, Forrester?”


  “I can’t say. But I do know this. We are dead meat if they catch us. Well, at least I am. They eat Trolls, you know, and although I could handle one of them, maybe two or three, from the sounds of it, there are way more than a few of them.”


  Orie quickly spread the map in front of them. “She’s close!” he said. “Come on. If we hurry, we can catch her.”


  They raced ahead, all the while the howls of the Wolves to the south of them drawing closer.


  “We’re not going to make it,” called out Forrester. “We’re going to have to climb a tree pretty soon.”


  “We’ll make it,” panted Orie. He picked up the pace double-time. His breathing was ragged. His chest felt like it was on fire. His legs were turning to mush. He stumbled and fell, picking himself up as quickly as he had fallen, and continued to run. They entered a clearing. There she was! Straight-ahead, about a hundred yards. He was about to yell for her when he heard the growl, a death growl, coming from somewhere off to their right. Then they heard another, off to their left from behind a large bush with leaves as red as blood. Forrester drew his sword as the Wolves sprang at him from each side.


  “Jacqueline !” Orie screamed. “Jacqueline, help!”


  “Orie?” Jacqueline shrieked back. She thought as hard as she had ever thought anything, forcing her thoughts out, reaching towards Brutus and begging him to stop the attack. “Brutus, it’s my brother!” she screamed in her mind, closing her eyes and clenching her fists.


  At the last second, Jacqueline’s frantic thoughts crashed into his consciousness. He had already started his lunge, but he was able to push off harder with one of his back paws than the other and sailed wide to the right in mid-leap, at the same time ordering Stefen to abort the assault.


  They would never figure out why he didn’t. Or perhaps couldn’t. They would never know that his last private thoughts, as Forrester’s great sword slammed into the back of his neck, were how this solitary Troll in his forest represented many meals for his mate, and his pups yet unborn, and how this is what Wolves just did, they put themselves in harm’s way for the ones they loved. It was a question of honor.


  Jacqueline, Cinnamon, and Brutus all felt the blow as if it had struck them. Jacqueline felt as though she had been knocked right off her feet, and for a few seconds, found it difficult to breathe. Then she heard Stefen’s voice come to her in her mind, as if he were calling to her from a great distance. “Jacqueline. You were right, I am sorry, you were right, I should … ” Then it winked out, like a light when the switch is flipped, and he was gone … The pain she felt in her neck was replaced with a different one that coursed through her all the way to her very core as she stood, trembling violently, and searched for him in her mind’s eye.


  
     
  


  There was nothing. Nothing at all. He was gone.


  
     
  


  At the same time, Orie was sprinting towards her, his unseen form leaving a wake of faint footprints and disturbed forest floor debris. Brutus, while he could not see him, could see this. And he could smell him. Realizing there was nothing he could do for his packmate, who lay dying in front of him, he raced after the phantom that was headed straight for Jacqueline. He tore after it, closing the gap in seconds. Forrester, knowing he would never be able to be able to get there in time, threw his sword. It left his hand in a flash and was about to find its mark when Brutus altered his path of travel; enough such that it whizzed by him. It barely grazed his flank, burying itself in the ground where it wavered harmlessly back and forth. Out of the corner of his eye, Orie saw the Wolf’s approach and threw himself on his sister, turning at the last second to face the beast, his sword out with blade up. Fangs bared in a death snarl, Brutus cleared the last twenty feet in a great leap, determined to tear this abomination from his charge. It was a blur, faster than could be followed by the human eye. Jacqueline felt the weight of her brother upon her, and she smelled him. Her thoughts were faster. Once again she reached out to Brutus with her mind, thinking, “No, Brutus. It’s my brother!”


  Too late to stop himself in the middle of his jump, the huge animal landed on top of both of them, knocking the wind out of Orie, who crumpled.


  Forrester ran and retrieved his sword. Ripping it out of the ground, he prepared to do battle with the Wolf, who faced him with the same snarl that moments before had been directed at Orie’s invisible presence. They circled each other warily as hundreds of Wolves, led by Roly and the others, came tearing into the valley. “Jacqueline,” panted Orie, on his hands and knees and struggling to catch his breath, “He’s … with me … … He’s my friend.”


  “Call them off, Brutus,” she called to him. “He is with my brother! He is his friend!”


  Still the Wolves charged forward, running full-speed, with their tongues hanging out and spittle flying from their mouths.


  “Brutus! Call them off!”
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  The horses, all five of them, had mysteriously disappeared. Gracie was particularly distraught. They tracked them for hours, but were forced to call off the search when they noticed dozens of Troll footprints on the same trail. All agreed they were fresh.


  Forced into making a very difficult decision, they turned about and headed south on foot, towards Jacqueline.


  
     
  


  “Still not there?” she asked Ryan, who was once again trying to see if he could locate Stephanie’s dot on the maps spread out in front of him on the forest floor of their campsite.


  “Still not there,” he echoed. “But wait, here’s something. Look here.”


  She walked the few steps between them and tried to focus on the map in the scant light of the newly risen Inam'Ra spring moons. “See,” he said, pointing with the tip of his dagger. “That has to be Orie and Forrester. They’re okay, Grace. I know it. I can feel it. And look, they’re with Jacqueline. See, they’re right on the border of Ravenwild. This is crazy! I have, like, no idea how she did it, but it looks like Jacqueline hung in there until they could get to her!”


  
     
  


  In their excitement they hugged wildly, jumping up and down while embracing, like fourth-graders at a birthday party.


  Erik strode back into camp carrying the hindquarters of a small deer.


  “You guys look like you’re in a good mood.” He grinned. “How come? It isn’t because of this.” He picked the hindquarters up a bit off of his shoulders.


  “No, definitely not because of that,” said Gracie, wrinkling up her nose, “but thank you. I don’t mean to seem unappreciative, but I’m so sick of deer meat I could die. No, Orie’s dot, and Forrester’s, have reappeared on the map, and it looks like they and Jacqueline are together.”


  Erik hung the rack of meat on a broken-off branch of one of the pines and walked over for a look.


  “Fantastic,” he said. “Fantastic,” he repeated for emphasis. “Where’s Daria?”


  Ryan nodded off to his left. “Down by the stream washing up.”


  “Well, that is good news,” said Erik. “Great news.” He walked off to check on Daria.


  “And look here,” Ryan said, “Mr. and Mrs. Strong are on the move too. Remember, dots have appeared and disappeared on these things since we got here. I’m sure she’s all right, Grace. I’m sure of it.”


  Erik found Daria by the edge of the small stream where she sat staring blankly into the clear water. He could tell she had been crying.


  “How are you doing?” he asked gently.


  “All right,” she sighed. “It’s... it's that I find myself constantly wishing … you know … ” She lowered her head and began to cry softly again.


  Erik approached her and put his arm around her large shoulders. “I know,” he said. “I know.”
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  “You know,” said Titan Mobst, wiping the sweat from his neck, “with all of that pig iron in there, it’s going to take a lot more work than we thought to drag her to the launch point.”


  After setting one of the last blocks of iron down below, Saviar Murlis took a long pull from the flask of ale handed to him by one of the crew.


  The cavern in which the great ship silently rested was a study in effort. Tools lay scattered all about as though the victims of massive winds from a huge storm. Ladders were perched everywhere at odd angles, having been used and set quickly aside to allow for the next task at hand. Barrels, rigging, weapons, and all manner of construction gear were strewn all about.


  “How much longer?” he asked.


  Titan continued to wipe himself down. The small bit of cloth he was using was way too small to remove any significant amount of the grime from the smelter, causing his skin to look more like the bark of a tree affected by the blight than the skin of a Gnome. “Hard to say,” he said. He nodded towards the ship where the workers had assembled on deck, one of them manning the helm and another sliding down a rope to call commands to him to turn the tiller right and left to be sure that it functioned properly. The rest of them busied themselves coiling ropes, loading weapons, stowing barrels, sweeping, polishing, fastening, and making all of the last minute preparations for the imminent launch. There was not an idle pair of hands among them. “Good lads,” he grunted. “They make us proud this day.”


  Saviar returned his grunt in kind. “She needs a name,” he said, looking on the great ship.


  “Already taken care of.”


  He called for the help of four of them. As one, they lifted up a broad, thick, iron plate that they all helped fasten to the stern.


  But for the strict code of quiet under which they operated on this clandestine mission of hope, there would have undoubtedly been a raucous cheer of some sort. Under the circumstances, they had to settle for smiles and handshakes all around as they stood and admired the work that had occupied Titan Mobst for the last several days, the name of their about to be christened vessel:


  Mexyl Wyn


  
     
  


  “Let them chew on that as we sail away from them,” he said. “The ones we have not managed to kill.”
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  They walked in single file, Captain Pilrick in the lead. He was followed by Oddwaddle, who shuffled along with that strange gait by which he had garnered his name. Jessica and Blake were next, followed by Gall, who had been careful to position himself in between them and Jebwickett, who brought up the rear. They had been marching west for days now, headed towards the northeast border of Vultura and hoping to rendezvous with one of the clans where they might glean some news as to the whereabouts of Stephanie and of the war. Every evening had brought them rest and a meal of fresh meat, thanks to the hunting talents of Blake, as well as a chance for Jessica to sit alone with Jebwickett and try to pick away at the layers of hate in which he kept himself so tightly wrapped.
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  As the second spring-moon began to peek its way over the distant horizon,


  the captain called a halt to the day’s march and ordered everybody to be about the business of setting up camp for the night. Around a fire, they sat in silence and chewed the time away.


  “Jebwickett,” said the captain, “You will take first watch. I will take second. Oddwaddle, you will relieve me.”


  Blake and Jessica busied themselves with dragging windblowns, pieces of brush, small boulders, and any other form of debris that would provide protection from the chill that might soon be upon them.


  “Feels like it’s going to be warmer tonight,” said Blake.


  “Mmmm,” answered Jessica. “I’m just happy that I don’t have to clean up after them anymore.”


  
     
  


  She approached the captain, already rolled up in his bedroll and starting to drift off. “Captain Pilrick,” she said softly, “permission to sit with Jebwickett for a bit.”


  The captain had noticed these meetings between them for the last several nights, and being an intelligent Gnome, had a pretty good idea what she was trying to do.


  “Permission granted,” he said in a weary voice. He rolled away from her.


  She stood to leave and he rolled back, propping himself up one elbow. “You know, you’re not going to fix him.”


  She nodded. “Probably not,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to keep trying.”


  He sighed. “Very well. Carry on.”


  Blake continued to work on their temporary camp. “I’m going to speak with Jebwickett,” she said.


  Shoving a pile of leaves into one of the crevices, he said, “Go for it. But keep your sword at the ready. I can’t afford to lose you.”


  She smiled.


  “I’m serious,” he said. “We both know what he’s capable of. I think what you’re doing is admirable, but … ”


  “But what?”


  “What’s that old saying? The road to hell is paved with good intentions …”


  “And polished with sad regrets,” she finished for him.


  “You got it,” he said, reaching for another branch. “Be careful.”


  
     
  


  “May I sit with you?” she asked Jebwickett.


  “I suppose.”


  They sat together, neither speaking for a while. She reached over to hike his coat a little further up on his neck against the breeze, and he stiffened. Tonight, unlike the night before, and the night before that, his hand did not drop to his sword.


  “You know, Jebwickett,” she began, “you’re just a boy.”


  “I am not a boy,” he snapped. “I am a soldier. I am a soldier in service to my Emperor, Leopold Malance Venomisis. We might not seem it to you, but we are an army, and an army needs discipline. I am in charge of that. I am the discipline


  officer.” He turned to face her with a haughty smile.


  “I want you to tell me about the day that Gall’s mother was killed.”


  “I don’t want to talk about that,” he said. “I don’t have to.”


  “I think you do. I think you want to talk about that a lot.”


  “What makes you so smart?” He looked at her suspiciously.


  “Never mind that now. Tell me about that day.”


  “Stupid Jubra,” he muttered.


  “Who is Jubra?” she asked.


  “Gall’s little sister. It was all perfect. Ubri and I were brothers. Best friends. We did everything together. Then she was born and ruined everything. Jubra this. Jubra that. Stupid Jubra. I should have killed her. I would have, too.” He stared off at the Inam'Ra moons. She noticed he seemed to look very sad. Barely audible, he whispered, “I almost did.”


  “Tell me about your mother.”


  “She died.”


  “How did she die?”


  “I don’t know, she died, that’s all. Gnomes die. Everybody dies.”


  “Did you and she get along well?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, did you fight a lot?”


  “No.”


  “Did she and your father fight a lot?”


  “Never,” then, “Never, never, never. They never had a cross word.”


  “What happened after your mother died? To your father, I mean?”


  Jebwickett snapped his head towards her, his face suddenly contorted with rage. “Too many questions,” he said. “Go now. Go away before I kill you.” He put his hand on his sword. She ignored the gesture and reached up to pat him gently on the head. “Go,” he commanded, pointing away. “Don’t make me do something I don’t want to do. I don’t want to hurt you. But I would if I had to. I am a soldier.”


  She stood up and backed away from him. “No,” she said. “You are a boy.”


  She turned and retraced her steps to the campsite. Had she turned to look back at him, she would have seen that he was feeling his head, where he could still feel the warmth of her touch.
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  She walked down the trail, which turned into a pathway, which turned into a small road. She couldn’t remember getting separated from Diana and Jared. All she could recall was that vicious storm as they had approached the border of the Enchanted Northland. “So much for that theory,” she thought. She considered calling out for them, but rejected this as more dangerous than smart. Best to keep on walking and see if she could pick up their trail.


  “Where are they?” she thought. She fought hard to keep from getting angry. Somebody had often said to her that emotions are not problem solving tools, but she couldn’t remember who it was. This was all so strange.


  
     
  


  What was stranger was the fact that she felt clean, and when she stopped in about an hour to check and see if she had anything left to eat, not only was her backpack full of food, it was very odd food. Nothing like what she remembered having had on her when she became separated from her companions. Come to think of it, she didn’t recognize the knapsack.


  There was the same dried meat, but in addition, there was a variety of fresh fruits and vegetables, not the dried, shriveled stuff that she had gotten used to. There was a large loaf of flat bread. She sniffed it. It was fresh. Baffled, she continued to unpack. There was a fresh set of clothes, complete with clean undergarments similar to those … of … somewhere she had been, a heavy waterproof cloak, a set of rugged gloves, and a tiny metal pot-for-one, clearly designed for boiling water over an open fire.


  There were several pockets and fasteners on the top of it, and two front pockets on the bottom, each secured by buttons, one white and one black. In the pocket held fast by the white one she found containers of tea and sugar. Such a treat. She hadn’t had sugar since … well, she couldn’t remember when. There was also an extra flint-and-steel, a match to the one she carried in her vest, a small sharpening stone, and a spare compass.


  She opened the other. In the tips of her fingers she noticed a potent tingling sensation as she worked the button that held it shut. It was painful enough that she hesitated in her efforts, quickly withdrawing her fingers, which she instinctively placed in her mouth. The sensation subsided, causing her to think that perhaps she had imagined it, but, no, when she reached out to lift the flap, there it was again. Undeterred, she flipped it open. A warm breeze caressed her face, causing her hair to lift slightly off of her shoulders, and she thought for sure she heard voices calling to her from far away, voices she could have sworn she knew.


  Whereas the lining of the first pocket had been perfectly plain, this one was covered with a soft, velour-like material. She tipped the pack slightly to peer inside and saw a stout gold chain. Reaching in, she withdrew it. As soon as she touched it, that strange tingling sensation reappeared, but this time it did not surprise her. In fact, it felt almost pleasant.


  It was around eighteen inches long, and fastened to it was a biconvex, elliptical, amber-colored amulet. She held it up to look closely at it and the color faded away, only to be replaced by that of a grim-faced Elf who appeared to be looking her directly in the eye. She gasped and sat back, putting her free hand to her mouth in surprise. She knew this Elf. She knew she knew her from somewhere, from sometime, but she couldn’t remember where or when. The Elf smiled slightly, more with her eyes than with her mouth, nodded, and disappeared. Her image was replaced by color again, this time a soft purple. She shook it. Nothing happened. “Come on, come on,” she said out loud, as if by speaking to it she might get it to do something. She tapped it softly on the ground a few times and held it up in front of her. Nothing. “Hmmm,” she mused. Because she was more than a little afraid of it, and didn’t really want to put it on, she reached forward to replace it in the pocket from which she had withdrawn it. But when she did, she got a terrible shock that hurt something fierce, causing her to cry out. The image of the Elf reappeared and she muttered, “I take it you want me to wear it.” She wasn’t surprised when the image nodded again, offered the same smile, and faded.
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  “Here goes,” she sighed, as she stood and slipped it over her head, paying close attention to any odd feelings that might arise over this simple act, but... no, she didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary, except maybe that it felt like it belonged on her, that she had worn it before. But perhaps she was imagining that. She couldn’t be sure.


  As it hung there, she looked at her body-armor vest. It was then that she finally noticed she was wearing a completely different outfit than she remembered, this one clean and in good repair. None of this made any sense. Taking a bite from a juicy red apple that had fallen out of the pack when it was first opened, she sat down to think on it, to try and figure it out.


  “Oh, this is all too much,” she thought. “How could any of this be?”


  She remembered distinctly the day that they had made it to the border, the howling winds tossing them violently around in the snow. Then, that’s right, she remembered now, it had gone precipitously calm… and there had been something else, something that, if she could remember it, might explain these oddities. But she couldn’t.


  She finished her apple, tossed the core, and continued along.


  
     
  


  She walked for the remainder of the afternoon, setting up a crude lean-to well off the main trail as dusk approached. Flopping down on her bedroll, she was about to drift off when she heard the screams.


  It was a woman’s voice, crying out in desperation. She sprang to her feet and listened carefully to determine the precise direction from which it was coming.


  “ Noooo, please … ” the voice pleaded. “Take the cow. Take the goats. Leave my children! Please! No! N … ”


  As the last word got cut off, she knew that the woman doing the screaming had suffered some sort of terrible ill fate. At least she had a good fix on the direction. She knew if she went straight back out to the roadway she would find her, assuming she was among the living. She crouched low and slowly made her way back in the direction from which she had come, checking her sword more than once on the way to be sure it was free in its scabbard. It was night now, but bright with the illumination of the two Inam'Ra moons, both of which were full, and she had no trouble finding the young woman that lay facedown in the dirt alongside the road. She listened for a long time before she did anything, to be sure that whoever had done this was no longer about. Hearing nothing, she dragged her out of the ditch and ten feet up into the surrounding woods. She noticed she was breathing, and her skin was warm. So far, so good. She tried shaking her, but did not call out to her for fear of being overheard. Creeping back to the area where she had set up her little camp, she gathered up all of her things and then moved silently back to where she had left her. She had intended to soak the woman’s head with cold water from her waterskin in an attempt to get her to wake up, but when she got back to where she had left her, she was already sitting up, her back against a tree, holding her head and groaning loudly.


  “Shhh,” whispered Doreen, squatting down beside her and putting her arms around her. “Hush now. If they hear you, they’ll come back. Shhh. Quiet now. It’ll be alright. We’ll get them back for you. Shhh.”


  The young woman, obviously beside herself with anguish, started noticeably at Doreen’s approach, but calmed down quickly, enough to take a sip of water from the waterskin.


  “My name is Doreen,” she said quietly, offering her hand.


  “Crystal,” said the other, accepting it limply.


  “What happened?” asked Doreen, “Who took your children?”


  “Towners,” said Crystal. “To sell to the Trolls. I might have known it would happen. Towners are rotten, clean clear through. I hate them.


  “They would sell their own mothers for a promise.” She reached out and took Doreen’s hands, squeezing them hard. “We have to get them back,” she said. “We have to.”


  “How many children are there?” asked Doreen.


  Crystal seemed detached, disconnected, almost as if she didn’t hear her. “Oh … two,” she finally answered, lucid for a fleeting moment and then slipping quickly back into her impassive state.


  “Keep it simple,” thought Doreen. “Keep it simple.”


  “How old are they?”


  It took Crystal several seconds to answer her as she rolled her head all this way and that, chewing at her fingertips and looking wildly all around them in terror.


  “How old are they?” Doreen repeated.


  “The boy is eight, the girl, nine.”


  “Tell you what,” said Doreen, “first we’ll have something quick to eat. They’ll be watching for you to come after them. We’ll give them a little time to let their guard down. Don’t worry. We’ll get your kids back, and your animals too. How many of them are there?”


  “Animals?”


  “No, Towners.”


  “Not many. Four or five.”


  She seemed to focus a little better at the mention of something to eat.


  “Are they armed?”


  “No. Knives maybe. No swords or bows or anything. They are scrappers, though. We’ll have a fight on our hands, that’s for sure.”


  Doreen opened her pack and began placing food out. Crystal helped herself without waiting for Doreen to finish, immediately cramming her mouth full of anything in front of her. She ate more like an animal than a Human, smacking loudly and grunting the entire time. Doreen raised her eyebrows slightly. “Go slow,” she cautioned her. “It looks like maybe you haven’t eaten much lately. We can’t have you getting cramps.”


  Crystal ignored her and continued to gorge, forcing Doreen to repack anything she had not already eaten.


  Cinching her pack back up, she walked back out to the road. With the two Inam'Ra moons, it was easy to make out the trail the Towners had left.


  They began to follow them. Doreen figured that at some point they would camp and bed down for the night, and that’s when they would take them. Sure enough, in a couple of hours, they heard the Towners whooping it up ahead of them. In a few more minutes, they could see the light of their campfire. Doreen pulled Crystal off the roadway, and they came up with a plan. They would wait until the Towners had settled in for the night, when they would undoubtedly post guards. Doreen would take care of the guards. Crystal would circle around to the back and cut her children free. If they were able to sneak away without waking the rest of them up, that would be best, but if not, Doreen asked her if she was capable of killing if she had to. Crystal assured her that she was, but only if she absolutely had to.


  Doreen mulled this over. It was one thing to offer a helping hand. It was another to put her life on the line, and if this young woman couldn’t do what was necessary …


  Doreen made sure she understood that this was a case where they certainly might have to, and while the thought of killing wasn’t something that she relished, if it happened in the course of rescuing a child that a Towner had kidnapped to sell to the Trolls, it really wouldn’t bother her, either.


  So they waited, the early spring warmth fading quickly to the chill of a late winter evening. Just as they had thought, soon after the hollering and hooting stopped, two guards appeared in the moonlight. They didn’t look to be much more than children themselves, but by the way they were positioned, with their arms folded tightly against their chests, and scanning constantly up and down the road, it was clear they meant business. Doreen drew her sword as she waved for Crystal to start moving in. She never got a chance to use it as a huge set of arms wrapped themselves around her, and the deepest voice she had ever heard warned her that if she struggled, she would die without ever seeing the sun come up again. Two more Trolls appeared in front of her, one dangling Crystal out in front of him like a rabbit. Her head hung in front of her at an awkward angle. The brute had snapped her neck!


  Doreen’s eyes widened in terror as the Towners strolled over from their camp.


  “Wow,” said one. “We were trying for one, and we ended up with two. That should earn us some more, yes?” He looked expectantly at the Troll holding Doreen.


  “Same price,” he said. “Not a mark more. Don’t ask again.”


  He fastened irons around Doreen’s wrists behind her back, removed all of her weapons, and tossed them into the woods. Her sword in his hands looked more like a toy than a weapon. He pointed down the road, saying, “March,” and gave her a swift kick in the thigh to let her know he wasn’t about to wait too long.


  The blow landed with a heavy thud and propelled her along, but it surprised her that it didn’t hurt much. At all, really. She decided it must be because she was badly shaken.


  They walked for the rest of the night, stopping into a crude roadside shelter as the sun’s early morning rays were starting to streak the dawn sky with bands of color. She was given some water to drink and some thick gruel in a crude bowl. Then she was allowed to relieve herself, after which she was shoved roughly into a barred enclosure equipped with irons into which she was fastened, and loops, through which four of the Trolls passed long carrying-poles. She was hoisted onto their enormous shoulders and carried for the next several days, now stopping only in the evening, where the ritual of the day before repeated itself. She was allowed to drink her water, eat her gruel, and relieve herself, only to be shoved back into the box and chained in.


  Despite the fact that she could easily peer through the wooden poles that made up the walls of her cage, it surprised her that she recognized nothing of the countryside through which they traveled. The mountains were completely different in appearance than she remembered when traveling north with Jared and Diana. She began to wonder if her mind was failing.


  On the morning of her sixth (or was it her ninth?) day of travel, she awakened when her cage was set down at the front gate of a walled facility of some sort. In a few minutes the gate opened, and she noticed that it looked like a fort, or maybe a prison. Trolls in dirty, shabby uniforms wandered all about, most appearing as though they were looking for something to do. Her cage was once more heaved skyward.


  She was carried through a small courtyard and set down again at the corner door of a building of rough-sawn lumber. While she was being hauled out of it, the door to the building opened. A Troll, whose uniform was slightly less dirty and tattered than those of the others, approached. Squinting in the bright midmorning sunlight, he eyed her up and down while her four handlers snapped to attention.


  “This is she?” he asked.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “And you’re sure she is the one?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Very well,” said the captain. “Take her to her cell in the back. She is still in irons. Good. Lock her in her cell and leave them on her. We will take no chances with this one. That’s it. Good. Careful now. She is not to be injured or roughed up in any way.”


  “Excuse me,” she said, as two of her handlers grasped her by the arms, and the other two took up positions in front of and behind her. “What is your name? Where are we? Where are you taking me, and why?”


  The Troll in front of her raised his hand, looking like he was going to slap her down. She braced for the blow that never landed.


  “Stay that arm,” ordered the captain, who walked stiffly over to her. Then, out of the side of his mouth, he breathed, “Are you out of your head?


  “So this is the one,” he muttered, looking like he was trying as hard as he could to not make eye contact with her.


  “Never mind my name,” he answered. “You will not be alive long enough for it to matter to you. Suffice it to say that I am a captain, and ranking officer of this garrison. We are taking you to a holding cell pending your execution in the morning.”


  Doreen started to panic. “Why are you executing me?” she cried. “What have I done to deserve that?”


  “Done?” he asked. “Done? What do you mean, done? You haven’t done anything. You are Human. We are Trolls. We eat Humans. You are here. We need food. That is all. Take her away.”


  They led her to a cell in the rear of the garrison. It was in another building much like the first one she had seen, although smaller. She was thrown inside, arms in irons behind her. The large oak door was slammed behind her and locked. She peered out through a grate and noticed that two of her escorts had stayed behind with her, standing guard right outside of her door. Something was very strange about all of this. First of all, why had she been allowed to live at all? Why hadn’t they killed her back in the woods with the Towners? Well, that much was simple. She was meat, and fresh meat was better than spoiled. Secondly, why had they carried her all this way? Lastly, why did they need two Trolls to stand guard over her? She was shackled and locked securely in a cell. They seemed almost afraid of her. She was sure of it. The captain, anyway. But why? And what was that business about her being, ‘the one’? The one what?


   



   



  


   Chapter 29


  
     
  


  A low rumble of thunder growled its way across the skyline while storm clouds grew like gigantic mushrooms in the western sky. The waves of the Western Sea began to build, slowly at first, then faster and faster until they reached monstrous heights, driven by the offshore winds. And the rain, which started out as a mild-tempered mist-drizzle, turned itself into fat drops that seemed almost reluctant to break apart on landing, then changed again into sheet upon sheet of driving torrents that seemed to want to drown the very land itself.


  The lookout, watching from his hiding place in the beach scrub, hardly dared to blink as he awaited the signal. It had to be today. It was the perfect day, and everyone, back in the cavern where the Mexyl Wyn still lay hidden, knew it. There it was! A solitary flaming arrow, shot from the shore to the north, traversed the sky in a magnificent arc before disappearing into the enraged surf. “In the name of the Old One,” he quietly offered to the winds as he walked slowly towards the secret cave entrance, glancing all about to be sure there were no enemy eyes upon him.


  To the north, crouched together in the weather-madness, the Ravenwild troops awaited the order to attack. Hidden within the insanity of the maelstrom it finally came, screamed first by Thargen to the line-commanders, who screamed it to the lieutenants, who screamed it to the sergeants, who screamed it to the men, who screamed it to each other as they made their wild charge. The Trolls, sleeping soundly in their tents while weathering the storm, never heard them coming over the riotous noise of the wind and thunder and were caught totally unaware as the Human, Elf, and Dwarf soldiers slashed their way through canvas and hide to get at the enemy within. Troll after Troll died while searching for a weapon, any weapon, to wield against their assailants. Some did manage to arm themselves, chasing after their attackers who fled as quickly as they had come, but most of these were cut down as soon as they made it out into the open by the bowmen, Gnomes all, who had been placed in strategic locations along the escape routes. Each fired several shots, most of which struck true, then quickly fell back to new positions.


  The attack and retreat had been choreographed to perfection, and the result was overwhelming losses on the Troll side, while the casualties on the Ravenwild side were held to a bare minimum.


  When the Trolls finally did manage to organize an actual counterattack, the Ravenwild forces had already retreated to the north, taking the Emperor’s Road. They ran at a dead sprint, knowing that if they did not make it to Pyrrt, where most of their attack force lay in wait, the pursuing Trolls, howling with rage, would cut them down like so many blades of grass. Even while they tailed them, some of the Troll commanders smelled a trap and tried to call a halt to the stampeding forces, but there was no controlling them. They might as well have tried to control the tide itself as control those who had lost hundreds of their comrades in this cowardly assault. They had them on the run, and as everyone knew, no Human, Elf, or Dwarf could outrun a Troll in the long run. So run they did for the rest of the morning, and as soon as they made it to the outskirts of Pyrrt, great shouts went up from the Troll forces. There they were! Right in front of them!


  What had started out as wild cheering now settled down into organized battle chants as they advanced on the enemy soldiers now dead ahead.


  The Ravenwild troops looked like they were forming ranks right in the middle of the road. They had them now. This was going to be too easy, and seeing how small the attacking force had been, along with the sight of them actually reorganizing right out in the open, caused the Trolls to lose all sense of order and control, and they now charged wildly forward.


  Had they kept their heads many fewer would have been lost to them, for they would have noticed the subtle but unmistakable signs of the troops that were hiding out on both sides of the road.


  Just when the disorganized, counterattacking Trolls were close enough to the Ravenwild troops to begin hand-to-hand combat, the hidden bowmen suddenly rose up on either side of the Emperor’s Highway, having caught them in a classic crossfire.


  
     
  


  Thousands of arrows were loosed as one.


  
     
  


  The Trolls were astonished, the sound of their battle-chants fading to silence, and the only sound that could be heard for the next few moments was the wail of the arrows as they streaked without mercy towards their hapless foe.


  Falling suddenly in huge numbers, and lacking direction from their officers, the Trolls never noticed the forces that now came up from the rear in a flanking maneuver. The point was not so much to defeat them, for most of the Ravenwild contingent was no match one-on-one with a Troll wielding a sword or a mace, it was merely to block them from retreating so that the bowmen could pick them off one at a time.


  The entire surface of the roadway was soon red with blood, almost all of it Troll blood. They began to panic and spent as much time looking about at the bloodbath around them as they did fighting, not noticing that every five seconds, on shouts from their commanders, the Ravenwild forces would all crouch low to the ground to allow the bowmasters a clear shot at the enemy.


  In a matter of minutes the Troll forces numbered far less than half that of the Ravenwild troops, and knowing that total annihilation was imminent, they began to retreat, bowling their way past the Humans, Elves, and Dwarves, who made no attempt to stop them. It was the first organized movement of the Trolls, and rather than suffer devastating losses themselves, the Ravenwild soldiers stood aside and let them stream by.


  
     
  


  It was a peculiar sight; all of these massive, armed Trolls racing past the Ravenwild troops as the archers continued to decimate them.


  Even this part of the battle had been scripted, so while the Trolls concentrated on running madly back in the direction from which they had come, the soldiers in the road who had been used as bait retrieved the wounded, getting those who could walk to their feet, and those who could not onto the litters that had been hidden alongside the roadway. These were the first to depart, ahead of the now retreating Ravenwild column who sprinted along in precise rows, protected in the rear by the foot soldiers and to either side by more archers. Their destination: Soledad, where a Gnome named Andar Gall had put himself in charge of the Gnome insurrection in the region.


  Up the Emperor’s Highway they bolted. All knew that it would not be long before the Troll leadership organized the fractured Troll forces and launched an offensive of their own, and it would get serious. They had managed to surprise them once, and they had won the first battle more convincingly than any of them had dared to hope, but there would be no more surprising them. Now they would have to outwit them.


  [image: tmp_3cce414d764754a6309f589e23879a8b_FXklL4_html_m48b1a100.jpg]


  
     
  


  The Mexyl Wyn was halfway to the launch point as the sun dipped below the horizon of the Western Sea, casting brilliant, crazy colors all across the sky in the wake of the storm that had passed. Nobody working on the project noticed. All were focused on the tasks at hand. The two crew chiefs, one located on either side of the ship, issued quiet orders to the laborers to remove the sternmost log and move it to the bow, then knelt to aid in the chore. All grunted in unison as they freed it up and started to roll it forward. Others made sure that the leaning posts, which kept the ship from listing to either side, were set fast. Others released and retied the stout ropes that were tied off to the large trees that lined the valley and which were the backup in case the leaning posts gave out. Now that the storm had passed, and the winds had died down, they had much less difficulty keeping her upright. Saviar Murlis and Titan Mobst had considered depending on the leaning posts alone, knowing that they would be able to move her along more quickly without having to continually fasten and unfasten the ropes as they rolled her along, but decided against it almost as soon as the idea came up.


  High above them in the trees, lookouts scanned for any sign that they had been spotted.


  On the forest floor, a steady stream of updates was relayed from the scouts that were following the progress of the battle to the north. To this point, they remained unseen. It looked like the diversion was working. One more day and she would be in the water, forever out of reach of their landlubber enemies, the Trolls.


  One of the crew chiefs approached Titan and Saviar, who stood off to the side studying the maps. “Begging your pardon, Sirs,” he said softly, “but the lads were wondering if we can keep going throughout the night. We will have plenty of moon, and we’ve been at it long enough that they are confident we can make the launch point by daybreak.”


  “Well,” said Titan Mobst, “as a matter of fact, we were just discussing that same thing. The plan we had will remain in place. We figure there is a much greater chance of being seen from the town, where there are sure to be guards standing watch in high places. They will be at full battle-alert. No doubt about that. And with the spring moons now out we would be in plain sight of them. We will lay her up tonight and do the second leg tomorrow. Fifty more feet should do it. Stop when the trees stop. Twenty feet shy, or thereabouts, will be fine. Thirty would be better.”


  “Very good, Sir.”


  He left to relay the orders.
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  General Vladimir Dumfe, ranking officer of the entire Troll northern campaign, with a walk-in-and-speak-to-the-Emperor-himself command of power and resource, found himself on an unlikely assignment. When he had gotten in front of his Majesty the very next day, he conferred with him regarding the tip from Sliphen at the Happy Troll. The General told him he wanted to send a patrol of the Emperor’s personal best to the Vargus Foothills to search for a traitor, and was shocked that his Emperor had decided to dispatch him to the area as well, to kill or capture the treasonous Troll. The Emperor must have said, “Better dead than alive,” half a dozen times. So here he found himself in the Ravenwild eastern midlands, north of Salem, where he and his patrol were chasing their quarry with all of the diligence of a good bloodhound sniffing out a trail, and they were closing in. They had first picked up the tracks in the woods, south of the Slovan village of Poth, nothing more than a tumbledown gathering of a few dilapidated houses occupied by Troll elders, women, and children. There were no able-bodied males about. All of these were involved in the war effort. Those that hung on at home were starving. This was, of course, ignored by General Dumfe and his squad. The general went so far as to strike one of them down when she was unable to supply him with a bottle of spirits with which to soothe his foul mood at having been deployed on this operation, the strategic importance of which he viewed as clearly not worthy of the direct attention of the general of the northern campaign. “This mission,” he had mumbled to himself more than once, “isn’t even in the north.” Had he known that it would be he who was heading up this pitifully insignificant seek and detain effort, he never would have gone to the Emperor in the first place. So much for the political side of life.


  From Poth the trail headed south, passing to the east of Pervv and into the Vargus Foothills, where it emerged on the western aspect, crossing over the Slova River at the Ongs shallows, not more than a few miles from where the general had murdered his entire company. It made him more than a little nervous to be this close to the exact spot, but what could he do? It wasn’t like he had left evidence. Still, he was uneasy, and the Troll regulars sensed it. He was edgy.


  “What is it?” he snapped to one of the trackers that had come to his tent with one of many end-of-the-day reports.


  The tracker stood in front of him, obviously nervous, shifting his weight almost imperceptibly from one foot to the other. He had not gotten used to reporting directly to a general, a task made no less easy by the obvious mood swings suffered by this one. “Just the daily report, General,” he answered, thinking, “Nothing to


  want my head on a pike over.”


  “Well, get on with it, then.”


  “Very good, Sir. The tracks picked up on this side of the river, as we knew they would. We followed them due north, hugging the river, and came across a most interesting finding. We found a farmhouse with several outbuildings that we have never known of, although all of us have been here before. Our familiarity with the region is, as you know, the principal reason each of us was selected for this maneuver.”


  “And how do you explain the fact that you have not known of this before now?”


  “Well,” said the tracker, “we believe it is the place we have always looked for, but could never find. The one spelled. Protected by magic. We believe it is the witch’s place.”


  “Have we searched it yet?”


  “No General, we have not. The scouts came upon it as the sun was setting and only went so far as to determine that there did not appear to be anybody out and about. They felt it would be best if the initial search was done with you present, the presumption being that you would want to give a report to the Emperor on your findings with no possibility that the site had been contaminated.” He conveniently left out the fact that every Troll in the company was frightened to death at the thought of setting foot on the property, knowing that this was a place of powerful magic.


  “I see. And how long will it take us to get there in the morning?”


  “Leaving at first light, we will be there well before sundown tomorrow.”


  “Very well. Then that is what we will do. Now, have some food brought to me. I shall dine and retire early.”


  The tracker ducked out of the tent. He was a strange one, this general. None of the Trolls seemed to know too much about him. Something about a recent promotion, campaigns to the North with an excellent track record, liked his spirits probably a little too much - not much else. However, this was an assignment on the direct order of the Emperor himself, hence it must have the highest operational value. He was not about to let a general, who had a habit of overindulging in spirits, blow it for his Emperor. He would hack off his right arm first. It would never happen. He was going to keep an eye on this one, that’s for sure.


  [image: tmp_3cce414d764754a6309f589e23879a8b_FXklL4_html_m48b1a100.jpg]


  
     
  


  “Hold there!” screamed Brutus in his mind. “Hold, I say!”


  He walked stiffly towards the huge pack of Wolves that now completely encircled their little band.


  The air was bristling with tension as they inched closer and closer. There was an occasional growl, but it was mostly silent as the Wolves studied the odd group. Jacqueline sat with her back up against a large log holding Cinnamon on her lap, stroking her nervously. Orie, unseen, stood slightly in front of them, off to the right, sword drawn and at the ready. Forrester also stood in front of them, off to the left. He too had his blade bared. His face was grim as he scanned the pack in front of them, trying to discern which one was their leader. Finally, the newly arrived Wolves parted, allowing one to advance who came to stand directly in front of Brutus. His fur was gray-white and his posture slightly stooped, yet he carried himself proudly. He stopped and glanced all around him, taking in the entirety of the scene, first at Forrester, then over at Jacqueline and Cinnamon, letting his gaze settle on Brutus. He raised his snout in the air for a sniff. A brief look of confusion flashed over his face, after which he put his head beside that of Brutus and nuzzled him slightly. Jacqueline took this all in with her mouth slightly open, inattentively rubbing Cinnamon, who thought, “That will do, dear. You will wear a hole in my coat.”


  “Brutus.”


  “Patriachus.”


  “Well?”


  “Well.”


  They stood facing each other in silence for perhaps half a minute. To the cat, the two Humans, and the renegade Troll, it seemed like an eternity.


  Brutus spoke slowly and loudly so that all present could hear him clearly. “These two,” he said, nodding in the direction of Cinnamon and Jacqueline, “we have adopted, according to the old ways. We believe the girl is part of Prophecy, the prophecy we have all grown up with. She wears the stone.”


  “Jacqueline,” Brutus thought forcefully, “please show the stone to everyone here. That’s right. Don’t be afraid.”


  Rather than show fear, Jacqueline stood and walked boldly out away from the log, against which she had been sitting, to stand beside Brutus. She withdrew the fiery red, heart-shaped gemstone from under her jerkin and held it up so that all might see it clearly. As she did this, she said, “My name is Jacqueline Elizabeth Strong.” She pointed to where her brother was standing. “This is my brother. I can’t see him, but I can smell him. I’m sure you can too. I don’t know this … this … ”


  “Troll,” Orie finished for her. “He is a Troll, and he is my friend.” Jacqueline hurriedly translated for him. “He has already saved my life more than once and … ”


  “That will do,” said Patriachus


  Behind him the pack was growing restless. “She can’t be the one,” said one. “She’s way too young,” called another. “We need to eat the Troll,” cried yet another. “We need to eat them all,” came from the back.


  
     
  


  Patriachus turned and barked, “Silence!” Then he turned back to Brutus and said, “We have some sorting out to do. The council of elders will hear all sides. Then we will decide.”


  “Decide what?” asked Jacqueline.


  “Why, what to do of course.”


  “Jacqueline,” said Orie, while the council of elders moved away from the


  rest of the pack, “what are these Wolves about? Can they understand us?”


  “They’re all about honor,” she said. “And yes, they can. Well, they can understand us,” she nodded at Cinnamon, “and we can understand them too, and each other. And not just by speaking, but by thinking, too. Ever since I got here. Well, not the thinking part. But Cinnamon and I have been talking from the first moment I, we, got here.


  “In order to be a part of the Agden Wolf family, you have to honor the code they have. Everything is for the well being of the pack. Everybody makes sure that everybody else is taken care of. It’s a Wolf thing.”


  Patriachus and Brutus met with the council of elders. Brutus told them of how they had come upon Jacqueline and her cat, how Roly had noticed that she was wearing the blood-red stone on her neck on the finest of golden chain, and how they had all wondered about whether or not she might be the one named in Prophecy. He went on to explain that she and her cat had bargained in good faith with their only food for nothing more than the right to be heard, and how they had all questioned them to decide if they were worthy of adoption into the Agden Wolf family, saying that all had voted yes with the exception of Stefen, who had died attacking the Troll. He then went on to explain that the only food they had been able to catch in the last several days was another bird brought down by the cat, who, according to the Wolf way, had turned it over without so much as taking a bite, so all might share in the nourishment. These were honorable souls, argued Brutus, and the decision to admit them to the Agden Wolf family was the right one.


  Those in the council of elders knew that there was nothing private about their conversations, and that many of the Wolves in the pack were following every word with a hungry belly, as well as the fact that most had a mate in need of food in the faraway Southland.


  In the end, it was decided that the two Humans and the cat would be spared.


  “But what of the Troll?” asked Brutus.


  Now it really heated up. He had, after all, killed one of them, and despite Brutus’s arguing that it had been in self-defense, the council voted that he would die and his body dedicated to first feeding Stefen’s mate, and therefore his pups yet unborn, and thereafter as many of the females in the south as possible.


  “No!” screamed Jacqueline. “This Troll did not kill anybody. Stefen killed himself. He called to me from between life and death and said that I was right and he was wrong. He said he was sorry.”


  “Is this true?” Patriachus asked Brutus.


  “I cannot say,” he answered honestly. “But I know the girl would not lie.”


  “Well, what says the council?” asked Patriachus. “The daylight is wasting.”


  The council argued the matter for several minutes. The votes were four for Forrester to live and five for him to die.


  Now in a panic, Jacqueline screamed to Orie. “The vote was five to four. They’re going to kill him, Orie! They’re going to kill him!”


  “Wait a minute!” shouted Orie, all eyes turning to the point from which his voice sounded. Jacqueline translated. “There was a vote. I challenge any one of you who voted to kill him to a fight to the death. If I win, the vote is tied, and Forrester lives. Yeah, that’s his name: Forrester Wiley Ragamund. I thought you should know that he has a name. You know. Before you kill him and eat him and all. Anyway, if I lose, do what you will.”


  “Orie, I cannot let you do that,” said Forrester.


  “I don’t see that either of us has much of a choice here, Forrester. These are not exactly charted waters we’re in, are they.”


  Patriachus interrupted them, saying, “That would be a fight that would be completely unfair. We cannot see you. How could we possible defeat you in a fight?”


  Orie looked at Jacqueline, who translated.


  He walked fearlessly towards the Agden Wolf leader, his footsteps kicking up leaves and small sticks on the forest floor as he walked. “Unfair?” he asked as Jacqueline continued to translate. “Unfair? I’ll tell you what’s unfair. Unfair is hundreds of you against one of us. That’s unfair. Unfair is us being on your world in the first place and having to play by your rules. That’s unfair. I’ll tell you what. You don’t want to fight me, fight him alone, one on one. No weapons. Oh, wait. He would win, wouldn’t he? Too big. Too strong.


  “My sister tells me that what you are all about is honor, that each and every one of you would sacrifice himself rather than bring harm upon the pack. We,” he drew arrows in the dirt to Jacqueline, Forrester, and a little one for Cinnamon, “are no different. We, too, hold honor supreme among all principles. Respect for all life forms.” Jacqueline had to tell her brother to slow down so she could continue to translate everything he was saying. “A sense of doing what is right. These are the things that matter most where I come from. Now where do you get off thinking that murdering my friend is doing what is right? He has done nothing except defend himself against attack.


  “Because he is something to eat? Because he is food? Maybe he could help you with your food problem, and provide you with a hundred times the food that is contained in his body. What good are you doing the pack then? Huh?


  “Any way you slice it, it’s murder, and murder is always wrong.”


  “Trolls have been murdering Agden Wolves since before we were born!” came an angry shout from the pack. Several voices joined in. Orie, of course, heard only growls so Jacqueline translated.


  “And you would hold him responsible for the actions of others? That is nonsense, and you know it. There is not a shred of sense to the notion of holding him responsible for the past actions of others. But this Troll,” he said, retracing the arrow in the dirt that pointed to Forrester, “has done not a thing against you. I say again, he defended himself against attack.”


  “He killed Stefen,” one of the Wolves barked loudly from the back of the pack. “Stefen was my friend. I will fight him.”


  The pack parted once again as one more Wolf made his way to the center of the rough circle. “I will fight him, no weapons, to the death. We will end this. He dies, we eat him. I die. Same. Enough talk.”


  He started circling Forrester with a vicious growl. The pack closest to them all moved back, forming two rows for the fight that was about to happen directly in front of them. Jacqueline and Cinnamon heard several hushed whispers and muted conversations among the Wolves around them as the Wolf, whose name they hadn’t yet learned, walked slowly back and forth in front of him, edging closer and closer to where he could lunge at him. Wolves were known to be able to take down and kill an adult Troll. Foam began to appear on the muzzle of the huge Wolf as he crouched low and snarled.


  
     
  


  He sprang.


  
     
  


  He went straight for Forrester’s slightly outstretched arm. Too fast for the Human eye to follow, it was merely a blur, and Forrester barely had time to lift it out of the way. Even so, the Wolf seized a good-sized bite of skin, muscle, and sinew with his teeth, causing a large show of blood. Forrester gasped and managed to deliver a weak, ineffectual blow to the back of the animal as it lurched away uninjured. Turning back towards his now wounded enemy, the Wolf took his time swallowing the piece of Forrester’s arm. He almost seemed to be wearing a wicked smile as he chewed on it.


  Forrester never reached for his blade, which he calmly removed, slipping the baldric over his shoulders and hanging it on a nearby thorny shrub. The fact that he chose to honor the terms by surrendering his weapon was not lost on the rest of the Wolves, as evidenced by the murmuring going on in the heads of Jacqueline and Cinnamon.


  After hanging it up, he faced the Wolf. “Is this the only way?”


  In answer the Wolf started circling again. He wore the same snarl, but this time there was not a sound except that of his feet scuffing the forest floor as he began the dance with death.


  Orie hollered, “This is not how it has to be. Jacqueline! Get them to stop. Come on. You said you are one of them. Make them stop!”


  Jacqueline screamed her thoughts out, furiously probing to get into the mind of the Wolf who had bitten Forrester. When she couldn’t, she ran forward and put herself between the Wolf and the Troll, holding up her hand. “Stop this foolishness right now!” she screamed.


  “Get out of the way or die, little girl,” snarled the Wolf as he bared his fangs at her, saliva dripping off them like water from a leaky spigot. Forrester took a step forward and swatted her out of the way, knocking her roughly to the ground where she rolled to a stop.


  “Now,” he said, “I am, regrettably, going to have to kill you.”


  He crouched low. It’s almost impossible to think of how low he managed to crouch his large frame. Bending forward at the knees and hips, he assumed an almost sprinter’s stance. This time when the Wolf sprang at him, Forrester sprang too, not forward, but up, so that for an instant he hovered in space over the animal, whereupon he delivered a crushing blow with the side of his huge hand to the base of the Wolf’s neck.


  The Wolf fell like a stone at his feet. He picked him off the ground and applied pressure to his throat.


  “Don’t kill him!” cried Jacqueline.


  “I won’t,” said Forrester, “But he does need to stay asleep long enough for them to drag him away from here. Let him go home and tend the she-Wolves in the Southland.”


  He released his grip on the Wolf’s neck and stood. Jacqueline repeated what he had said to Patriachus.


  “You know of this?” he asked. “You know of our she-Wolves in the Southland?”


  Jacqueline relayed the question.


  Forrester turned to him.


  “You know,” he said, as Jacqueline translated, “we each know lots of things. Maybe we should share some of them.


  “Meanwhile, if food is an issue, very soon it will not be. The mother of all battles is about to be fought at The Gate.


  “You will not have a food problem for long.”


  Maxilius Bravarus knew he was being followed. He also knew that they were slowly but surely closing in on him. A hawk had suggested it days before, and by the way it had flown, he had known they were still coming after him and approximately how far behind him they were. True to their tracking skills, they were on his trail at sunrise, unrelenting, and pushed on harder with the passage of every minute, determined to have him before the sun went down.


  He, like all Trolls, was pathologically afraid of the water, being unable to swim a stroke, but he had a plan. He also knew that it was only a matter of hours before they caught him, and in less than a day he would be in a boiling pot.


  He arrived at the edge of the Slova River midmorning on a flat-out sprint. He began to hack away at a giant tree that he thought he might be able to make water-bound with a good hard shove once he had felled it and trimmed it properly. So he cut and he chopped. Down and again his giant sword flashed in the morning light, large chunks of tree flying all about as he grunted and sweated with the effort. Finally, it toppled. He had been at it for well over an hour now, and he knew they were getting close. He practically dove into the water and began to take off the first of two big limbs at the top because they were hanging up in the shallows. Off came the first and he heard them. Screaming wildly, and beating on an attack-drum, they tore along the riverside trail in a frenzy.


  General Vladimir Dumfe hung back and let the soldiers do the soldiering. Sliphen Wedor ’eum had arrived the night before, and they had stayed far to the rear, drinking spirits all night and congratulating each other on a mission well done, and planning how they were going to spend some of the wealth that the Emperor would be sure to lavish upon them as a reward for their brave and efficient capture of the renegade commander. With these thoughts playing in their minds, they pursued their quarry, howling in anticipation of the kill. Mayhem ensued as the troops charged towards him. He never glanced up as he continued to slash at the last barrier between himself and certain death. “Four more, three, two, one… ”


  There. He was through. Using muscles powered by the fuel of pure fright, he gave the giant trunk a mighty heave and clambered aboard. The log began to lurch to and fro as the swift current tugged forcefully at it.


  The first three to arrive heaved spears and even some large rocks at Maxilius who rolled off the log's far end to shield himself from the bombardment. Spurred on by the angry screams of their approaching squad leader, they took a running jump towards the floating timber in a last-ditch effort to capture the escapee. Somehow, they managed to reach and grab ahold of the felled tree, now pitching madly in the river’s waters. Each struggled to pull themselves aboard. The squad left behind at the shoreline was soon far out of sight, all of them waving their swords high and shouting encouragement to the three drifting away aboard this makeshift raft.


  Maxilius worked his way carefully towards the opposite end and waited, his sword drawn in his right hand, and the large, spiked mace dangling from his left, with about eight feet of chain. As the log tilted and swayed in the river, he stared them down, his eyes on fire. “You know you will never get to me now,” he called out, “unless you are carrying a bow and some arrows that I have not seen.


  “I say this to you then. I renounce Leopold Malance Venomisis as my Emperor and I will fight to the death anybody who would stand with him. Join me. Join me today and help get us out from under the rule of this pig of a Troll. He is scum. He is living garbage.


  “Fight for something worth fighting for. Fight for honor. Fight for truth. Fight for loyalty, yes, but do not mistake loyalty for blindness. Would you be loyal to one who would torture your own child because it makes him smile? Would you surrender to him your father’s arm because it pleases him to cut it off? Would you fight for a Troll who, who butchers and destroys other free races solely because he can?


  “I tell you lads, he has to die, and I am going to do my very best to kill him, or at least be part of the effort to see to it that he takes it in the neck. That’s the way of it. You know you can’t possibly kill me. In fact, if I chose to, I could kill you all. I,” he looked at the mace that hung on its tether, “have the mace.”


  With a flick of his wrist, he buried the deadly spikes into the log about ten inches from the face of the Troll nearest him.


  “What say you?”
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  In the predawn stillness of the day that was about to begin, Captain Pilrick and Blake knelt before the coals of the firepit. Blake idly poked at them, causing them to spark and spit as they reluctantly gave birth to a small flame that he fed with small bits of wood until there was a small cook-fire. He hooked a piece of venison onto the tip of a metal skewer and held it in the flames where it began to sizzle. Captain Pilrick did the same, and they knelt there, turning their meat.


  “You don’t find it ironic that we are in the absolute middle of nowhere, surrounded by nothing except mountains, forest, and sky, and messengers now tell us that you and I are allies? That the Gnomes, Humans, Elves, and Dwarves now fight as one? This doesn’t strike you as particularly ironic? Imagine that. Almost makes me glad that we didn’t deliver you to the Troll cooking pots after all.” He smiled broadly.


  “Don’t remind me,” said Blake. “And more importantly, don’t remind Jessica. Anyway, I’ll stick to healing the ones you military guys hack and gouge.


  “But what I can’t figure out for the life of me is how it all got to this state. What caused the fall of the Great Wall? How did it come apart? What happened? Does anybody know?”


  “What I have heard, and the details are not clear, is that one day the top part of it started to disintegrate.


  “It is said that the uppermost face was originally formed with the magic of wizards and the power of the Elves. This was added to the base, the stonework of which was done by the Dwarves. The wizards, they say, actually melted the mother rock of the mountain herself, using metamorphosis spells of transmutation and the like. The Elves supposedly supplied the power for this, which they were somehow able to harness from the earth, sun, wind, and water, the magic of which dates back to ancient times. It is called the Bindu-warding art of magic and spell, or something like that. Anyway, whatever the cause was, it … it just crumbled.”


  “I remember the first day we saw it. Jessica and I rode up from the front with some idiot named Hemlock Simpleton, the one who engineered this whole thing. A nitwit, if you ask me. We were being chased by Gnomes, I think. It might have been Trolls. Anyway, the upper aspect looked like it was made of sheer glass. It must have been a hundred feet high. You could tell to look at it that it could never be breached … ”


  There was a pause in the conversation.


  “But when you think about it, what does all this matter? The Wall is down. You can’t unscramble a scrambled egg. The focus needs to be on fixing it. Plain and simple. It lasted for hundreds of years, thousands, maybe. Now it’s broken and needs repair. That’s it.


  “By the way, where are we anyway?”


  “Yesterday we crossed over the border into Vultura. We are coming up on the city of Stihl. The same runners that brought us the message that we are now allies have told us that we are going to be folded into the Stihl Clan to take the fight to the Trolls. We will be traveling south. The Ravenwild forces have attacked the Trolls down by King’s Port, and the Trolls will be mounting a counterattack from the north in an attempt to flank them as they retreat. We will attempt to disrupt that counterattack. You and Jessica are now free to go, whenever and wherever you choose, but I would think you would want to remain with us until we can try and get some news as to the whereabouts of your daughter.”


  “As the kids would say,” said Blake, “Ya think?”
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  Atop the Great Wall of Belcourt, overlooking the giant breach, were the five Ravenwild wizards-of-the-first-school, each of them masters in conjuring and spell. All were presently wondering if the magic had waned to the point that it would be helpful to any significant degree in repairing the damage. It was unbelievable that this could be, but such a thing as a simple levitation spell, for the obvious purpose of lifting of heavy objects, was no longer easily accomplished. It was mostly exhausting and mostly not doable. Raising as light a load as a large bag of oats now took the combined efforts of all five of them, and they were hardly able to sustain it.


  As they stood, studying on the problem and pondering their dilemma, a messenger sent by Titan Mobst approached them. He arrived panting and out of breath.


  He could have told them a dozen tales of narrow escapes from under the very noses of the Trolls on his journey up from King’s Port, but what he needed to do was deliver the message. So without so much as an introduction, he saluted Titan Mobst, in absentia, and broke his personal seal, reading, “Per Order of Saviar Murlis, personal advisor to his Emperor, Singular Barb’rus Night. Titan Mobst, loyal citizen and metallurgist, says to Ravenwild’s wizards all, “Come to King’s Port straight away with full military escort. Do not delay for any reason.”


  All read it twice. Most, three times. “Not a lot of ambiguity there,” said first-wizard Taber.


  “Indeed,” agreed first-wizard Paulimas.


  “Here comes our escort,” said newly graduated first-wizard Provostus, who nodded down the length of the Great Wall behind them.


  The marching of a hundred boots sounded from the top of the Wall. The soldiers approached briskly to where the five of them stood, still studying the ugly gap below and in front of them. It was a hideous defect, no less than a several hundred feet in width and extending all the way to ground level. All could imagine the devastation the day it had crumbled, and what an easy victory had been handed the Troll army in that fateful moment, as they had surely poured in through the opening like so many grains of sugar from a bag, slaughtering all in front of them.


  The commander of the soldier group approached them. “Fall in with us,” he said. “We will be climbing down. We will be moving with all haste. Please watch your footing. We cannot afford to lose any of you.”


  Along the top of the wall they walked. It was so large that it took the better part of half an hour to circle back around to the central gate that faced in the direction of the Knife Edge.


  By the time they had made it down to the bottom and were preparing to ride away, there appeared some of the first returning Ravenwild citizens, approaching on foot from the far side of the flat. It was heartwarming to see that some had never stopped believing. Or perhaps they were so sure the end was near that they had merely decided to return so they might at least die within the limits of their beloved city.


  They would not know. Not this day. From the looks of their faces as they raced by them, it appeared as though they might have some fight left in them, but they did not stop to make conversation. No. They ran by them at full gallop, en route to some sort of important gathering of talent in a farmhouse to the southeast of King’s Port.


  There were problems to solve, and they were being summoned to solve them.
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  “You need to sleep,” said Saviar Murlis. “If you don’t get some sleep, there’s no telling what might happen to you. Have you gotten any?”


  “I’ll sleep when the war is over and we have won,” growled Titan Mobst. “Right now it’s time to get back to the Mexyl Wyn.”


  Saviar Murlis had just come from the ship, where she lay hidden at the halfway point to the site of today’s launch.


  “What are you working on, anyway?” He noticed that in addition to being completely covered with soot and ashes, his burly friend also reeked of smoke, but it had a different smell than Saviar had ever smelled before.


  “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.”


  “Try me.”


  “Well, there arrives a Human fellow from their capital city of Belcourt. At least he was born there. He has lived most of his life in the woods, but that is another story. At any rate, shortly after we bedded the Mexyl Wyn down last night I got word of him, and while you were snoring the night away, I learned of a discovery of his that will turn the war for us, or my name isn’t Titan Mobst.”


  Saviar couldn’t help but see the gleam in his friend’s eye, and knew he was on to something.


  “Well?”


  “Well, it’s a substance. A gray/black sandy substance, that, when touched by flame, burns with such intensity that if you try and contain it, it explodes. I mean it bursts, and will destroy anything and everything that is close to it when it does. It’s an amazing compound, and I’ve been up all night experimenting with it. What we need now is a vessel in which to pack it so as to harness this power and use it to launch anything we want. I, well, it’s a simple thing, but I was thinking of large round balls of iron. Take down gates. Take down walls. But you could load it with lots of small round balls too. Take down a lot of Trolls that way, you could. We succeeded in making one, but the powder blew it up. Too thin.


  “But right now, we have a ship to launch.”


  Arriving at the site where the Mexyl Wyn lay concealed in the last stretch of trees before the beach area, Saviar Murlis and Titan Mobst got report from the scouts, who told them that the Trolls had taken the bait and were now chasing the Ravenwild troops along the Emperor’s Highway, hours to the north.


  
     
  


  All struggled tremendously to roll the great ship along. Everything went smoothly enough for a time, but the operation ground to a halt when they hit the beach sand, which caused the logs upon which they were rolling her to dig in and bind. Here they were, sitting out in the open, completely exposed, three hundred feet from the launch point, and they could go neither forward nor backward. Muscles strained to the breaking point as the Gnomes pulled, giving it everything they had. Surely they would be discovered. Panic began to set in and the work party started to grumble amongst themselves that it was over, that they were doomed, that all was lost.


  Titan and Saviar stood quietly and studied the situation before them. Unlike the raw feelings expressed in front of them as the workers dealt with their fears, the faces of the two leaders showed no emotion.


  “We need a ramp,” said Titan quietly.


  “I was thinking the same thing.”


  “Very good. Send the entire crew back to the woods and have them cut us six hundred feet of tree: The straighter the better. If we can manage to lay these out in front of her we can use the same rollers to get her in the water.”


  “Agreed.”


  Saviar relayed the order to the crew foremen, who relayed it to the crew, who raced as one back through the scrub towards the woods. Every one of the Gnomes felt better now that they had something to do. For the next several hours they cut and hacked and stripped branches, moving the small straight trunks down to the Mexyl Wyn in groups of five, where they hastily constructed the ramp to the water’s edge under the guidance of Titan and Saviar. As soon as each log was positioned, the crew of five raced back to the woods to get another. None asked for a moment of rest, or food, or even water, the last of which Titan and Saviar forced them to take, knowing that getting behind on their fluids would only impede their progress. So they stood over them like mother hens, offering words of encouragement with every flask, and as the sun was preparing to set over the Western Sea, the waves were starting to caress the bow. Now, less than two hundred feet away from their goal, the cry went up. They had been spotted! Unmistakable battle cries could be heard from the squad of twenty Trolls that were suddenly racing across the beach towards them, screaming with blood lust and waving their swords and maces high over their heads. Behind them, a larger force could be heard mustering beyond the woods where they had harvested the trees.


  Once again the Gnomes began to panic, but Saviar settled them without delay by ordering the archers aboard the vessel. Up the ropes they scrambled, the ones who made it first helping the ones who followed up and over the railing. Knowing they might face such a situation, Saviar Murlis had seen to it that all of their weapons were placed in readily accessible positions in the huge cockpit. Within seconds, dozens of arrows flew over the sands while the rest of the Gnomes put their shoulders to the stern and shoved mightily. In the face of all of this Titan Mobst remained perfectly calm, calling, “Push! Push!” so that they would get the most out of their efforts. Inch by inch they slid her forward, and at the halfway point along the hull she suddenly lifted up as though she had a life of her own, and with the next couple of shoves, she had launched and was floating free. Meanwhile, a hundred more Trolls now ran from the beach scrub and watched as the Mexyl Wyn slid silently away from the shore. All of the remaining shore-bound Gnomes were hauled aboard by ropes thrown down to them from above.


  They had done it, and a great cheer went up from all as the Trolls all looked at one another and tried to fathom the significance of this astounding event.


   



   



  


   Chapter 30


  
     
  


  Doreen sat in the corner of her ten by ten cell and watched the sun come up.


  She had wondered a lot of things as her last night passed slowly by, like how they were going to execute her. She hoped it wouldn’t be painful, but couldn’t imagine that it would not be. Being young, she had never given any thought as to how she would eventually die, but now that she had been told she was going to, she couldn’t help but wonder how they were going to do it. Would it be by hanging? Beheading? It had been awful to have to sit there in the dark, entirely alone, and think such thoughts, but what else could she do? There was no chance that she could escape, and even if she could manage to break out of the cell in which she was being held, there were the two Trolls standing guard outside of the door.


  She also wondered why she was being executed in the first place. Because she was food? The thought that she was no more than food was a notion out of which she could make no sense at all. It was horrible. She felt like there were certainly reasons to take another’s life. Like with those Towners. She had been completely ready to do whatever was necessary to rescue that young woman’s children, but she hadn’t done anything to anyone. Yet here she was, locked up and facing a death sentence so they could eat her.


  But mostly she wondered about who she was. Where she had come from. This being her last night alive, with nothing to do but sit alone in the dark, she had found herself over and again trying to force herself to remember, sometimes grunting and straining with the effort. Bad enough that soon she was going to be dead; she did not want to die without knowing the answers to those questions. Had she ever had a family? She must have at some point. Everybody starts out with some kind of family. Were any of them alive? If they were, where were they? Who were they? “Think!” she had screamed at herself in her mind. “Think!”


  Sitting there, doing this wrestling match in her own psyche with these disheartening thoughts, was horrible. She thought back to the first thing she could remember: Standing with Erik and meeting the horses back in Ravenwild. What were their names again? Spirit and Cloud. That’s right. It had been a beautiful day, and he had looked so handsome. She remembered the garden, and how she had been impressed at how well-cared-for it had looked. Then they were going to ride over to the castle and meet the King and Queen. She had never met them before. Then how had she met the Prince? How had they been introduced? Hmmm.


  A vision crept into her mind of a room that was solid white. In it was a large painting of some sort, but the painting seemed to be alive, that is, the images in it moved freely about, and she could hear the people in the painting speaking. Now that, that was strange.


  She shifted her position and looked away from the sunrise, wishing she could have the use of her hands, but the guards had not had the decency to remove the heavy iron manacles in which her hands were bound behind her back. Suddenly infuriated, she jerked hard on them. To her amazement, the chain that bound the two


  cuffs around her wrists snapped easily!


  “Wow,” she thought. “I wish I had thought to try that last night.”


  Holding her freed hands in front of her, she looked at the chain that had moments before linked the two handcuffs behind her back, thinking how lucky she was that there had been a defect in it but, no, the metal was twisted like taffy and slightly smoking. “Oh, that is too weird,” she thought. On an impulse, she gripped the handcuff around her left wrist between her thumb and the base of her right index finger and twisted it firmly. It twisted right off. She did the same with the one on the right and it too fell away. She spit on the twisted metal. It sizzled as her spit came to an instant boil.


  “Well, I’ll be,” she thought.


  It was now getting light in the cell, and she could hear the guards muttering outside. She listened hard at what they were saying and found she could hear them through the thick oak door as if they were standing right in front of her. She knew from their talk that two others had come to replace the two that had stood watch over her.


  “Have they lit the fire under the cook-pots?” asked one.


  “No, you’re going to, before you turn in,” answered another.


  “Why us?”


  “Don’t ask us. Captain’s orders … ”


  “What is going on?” she wondered, when she heard the unmistakable sound of the key being inserted into the lock. She positioned herself right in front of the door. When the first Troll entered, his eyes went immediately to her free hands, and from there to the malformed shards of metal on the floor that had been her shackles. “What the … ” he started to say, but never had the chance to finish as Doreen seized him by the front of his uniform and tossed him against the wall of her cell with no more effort than it would have taken her to toss a feather pillow. He was out cold. The second guard rushed in and the process was repeated. The third, hearing the unbelievable sounds, made sure he drew a nasty looking dagger from his belt before he stepped inside. She took a step back.


  “Let me go and I promise I will let you live,” she said, gesturing at the two Trolls sprawled on the floor in front of them.


  The huge Troll cocked his head, utterly bewildered by the strangeness of the scene, then twisted his face into a sneer and bent low, advancing on her slowly. This gave an opportunity for the fourth to enter, who undid a fearsome looking battle-axe from his belt that he swung in front of him, back and forth, as they backed her up to the far wall.


  “I say again,” she snarled, “let me walk out of here and I promise I will let you live.”


  One Troll looked at the other. This puny little Human girl was serious!


  “Time to end this,” said the one holding the dagger. He lunged for her, but she moved to her right as quick as a cat, causing the Troll to bury the wicked knife into the wall of the cell. The one with the axe, however, had anticipated her move perfectly, and because the low ceiling prevented an overhead strike, he swept the huge blade in from the side. It struck her directly in the abdomen below the breastbone and… broke into pieces. Stunned, he dropped the handle, and would have drawn his own belt knife but for the fact that she seized him by the wrist and twisted it violently, causing it to snap like a brittle stick. Screaming, he was helpless as she spun him around and slammed him hard enough into the wall to crash right through. His face, crushed, misshapen, and bloody, said in no uncertain terms that he was instantly dead. The last remaining Troll watched this amazing turn of events out of the corner of his eye as he tried frantically to remove the dagger from where he had embedded it deep into the wall, but after his partner flew through it with a thunderous crash, he turned and tried to sprint back out the door. Instantly, however, Doreen positioned herself in between him and his escape route, where she calmly delivered a mule-kick to his chest as he rushed her, causing him to rocket backwards as he exhaled a massive grunt. He too crashed all the way through the wall of the cell, through which the early morning sunlight streamed in the swirling dust.


  Dozens of Trolls, hearing the loud crashes and bangs, now sprinted to the jailhouse from the area where they had been performing their morning maneuvers. Most were heavily armed. One, the first to arrive, attempted to strike her down with a large, spiked battle-mace that he expertly swung, aiming for her head. She caught the ball in mid-swipe and gave a snap of her wrist, causing him to stumble towards her, where she seized him by the front of his uniform with both hands and launched him easily a hundred feet in the air. All stood in awe as he plummeted back to the ground, screaming madly all the way. He landed with a ghastly crunch. Instantly she was beside another, whom she also seized in the same way.


  “Would you like to give it a try?” she asked.


  “N … n … no,” he stammered.


  “I thought not,” she said, shoving him violently backwards. He tripped over his own feet and rolled to a stop.


  She stood in a defiant posture with her hands on her hips, glaring at the jailers in front of her.


  “Would anyone else like to give it a try?”


  Nobody moved.


  “Smart choice,” she said. “Now get me the captain.”


  “H … he doesn’t arise until after nine,” said one.


  Once again her movement was nothing more than a blur as she moved to his side and grabbed him by one of his large thumbs, snapping it like a carrot and causing him to shriek in pain.


  “Don’t make me ask again,” she growled.


  The Troll ran off to awaken the captain, blubbering all the way.


  She didn’t wait long.
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  Orie, Jacqueline, and Cinnamon sat with Forrester, Brutus, and Patriachus in the shadows of a small stand of pine trees that bordered the valley to the south of


  The Gate, on the Agden Forest side of the Agden River.


  In front of them the battle raged, as the Ravenwild forces attempted to organize enough to retreat from the direct assault on the Troll army that they had launched earlier that morning. They had streamed out of the foothills to the northwest of The Gate at daybreak, confident in their numbers, but whenever the Trolls had counterattacked with their secreted reinforcements, they realized they had been baited and could not possibly hope to prevail in the campaign. So Dorin had ordered the retreat. Forrester studied the battle intently with a critical eye, ever trying to fathom a way that that he and the Wolves might help to turn the tide against the Trolls. Orie and Jacqueline studied the map that was spread out in front of them, Orie whispering constantly to her about the details, forcing her to concentrate on the parchment and not the horrific scene before them. Every once in a while, she would glance up, and he would gently grasp her by the head and lower it to take her eyes off of the fighting. As concerned as he was about her knowing where they were, and the locations of the rest of them in the event that they got separated, or something happened to him, he was equally concerned that she not watch the bloodshed.


  Brutus and Patriachus merely waited patiently for the killing to stop for the day. Knowing there was nothing they could do about it, what they saw in the carnage in front of them was food for their mates and as yet unborn pups, nothing more, nothing less.


  “Orie?” asked Forrester in a soft voice.


  “Yes, Forrester?”


  “We need to return to Cirrhus’s farm. Right now.”


  “And why is that?”


  “Well, it’s hard to explain, but I’m certain that the magic is failing. The magic required to use the portal, the magic to render you visible again. We suspected it before. Now, I’m sure.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Well, up until yesterday, although I’ve been unable to see you in person, you know, in the real world, I have been able to make out your image with the tell-all. A faint image, yes, but now you don’t even appear there. This is bad, Orie. I’m positive.”


  Forrester handed him the stone. Orie studied it briefly. It was impossible for him to come to any definitive conclusion. He noted the obvious: that his image was clearly absent, and yes it did look dead, but in the end it didn’t matter. What mattered was they had to leave. Now.


  He looked at Jacqueline, bent over the map, and nodded in the affirmative. Nobody saw, of course, but this didn’t matter either. They had gotten what they came for. It was time to move on.


  “Look here,” he said, pointing to the map, forgetting for the moment that Forrester could not see what he was pointing to. This invisible thing was taking some getting used to. Fortunately, Forrester was bright. “Ryan and Gracie are right here about a third of the way back to Cirrhus’s. We need to see if we can get to them first. Then we can all go to Cirrhus’s, or straight to Mom and Dad. Why do we need to get back to Cirrhus’s anyway?”


  “I believe it is safest,” he said. “It only makes sense that whatever power is left will be strongest at the source. If we try to go anywhere else, there’s no way of telling what might happen.”


  “You may be right,” said Orie, “but there is no way we’re not going to try to get to Ryan and Gracie first. Absolutely no way.


  “But let’s back up a minute. This magic, these spells that you say were laid down by the great wizards thousands of years ago, have lasted all this time. Why would they suddenly fail now? It doesn’t make any sense to me.”


  “Nor to me,” said Forrester, “but now, we need to go.”


  “Orie,” said Jacqueline, “You said these are Ryan and Gracie’s dots, and these are Mom and Dad’s. That means this one must be Nanie’s, right?”


  Orie snatched the map away from her.


  She couldn’t see it, of course, but he was grinning from ear to ear.


  “Good job,” he said.


  “Doing what?” she asked. “I didn’t do anything.”


  
     
  


  She and Cinnamon spoke their silent goodbyes to Brutus and Patriachus, Jacqueline finding it extremely difficult to disengage from the hug she gave Brutus as giant tears rolled down both cheeks. “I hope we see you soon,” she said in her mind to both of them.


  “You just might,” returned Brutus. “Keep us in your thoughts.”


  “Always,” she said. Cinnamon, listening in, agreed.


  The next thing she knew, they were all back in Ravenwild, in the woods near a town called The Forks, so named because it was where two great rivers, the Kennebec and the Dead, met. Forrester stood guard while Orie spread the maps out on the forest floor. He and Jacqueline studied them intently. “Here they are,” said Orie. “And here we are, less than five miles from them. Good shootin’ Forrester.”


  Forrester nodded. He was studying the trail. There had definitely been movement along it within the last twelve hours. Trolls, about a dozen of them, maybe half-again that. Headed the same way they were headed.


  “We’ll definitely need to keep our wits about us now,” he said softly to them. He showed them the footprints.


  “Forrester, check the tell-all and see if you can see me.”


  “Yes,” he said. “I can. Definitely not as strong as before, but I can see you.”


  “Good. Watch the tell-all. I’ll walk twenty yards ahead. I’ll wave like this if I see anything suspicious.” He moved his arm up and down in front of him. “Don’t forget, we’re more concerned with silence than we are with speed.”


  “You know, Orie,” he said, “you’re turning into a pretty fine soldier.”


  Orie grunted and said, “Move out,” with a chuckle.


  Jacqueline only rolled her eyes.
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  Saviar Murlis, as well as most of the crew of the Mexyl Wynn, lay on her decks unable to rise or move to any significant degree, owing to the overpowering grip of nausea that had seized them like an Agden Wolf seizes a plains buck in its fangs. No matter what he tried, he couldn’t shake it, and every time he did try to struggle his way upright, he only retched all the more.


  At first, as the ship had drifted away from the shore on its own thanks to the onshore breeze, the sentiment aboard had been nothing short of ecstasy at their triumph. They had set the mast, with everyone cheering loudly as the mainsail unfurled, but in the face of the motion sickness that now held him and the crew in its clutches, it was a short-lived victory. Fortunately, Titan Mobst seemed to be immune and stood unwavering at the tiller, guiding the ship further and further from the shore until, to the Trolls, it became nothing more than a tiny dot.


  The brigade leader, a monster of a Troll, half of whose face had been hacked away in one of the many battles he had fought on behalf of his Emperor, ordered the patrol back to the city itself. He figured if they tortured enough of the citizens there, somebody would squawk like a chicken, and he would have something to tell his Excellency other than how they had let the Gnomes get away with this outrageous act. He needed something to save his own head now. The problem was, when they got back to the town, it was completely empty. High and low, from building to building they searched and found not a single occupant. All had gone somewhere. The question was, where?


  
     
  


  Jared came up from below, carrying a bucket of fresh water that he used to wash off the faces of the utterly miserable crewmembers. He forced them all to drink some.


  He and Diana had parted company, she traveling with her father to provide yet another trained sword arm in his service as they pressed forward in the western campaign, and he to the coast. Having begged a little fishing skiff from one of the locals, he had rowed his way out to the great ship.


  After tending to the forty or so sick ones, he served the dozen who, like he and Titan Mobst, were unaffected by the ravages of motion sickness.


  “I feel like I’m dying,” said Saviar, as Jared got him to take some more water.


  Titan laughed a belly-laugh and said, “And I’ll bet you wish you could up and get it over with, don’t you lad?”


  He offered a faint smile, mumbling, “Aye, that I do.”


  “Not to worry, my good Gnome,” he continued. “It will pass. It will take longer in some than others, but it will pass. It happens to many of the Gnomes who use the little boats to catch the fish in the harbors. It used to happen to my brother when my father took us out as boys. Never seemed to bother me, though. But it will pass.”


  “How soon?” asked Saviar, after a particularly nasty spell of dry heaving.


  “Not more than a week or two.”


  Saviar’s head snapped up. “A week or two?”


  Titan laughed again. “No. Bad joke, that. You’ll be better in a day or two.


  The thing is, once you’re comfortable on the Mexyl Wyn, every time you go ashore the land itself will do the same thing to you.”


  Saviar groaned. “Great. Just great,” and retched again, almost as if to emphasize the point of how truly miserable he felt.


  Jared carried the bucket the last few feet aft and offered a mug full to Titan who drank it with delight after he offered a toast. “To the Old One,” he said. “Today is a historic day. May the seas be calm and the winds fair. We make for the castle at Ghasten, where we will lay siege to the very lair of the Emperor himself. May the Old One grant us safe passage.”


  He lifted his mug towards the sky. Jared filled one and did the same.


  Smacking his lips, he bellowed, “Get well lads. Get well. We have a mission. We have a purpose. The Trolls will wish for all time that they had never invaded our homeland.


  “We go now to kill the Emperor himself.”


  It was a rousing speech, but all he got in return was a lot of grunts and groans. It didn’t bother him in the slightest. In fact, it only broadened his smile. This was indeed a historic day. The ship was floating upright and true, thanks to her thoughtful design, solid construction, and the pig-iron that they had labored so hard to get aboard to use for ballast. And with Jared’s miracle powder they would now, for the first time in the history of their nation, be able to stand up to the Trolls. All they needed was some way to harness the power of the explosive powder in order to direct it, and he had a plan for that too. Yes, this was a great day.
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  The Ravenwild forces, having fared far better than any had hoped in their attack on the Troll forces in King’s Port, now ran hard along the Emperor’s Highway, heading north. The air was electric with the sound of the thousands of booted feet striking the cobblestone thoroughfare, along with the nonstop rattle and clack of the weapons. Straight through Pyrrt they ran, a tiny town consisting of nothing more than a few houses to either side of the roadway, along with a central meetinghouse, schoolhouse, and town jail. As the racing army passed through town, the resident Gnomes, curious, eyed them through windows and from open doorways. Gnome youngsters waved, some of them hollering out greetings.


  From there they sprinted all the way to Soledad, several hours up the road. Coming to the town limits, Thargen raised his arms, motioning for the troops to halt. Unlike Pyrrt, with its paucity of structures, Soledad was a fairly good-sized town with several fine, multi-level houses on both sides of the road, and, more importantly, branching off from the main roadway were several side streets on which dozens of simpler structures stood. Litter after litter of the injured was transported down every one of these to the healers that were expecting them in the shelter of the receiving homes. Sweepers meticulously removed any trace that anyone had ever so much as walked on by.


  When the wounded had all been situated, Thargen ordered the remainder of the strike force onward to the east.


  Continuing on their way, they left the Emperor’s Highway, following a well-worn trail to the village of Utt and arriving as the dual spring moons were beginning to show in the eastern sky. They were less careful than they might have been about concealing their point of departure from the Emperor’s Highway, but not so careless as to make it obvious. With the village directly in front of them, Thargen once again raised his arms, and the company halted.


  What they looked upon was a grouping of around a dozen houses. Nothing like the elaborate homes of Soledad, these were simple, single-story homes and outbuildings that had once held the families, the animals, and the equipment necessary to tend the vast fields of crops that spread out like the wings of a giant butterfly to either side of them all the way to the moonlit horizon. In the pale moonlight they could see that the spring planting had begun, with dozens and dozens of neat rows of new shoots peeking out of the soil to both sides.


  Directly behind the town rose a sizable hill several hundred feet in height.


  All that could be heard was the heavy breathing of the thousands of Human, Elf, Dwarf, and Gnome soldiers. Many of them held their sides as they sucked in the sweet night air.


  “Where is he?” asked one of the lieutenants, his question directed at Thargen. The squeak in his voice betrayed the unease he was feeling, knowing that as they stood there, a vastly superior Troll force was bearing down on them with lethal intent.


  He had no sooner asked the question, when Rolan materialized in the doorway of a nearby house and strode briskly towards them. At his side walked Andar Gall. Much shorter, as all Gnomes were, he nevertheless carried himself in such a way that his shorter stature somehow didn’t seem so.


  They crossed the short span of field in between the house and the troops. The soldiers all straightened at the sight of their King, who introduced his second in command to Andar Gall, then inquired at once about the casualties and how the soldiers were holding up. Thargen debriefed him quickly and concisely, at which point Rolan moved to a spot directly in front of his assault forces. Whereas a minute before the air had been filled with the sounds of their labored breathing, once he positioned himself, there was not a sound to be heard. The breeze itself seemed to still as he began to speak.


  “My good and brave men,” he called out, “I am, as always, awed by your performance in battle today.


  
     
  


  “This Gnome is named Andar Gall. He hails from Kohansk. Many of our Gnome allies present today know of him, and some may even know him. He is a good and honorable Gnome. I will need all of the officers and squad leaders to meet with him right now where he will instruct you on what your duties will be.


  “Not a year ago his wife was brutally murdered by the Troll scum for the crime of having asked a simple question, and he has labored since that time for this day. We have a surprise for those that follow us.


  “Obey him as you would me.”
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  Jessica awoke, Blake beside her. From the sound of his breathing she figured he was still asleep. Her first thought, after she shook the cobwebs from her mind, was that she would probably never again awaken for the rest of her life without a feeling of agonizing dread, worrying whether or not her children were safe. She could take the physical agony of the endless marching. She could suffer through the cold, the hunger, the thirst, the seemingly endless tedium of food that gave no pleasure whatsoever in its eating. But what did threaten to consume her every morning was not knowing if her child on this backwards planet was even alive. It was her worst nightmare come true with every sunrise, taking every bit of her iron will to come to grips with it, to stare it down, to fight through it, and to pledge to the very core of her being to never, ever, ever give up until they had found her and they were all together again in that place, worlds apart from where she now lay, called home.


  She threw off her blanket and half-walked, half-crawled, to the fire. She picked at the coals for a minute until she had coaxed forth some flame that she fed with bits of kindling. Lost in dark thoughts, she was not aware when Blake came to squat beside her. “I’d say good morning … ” he murmured.


  “No such thing,” she said. “Not until … ”


  “I know.”


  They sat in silence for a few minutes when they were approached by Captain Pilrick, who laid a piece of venison on a flat rock that Blake had deliberately placed at the fire’s edge to serve as a cooking/warming surface. He said, “I know this must be extremely hard on both of you. I, for one, am encouraged that at least we are now fighting on the same side. We will make the village of Perpst today, certainly by nightfall, probably by late afternoon. I want you both to know I will do everything in my power to find any news of your child. I cannot emphasize enough the significance of the new alliance between our countries … ”


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” interrupted Jessica in an annoyed tone of voice, “Our country is not even on this planet, remember? We’re not from here. This is your war not ours, and frankly I couldn’t care less … ”


  Now it was Blake’s turn to interrupt. “Jess, Jess. Easy.” They made eye contact and he tilted his head slightly, arching his eyebrows. His look said, “I know you’re upset, but we need this guy, remember?”


  “I’m sorry, Captain Pilrick, you were saying?”


  “Yes, well, as I said, now that there is an alliance between the two lands, networking as to the whereabouts of a Human child will be a lot easier, now won’t it? Not that it will be easy, but at least not impossible.”


  Blake nodded a somber, “Yes.”


  Jessica stared into the fire, obviously seething with frustration. The captain stabbed the piece of venison, still ice cold, with his belt knife and moved away.


  Knowing he would get nowhere by confronting her about the way she had spoken to the one Gnome who might be able to help them track down their daughter, he asked, “Did you make any progress with the little guy?” He nodded towards Jebwickett, who was having some sort of spirited discussion with Oddwaddle well away from the fire.


  She shook her head, “No,” then said, “to be honest, I don’t care one way or the other how he’s doing. I just want to find Stephanie.”


  “I know you do,” he said. “And I also know that you care about the little guy. I know because I know you. It’s a big part of who you are, and it goes all the way to your soul. It’s much of why I love you.”


  They embraced briefly and got about the business of breaking camp.


  
     
  


  They trudged steadily westward for the entire morning and much of the afternoon, stopping only to snack briefly and drink from the several mountain streams they passed on their way to Perpst. The weather was clear and warm. Each was surprised at how it had gone so quickly from the icy winter cold to early summer warmth, but they reasoned that this was probably normal and attributable entirely to seasons much shorter than they were used to.


  The going was rough, up and down mountainous trails with loose rocks and scree threatening to break an ankle every step of the way, but mostly monotonous. Nobody spoke, all maintaining a state of battle readiness in case they ran into a squad of Trolls, but they arrived at the outskirts of Perpst without incident. They began to glimpse the rooftops of the houses in the distance when a Gnome scout appeared on the trail directly in front of them, holding up his arm and motioning for them to stop. He then made some gestures. It looked like some sort of sign language that neither Blake nor Jessica understood, but Captain Pilrick obviously did, and soon they had fallen into a single-file line and were hiking at a brisk pace higher and higher into the mountains surrounding the city. In about an hour, to either side of them on the steep trail, the rock walls jutted straight up for hundreds of feet. A short while after that, as the sun was diving hard for the horizon, their escort motioned for them to stop. He walked straight to the rock face on their right and grabbed one of the vines that grew along it. They heard the muffled sound of a bell ringing, seeming to come from inside of the rock itself. A minute later a large segment of it slid to the side, revealing the entrance to a spacious cavern.


  
     
  


  The Gnome escorting them motioned for them all to enter. When they had, the rock slab slid soundlessly back into place.


  While both Blake and Jessica had anticipated a dark and gloomy interior to the caverns into which they were led, nothing could have been further from the truth. As soon as the rock façade had closed, hundreds of miniature globes, most white, but many colored, illuminated their surroundings. And if they had been thinking that the cave structure would be cold, and smell of damp and rot, they were wrong on that score as well. It was dry and warm, and the air carried a hint of the smell of wildflowers. Underfoot, they noticed it was carpeted. Their escort, bowing respectfully, led them over to a rack of slippers in front of which was a long bench capable of seating four or five times as many as were in their small company, complete with a trough of flowing water, the source of the wildflower aroma, which was obviously meant to be used to wash their tired and filthy feet. He asked them if they would please remove their boots, adding that they would be cleaned and repaired as needed before their departure. So Captain Pilrick, Oddwaddle, Gall, Jebwickett, Blake, and Jessica all removed their footwear and eased their feet into the soothing warm water. All concentrated on their foot baths for the next several minutes with not a word spoken, at the end of which time the Gnome handed them all drying towels, also pleasantly scented, and invited them to select slippers of the proper fit.


  “If you would please follow me,” he intoned.


  They walked down a short passageway and came to a fork. “Captain,” he gestured to Captain Pilrick, “this way. The rest of you, please proceed down that corridor and you will be taken care of momentarily.”


  Blake, Jessica, and the rest started down the hall when the voice of the captain stopped them. “My good Gnome,” he said, “I ask that these two Humans be allowed to accompany me. They are not in the military, and come to us under circumstances that are strange in the extreme. Both are healers with extraordinary talents, and it would be entirely improper to send them off with the enlisted troops.”


  “I see,” said the Gnome. “If you could please, then, wait for a few minutes, I shall have your answer.” He scurried away, obviously slightly atwitter at this odd request. The others cut in front of them, Gall giving Blake and Jessica a warm smile. She gave each a pat on the head as they passed by, causing Gall’s smile to widen and Jebwickett’s frown to deepen.


  
     
  


  Their guide returned and motioned for them to follow him. They passed down a short hall of solid rock, the face of which shimmered brightly in the light of the globes. Captain Pilrick noticed Blake’s interest in the surface and told him that the cause of the sheen was a substance called Titanite, and down short hallways to either side of them they could hear, periodically, the tinkle, clatter, and crash of the harvesting of it. It was utilized, he continued, in the forging of weapons capable of taking razor sharp, enduring edges.


  He explained that the forging process was a chemical sort that required no furnaces. Instead, skilled alchemists blended precisely the right amounts of the correct ingredients, mixing them in vats, from which the mixture was poured into molds of the finest white sand. From the molds, the blades emerged to be fixed to their handles, shafts, and chains, each one lighter, yet stronger, than the iron equivalents carried by the Trolls. And it could all be done underground in secret. This, he said, is how the Gnomes were able to mass-produce thousands of weapons of every type imaginable. Room after room was bursting with them, all polished, all ready for use.


  But their specialty, as was obvious by the sheer numbers of them compared with the numbers of the other types of weapons on display, was arrows. Straight and true they were, every single one.


  Blake whistled softly. “Quite a collection of weapons you have here. How about those arrows?”


  Their guide cocked his head quizzically, not saying a word. It was obvious that he was uncomfortable with a Human knowing the things that Blake and Jessica now knew.


  Captain Pilrick motioned brusquely for them to continue on their way, obviously not interested in any more chitchat at the moment.


  They continued down the short corridor with the glistening walls, coming to a larger room about twenty feet across. In it was a long table surrounded by chairs that had clearly been carved from the trunks of whole trees.


  It was some sort of meeting/debriefing room, and no sooner had they gotten there than the door on the far wall opened, and eight Gnomes entered. They looked to have left the battlefield within the hour. All carried bows and were otherwise armed with short swords and daggers. Most had quivers of arrows badly in need of restocking. Their faces, grim and dirty to the Gnome, said it all. They had indeed just left the fighting. Captain Pilrick beckoned them to sit as their escort departed by the door through which the three of them had come. “Not to appear out of line, Captain,” spoke one, “but we don’t have the time for this. The Trolls are pouring through the Pass of Entropi, and every one of us is needed if we hope to give the troops defending it a chance. They are headed for Utt, and we come for arrows, not conversation. Go lads,” he said to the remaining seven, who strode straight to the doorway through which their escort had left with not a glance in their direction. In moments, a line of dozens of Gnomes filed by them. None of these looked at Blake or Jessica either. These were soldiers. This was war. They were doing battle. That was it; nothing else mattered.


  “Commander,” said Captain Pilrick as soon as they were alone.


  “Captain.”


  “While your enlisted gather the requisite supplies …


  “These two Humans are not from, well, let me put it this way. They have a child who was taken from them. She is about fifteen. Captured by the Trolls she was, along with the Prince of Ravenwild. Have you any news of this?”


  The commander looked shocked. “That is your daughter?”


  Jessica, who had been leaning forward when Captain Pilrick asked the question, now leaped to her feet and got in the Gnome’s face. “You have heard of her?” she asked, her voice tight with fear. “Do you know where she is?”


  
     
  


  The Gnome remained curiously silent as his huge, unblinking eyes went first to Blake, then to Captain Pilrick, then back to Jessica, who stood directly in front of him.


  Finally he spoke. “I’m not sure what to say,” he said, “This gets a little complicated… ”
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  She heard a second branch crack and she knew there was trouble about. Only a man, a Troll, or a Gnome could make a branch crack like that … or maybe a deer … or a bear. Her thoughts ran wild as her pulse quickened. She listened with all her might to the sounds of the night. Anything else. Anything else, and she was going to wake everybody up and prepare for an attack. They were out there. She knew it.


  Her eyes wide with terror, she sat very, very still. It was all she could do. Sit. And listen.


   



   



  


   Chapter 31


  
     
  


  Maxilius Bravarus shivered. The overcast sky gave the late afternoon sun all it could handle to penetrate the cloud cover; its tired rays provided him with no comfort as he contemplated his next move. Even now, they were after him. They had dispatched patrols south along both banks of the river the moment he had eluded them by taking refuge on his makeshift raft. It had dumped him and his new crew of recruits on the same eastern shore of the Slova River that he had been on when he had escaped from them, now hours before.


  “What now, Commander?” the nearest asked.


  “Simple, we outrun them.”


  He sprinted off to the south and they followed him.


  
     
  


  His entire purpose now became to outrun his three companions. They did everything they could to keep up with him, but soon fell far behind. He intended to not just outrun them, but to leave them in his dust. So he ran, and ran harder, and ran harder than that, and soon everyone was well out of sight. He kept running. His sides began to ache. He ignored it. His breath came in great rasps. He kept going. He needed to be alone, far away from them. He knew it as well as he had ever known anything.


  
     
  


  Having settled into a steady lope for hours, he pondered his next course of action. He knew exactly where he was, having hunted here in Ravenwild. He knew all the roads around Salem, so getting around there would not be a problem. He might be sighted, but no random Human, Elf, or Dwarf would confront a heavily armed Troll on the run. And if he encountered a patrol of same, they would most likely let him pass.


  
     
  


  Now miles behind him, the ones who had sworn allegiance to his cause, Lieutenant-Commander Korsk Gidssitchel, Private Frroth Grollikon, and Private Orp Crittch, paused to get a drink and consider their next option. They must have outrun the ones who were hounding them. They were sure of it. They talked briefly about what to do, each throwing his thoughts into the mix.


  They never should have stopped. They never should have even slowed. In an hour’s time they were caught. A few hours after that, they were in the cook pots. The general would hear nothing of their lame excuses as to how they had not been able to keep up with the renegade commander. And regardless of whether or not he had believed them, they had failed, and everyone in his Emperor’s army knew the price of failure. Their captors, glad for the food, merely ate and slept. The next morning General Dumfe and Sliphen both loudly complimented the cook on his preparations of them. The General had, of course, made sure to sample a bit of each in front of the other soldiers. And he had, of course, made a fuss over the quality of their screams the night before as the water came to a boil around them. The Trolls


  deserved some diversion, and some fresh food.


  “Can we track him?”


  “We can.”


  “Can we catch him?”


  “Doubtful. They,” he nodded to the cook pots, “were telling the truth. He has far too big a lead. Now he has enough of a lead so he can take his time and cover his tracks, and disappear. This one is no fool. I find it all very strange. The way he runs. It’s almost as if he is running to something … or someone.


  “Keep tracking him. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”


  “Yes General.”


  Sliphen Wedor ’eum left to relay the message to the Troll regulars. He ordered a squad of four to go forth and either capture the wayward commander or serve as tomorrow evening’s entrée. It got their attention. They left post-haste.


  
     
  


  Maxilius made it to the southern reach of Salem an hour after sunup. He loped to the farmhouse he had once shown Daria. He knew there were caves nearby in which he could hide and never be found. He checked the house first.


  
     
  


  She had been there!


  
     
  


  He could tell. He instantly recognized her touches, how she had cleaned up and organized. How she put certain items here and certain items there. But, more than all of that, he could smell her. There was no doubting it. He could smell her.


  He wondered as to the coincidence of her having journeyed to this exact house, in a foreign land, that she had visited with him once on a hunting trip years before, but... for whatever reason, she had. It was now all about catching up to her. He thought back briefly to the moment when she had soared from the cliffs of Ghasten, hanging on to the tail of that horse. He had always wondered if she had survived, and now he knew she had.


  He studied the tracks outside of the house and began following them. She was in the company of three Humans. One of them would be the Human girl, of course. Doreen. That was her name. And one would be the Prince. The other would be the doctor.


  Later that same day he noticed that one set of the Human tracks split off from the rest, headed northwest. He continued to follow his sister’s and those of the other two.


  
     
  


  Days later would show him camped less than a mile to the north of them, pushing harder and harder with every passing day. A nasty fog had settled on the floor of the forest, which not only served to make the visibility a challenge, it seemed to mute all of the forest sounds.


  He would catch up with them tomorrow. He was sure of it. He opened the small pouch of salt that hung from his belt and sprinkled it liberally on the meat, following this with a small handful of herbs that he rubbed on the slices of flesh as he carved them. He ate slowly, chewing the tough meat, making sure to review all that he had done that day. He had not only made good progress on catching up to his sister and the two Humans, he had backtracked considerably to be sure he had lost those pursuing him. It appeared he had.


  Now, having filled his waterskins, and with weapons that were sharpened and ready for battle, he sat and ate, preparing himself mentally for the final push tomorrow that would reunite him with his sister and those with her.


  He found himself pondering in silence the odd fact that he preferred his meat salted and spiced. He and his sister were the only Trolls he had ever known that had always preferred their meat that way. Not that he was incapable of eating it plain, which of course he had for most of the life he had spent in his Emperor’s army. But he had a distant memory of how his mother had always prepared it for them that way when they were youngsters, saying that she believed eating meat any other way was wrong. “Like the animals,” she used to say.


  Soon he would nap for a few hours, and with any luck this curse of a fog would burn off and allow him to track the ones in front of him, guided only by the light of the two spring Inam'Ra moons.


  As he rolled into his blanket and closed his eyes he thought he heard the snap of a small branch far off in the distance. This tiny would-be noise kept him fully awake for another hour, but hearing nothing else, he finally drifted off.


  
     
  


  It all happened way too fast, but once he had a chance to think on it, common sense told him that capture was never something that happened slowly. He awoke in the camp where Daria, Ryan, and Gracie were already prisoners. He was bound securely and tied to a tree. His head ached something fierce and he knew he must have been knocked unconscious while he was sleeping. He glanced to his right and saw his sister, bound in the same manner as he. By the way her head lolled forward, he doubted she had regained consciousness yet. He did notice that she was breathing. He looked to his left. There were the two Humans. He didn’t recognize them except to know that the girl wasn’t Doreen, and the other was definitely not the doctor.


  A voice from behind him told him that at least one of those guarding him was aware of his having awakened.


  “You sure gave us a run for the money,” said the voice from over his shoulder. “I hope it doesn’t make you too tough. Well, not to worry. The Humans and the nice looking Troll will probably last us today, and the general may decide to save your sorry carcass for tomorrow. We wouldn’t want to let good food go to waste, now would we?”


  Sliphen Wedor ’eum came around from behind the tree and sneered down at Maxilius. “Tell me, Troll, what ever made you think you could escape capture by your Emperor’s army? You of all Trolls should know how unrelenting we are in tracking down traitors. Did you honestly think we would turn away? Forget about you? I must say, you must be a persuasive bloke, because the ones you converted a few days ago seemed quite taken by your cause, right up until we had them for dinner of course.” He laughed harshly.


  When Maxilius declined to engage him, Sliphen delivered a vicious kick to his ribs.


  “Now there I go doing a dumb thing,” he said. “The general will be most upset with me if I spoil the meat.” He laughed again and moved off towards the general’s tent. Three other Trolls, all dressed in full battle gear, moved out of the shadows of the trees to stand watch over him. These did not look like they were the least bit interested in converting to his cause.
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  Forrester Ragamund dove to the ground and forcefully pulled Jacqueline down with him. Cinnamon had to dive hastily away to prevent being crushed under his massive frame. He quickly crawled a few feet off of the trail and up into the trees, pulling her along with him. With one eye on the trail and one eye on the tell-all at all times, he had seen Orie’s frantic waving. He asked her in a soft whisper if she was all right. He saw her nod, “Yes” and focused again on the tell-all. He felt her shivering with terror beside him and wrapped her in a warm hug. Orie was making his way slowly, silently back towards them. Too late, Forrester heard Cinnamon’s warning screech as two sets of Troll hands locked around his arms. He had crawled right to them!


  They jerked him viciously to his feet, and one put a dagger to his neck. “Make a move, and I will kill you right here,” came the terse warning. He knew better than to resist. Tempted though he was, he knew it would surely be the end of Jacqueline. They would kill her immediately to prevent her possible escape while they fought him. So he did not move while they stripped him of his weapons.


  He wasted not a second in self-recrimination for having walked right into their hands. Instead, he concentrated on their every move. He studied them. He wanted to know who was smart. Who was not. Who was skilled with weapons. Who was less so. The biggest one was clumsy. He would die first. The next biggest was quick. Agile. His movements were fluid. Coordinated. He would be skilled in fighting. The smaller two appeared bored. Uninterested. They lacked focus.


  “Let the girl go,” he said. “She is just a peasant girl, and I was bringing her back to her home. It’s not far from here. She has no part in this war.”


  Jacqueline’s eyes grew wide with fear as one of them reached down and poked her in the belly with a giant finger. “Let her go?” he chortled. “I am sure the general will want her for dessert.”


  He looked Forrester in the eye.


  “We know who you are, Forrester Wiley Ragamund. You are an escapee, and you are a traitor to the Troll nation, and you will die for this. You will not like the death. It will be slow. There will be many screams.”


  
     
  


  She wriggled backwards until the one who had poked her grasped her by the front of her jerkin and forced her up. Giving her a rough kick in the backside, he shouted, “Move!”


  As they marched up the trail, they came within ten feet of Orie. He slowed his breathing and tried to hush the hammering of his heart as they passed by. He was tempted to flee when the squad of four stopped right in front of him, but wisely held his position. One of the Trolls lifted his snout. “Do you smell that?” he asked.


  “I do.” answered another. The other two nodded in agreement. “We’ll find him,” said the one who had spoken first. “He’s out there. We’ll find him.”


  They continued on their way, heading north. In about an hour they entered the camp, where Maxilius and his sister, Daria, Ryan, and Gracie were all still tied up.


  
     
  


  “Ryan! Gracie!” shouted Jacqueline.


  “Jacqueline!” they answered. “You’re alive!”


  Interestingly, the Trolls made no effort to restrain her as she raced to the tree to which Gracie and Ryan were tied. She buried herself in their crude embrace, which was basically that they leaned in on her as best they could.


  One of the Trolls walked over to them, removed a stout cord from a pouch on his weapons belt, and said, “Well, you all seem to know each other. Enjoy the time you have together. There isn’t much left.”


  Forrester was led away for questioning while Jacqueline was tied to the tree. Then they left them be.


  It was an unlikely reunion, these three friends from a different world now lashed to a common tree and facing a future as uncertain as it gets. For a while none could speak. Jacqueline sat and stared straight ahead. Gracie started to say something and was surprised when Jacqueline responded with a loud “Shhh!” She glanced at Ryan who shrugged and wagged his head, “No” slightly. His expression seemed to say, “She’s in shock. Let her be for a while.”


  Then the screams started from the tent into which Forrester had been led. They were horrific, long wails that frightened the children to the bone. Ryan and Gracie kept glancing at each other and back to Jacqueline. Somehow she seemed to be tuning it all out. Rather than fear, the look on her face was more that of a student working on a complicated homework assignment.


  The screams stopped as quickly as they had started, and Forrester was led out of the tent. He was limping badly and offered no resistance as he was thrown down and lashed to a tree about ten feet from both theirs and that of Maxilius, who had been tied to the same tree as his sister. His head nodded forward. Blood could be seen dripping from his right ear.


  “Forrester,” said Ryan gently, “are you all right?”


  Forrester, in way too much pain to consider answering any questions, nodded his head slightly up and down, and while it was not a convincing answer to the question that he was, in fact, all right, this simple gesture did offer a ray of hope that he might in due time recover. The problem was, time was something out of which they were quickly running.


  Jacqueline, meanwhile, was having a running conversation with Cinnamon. Taking advantage of her newly acquired talent of communicating in the way of the Wolves, she had already learned that both her beloved cat and Orie were alive and unhurt and that Orie was working on a plan to rescue them all. The problem at the moment was that while the Trolls could not see him, they could smell him, and all of his efforts so far had been directed towards avoiding capture himself.


  “Have you been able to reach Brutus or Patriachus?” she thought.


  “No dear,” she answered. “Way too far. But I will continue to try. You try too. Try hard. I have to go now. I need to find your brother. Don’t worry. We’ll get you out of this. Have faith. I’m only a thought away. I love you.”


  “I love you too, Cinnamon,” thought Jacqueline. “Please hurry.”


  “I will.” Her last thought sounded in Jacqueline’s mind, falling off into a vast void of silence.


  Jacqueline leaned over to Gracie and whispered directly into her ear. “I just now talked to Cinnamon. Orie’s okay. He’s going to rescue us. Tell Ryan. We need to be ready when he comes. You won’t be able to see him. He’s invisible.”


  Gracie looked at her as though she had completely lost her mind. “Cinnamon?” she whispered back. “Your cat?” then, “He’s invisible?”


  Jacqueline nodded, “Yes,” sharply, and gestured abruptly that she should pass on the message without delay, whispering, “It’s a long story. I’ll explain later. Pass it on.”


  She did, and Ryan looked as taken aback by the message as Gracie had. He did nod, however.


  
     
  


  Orie considered his next move. Something his father had said to him, when he was younger, had saved his life not five minutes earlier. ‘When you’re in the woods, if you’re ever being chased by a bear, climb a small tree. They can climb a big one every time, but they can’t get the necessary purchase around the trunk of a small one to climb it.’ Evidently it was the same with Trolls, so that’s what he had done when he found them bearing down on him from four different directions.


  So now, he found himself standing on the slender branches of a tree with a girth of about eighteen inches, some twenty feet above four of them. They milled about below him. All could be seen sniffing the air this way and that.


  “Where did he go?” asked one.


  Nobody answered.


  “I say we go back to camp and tell the commander that there was nothing here after all. If we tell him there was something here and we bring back nothing, it ends up being our turn in the cook pots.”


  “I agree,” said another. “How can we be expected to return with something that was never here?”


  The remaining Trolls grunted their assent and they all walked away. Suspecting it might be a ruse, Orie waited a good long time before sliding down the tree up which he had shinnied, dropping silently to the forest floor. He checked his sword immediately to be sure it was free in its scabbard.


  He spied their tracks as soon they left the main trail, and following their footprints back to the camp was easy enough, thanks to all the time he had spent learning to track game with his father in the woods as a youngster.


  When he could hear the camp sounds, he made sure he swung around it so that the wind was in his face. Now he knew they could smell him, and he knew he had but one chance to pull this off.


  He studied the site through the forest vegetation from about twenty feet away. There they were! Directly in front of him. Off to the left was a tent, undoubtedly the officer’s tent, and off to the right, in the distance, he could see a number of Trolls setting up large cook pots. Several brought armloads of wood, dumping these in large stacks close to where the fires would be. He tried to swallow, but found he had no spit. He looked down and noticed a large pile of animal spoor, probably Troll or, perhaps, bear. He reached down and grabbed a handful of it, smearing it slowly all over himself. He was careful to not leave out an inch. He was hoping that this might protect him from his one glaring weakness, his smell. As he finished, he heard a slight rustle off to his right. His right hand dropped to the hilt of his sword, which he started to ease from its scabbard. It was Cinnamon, who tiptoed to his side. He leaned down close to her and rubbed her all over with the terrible stuff. She rolled her eyes as if to say, “I suppose,” but did not attempt to move away. Then, slowly, they began to inch forward.


  “Jacqueline,” thought Cinnamon, “We are right behind you. Twenty feet. Get ready.”


  Jacqueline hastily whispered this news to Ryan and Gracie, who both nodded.


  Orie looked at Cinnamon. This was going to be tough. No question about it. They might get close enough to sever the ropes that bound the six captives, but there was little, if any, chance that they would be able to escape from this assemblage of some twenty Trolls by outrunning them. And they would be essentially weaponless. But a one in a million shot was better than the certain death that awaited them if he did not act now. So they kept moving forward, an inch at a time, until he and Cinnamon were positioned in the forest scrub behind the very tree to which Gracie, Ryan, and Jacqueline were bound. Close enough to the three Trolls that stood guard over them, Orie could hear their breathing. One leaned to the other and said, “You stink. Go wash your backside. I can’t stand to be near you.”


  “It’s not me,” said the other. “I thought it was you.”


  Cinnamon communicated their position to Jacqueline, warning her to not look their way. She, in turn, whispered this news to Ryan and Gracie, who each sat up a little straighter and prepared to bolt.


  
     
  


  Then a very strange thing happened.


  
     
  


  A Wolf, an Agden Wolf for sure judging by its size, blasted out of the woods and seized one of the guards by the neck, snapping it like a pencil. The second Troll gasped and went to draw his sword. Cinnamon raced up the tree and gave a strong leap, landing on his head. Claws bared, she tore viciously at his eyes, leaving him blind and shrieking in pain, then leapt away to safety before he had a chance to reach up to fling her off. Orie sprang forward and slashed the leather bindings of Ryan, Gracie, and Jacqueline. Shoving a dagger into the hands of both Gracie and Ryan, he withdrew an arrow and nocked it, firing it with deadly accuracy into the face of the one remaining guard, who had drawn his sword and squared off


  to face the Wolf. It struck him right in the eye and he went down.


  Ryan and Gracie covered the short span to Maxilius, Daria, and Forrester in a matter of seconds, slicing them free.


  Orie wasted no time in gathering the dead Trolls’ weapons, which he tossed with a shout to Forrester and Maxilius.


  Daria, once free, grabbed up Jacqueline and raced away into the woods. A deafening thought boomed into Jacqueline’s mind from the mind of their rescuer. “Wrong way! Wrong way! Head West! West! Get to the River.”


  Jacqueline shrieked this to Daria, who bent the direction of her frantic run to accommodate the order. Simply reversing it would have meant charging directly back into the hostilities, which she was not about to do.


  Forrester Ragamund, Maxilius Bravarus, and the great Wolf held the onrushing Trolls at bay. “Go Ryan! Go Gracie! Follow Jacqueline!” hollered Orie as he stood his ground, now concentrating on unleashing his arrows at the officer’s tent, taking out every Troll as quickly as they emerged. The first was a lieutenant, who thought that perhaps a fight had broken out amongst the soldiers. Such fights were not uncommon among Troll warriors in the field. He was casually holding a flask of ale and sporting a look of mild confusion when he first stuck his head out, which turned immediately to awe and disbelief when Orie’s first shot struck him in the center of his chest. Next came Sliphen, holding what looked like an iron poker that glowed red-hot. He never had time to say a word as he too went to his knees, an arrow suddenly protruding from his gut. The last was General Vladimir Dumfe. He looked upon the absolute bedlam in front of him and, showing the true cowardice of his basic nature, frantically turned around to retreat back into the tent. Too late. Orie’s next arrow struck him in the center of his back, and his last one in the butt as he lay there unmoving.


  Now, the Trolls that had been gathering wood and tending the cook fires assumed they were under some kind of massive attack and raced about to secure weapons. This diversion allowed the first true opportunity for the rest to escape. “Go Orie! Go!” bellowed Forrester as he and Maxilius Bravarus felled Troll after onrushing Troll. Rather than retreat to safety, they took the fight directly to their onrushing captors.


  Maxilius Bravarus was a study in fighting efficiency. He had made it to the rank of Commander not solely on the virtue of his intelligence, but fighting prowess as well, and in this deadly game of warfare, on this day, there was no better, as he gave it everything he had, felling Troll after Troll after Troll. “Follow the others. We’ll be right behind you!” Forrester shouted to Orie, who held on tight to his bow and sprinted after Ryan and Gracie. The Wolf ran along directly behind him, turning back every once in a while to challenge some of the Trolls who had by now made it over to the fray from the far side of the camp. They were clearly terrified of the animal, with her fangs bared and her growl deep and threatening. The invisible boy and the great Wolf worked in concert, the Wolf’s confrontations always forcing the onrushing Trolls to pause, giving him the perfect opportunities to make easy shots. In a matter of minutes, all the Trolls that were chasing them lay dead or dying on the ground. It was a good thing too, as he was down to just a few remaining arrows.


  Daria pulled up, allowing Gracie, Ryan, and Orie to catch up. In the distance the combat raged on, the sounds of bellowing, the cries of pain, and the clashing of the swords drifting to them through the trees.


  In between breaths that came quick and harsh, Orie said, “You … go … on. I’m … going back for … Forrester.”


  “Orie, you can’t!” cried Jacqueline. “You’ll be killed. And how will you find us?”


  “Go,” said Orie. “I am not leaving him.”


  “I’ll stay with him,” thought Cinnamon, the message of which was heard by both Jacqueline and their Wolf rescuer. “If I am with him, you can guide us to you.”


  “We’ll stay too,” said Ryan. Gracie nodded her agreement without hesitation.


  “No,” said Orie. “You all stay together. You have no weapons, and the ones the Trolls use are way too heavy for you. You all stay together. Go now.” He looked directly into the eyes of the great Wolf and saw unmistakable intelligence. He also saw confusion over the voice that spoke to them from the nothingness. “Thank you,” he said. “Now go. Keep them safe. Get them far away from here.” Jacqueline translated.


  He turned and began his trek back into the lion’s den, his footfalls registering as subtle indentations on the forest floor.
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  The only sound was that of the King and his second conversing.


  “Sire,” said Thargen, “you know I will always do as ordered by you. But, having said this, I would be remiss if I did not express to you my concern over the wisdom of removing me from the front.”


  They were sitting alone behind the closed door of the same house in Utt from which Rolan had exited an hour earlier before addressing the Ravenwild troops. Andar Gall was meeting in the next house over with all of the officers and squad leaders to review, and set into motion, the plan for the trap that he had spent the last year of his life preparing for the enemy. He had given it his all, using hundreds of Gnomes who had labored for month after grueling month on the excavations. None of the vast fortune that he and Isandora had accumulated as a result of all the years they had poured their hearts and souls into the Inn, and other business concerns, was left, and he didn’t care a whit. No fortune in this life mattered to him any more. What mattered was avenging her murder, and this was to be that day or he would die in the attempt. He frankly didn’t care either way. Part of him had died with her that day …


  Thargen continued. “The Troll horde will be on us in a matter of hours.” He paused and cleared his voice. They should have been here long ago, which undoubtedly means that they have been met by their reinforcements from the north for the counterattack. To be sure, if all goes as planned, it will be the most decisive victory to date in our efforts against them. But, as you know, the best of strategies can come apart in a matter of moments once the fighting starts, and if it were to go badly for us, for whatever reason, our cause would be best served were I here to help with the fallback plan. In truth, My Lord, where I should be, at this precise moment, is next door with Andar Gall. And directly involved in the planning. He is a great Gnome. Of this there is no question. But he is not a military man.”


  Rolan sighed wearily. He knew his second in command was right. But this was his daughter, presently a few houses away and fuming bitterly at the fact that she was essentially under house arrest while her father finalized the plan as to how to get her as far away as he could from the impending conflict. He stood, crossed the room, and stared into the empty fireplace. He wondered when the last time it had been lit. When, if ever, a family had gathered around the warmth of the flames and exchanged pleasantries about their day …


  “You are right of course,” he said. “But having said that, my decision is final. This is my only daughter, and she has told me that she loves this man. For all that she has suffered in this life, she deserves to be with him. As you point out, once the fighting starts, everything can come apart in a matter of moments. I do not want her here if that happens. I want her to be with him, far away, and the best one to get her there is you. Of all the fighting men I have ever known, yours are the skills I trust the most. It is decided. You will leave within the hour. Take as many or as few men as you feel you will need to get her there. But Thargen,” their eyes met, “get her there safely.”


  They shook hands at the forearm in the military way, and Thargen left without another word. He believed it was a tactical mistake. In fact he knew it was a tactical error with the direst consequences possible. But having received his orders, he was prepared to do exactly as commanded by his King. It’s what soldiers did. They followed orders. Especially when the orders, such as these, left no room for interpretation.


  He crossed over to the house where Diana was being kept. She was furious at the news and would not go without a last farewell to her father, arguing that there was a chance they would never see each other again. Once in front of him, she tried to protest, but he wouldn’t hear of it. He embraced her warmly and shooed her on her way, saying he had a battle to prepare for.


  When they had made it to the edge of the south field, they exchanged one last wave by the light of the spring moons.


  
     
  


  The Trolls arrived at midday. Having been joined by the reinforcements from the north, they now numbered well over twenty thousand, perhaps thirty. All had been worked into a frenzy by their commanders and wanted nothing more than to have at the ragtag Ravenwild forces that had managed to inflict such terrible losses on their army in the cowardly attack of days before. But this was a more organized effort than the mad chase up from King’s Port, and their leaders were not about to let them be tricked a second time. They began a methodical sweep of the village of Utt, burning each house to the ground, one at a time, once it had been thoroughly searched. There were signs in every one of these that the Ravenwild army had been there, but it was not until they entered the last one that they had any idea of where they were hiding. Up until now it looked as though they had vanished without a trace but, no, they had gone underground, for the last house was not a house at all, but a façade that had been erected to conceal the entrance to a large tunnel that burrowed into the hill behind it. Now they had them. They were trapped like the rats the Trolls knew them to be.


  Then again, they did not charge into it like so many buffoons. Rather, once they discovered it, they summoned the company commanders so that they could look it over and determine the best way to proceed. It was decided that they would send a party of one hundred, all carrying torches, down inside as a probe. That way, if they encountered a trap, the rest of them would not be victims. These Ravenwild soldiers were smart, and the Trolls knew it. They had been fooled once, and they were not about to be fooled again.


  
     
  


  The force of a hundred entered the tunnel in the early afternoon, while the rest of them were ordered to set up a camp. Hunting parties were sent up into the woods to get the meat that would be needed to feed them all. Having inflicted essentially no losses on the enemy, they were basically out of food, and the one thing an army needs to wage a war is food.


  By the next morning, neither the hunting parties nor the probe had returned, and the Trolls were getting restless. Hunger was the issue. It had been weeks since any of them had eaten a decent meal, most of them having arrived from the northern reaches of Vultura after a nonstop march, and tempers were short. What they had expected was a decisive battle fought on open ground with a great feast to follow. Instead, they had found nothing but a hole in the ground. Fights began to break out amongst them, several to the death, but the few Trolls who were killed and consumed by the troops only served to fuel the anger in those who remained hungry. Kangaroo courts were held to punish those taking part in the fights. Their sentences were death, of course, but their bodies fell far short of the amounts necessary to feed the starving mob. More hunting parties were sent to the woods. Days later some of these returned, all empty-handed. Most did not. Another probe was sent into the tunnel, this one a thousand strong. Another day passed, and they too failed to reappear, putting the Troll army into a near-riotous state. All knew there would be no supply caravan arriving to sate their monstrous appetites, nor would there be the handouts they had all come to expect from the Gnomes.


  All knew the commanders had made a big mistake by racing them here to the middle of nowhere with no thought whatsoever as to how to feed them. And all knew that they had two choices: Either retreat, or enter the tunnel en masse and take the fight underground to the enemy on their terms. The grumbling amongst them as the military leadership decided their fate was as loud as the grumbling in their empty bellies.


  In the afternoon of the sixth day of their occupation of the valley of Utt, the decision was made to send essentially the entire occupying Troll army of the gargantuan Vultura campaign into the tunnel. Trolls did not retreat. It was just not their way, and it was where the Ravenwild army was hiding, so now the killing of their enemies meant much more than it normally meant. It meant they would not starve to death in this desolate valley. It meant an end to the interminable hunger that wracked their guts. It meant hope, and weak though they were, they clung to it the way a drowning man will cling to anything that will keep him afloat.


  
     
  


  It was well into the seventh day of the occupation before the last of them disappeared into the subterranean passageway. The only ones who remained behind were the senior-most officers, including the campaign leader: Commander Wartius Ugg.


  Once inside, the Trolls crept along single-file in the murk, the only sounds being the click and rattle of their battle gear and the scuffling of their feet. The only smell was that of the torches, as they eased along like a mile-long serpent might slide along the tunnel floor. As the last ones entered, the ones in the front saw a light up ahead and, suddenly, the smell of meat wafted their way. Lots of meat, roasting over the glowing coals of hundreds of firepits. Venison mostly, with a smattering of cattle and goats, the lure of the cooking food spurred the Trolls to rush headlong into a vast underground cavern that was otherwise devoid of enemy troops. And while it had taken over twelve hours for the entire Troll army to enter the tunnel, it took only a fraction of that for them to fill the cavern, where they tore into the meat with wild abandon. They had done it. They had found the source of food that the Ravenwild troops had been using to feed themselves. Ripping great pieces of it from the spits, they downed it, chunk after satisfying chunk. All that mattered was the food in front of them, and they gorged. The Ravenwild troops had left, cowards all, and to the victors went the spoils.


  Most, smacking their lips and grunting with hedonic bliss as they ate, didn’t notice the sound of the tunnel collapsing when the support posts were pulled out by the Ravenwild soldiers. And not a one of them looked up to see the thousands of archers, the overwhelming majority of these Gnome archers, who suddenly appeared on an overhanging lip that encircled the cavern above them. Indeed, the Trolls’ only hint that they were not alone came when the leader of the archer group yelled, “Hey!” his one word command echoing back and forth in the cave. Now they looked up as one at the certain death above them. The ones closest to the tunnel tried to break for it, but ran into a wall of soft earth. Troll after Troll was trampled in the mad rush as thousands upon thousands of arrows shrieked their way towards them with their terrifying wail, the last sound in the world that their fallen comrades had heard on the Emperor’s Highway in Utt.


  They never stood a chance. They were fish in a barrel, and every last one was cut down. Some attempted to scale the walls, trying desperately to manage some sort of counterattack, but the walls were not only too steep, they had been polished and then greased with drippings from the roasts. In minutes it was over, the ones still moving nothing more than target practice for the bowmen.


  
     
  


  It was done.
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  The alliance had vanquished the vast majority of the Troll occupying force with not a single Human, Dwarf, Elf, or Gnome lost, other than the scant amount of casualties they had suffered during the frontal assault on the troops in King’s Port.


  
     
  


  Now, only one grisly chore remained.


  Up on the surface, the senior officers, including their Commander, Wartius Ugg, passed the time languidly picking at the remains of some of the Trolls that had been sentenced to death in the mock courts. With nothing to do except eat and wait for a report from the troops, they whiled away the time bragging about their performances in past battles. All told great tales of bravery and heroism until finally it came to Commander Ugg. His, he never got a chance to tell, as the door to the place suddenly fell to the floor with a great crash, smashed in by the battle-axe of the biggest Ravenwild soldier left since the departure of Thargen. Following him in were half a dozen soldiers armed with crossbows, all of which were aimed at the cowering Trolls, who never had a chance to draw their swords, such was their surprise at this completely unexpected intrusion. In seconds, the only one left alive was Commander Ugg. Looking worriedly all about at his dead officers, he quickly unfastened his sword belt and dropped it to the floor, saying meekly, “I surrender.”


  Andar Gall strode through the doorway. Glancing briefly at the splintered entryway, he thought back to the day some months before when the door to his own beautiful home had been shattered in the same way by the Trolls. “We will need to fix that,” he whispered.


  “Yes, Mr. Gall,” said one of the soldiers.


  He reached out and was handed the axe by the Ravenwild soldier who had used it to smash in the door. He crossed the room to face the commander.


  “What is your name?” he asked.


  “Commander Wartius Ugg.”


  “Do you remember me?”


  “No. Should I?”


  “Was that a question?” He turned slightly. His left side now faced the Troll.


  “I suppose it was. I have surrendered. Do you intend to kill an unarmed Troll who has surrendered?”


  “Is that another question? Funny, I only intended to allow you one.”


  And with that, he swung the great axe with all his might, impelled by the force of hatred from the very depths of hell itself, striking the commander in the midsection. It was a fatal blow, and he fell like a sack of dung, desperately clutching the wound, while death’s embrace began to squeeze him.


  Andar leaned over him. “Are you sure you don’t remember me?” Not long for the world, Wartius Ugg did not reply.


  Andar turned and strode back outside, saying, “Burn it. And be quick about it. I want it to burn while he is alive.”
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  It took Thargen, Diana, and the six Ravenwild soldiers that accompanied them about two weeks to make it to the northern shore of the Agden River. Thargen knew that, once completed, Saviar Murlis and Titan Mobst would move the vessel as quickly as possible to the fortress in Ghasten to lay siege to the castle, and since the only way there was via the Agden River, he reasoned that they would have to pass by right in front of them.


  It was the sound of explosions that guided them the rest of the way to the great ship. Thunderous booms they were, that rocked the stillness of the day. Following the sounds, they came across Jared, Titan Mobst, and all of the wizards, as they were finishing up target practice for the afternoon. All wore smiles, the one worn by Jared taking over his entire face when Thargen and the love of his life stepped out of the trees directly in front of him. With a cry of pure joy he raced towards her, picking her up off of her feet and spinning around with her in a wild embrace, causing them to fall to the ground wrapped in each other’s arms.


  “My darling, my darling, you’re safe,” he whispered softly in her ear as they lay on the ground, oblivious to the stares of the onlooking wizards and soldiers. In the river behind them, the Mexyl Wyn rocked gently on anchor. It was a sight to behold.


  Thargen shook the hands of Titan Mobst, Saviar Murlis, and all of the wizards. “Quite an operation you have here,” he said. “What is that odd smell?”


  “That,” said Paulimas, “is the smell of freedom. Thanks to this young man,” he motioned towards Jared, “we now know that victory over the Trolls is merely a question of time. With this,” he patted the cannon, which still spewed a trace of smoke from the barrel, “and a hundred more like it, we will never again bow down to them.”


  Everyone nodded in agreement.


  “Time to get back to the ship,” said Titan Mobst. “We have been lucky so far to have escaped detection by the Trolls, but we don’t want to press our luck.”


  “I don’t think we’ll have to worry about the Trolls this day,” said Thargen, and he quickly recounted the stunning victory at Utt, the news of which had been brought to their small squad by runners from the scene.


  “What do we think he will do now?” asked Taber.


  “The word I have received is he is withdrawing his entire army back to Ghasten. I’m sure he is preparing to launch an all-out attack on Belcourt. It is believed that they plan to invade and occupy the city while the Wall is down to prevent the return of the citizens. I’m also quite sure that the only forces he plans to leave in the field for now are the ones at The Gate. He had been holding it flanked with a small company, but later moved thousands of troops to the area. Dorin tried a direct assault, but it was all he could do to retreat into the mountains to the north. Malance now needs them there to prevent a full-scale invasion by our forces along the road that leads directly to his capital city.


  “By now, every one of Dorin’s troops is starving. I dread to think on the state of those inside the fort, if there are any left at all. They all need our help, and they need it now.”


  Titan Mobst smiled. It was a grim smile, but it was a determined smile. It was a wicked smile. “Well,” he mused, “they shall have it. Come lads, we need to load the ship and be on our way.”


  Jared and Diana heard none of this. They were too busy whispering how much they loved each other.


  
     
  


  This too was a sight to behold.
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  The moment she left the compound in Obb she began to feel sick. It started off like many of the flu-like illnesses through which she had suffered as a child. At first she felt feverish, with chills that ran up and down her body. Then she felt as though she might faint.


  She slid from the saddle of the large horse she had commandeered from the Trolls. Hoping that she might feel better if she walked for a bit, she took the reins and led him along behind her. Soon, however, knowing it would not be long before her legs would no longer support her, she led him off of the mountain trail, tied him off to a sapling, and sat down with her back up against a tree. Suddenly terribly sick to her stomach, she lay down as the world spun crazily out of control, trying to get her breathing right, which came in short gasps. “What is happening?” she groaned to the earth, in which her face was suddenly half-buried. Then, for a brief moment, she felt all right again. The world stopped spinning and she was able to sit up. She brushed the dirt off her face and stood on unsteady legs. She found the waterskin, tied off to the horse’s pommel, and took a long drink. Unable to maintain an upright posture, she sat back down. Once again waves of nausea overtook her, and in minutes her entire outfit was soaked with sweat. She felt like she was going to die.


  “Great,” she thought, in between the fits of dizziness, “the greatest escape in the history of the Human race and now I’m going to die all alone here in the middle of nowhere.”


  At first, as sick as she was feeling, she didn’t notice the sensation coming from the amulet where it lay against her chest, but within seconds it burned like a hot iron. She snatched it up and moved it away from her, mostly to ease the pain, and was astounded to hear sounds coming from it. She flipped it over to look into it, and a face appeared. She knew she had seen this face before, but feeling as wretched as she did right now, she couldn’t remember when. Still, she had seen it before. She was sure of it. It was speaking to her!


  “Stephanie Doreen Strong,” the face said. “For the first time you have used the power of the Bindu-ward art of magic and spell, and you have used it to kill. You will now enter the Bindu-trance. In this trance you will travel to the netherworld and meet the souls of the ones whose lives you have ended. This is necessary for them to begin the next phase of their journey. Do not worry, it will feel no different than going to sleep. But know this.” The voice got distinctly louder. “You must hide yourself, and take care that none who would do you harm are able to find you while you are in the trance, for were this to happen, you would be completely at their mercy.”


  “I remember you,” said Doreen.


  A look of puzzlement flashed briefly over the face in the strange stone.


  “I must go now,” the face said, starting to fade.


  “Hey, wait a minute,” said Doreen, “they were going to execute me! That’s what they told me. I didn’t want to kill anybody … ”


  “Hide yourself,” said the voice, and the face disappeared.


  “Wait,” said Doreen. “Wait. Please. I want to ask some questions … ” But the talisman had faded yet again to the color purple and, not surprisingly, she could get nothing more from it. “Wonderful,” she said softly to the horse. “I have no idea where I am, but I’m supposed to hide somewhere. Where am I supposed to hide?” His blank stare did nothing to help.


  She undid his reins and led him on a half-hour trek deeper into the woods, when the sickness began to overwhelm her again, and soon she found she could go not a step further. Tying him hurriedly to the nearest tree, she undid her bedroll, wrapped herself in it, and fell into a deep sleep. At first it was dreamless, but she awakened within it and found herself floating in a seemingly infinite black void. She felt a sudden, searing pain around her navel and, instinctively reaching for it, touched a strange protuberance jutting out from her belly. It was some sort of cord, about three inches in diameter, which was firmly attached to her and extended out past where her hands could reach. It had a squishy, jello-like texture to it, and seemed to be covered by a slippery, thin membrane.


  Her strange umbilical fastening started to glow and pulsate, much like one of those Christmas light-ropes. This luminescent, jelly-filled cord projected away from her as far as she could see, disappearing into the darkness beyond. She tugged gently on it and it started to pull her forward, slowly at first, then faster and faster, gaining speed every second. Oddly, she felt no wind-effect as she held on tight, traveling forward now at a fantastic speed when, way off in the distance, a hazy-red glow started to form around the remote tip of her celestial tether. Larger and larger this hazy ring of crimson grew, drawing her closer and closer until it swallowed her up.


  The black void that had first surrounded her now gave way to massive, glowing, red walls, looking more fluid than solid. They heaved and lifted rhythmically, as if breathing. The bottom of this fiery passageway now opened up into an expansive chasm out of which rushed a blast of acrid, ovenlike air. After reaching the center, she slowed to a stop. The combined odor of sulfur and pig waste that wafted up nearly caused her to vomit. She looked down at the cavern floor far below her and noticed that it appeared to be alive, as if covered with an infinite number of wiggling and squirming worms. Looking closer, she was struck by the realization that those were not worms at all, but people, and she could now hear the unrelenting drone of countless thousands of them, all moaning in eternal agony.


  
     
  


  And then came the voice, softly at first, then louder and louder.


  
     
  


  “I want her. I want her. I want her. I want her...”


  
     
  


  The hair on the back of her neck bristled, her skin crawled, and again she felt she might vomit.


  
     
  


  A great rumbling abruptly shook the chamber walls and, off to her right, some massive thing began pushing its way up from beneath the ocean of writhing bodies that were soon sprinkled over its towering form like so many maggots adhering to a rotting carcass. It had an immense head, with spiraled, ram-like horns. Phosphorescent orange-red dots were centered within each of its six, coal-black, deep-set eyes, and the mouth, which took up half its face, bore a macabre smile of row-upon-row of needle-like teeth. It slowly turned its gaze towards her, casually flicking away from its behemoth body dozens of the tiny terrified-looking souls that clung to it, the horrifying screams of whom echoed in her head as she watched them plummet back down into the pit. She desperately wanted to turn away from this thing, but found she was powerless.


  Smashing hundreds with every step, it began wading towards her, raising its arms in a desire to grab. Now completely panicked, she pulled wildly at the cord. Finally, it responded, violently jerking her away from the monster’s hands closing in on her. She rocketed upward through a tunnel of hellfire and, with the flame tips licking at her heels, straight out into a nocturnal sky dusted with the sparkles of countless millions of stars. The iridescent indigo blues and sapphire reds of nebula clouds whizzed by her, and as frightened as she had been by her encounter with the beast, it was impossible to not hold her breath in wonder at these heavenly visions. But before long, the speed at which she was traveling caused these dazzling sights to blur and stretch until everything was whited out, flooding her in the light of a hundred suns.


  Then, everything went still. She felt for the cord. It was gone. She sensed ground beneath her feet as she touched down from her trans-world crossing. Directly in front of her were three Trolls, each one chained to a massive white column, the tops of which disappeared high overhead. To the right was a pathway. To the left, a solid white wall over which she could not see. It looked to be made of polished marble.


  “Please free us,” called one.


  “Yes, free us,” called the second. The third echoed the first two.


  “I know you,” she said. “You were the ones who were going to execute me a few hours ago. Tell me, why should I set you free?”


  “Because you killed us, and we can go no further without your help,” said one. “We are dead by your hands and will remain chained here until you pass on, unless you free us. At least that is how it was explained to us. Are you sure you want to have it on your conscience that we will be chained here and suffering all that time, knowing you could have set us free?”
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  “What are your names?”


  “I am Jobst Nunns,” said one.


  “I am Martus Kisk,” said the second.


  “I am Forbst Grottos,” said the third.


  “My name is Doreen,” she said. “At least that’s the name I have been using, although I’m told that my name is Stephanie Doreen Strong. The thing is, I have, like, no idea who I am. I have no memory beyond a day when I met a boy named Erik. He’s the Prince of Ravenwild. Or was, anyway. Some Troll who cracked me on the head took that memory from me. Why he did that I don’t know, but what I do know is, had he not, I would at least know who I am. Okay, Jobst Nunns, tell me, why you were going to kill me?”


  Jobst Nunns looked puzzled by the question. Doreen walked up to him and put her face in his. “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue? It’s a simple question. Answer it.”


  He looked down at his feet. “I have no good answer for you except to say that we were acting under orders.”


  “Besides, we weren’t going to execute you,” said Martus Kisk. “We were only taking you to be executed. As Jobst said, we were just obeying orders.”


  “Just … obeying … orders,” said Doreen. “That’s a pretty lame excuse for taking somebody’s very life, don’t you think? All right, Forbst Grottos, you answer it, why was I being executed in the first place?” She moved over, now standing directly in front of him.


  “I don’t understand the question.”


  “Well, you better understand the question, or I swear I will walk down that pathway and leave you here to rot,” she barked. “For the simpleminded, I will ask it like this. What did I do to deserve the sentence of death? What was my crime?”


  “I am sorry, Stephanie Doreen Strong,” said Forbst Grottos. “I still do not understand the question. We are, or were at any rate, nations at war and acting on orders from our commander. When you are at war, the rules are different. Our orders came from our commander. And those same orders, by the rules of war, came down from our Emperor. To have disobeyed them would have meant that we were guilty of treason and ourselves put to death. We had no choice in the matter. Soldiers obey. That is what we do. Did.”


  “Yes, and besides,” interjected Jobst Nunns, “the plain truth is, we were going to eat you. Well, maybe not us, but you were going to be eaten. Meaning yes, your life would have been forfeit, but your body would have served to keep some of us alive. So your death, however tragic, would not have been a total waste.”


  “Eat me?” screamed Doreen. “You were going to eat me? How sick is that?”


  Nobody spoke for a while as Doreen walked over to a white stone bench that had suddenly materialized out of nowhere on the far side of the trail. She sat down and put her head in her hands, trying to sort it all out.


  “We are Trolls,” said Jobst Nunns softly. “It is what we do. It is what we have always done.”


  “Tell her the rest,” said Martus Kisk. “Tell her how she was going to die.”


  “Yes,” said Doreen. “I thought about that a lot last night. Do tell.”


  Jobst Nunns looked nervously at Forbst Grottos, licking his lips, then back at Martus Kisk. “You brought it up,” he said. “You tell her.”


  “All right,” he sighed. “I will. You would have been boiled alive in a cook pot, screaming to the end … ” his voice trailing off to a whisper.


  “Great,” she mumbled, all the while holding her head. “What a happy thought. And what purpose would that have served? The torture, I mean?”


  All of the Trolls remained silent.


  Doreen stood, shaking her head, a look of disgust on her face. “I’m going to take a walk now. Maybe I’ll come back. Maybe I won’t. I need to think about this.”


  She walked along the pathway until she was out of sight of the three Trolls. She could hear them calling to her, but didn’t pay any attention to the words until she heard one of them yell, “We are sorry. We were wrong.”


  She walked on a bit further and came across another bench that faced a beautiful stream. It gurgled happily in front of her. Birds called out cheerily, and squirrels chattered noisily all about. The sounds stirred something deep inside of her. She was certain she knew those sounds. She remembered them from somewhere, but she could not remember from where. But she knew there was something right about them, something that was good and decent from the life she had known before her memory was taken from her on that terrible day.


  She remembered how she had awakened in the castle of the Troll Emperor, and the love that had been given her by that wonderful doctor whose name she had never known, and how he had died that horrible death on the Great Slovan Plains. She thought about the warm embrace of his assistant, a Troll. What was her name? Daria. That’s right. She remembered how she had tended her, and fussed over her, the gentleness in her touch, the caring. And how her brother had risked his own life to save her from the beast who was going to have her killed the same way that those three Trolls she had walked away from had admitted they were going to end her life.


  All at once, there was no bench, there were no sounds, and not a breath of air broke the stillness. With only the feel of her chin resting on her hand, everything around her lost all color and clarity. In a moment’s time, she found herself in a bank of fog so dense she could not see her hands before her face.


  Then the voices started, coming from out of the pall. A few at first, they whispered to her, and then a few more calling out softly, and then more and more, until there were dozens of them, then hundreds, then thousands. All clamored for her ear, pleading with her to hear their voice, to listen to their story, but she could only make out a word or two of any one particular voice before it was lost in the din. If only she could sort them all out. If only she could make it all stop.


  Then one spoke, a little louder than the rest. The others calmed and faded away, and as quickly as the fog had appeared, it too abated to reveal a familiar place, but not the one she had moments before left. She sat high in a sand dune overlooking a dark blue sea, the hue so deep as to make it appear almost black. She was in her “other place”. It was a place she knew. And she had been here before. She knew this as well.


  “Hello, Stephanie,” a voice said. The voice was soft and full of love. It was as beautiful a sound as Stephanie could ever remember hearing. Standing up, she looked for the source of the voice. It seemed to come from out beyond the edge of her small hollow in the dune.


  “Please sit,” said the voice. “There is no reason that you must see me.”


  She sat back down in the sand, hugging her knees.


  “Who are you?” she asked.


  “I am the voice of your lineage,” came the answer. “The voice of your Grandparents and their Parents and their Parents before them to the beginning of time. I want to help you with the decision you have before you, for the three who await you have spoken the truth. You hold their fate in your hands.”


  “Well, what should I do?” Stephanie asked.


  “That is a decision only you can make. You will, however, need some guidance. You see, this world, and the one you are actually from, is made up of thousands upon thousands of living creatures. Some are intelligent, that is, capable of thoughts and reason. In the case of these higher life forms, their thoughts and beliefs, their reasoning of what is right and wrong, if you will, are shaped by those around them. The process starts, of course, with their families when they are small, and all they can do is observe. But then as they grow, their behavior continues to be molded by the ones they grow up with: the ones they play with, go to school with, work with, those sorts of things. So, while the ways of many might appear strange, and perhaps hateful, to a stranger who finds him or herself among them, they can only be judged by the ways they have been raised, and taught, since birth. And, since all of the mortals are raised differently, it could never be “up to them” to stand in judgment of each other. In essence, it could never be expected of them, on this world or any other.”


  “It seems to me you’re telling me I should let them go,” said Stephanie. “Is that what you're telling me?”


  There was no answer, just the whisper of the offshore breeze.


  Stephanie looked down at the ground. With so much to think about, her head had started to ache. When she looked up once again, she found herself on the same bench where she had previously sat. She thought it all over for a while, then stood and retraced her steps to where the Trolls remained in chains.


  Jobst Nunns, Martus Kisk, and Forbst Grottos had not moved since she left them. They seemed transfixed by her presence, and it was not only in the way they stared at her as she walked up to them. By the looks on their faces, they might have been looking at an angel. They were looks of wonderment.


  “I heard you say something important,” she said, standing before them with her hands on her hips.


  None of them spoke, each looking one to the other.


  “One of you called out that you were sorry, that you were wrong. Is that true?”


  Again not a word. They seemed afraid to speak.


  “Jobst Nunns,” she said. “I heard one of you say you were sorry, that you were wrong. Was it you?”


  He lowered his great head and said quietly, “Yes, Stephanie Doreen Strong. It was I. I am sorry for what we surely would have done to you, had you not killed us first.”


  “Martus Kisk. What about you?”


  “Yes, Miss, I am sorry. Our ways were wrong. For this we are sorry.”


  “Forbst Grottos?”


  “Yes, Stephanie Doreen Strong. We were wrong. We talked it over after you left us. Our ways were wrong. We ask, we beg, for your forgiveness.”


  She took a seat back on the bench. “And how do I know you’re not saying these things so that I’ll set you free? How do I know you’re not lying through your teeth?”


  “We cannot,” said Jobst Nunns. “That is how it was explained to us when we got here.”


  Stephanie looked confused. “Explained?” she asked. “Explained by whom?”


  “By a voice. Before you arrived,” answered Martus Kisk. “We never saw the one speaking. We were told that we would have no choice, that the truth of our answers would be of something beyond this world.


  “Uh-huh,” said Stephanie.


  She stood and approached them.


  “Two things,” she said. “One, you’re free.”


  The chains that bound the three Trolls turned to ash and drifted to the ground at their feet.


  “That’s interesting,” she mused, as the Trolls fell to their knees in front of her.


  “That too is interesting,” she said, looking down on the tops of their bowed heads. “And you make my point for me. I am not the one from whom you should beg forgiveness. And I’m not the one before whom you should kneel. Stand up.”


  The Trolls stood, but kept their heads bowed.


  A pathway now opened up in the direction opposite of the one down which she had just walked. “I have a feeling that you are being summoned,” she said, nodding in the direction of this new path.


  The Trolls began to walk down it. “Thank you,” called Jobst Nunns over his shoulder.


  “Yes, thank you,” acknowledged the other two.


  
     
  


  She awoke from the trance. The first thing she felt was the amulet, red hot against her chest, through which it felt like it was ready to burn a hole. The first thing she heard was her horse, neighing ferociously as it reared and pulled at the reins she had tied off to the tree. She looked around. Once again Trolls surrounded her. All were heavily armed, and all had murderous looks in their eyes. It had been such an odd dream, and she closed her eyes as she tried, as best she could, to remember every last detail. With her eyes shut, she felt all manner of small things striking her, as one might feel when a baby strikes its holder when first learning to move its tiny arms. She opened her eyes and looked around her, seeing the dozens of shattered arrows, crossbolts, and spears that lay all about her on the ground.


  Looking up, she saw the mob of Trolls. Rather than the fury of mere seconds before,


  she now saw nothing but bewilderment in the looks they directed her way.


  But, more important than all of this, she remembered who she was!


  Flooding her mind was a torrent of memories as to how she had journeyed to this place, a world apart from her own, and the life that had been hers before Hemlock Simpleton entered it. She was Stephanie Doreen Strong from Salem, Connecticut.


  Entirely shocked by the overwhelming rush of thoughts, she paid not the slightest bit of attention to the Trolls who had gathered all around and were pressing closer and closer. When she finally did realize that the nearest were now within an arm’s reach of her, she snapped, “Back up!” which they did straight away, many in the front falling clumsily over those behind them in their rush to obey her command.


  One of those nearest to her spoke. “Are you a god?”


  She barely heard him; such was the intensity of the thoughts coursing through her mind.


  “What?” she asked, then, “Don’t be ridiculous.”


  She walked over to her horse and unfastened the reins from the tree. Terrified, he reared back and lashed out at her with his hooves, with his nostrils flared, his ears back, and the whites of his eyes showing.


  “Easy boy,” she cooed him. “Easy. It’s all right. It’s all right. Easy … easy.”


  It took several minutes, but eventually he calmed down and allowed her to mount up.


  She rode slowly away, once again leaving the Trolls behind her. For the second time they had tried to end her life. Now they merely stood and talked to each other in hushed tones.


  As she rode, she knew what she had to do. She was sure that her mother and father had followed her to this place. It only made sense. She needed to find them before something bad happened to them, if it had not already. She eased the horse into a canter. She had a plan.
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  “What do you mean ‘it’s complicated?’” Jessica asked the Gnome soldier.


  The Gnome didn’t answer her right away, and Blake could see that she was about to explode, so in his most diplomatic tone of voice he said, “Sir, we have been completely without any news as to the whereabouts of our daughter for months now. If you could please give us any information you have concerning her, we would be entirely grateful. Please.”


  The Gnome looked again at Captain Pilrick, then back at Blake, then lastly at Jessica, to whom he addressed his next words. “I cannot say for certain,” he began slowly. “But this is what I have heard. The news of the capture of the Prince of Ravenwild and a peasant girl came to us late last fall. Some time after that, we heard that they had escaped, along with the Emperor’s private doctor and one of his nurses, aided by one of the Emperor’s own commanders and a small band of renegades. Then the Prince was recaptured, but she was no longer in his company, it seems. Not a month ago, a girl fitting her description was seen walking down from the border of the Enchanted Northland. The word is that the Trolls captured her up near the village of Obb, where they have a temporary garrison set up. It has been used to house members of the resistance movement, pending their execution. She was apparently taken to it, but a story has come out in the last, oh, I would say a week, of a girl, once again fitting the description of the one who was captured with the Prince, who escaped from there. One who possesses powers not of this world. Extraordinary strength mostly, as well as the fact that her body is impervious to injury by sword, axe, arrow, spear, or crossbolt. It is said that she hurled a Troll jailer hundreds of feet in the air as though he weighed no more than a child’s ball. She then, if the stories are correct, rode away from the garrison on one of the horses that the Trolls had been keeping for foodstuff, and was last seen headed south. That is all I know.”


  While he was speaking, the last of the Gnome soldiers filed by him, carrying the supplies that were needed for the campaign in the village of Utt, saying, “Sir, we are ready.”


  “I must go,” he said.


  “Wait,” said Jessica. “Please. I have some questions … ”


  “I’m sorry,” he interrupted her, “I must go. The situation in Utt is most precarious, and I can delay no further. Good luck in finding your child.”


  “Wait, you son-of-a … ”


  Blake restrained her as she lunged for the Gnome, who marched from the room. Furious, she turned and slapped him hard in the face. “Are you going to let him walk away?”


  “Jessica,” he barked back at her, seizing her by both arms. “That’s enough. Count your blessings, and let it go!”


  She tore herself from his grasp. “What is wrong with you?” she directed at no one. “What is wrong with you?”


  There was an oppressive silence in the room as Blake, Jessica, and Captain Pilrick all stood and considered the words spoken by the Gnome commander, Blake rubbing absentmindedly at his cheek.


  “Where is this place?” Jessica asked the captain. “This place called Obb?”


  “Far to the northwest. It is a few miles south of the border to the Enchanted Northland. It’s a three, maybe four, day ride.”


  “Then that’s where we’re going, as soon as we can get hold of some decent mounts. Do you think you could arrange that?”


  “I’ll do you better than that,” he said. “I’ll go with you.”


  “Will you be able to do that?” asked Blake. “Don’t you have military obligations? You are still a captain in the resistance army, aren’t you?”


  He laughed. “True enough. But there is something intriguing about these rumors that the commander said are circulating. Something that could potentially have enormous tactical implications, and it will not take a lot of convincing of my superiors to have me go check it out firsthand, now will it?”


  “Very well,” said Jessica. “Make it happen. But know that Blake and I leave at first light. We’ll need horses and provisions.”


  “You’re wife is a no-nonsense woman. She reminds me of my own.” He smiled.


  Blake returned it. “Probably why we married them, huh? Maps would be good.”


   



   



  


   Chapter 32


  
     
  


  Orie crept slowly back towards the camp. All of the sounds of the fight had stopped, and it was deathly quiet as he moved cautiously along. More than once he thought about doing as he had been told and running back to join his friends in their flight away from danger, but he never wavered. Forrester Ragamund was his friend, and friends did not abandon friends in need. Ever.


  It was a question of honor.


  Making it to the edge of the camp clearing, he gently moved branches out of his way. Dead Trolls lay everywhere, and there was Maxilius Bravarus kneeling over Forrester’s great frame where he lay facedown in the dirt. In spite of the distance that separated them, Orie could see that he was breathing, but it was terribly labored.


  He raced across the clearing and knelt beside his friend.


  “Help me to turn him over,” he said.


  Maxilius was clearly startled by this awful smell with a voice attached to it, but he complied with the request, rolling Forrester onto his back.


  “Forrester!” shouted Orie. “Forrester, can you hear me?” There was nothing. He inspected his mouth. There was a scant amount of blood, but it was otherwise clear. He looked at his chest and noticed that only one side seemed be rising with his respiratory efforts. On the side that was not moving he noticed a large stain of fresh blood on his friend’s jerkin. He put his head to Forrester’s chest and listened carefully, first on one side, then on the other. “Quickly,” he said, “strip him out of his shirt.”


  On the right side of his chest was a stab wound that bubbled blood, making a violent sucking sound with every breath.


  “He’s collapsed a lung,” he announced, “from that stab wound there.” He reached for one of his daggers, but both sheaths were empty. “Give me your dagger,” he said.


  Maxilius frowned at the sight of his dagger instantly vanishing into thin air as soon as Orie had taken hold of it. It was about twice as big as one of Orie’s, causing him to remark, “Oh, man, this is way too big.


  “Hold him now,” he said. “Hold him good. He might wake up while I’m doing this and start moving around. I don’t want to slice his lung in half.”


  The sober intent of his boyish face unseen by anyone, he plunged the dagger into Forrester’s chest, aiming it over the top of one of the ribs, and then twisted the blade slowly in a circle back and forth. From the perspective of Maxilius Bravarus, another wound appeared in the side of Forrester’s chest, and there was a loud hiss of air as it escaped under pressure from his chest cavity. His breathing instantly normalized. Orie slid the blade out and wiped it on his pants.


  “Forrester!” he shouted. “Forrester, wake up!”


  Forrester opened his eyes and croaked, “Where am I? What happened?” causing Maxilius to sit back on his heels, entirely unbelieving of what he had just seen. Cinnamon looked equally amazed as she sat with her head tilted to one side.


  Orie looked at his big friend as he pressed the dagger back into the hand of Maxilius, which reappeared as soon as he alone held it, saying, “You died. Lie still now. Concentrate on your breathing. In … Out … Good.”
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  Blake and Jessica were not surprised when they showed up the next morning to find two horses saddled, complete with saddlebags and bedrolls, and waiting for them. But they were surprised that there were four ponies as well, all outfitted in like manner, astride three of which sat Gall, Oddwaddle, and Jebwickett.


  “Are you sure about this?” asked Jessica. “I don’t want anyone coming along against their will.”


  “They all volunteered,” said the captain. “So I guess the answer to your question would be yes.”


  “All of them?” asked Blake, while they were still out of earshot of the three.


  Captain Pilrick, murmuring, “Uh-huh,” nodded in the affirmative, and they walked up to meet their mounts.


  “What are their names?” asked Jessica, fishing in one of the saddlebags and finding a handful of dried, what looked like, carrots, one of which she offered to hers.


  “I’m sorry,” said the captain. “I didn’t think to inquire.”


  “Have they ridden before?” asked Blake, nodding toward the Gnomes.


  “Only this morning, for a few minutes. But they have all assured me they will not be talked out of going.”


  “All right,” said Jessica. “Let’s move out.”


  They rode hard but stopped often, giving the Gnomes a chance to develop their saddle skills, as well as to walk off the soreness that soon plagued them all. Only Jessica seemed immune. Her tenacity to hold her seat might have been made out of the same iron as her will to find their daughter, such was the amount that she complained. All of the others grumbled and groaned, but when it came to mounting up again, none hesitated. They had been together for so long, it was as if the mission to find Stephanie had now become their mission, and all were bound and determined to see it to its conclusion.


  During every stop they consulted the maps to be sure they were headed in the right direction.


  
     
  


  Rounding a bend, they came across a band of about a dozen Troll warriors in plain sight, no more than fifty yards out and closing fast!


  
     
  


  All of the horses reared, only Blake and Jessica keeping their seats, the Gnomes all spilling to the ground like beans poured from a sack. With nowhere to run and nowhere to hide, Blake and Jessica placed their mounts in front of them, ordering the horses smartly to “Whoa,” then quickly hauled the Gnomes to their feet. Everybody drew their weapons in preparation for the impossible fight that was now seconds away, but, amazingly, the Trolls loped by them like they weren’t even there. Many glanced their way, but that’s all the attention they got.


  It was a miraculous encounter, and one that gave them cause for speculation for the remainder of the day and into the evening after they had set up their crude camp.


  Two more days would pass before they ran into a band of their comrades-in-arms with whom they shared the story. They learned that the word was that all of the Trolls had been ordered to return to Slova without delay and to not engage the enemy unless absolutely necessary.


  But the bigger news was that all had heard of the “miracle girl”, although none of them had seen her.


  However, as they got closer to the garrison in Obb, they began to encounter those who not only claimed to have seen her, many declared that they had spoken to her. If the stories were true, she was at least eight feet tall, had hair of spun gold, and was riding a pure white horse that could not only outrun the wind, but could fly straight up into the clouds.


  All agreed that she was riding hard and fast to the south, so they aborted the plan to ride to the garrison in Obb. This proved to be the right decision because the Trolls there, all of whom were streaming south at the behest of Malance Venomisis, had long abandoned it.


  On the fifth day of their journey they made it to the town of Jadf G’nor, where the Gnomes who dwelt there were giddy with the fact that she had ridden through not but two days before. Miracle after miracle was said to have been performed by her, and now that they were, at least temporarily, free from the scourge of the Troll occupation, the first official town business was erecting a place of worship where they could meet and pray in her name. All of the citizens were convinced that the Trolls were leaving because of her, and it was rumored that she had killed hundreds of them with no more effort than it takes to scratch a good itch.


  Having lived in the wild for so long, the group was entertained, if not distracted by, the activities of regular townsfolk going about their business. Captain Pilrick decided to make a quick stop at the local town hall to try and gain a little more insight into the girl over whom everybody seemed so taken. Leaving Gall, Oddwaddle, and Jebwickett outside to look after their mounts, the captain, Blake, and Jessica entered the ancient wooden structure and asked for the town manager. Taking note of his rank, an aide told them he would go fetch him right away and asked them to have a seat at a table and chairs in a foyer off to the right of the entryway. The captain declined, saying they were on a mission of the highest military priority and instructed the young Gnome politely, but firmly, to return with the town manager at once. While they were waiting, he turned to Blake and Jessica and said, “It would appear that your daughter is not only alive and well, but is causing quite a fuss. I wonder how much truth there is to all of these stories.”


  Neither of them engaged the conversation. Neither cared. All they wanted was to get any information that they could from a credible source as to the best estimate of her whereabouts and be about the business of tracking her down as quickly as possible.


  The town manager came to them straight away, followed by the usual entourage of courtiers that always seems to surround politicians. “Captain,” he said, offering his hand, “This is indeed a pleasure, and an honor. It is not often that … ”


  “That will do, Sir,” said Captain Pilrick. “We have not the time for prattling on and on.”


  The faces of the manager’s busybodies all registered looks of disappointment at the lack of tact demonstrated by the captain towards their town’s most important and influential citizen. “We come looking for the girl. The one everyone seems to be talking about. What is your best estimate of where she is and your best understanding of where she is headed?”


  “Yes, of course, yes,” said the manager. “Isn’t it amazing? That she visited us, I mean. And I not only saw her, I spoke to her. Her voice was … ”


  “Hey!” interrupted Jessica, seizing the Gnome by his dressy shirt and leaving a large dirt stain on the front of it, “The captain asked you two questions. ‘Where is she now?’ and ‘Where is she going?’Answer him.”


  Blake looked on, always amused by his wife’s manner of getting from point A to point B.


  She pushed him away while he looked down with dismay at the stain she had left on his shirtfront. “Yes … yes … ” he stammered. “And who might you be?”


  “I’m her mother,” said Jessica, placing her hand deliberately on the handle of her sword, “and this is her father. Now, I’m going to ask you one more time to answer the questions, and if you don’t, I am going to kill not only you, but everyone in this building.”


  “Well … well … ”


  Captain Pilrick took the fellow, badly shaken, by the elbow and led him a few steps away where they conferred in low voices, after which the manager and his followers walked briskly away without so much as a backwards glance.


  “Same as before,” he said. “Headed south in a hard ride. He said she was making inquiry of everyone she met as to whether they had heard of you. They all, including your friend there, directed her to Belcourt, figuring, I suppose, that that’s where she had the best chance of finding you. Anyway, that’s his best understanding as to where she is headed.”


  “Don’t the Trolls hold it now?” asked Blake. “They certainly did when we were there last.”


  “He says the word is they have all left. They’re all headed back to Slova. Same as we heard on the way here. Makes you wonder what they’re up to, doesn’t it?”


  “No,” said Jessica as she marched briskly from the building.


  She snatched the reins from Oddwaddle and mounted up. “It doesn’t. This is not our war. Never has been and never will be. Let’s ride.”


  “Don’t hold back now, Jess,” said Blake. “Tell us how you really feel.”
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  “Not yet,” whispered Saviar Murlis to the Gnomes crewing the guns in the hold of the Mexyl Wyn. “Not yet.”


  On both sides of the river, the Trolls crept closer and closer to the great ship. What was this ever-so-strange looking thing that floated on the water before them? When many had gotten within a few feet of the river’s edge, he hollered, “Fire!” and the six guns, three on each side, roared at once. Dozens of Trolls were torn apart as the thousands of iron balls that they had manufactured along the way tore into them. Hundreds more were wounded. The ones on the northern shore were hemmed in by Dorin’s forces, who streamed out into the open to do battle with the survivors, cutting them down with ruthless efficiency as they took quick advantage of their weakened state. The ones on the southern shore fared no better. Thinking they at least had the advantage of being able to retreat into the forest, they were met by the entire male contingent of the Agden Wolves, led by Patriachus and Brutus, who showed them no more mercy than the Ravenwild soldiers. All of the wounded and crippled Trolls were killed in minutes, whereupon the Ravenwild forces to the north, and the Wolves to the south, retreated quickly to defensive positions, leaving the Trolls once more exposed to the cannons of the Mexyl Wynn, the ear-shattering roars of which again erupted in the afternoon air. With no possibility of escape, and no cover, it was merely a question of time before the surviving Trolls knelt in surrender.


  Dorin paid no heed to the laying down of arms, instead leading a squad of four that rushed with him to the wall of the fortress city, where he pounded at the entryway with the hilt of his sword. The stick of a man that opened it would have broken the heart of any decent soul. Once inside, they went first to the barracks, which were entirely empty. Next, they searched house to house in the officer’s sections where they found the survivors that had managed to stay together. All told, there were two hundred and eight of them, many so weak from starvation that they could not walk. Most of these looked to be at death’s door. Those who still could walk were tending the ones who were bedridden. Dorin ordered water brought in to at least begin to correct the obvious dehydration all around them, then walked back out through the entryway to see if there was any way they could get some food to these brave soldiers and their families who had hung on for so long. He took the trail to the north and received the dismal news that there was precious little, if any, food to be spared. Hunting parties had been sent out daily, but this was not good hunting country, and there had been no fresh game brought in for days. Saddened, he walked slowly back towards the entrance to The Gate, trying to muster the courage to break the bad news to those inside. He happened to glance down towards the river where he saw a dozen or so Wolves swimming across. He was about to call for help, and had actually turned to do so, when he spun back around, having noticed that they appeared to be swimming in pairs and that each pair seemed to be dragging something large in the lazy currents. He jogged down to the water’s edge and, sure enough, saw that each pair of Wolves was dragging a large deer. He looked towards the far shore and saw that more of the Wolves were dragging even more game down to the riverbank for the trip across. Not quite knowing what to do with this miracle before him, he ran back up to the fortress and summoned his squad. He was so excited they had to slow him down several times before they could understand what he was rambling on about.


  Back down to the river they went, slowly and with great caution. Their intention was to help the animals drag the deer up over the riverbank and on to the fortress. But when the soldiers approached them, the Wolves would have none of it, barking and growling for them to get out of the way. One of them approached a soldier and bit him gently on his sword arm, easing him off to the side of the trail.


  “I think they mean for us to remove our weapons,” he said.


  “I agree,” said the commander. “Let’s be about it, then.” A few of his soldiers definitely balked at the idea, but whenever Dorin told them that they would be the last to eat, if they ate at all, they laid down their arms. This was clearly what the Wolves wanted, who then returned to the river, leaving the game for the Ravenwild troops. They dragged it, without delay, up to the fort. This process went on all afternoon with a total of seventy-eight animals donated to the cause.


  
     
  


  As the sun was setting, with the two spring moons beginning to show on the distant horizon, Patriachus sat with Brutus and watched as the last deer was hauled up to the great fortress.


  “Jacqueline would be pleased,” Brutus thought.


  “She would indeed,” Patriachus thought back. “How sure are you that her sister is the one named in Prophecy?”


  “I have no doubt.”
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  On her long ride back to Belcourt, Stephanie Doreen Strong picked up followers all the way. It had all started back in that town, what was the name of it? Where she had met that nincompoop of a mayor who had made her sick, the way he had fawned over her so. She couldn’t remember. But what she could remember was the townspeople all foolishly dropping to their knees everywhere she went, as soon as they spied her, where they would remain with their heads bowed until she ordered them up.


  Several, perhaps twenty, had followed her when she left. She had tried to outpace them by urging her horse into a brisk canter, but upon slowing it back down to a walk, they had reappeared, and in greater numbers. These, in turn, were joined by more and more, until by the evening of her third day of travel, her followers numbered in the hundreds. She had to admit it was convenient to be able to ask for something to eat and have it appear almost immediately from the throng that now accompanied her, but at the same time it was not only annoying, it was unsettling to be hounded like this.


  That night while she slept, more joined the multitude; so when she awoke,


  close to a thousand had her completely surrounded.


  Out of the blue, a mother rushed forward with a toddler cradled in her arms. “Please,” she begged, “my child is very sick. Help her. Please help her.”


  She had no idea what to do. She wasn’t a doctor or a nurse. She was a freshman in high school, and it was more than a little scary to be placed in charge of something as important as a Gnome child’s very well being with absolutely no idea as to what to do.


  It was time to act.


  She remembered her father saying once, “Dire circumstances often require dire actions,” and these circumstances were certainly moving in the direction of dire.


  She raised her arm in the universal sign of “Stop” to the woman who was pleading with her, raising her voice as well. “Please,” she said, “I’m not what you think I am. I’m a girl. That’s all, just a girl. I guess I do have some special talents, but these have nothing to do with healing. I repeat, I’m just a girl. I have no idea what to do to help you with your child. None. You have to believe me.


  “Now, I’m headed for the city of Belcourt because that is where I’ve been told I might find my mother and father. I haven’t seen them for almost a year now. Go home. That’s what I want you all to do. I’m flattered that you think me worthy of all this attention, but I don’t deserve it. Please. Go home. Let me go on. I only want to find my parents and go home myself.”


  But the Gnome mother would not be denied. Frantic, she not only persisted in her efforts, she argued louder, much louder, her only thought being that Stephanie do something to help her little-one. Angry shouts could be heard from the throng, all demanding that she do something to help this sick Gnome youngster, causing the hairs on her neck to stand on end, not for fear of what they might do to her, because she now knew that she could not be harmed, but for fear of what they might do to each other if they got any more out of control.


  Years from that day it would be said that the force of her scream caused several rows of the nearest Gnomes to tumble backwards and some of the nearest trees to be stripped clean of their leaves. That would be overstated, but there was enough wind behind her agitated yell to move the crowd back some. Whether or not it was the actual wind effect or the ear-splitting volume is anybody’s guess. But move back they did, giving her room to visit in private with the mother. She did manage to convince her that she had nothing to offer her regarding her child’s sickness, and that she surely would if she could. Whether the crowd knew this, or thought she had delivered medical care to the young Gnome, became irrelevant as she once more mounted her horse to finish her trip.


  
     
  


  By the time she arrived at the southern reach of the Knife Edge, those that followed her had doubled in number yet again, the Gnome contingent having been joined by hundreds of Humans, Dwarves, and Elves from Ravenwild, all of whom had somehow gotten wind of the imminent arrival of the miracle girl.


  Not knowing the horse well, she dismounted and tried to lead him up the trail. Halfway to the Great Wall, she wished she had left him back at the beginning of the narrow ascent. Stepping nervously this way and that and tossing his head wildly about, he was obviously struggling greatly with the narrow pathway which, at some points, measured less than eight feet wide and dropped straight off for thousands of feet on either side of them. She tried to calm him by talking to him softly, but it was not to be. He could not be calmed, and soon his bucking and rearing made him impossible to manage. He was threatening to throw them both over the edge, so she punched him hard in the forehead, and he dropped like a stone. Her followers gave a collective gasp as she burrowed underneath him, rolled him onto her shoulders, and carried him the rest of the way to the Great Wall.


  
     
  


  Carefully setting him down directly in front of the monstrous gap, she looked up to see dozens of workers scurrying about on hundreds of feet of scaffolding, all working at breakneck speed to try and get it rebuilt before the Trolls returned. Recognizing something in the way he moved, she coned down her vision on one of them and found she could see his face as clearly as if he were right in front of her.


  “Erik!” she yelled, watching his eyes light up and the smile overtake his face as he looked down at her. From where he was, she looked no bigger than a child, but there could be no doubt. It was she. Down the scaffolding he scrambled, back and forth, as he made his way down to her.


  Coming into his arms was like standing at the gates of heaven itself, and she felt like she might melt.


  Pushing her gently away, he said, “Look at you. The miracle girl has arrived.”


  She blushed a deep crimson and stammered, “I am no miracle girl. I have seen some miracles on this crazy journey, that’s for sure, but I am no miracle girl.”


  He gestured towards the flat in front of them in which the thousands of her followers all knelt with their heads bowed. They were chanting in her name. “Apparently, they do not agree with you,” he said softly.


  “I know it,” she said, shaking her head. “They’ve been with me for days now, more and more every day. It’s crazy. What are we going to do with them?”


  “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do with them,” he said, breaking out in a smile, “We’re going to put them to work to repair this Wall.”


  His manner turned serious. “The word is that the Trolls are all headed for Ghasten, where they’re expected to muster and form ranks for the final assault on our city. They plan to occupy it this time as their own. You, my friend of friends, may have brought the solution home with you.” He waved to the throng.


  “Speak to them. Tell them it is your wish that they join us in our labors. We could surely use their help. I have a feeling they will listen.”


  
     
  


  As one, they continued to chant in her name.
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  Leopold Malance Venomisis, for the first time in his reign as Emperor of the nation of Slova, was having serious doubts that his army would prevail in this war against the Humans, Elves, and Dwarves of Ravenwild. Every day, for weeks now, the reports he had been getting contained nothing but bad news from the four corners of Inam'Ra. First there had been the debacle of that fool of a general and his informant in their failed attempt to capture his former nurse’s brother. Then there had been the disaster of epic proportions with essentially his entire occupying force in Vultura. And the latest news was that some sort of huge watercraft, armed with strange weapons with enormous destructive power, had decimated the force he had in place at The Gate and was presently bearing down on his very castle. Without the occupying soldiers at The Gate that he had so carefully built up, he knew it was merely a question of time before the remaining Ravenwild army, that had proven so vastly underrated in the Vultura campaign, staged a land invasion of the homeland. And now the Gnomes had joined them. This was bad. This was very, very bad.


  
     
  


  He had killed and dined on so many bearers of calamitous news he had lost count.


  “At least,” he thought, “I was smart enough to order the withdrawal of all my remaining troops as soon as the Vultura situation fell apart. At least we can launch our final attack on Belcourt while the wall is still down.”


  
     
  


  Standing in front of a formal assembly of his military leaders, he was giving the final orders to his four generals and several senior commanders. As usual, all were afraid to speak their minds.


  “It is decided,” he snapped. “We depart at first light. Is that understood?”


  There was not a sound as every officer in the room waited for Malance to answer his own question and be on with it.


  Thornst Scrappen, Malance’s replacement for the now dead General Vladimir Dumfe, could hold his tongue no longer. Knowing he was risking his very life to even dare to ask questions in front of the Emperor, he raised his hand as a schoolchild might.


  His Majesty noticed it out of the corner of his eye and turned slowly towards him.


  “Yes, Thornst. What is it?” he sighed.


  “Yes, Your Excellency. Well, let me see if I have this straight. We are going to leave a few thousand troops behind at the castle here in Ghasten to engage the water vessel in the hopes that they will think that they are attacking our main force, which will meanwhile proceed without delay to the Ravenwild capital city of Belcourt, where we will storm it, overrun it, and occupy it as our new home.”


  “That is correct. You have been paying attention after all. Very good, Thornst.”


  There were forced laughs from the officers gathered around the large oval table in the strategy room of the fortress in Ghasten. It was not often that the Emperor attempted to be funny, and all wanted him to know they appreciated his effort.


  “Well, begging Your Excellency’s pardon … ” he began.


  There were audible gasps all around. Who was this freshman general to speak this way to the Emperor? Did he have any idea of the consequences? Was he an idiot, or could he truly be that naïve?


  None of the tension in the room was lost on him. Not for a second. He knew exactly what he was doing and, in a short while, so would they.


  He let his continuance hang and twist in the breeze of their collective fright for a few moments before continuing, “ … but I must emphatically disagree with the entire plan as it is drawn up.”


  Now every Troll present leaned forward. This was amazing, completely unprecedented. A freshman general speaking out against the very plan that the Emperor himself had devised to prosecute what all believed was the end game, one way or another, in their war against Ravenwild. Oh this was good. This was beyond good.


  Nobody had the slightest idea what to do. The Trolls standing guard over the proceeding were the first to act, and the sound of swords being drawn by the four of them was drama in and of itself, but to everyone’s surprise, the Emperor raised his hand and said, “Stay those swords. Stand down.” They did, reassuming their positions with their arms folded against their massive chests.


  Now that he had rolled the dice, and knowing full well that his next words would decide whether or not he would be alive to see the sun go down, Thornst Scrappen slowly scanned the room to take notice of the looks directed his way.


  “I must say,” said Malance, holding his arms out to the side in dramatic fashion, “I am impressed. Such bravado. And from someone who has been one of the four for how long? A week? All right, Thornst. Speak your mind, and hope that I am as impressed when you finish as I am at the start.”


  Thornst Scrappen did them all one better. He stood. He stood in front of the Emperor. Such an act was de facto treason, and everybody present knew it. This was beyond the outrageous to which they had all just been witness. This was insanity. He might as well have walked right up to him and spit in his face.


  Once again the guards moved in to cut him down, and once again Malance Venomisis ordered them to stand down. More than preserving his very dignity as ruler of the Troll nation, he wanted one thing. He wanted to win the war against Ravenwild. Then he would deal with the Gnomes, and the border Wolves, and this astonishing display of outright arrogance was precisely the salve that the skin of his ailing confidence needed. And like so many medicinals, it had a distinct sting to it that felt somehow right.


  This Troll, not dry behind the ears as a General, must have a plan, a much better plan, or he would never take the chances he was taking, and Malance was determined to hear it. Besides, he could always at any point have him executed and save face.


  
     
  


  Thornst Scrappen yet again surveyed his audience, this time making sure he made direct eye contact with every officer in the room.


  “Your Excellency.” He enunciated the words with the same deliberation as he had shown while scanning the room. “The following are the flaws in the plan. I ask that you allow me to detail them, uninterrupted, one by one. Because, after I have done so, I will then describe, in clear terms, the better way, in each instance, to proceed. When I have finished, do with me as you will. I know before I start that you will either feast on my flesh before the week is out or promote me to Supreme Commander.” The Supreme Commander, titular head of the four generals, squirmed noticeably in his chair at these words.


  In a booming voice he declared, “The plan in place is doomed to fail. The one I will lay before you is the only one with a chance for success!”


  He paused, long enough to take a short sip from the mug of ale in front of him.


  “First of all, it is a mistake to leave a single Troll in the castle.” He looked straight at Malance Venomisis. “I am told you were advised to do this so as to somehow trick the crew of this floating vessel, which we know to have destructive power beyond anything we have ever seen, into thinking that our army is still in place in its entirety here in Ghasten, while we sneak our forces off like thieves in the night.


  “Two points, Sire. One: Their spies will know we travel towards them the minute we leave and, therefore, they will know of our army’s advance on their capital city as soon as their riders convey the news, so there is no chance we can fool them with such an ill-conceived ruse. It is, in a word, brainless to think we might. Stupid, Your Majesty. Stupid. And I, for one, do not abide stupid. Two: If they were to somehow buy this rubbish that our entire army lay under the siege of their horrific weaponry, they have not come to fight our army. With what? The fifty scrawny Gnomes that we are told crew this strange floating vessel? They have obviously come to lay waste to the castle in the hopes that they might kill you. A long shot to be sure, but there is absolutely no doubt this is their plan. You will have long since left, leading your army, as you should be.


  He paused long enough to take a long pull from the mug in front of him. He wiped his face with the sleeve of his uniform. This was no tentative sip to wet his dry lips. This was a punctuation mark to his introduction. Once again he slowly gazed about the room. This time, however, his eyes were on fire.


  Everyone present knew if the remainder of his presentation was as well thought out as that which he had so convincingly delivered, a freshman General would be leading the invasion.


  The very next day, there was.


   



   



  


   Chapter 33


  
     
  


  “You will have to show me how you did what you did some day,” said Maxilius Bravarus to the smell that had a voice. “How did you ever learn that, anyway?”


  “From my Dad,” said Orie as he, Jacqueline, Cinnamon, Ryan, Gracie, Daria, and Silver all stared at Forrester, who slept comfortably before them. “He’s a doctor, you know, a healer... and he told us about it one night at the dinner table. I don’t know, I guess I kind of remembered.


  “Anyway, we have to get everybody to Cirrhus’s farm. Forrester said the magic is failing, and if we don’t go now, we might never go. And if there’s any magic left that might help him heal, it’s there.” He spoke to the rest, “It’s a very special place. Wicked cool. You’re gonna love it.


  “We’ll let him wake up, and then we’ll go.”


  
     
  


  Around a campfire, kept ablaze by the efforts of Maxilius and Daria while Forrester slept, the children talked on and on nonstop for hours, each telling the amazing tales of their adventures on this strange world. Woven throughout the fabric of their tales were the unmistakable threads of courage, strength, loyalty, honor, and faith. All, to date, had survived against nearly impossible odds and now, save for Stephanie, all were back together.


  The maps indicated that she had arrived in Belcourt, and that Mr. and Mrs. Strong were right behind her, so that was where they needed to go. But Orie was determined to give their friend every possible chance at surviving the wounds he had suffered and, not surprisingly, everyone else agreed.


  The same as back home, they stayed up most of the night. Everyone had more than one chance to speak, even Silver and Cinnamon, who spoke through Jacqueline to everyone’s delight.


  It was a night of nights, and when they all awoke around noon the following day, Forrester was not only able to sit up, he had already journeyed to and from Cirrhus’s farm to check for enemies lurking about while everyone else slept.


  By mid-afternoon they were all seated around the dining room table in the home of Cirrhus Wishfor and eating a veritable feast prepared by Maxilius Bravarus and his sister Daria, who blushed more times in that one afternoon than she had in her entire life at all of the compliments thrown her way. If, that is, a Troll can be said to be capable of blushing. Orie was deinvisibilized by the simple command, “Undo, Invisible, Orie Alexander Strong,” the credit for which would be forever claimed by Ryan, Gracie, and Jacqueline alike. For all that they had been through, their laughter over the great debate of who solved the riddle was as sweet a sound as Forrester had ever heard.


  The next time they awoke, it was morning, and after yet another fantastic meal, they transported, one-by-one, to the catacombs far underneath the city of Belcourt. The pitch-blackness, which would have been a huge problem under ordinary circumstances, proved little more than a minor inconvenience, thanks to the combined talents of Cinnamon and Silver, and within an hour’s time they all emerged in the cellars proper of the castle. Up and up the stone steps they climbed, passing level after level for what seemed like hours, until the legs of all began to burn in protest. At Orie’s insistence they began to rest often. Forrester was by no means one hundred percent. Nobody argued.


  They knew they were nearing the end of the ascent when torches began to appear in brackets on the walls and the air now smelled of burning pine pitch.


  “Halt!” came the cry from the level above them. “Drop your weapons and identify yourselves!”


  Orie, behind Silver who was in the lead, called out, “We are friends of Ravenwild, and we’ve come to help in the effort against the nation of Slova. As for dropping our weapons, we will do this for no one. More than once they have saved our lives on our travels, and if you want them, you’ll have to come and get them.”


  There was a brief silence.


  Jacqueline rolled her eyes and in a loud voice said, “Orie, pa … lease. Isn’t that a little overly dramatic?” Everyone started to laugh.


  The Ravenwild soldier, a member of the King’s Guard, heard the voices of the children all laughing and said, “All right then, come on up,” but once he saw that they were in the company of three Trolls, he was not so sure and again ordered them to disarm.


  “Chill,” snapped Gracie. “Haven’t you ever seen a Troll before?”


  “Yeah, lighten up,” said Ryan. “They’re with us, and we look Human enough, don’t we?”


  “Well, except the Cat and Wolf, of course,” said Jacqueline.


  They all began to laugh again. The guard now looked thoroughly confused. “My name,” said Forrester, his deep voice resonating in the stone cellar, “is Forrester Wiley Ragamund. These,” he indicated Maxilius and Daria, “are my friends, Maxilius and Daria Bravarus.


  “I understand completely that it might be cause for alarm for Trolls to be suddenly inside the castle gate, but know that the three of us renounce our Emperor and his evil ways, and would lay down our lives to protect Ravenwild,” he glanced at the children, “and its citizens.”


  “So swear you?” asked the guard.


  Each of the three answered, “I do.”


  “It’s true,” said Jacqueline, “They’re cool.” Cinnamon nodded, “Yes” for emphasis.


  “Very well,” he said. “Come this way.”


  
     
  


  Included in their passage through the castle proper was a whirlwind tour, including a brief glimpse of the throne room itself.


  Beyond the throne room, they passed down a corridor covered in thick red carpet with large rooms off to each side. Some looked like studies, others like function rooms, dining rooms, even ballrooms. All were appointed with chandeliers, crystal fixtures, and fine linen table covers. Even though it was only early afternoon, candles burned everywhere, giving the air a pleasant fragrance, the scent of which changed with each room that they passed.


  The corridor ended in a sizable, airy reception area in which a central stairway rose to an upper level that was easily fifty feet above theirs. At the top stood a girl they all knew. Gracie spied her first and screamed, “Stephanie!!!” racing up the stairs towards her. In seconds all of the children were hugging wildly and hollering at the top of their lungs in the middle of the staircase, forcing Forrester to say, “Easy now, don’t fall. Best get down off of there now. Come on.”


  He turned to Maxilius and Daria and said, “Mission accomplished,” whereupon they all exchanged hugs themselves, a very un-Troll like thing to do in a public place.


  Blake and Jessica had arrived at the, as yet under-repair, Great Wall hours before, and were escorted via the trees to the receiving foyer by Erik, where the children were jabbering wildly about all that had happened to them and all they had been through. When they had walked in and discovered that not only Stephanie, but Orie, Jacqueline, Gracie, Ryan, and even Cinnamon, were there as well, and all were safe and unharmed, it was a reunion like no other. In a few minutes there was not a dry eye in the place, including Forrester, Maxilius, and Daria, and this too was a very un-Troll like thing to do in public.


  So, for the second night in a row, the children all slept in real beds. And had running warm water, and baths, and food that included fruits and vegetables, and fresh pancakes with a honey based syrup, and bacon, and sausage, and pastry things.


  
     
  


  The next morning after breakfast, they all went to the stables and became reacquainted with Spirit, Cloud, Thunder, Lightning, and Fury, who, through Jacqueline, shared with them the details of their own escape from the clutches of the Trolls, and their harrowing journey back to the capital city. It was difficult to leave them, especially for Gracie, but the stablemaster separated them before too long, explaining that the horses needed to finish eating, get their wounds tended to, and rest.


  
     
  


  Later that day, scrubbed, fresh, well fed, and handsome, they all met up in one of the elaborate function rooms close to the throne room. A crackling fire, with a touch of apple added to the oak, lent a crisp, sweet smell to the air. Wearing clean battle-clothes, all decided it would be safe to dine without weapons and armor for at least this one dinner, so all of these were hung on a pegboard mounted on the wall off to the right of their corner table, where they all sat and talked. For hours. Tale after tale after tale was told and retold and told again as family and friends celebrated their survival to date.


  “The way we ran into this fellow,” said Orie, gesturing towards Forrester, “was too unbelievable … ”


  “Oh, let me tell it,” cried Gracie. “You already told it once … ”


  Blake leaned over suddenly and kissed Jessica hard on the mouth, causing the entire room to go silent.


  “Oooh, Oooh, Oooh,” said Stephanie and Gracie.


  “Dad, that’s gross,” said Jacqueline.


  “Daaad,” intoned Orie.


  Gracie and Ryan smiled broadly, as did Maxilius Bravarus, Daria, and Forrester, who winced slightly when he bellowed out a huge belly-laugh that the entire group echoed for the next minute.


  “Now wait a minute,” said Blake. “There was nothing funny meant by that kiss.”


  “I think they’re makin’ fun of you, old man,” laughed Jessica.


  Blake raised his silver goblet of the House of Fairman and said, “I would like to offer a toast.”


  Everyone echoed Jessica’s “Hear-hear.”


  “I think all present would agree that we are together tonight under the strangest set of circumstances possible. Yet … here we are, for the moment, anyway. I have come to realize, over the last year, that the one thing you must have to persevere in this life is faith.” He looked at the kids. “At your age, I would expect that you probably put most of that faith in yourselves. But I can tell you with certainty that, at some point in time, we will all need to put our faith in something larger than ourselves. So here’s to faith: faith in each other, faith in ourselves, in the workings of the universe, and in something greater than our own limited selves.”


  “To faith,” was echoed by all.


  “The stories told here tonight will be told and told again for a long time to come. Not on our world, of course, except by us, but here. At every turn, we have each shown the other that we can be counted upon to be loyal to a fault, to act always with a sense of honor, to show courage in the face of danger, to value friendship more than life itself, to practice compassion in all of our acts, to always remind each other that the solution is the important thing, not the problem, and that skill is as important as passion, that sometimes there is just no substitute for strength, strength of body, strength of mind, and strength of spirit; nor is there one for love, love of family, of friends, and trusted newcomers to our lives … ” he nodded towards Forrester, Maxilius, Daria and Silver, raising his goblet …


  
     
  


  There was a flash of light and a slight puff of smoke. There was a shimmering, a slight buzzing sound, and a soft glow in the opposite corner of the room.


  
     
  


  Hemlock Simpleton, a.k.a. Pinus Porphyrius, appeared.


  
     
  


  His wizardly appearance was shot. Thin when they had first met him, he was now drawn and gaunt.


  His robe was in tatters, he and his garment both being filthy and unkempt. The look in his eye was one of a person haunted by memories too horrible for a sane person to endure. He gazed wildly about as though trying to figure out where he was, who he was, and how he had gotten there.


  There was another flash of light and another slight puff of smoke. This


  time there was no buzz, and another form appeared.


  “Minos Artery,” said Ryan.


  “Arterios,” Orie corrected him.


  “Indeed,” he said, stepping smartly to the side of Pinus whom he grasped firmly by one of his now emaciated upper arms, giving him a little shake as if to remind him that he had no power over anybody any more.


  “Pinus,” he said sharply, “You have something to say to these folks?”


  His eyes lost their disoriented look, and he walked directly to Jessica. “I was wrong,” he said, looking her straight in the eye, “but I will spend the rest of my life in prison believing what I did was also, in some sense, right.


  “The Trolls march this way. All of them. I have no doubt of that, were you not here … all of you … together in this place, the Trolls would have already succeeded in eliminating the Humans, Elves, and Dwarves to the point of sure extinction. It was necessary to have lured you here, in the way that I did, to prevent that. There was simply no other way.


  “The High Court of whomever and wherever do not agree with me. This being the case, I am ‘removed’. So be it. But I want to say, before I go off to oblivion, two things. First, I am profoundly sorry for the way I tricked you to get you all here. And I mean that. Yet, at the same time, I did what I felt I had to do.”


  From the sleeve of his robe he removed a small book adorned with many colored ribbons marking selected passages. He turned to one of these and began to read,


  “But from beyond the stars there will arrive a lost girl, on the verge of womanhood, in the great reaches of the Ravenwild forests, who can be their savior if she is herself first saved. She will travel to the Enchanted Northland, spelled since the time of the Great War by twelve great wizards, whose bones will have long since turned to dust, but whose sorcery will never weaken nor fail. There she will match wits with the Dukkar, a creature given life from lifelessness by the power of those same twelve wizards, and if successful, she will come to possess a talisman that will give her more power than has ever been seen on this world, since even before the Great War.


  
     
  


  “If she fails, all is lost.


  
     
  


  “She will be recognized by those who save her by the blood-red gemstone that she wears on her neck, on the finest of golden chain. It will be in the shape of a heart, and two serpents will wrestle at its center. Take great care with this precious stone, for it will be how she finds her way home.”


  
     
  


  He held the book out to her, saying, “I would like you to have this. It is thousands of years old. It and two others like it survived the bonfires centuries ago when all books were burned. It was given to me by Jared Novaman’s father, Hamond. Jared is the man who rescued your daughter from the Slovan Plains. Hamond had two of these books and used to make mention of a theory that having all three would allow the holder to, in a limited way, peer into the future. The third book is unaccounted for. It disappeared long ago. Jared had the other, but it was destroyed when the Gnomes burned his home to the ground.


  “Second, it is time for you to go. You remember how?”


  She nodded, “Yes,” taking note of his remorse, which she believed to be heartfelt. The gratitude. The humility.


  He nodded as well, continuing, “This is not your fight. Not any more.” He offered her his hand.


  She declined to accept it, returned his steadfast gaze in kind, and nodded, “Yes,” again, but did not speak.


  Minos Arterios said, “We apprehended him months ago. The charges levied against him totaled several pages. Many were as egregious as those committed against you and your family. Many were not. The death sentence was on the table, but he pled on all counts and the jury believed his story, so instead, he received life without parole.


  “Easy for them, it was just another day in their peaceful lives. Different where they live. No bombs going off. No unrest. Their lives are wonderfully ordinary.


  “I wonder how they would have felt if he had not done what he did, and they lived here and not in their tranquil, safe, comfortable neighborhoods.


  “Personally, I think they should have let him go. He is right. Without you, there was no chance of the Ravenwild citizenry surviving. None. You and your children have put the Ravenwild nation in a position to have at least a fighting chance for survival.


  “He did what he felt, in his heart, that he needed to do.”


  Jessica never said a word. She didn’t have to. The look on her face said it all. Minos Arterios shrugged and said, “Oh well, what do I know? My job was simply to catch him, and when it was over, to get him here so he could say to you what he wanted to say. Come on, Pinus. Time to go … ”


  “Hey, wait a minute there, Minos,” said Orie. “Won’t we need to use the transporter device to get home?” He withdrew it from his vest. It was blinking red. “And can we all go at once? I thought you said that we could only change-shift two adults and one child at a time.”


  “Not to worry, young Orie,” said Minos. “It will happen this time as Pinus originally said it would. It has been taken care of. Good memory, though.” And with that, Minos and his prisoner disappeared.


  The drama of their exit was cut short by the entry of Erik. He too was dirty, having labored for hours moving blocks of stone. He looked anxiously at Stephanie.


  “We need you,” he said. “Despite all the extra help you brought us, the Wall will never be repaired in time. Many, most of the blocks of stone are way too large.


  “My father’s army is several days out and the Trolls will, in all likelihood, be here before they make it back. Without them, the city is entirely indefensible without the Wall. Please.”


  Stephanie stood and threw her napkin down hard. Her young face set with determination, she walked out with him. She did not look back.


  Forrester also stood abruptly and said, “I must go. I must journey to The Gate. We will need reinforcements. Lots of them.” He walked the few steps to where Orie was sitting and removed the fenestrated half of the tell-all from Orie’s pocket, placing it in that of his own.


  He turned to go, and Orie said, “Hey.” Forrester turned back to him. Orie reached into a pocket and pulled out the switch that they had labored so hard to remove from Cirrhus’s bed. “You’ll need this. Up for me, down for you, remember?” He tossed it to him, Forrester catching it with a smile.


  “We will need to figure out a way to … ” he was mumbling to himself as he strode from the room and started down the back stairs. He stopped and turned slightly. “Silver, would you please come with me?” he called. Jacqueline translated.


  The huge Wolf padded from the room, nodding her head and thinking, “Be safe,” to Cinnamon and Jacqueline, who returned the thought, Jacqueline wiping at a tear that slid down her cheek as the great Wolf vanished around the corner.


  Orie, Ryan, and Gracie were the next to stand.


  “Where do you think you’re going?” asked Jessica.


  “Mom,” said Orie. “Haven’t you been listening? The Trolls are bearing down on us. They’re a few days out. We need to get ready.”


  “Get ready for what?” asked Jessica. “We won’t be here when they get here. We’ll be back home where we belong.”


  All of the children looked uncomfortably at one another. “Dad,” said Orie, “Tell her we’re not leaving until we know it’s safe for everybody here.” He turned toward Gracie and Ryan, his expression silently imploring them to agree. Each shifted their weight back and forth on their feet. Everybody knew that Jessica’s word was law where they came from. Even so, each nodded meekly in the affirmative.


  Jessica rose to her feet, her eyes on fire with fury. “Now, you all wait one minute,” she growled. “This is not our war, and has never been our war, and will never be our war. In case you forgot, we live in Salem, Connecticut, and we are going home. I have no problem staying to help with the preparations to make the city as safe as possible before the Trolls get here, but as soon as they do, we are all outta here, and that is not up for discussion, negotiation, or any other form of argument.”


  Orie looked at Ryan, Gracie, and Jacqueline. “Come on guys,” he said, “let’s go. Mom, Dad, we’ll talk about this later.”


  The four of them started to file out of the room, Cinnamon following dutifully behind, the three older ones strapping on their leather body armor and weapons as they left.


  “Blake,” she snarled, “say something to them.”


  “What do you want me to say?” He shrugged. “That I agree with you? Of course I agree with you. But ordering them home is not going to do it. Each of them has to say the chant themselves, remember? Assuming the stupid thing even works.”


  When they had all finally left, he put his hand over hers and said, “Let them go for now. We have a few days to persuade them. Let them help in any way they can, and that will give us some time to convince them that we need to be on our way. All right?”


  She sighed as two solitary tears started to make their way down her cheeks, which she brushed angrily away. “We’ll never convince them,” she murmured. “That rotten, horrid, wizard-imposter … That sneaky, shady, underhanded, wizard-imposter …
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  Leaving the fortress in Ghasten the day after Thornst Scrappen delivered his fiery speech to the war council, the Trolls wasted no time in implementing the battle plan proposed by the freshman general, who had seen to it that his detractors were cooked and eaten. But, unlike the original strategy whereby the entire force was to hammer away at the front door of Belcourt in one overwhelming frontal assault, his plan called for the Troll army to be split in two, with half attacking the unprotected city and half deployed to the Vultura theater to engage the returning, now allied, Vultura-Ravenwild armies. None of his troops were left in Ghasten. They had no intention of ever returning. Why leave forces behind to defend something that was never going to serve as home again? He also reasoned that this strange floating vessel, with its frightful weaponry, would be of no use to the defenders of the distant castle, and there had been no word of these lethal killing-things being anywhere else.


  All they needed was for the western faction to delay the arrival of Rolan’s soldiers long enough to give the frontal-assault forces enough time to penetrate the Wall, and they could then easily slaughter any of the citizens who presently occupied the city. Thornst had always wondered why Venomisis had recalled troops from a city he had already occupied. He could understand it for the Vultura situation, sure, but bringing home the soldiers from Belcourt had never made any sense to him. In all honesty, he thought it was idiotic; even knowing that, all indications were that it was essentially a city without a defense. And with only a handful of citizens, if that, living there, Thornst did not anticipate any serious resistance in the capital city. Thus, the most important objective became not so much defeating the combined Ravenwild/Vultura armies, but rather slowing them down enough so that if and when Rolan finally did manage to cut his way through the Slovan forces, it would be too late. Leopold Malance Venomisis would already be sitting on the throne, and Rolan would be on the outside of his precious Wall looking in.


  
     
  


  Of course it all depended on the frontal-assault group beating Rolan’s army to the southern reach of the Knife Edge, but all of the scouting reports said they would win the race easily, as long as they kept on the move without stopping. So the Troll regulars were driven like the demons of the underworld drive their minions: ruthlessly, brutally, without mercy, and with great cruelty. And in their torment they gained strength out of the hatred they felt for the way they were abused, and that same hatred fueled their determination to win and end the torment.


  They marched until their mission was finally right in front of them, prompting hundreds to add bone-chilling screams to the endless pounding of the war drums.


  They had made it to the Knife Edge, where they began their slow, unimpeded, single-file ascent. Each Troll carried his shield on his back to ward off the arrows and spears shot and pitched from above. But no arrows, nor the like, would fly from the flat that day. There were no archers on it, as there should have been, to slow their advance. Nor were there any infantry wielding spears. There were only a few thousand citizens, most of these Stephanie’s loyalists, all equipped with bows and arrows from the catacombs under the castle.


  Erik’s plan called for the placement of roughly half of them inside the Wall, at the site of the break in the great structure, on monstrous platforms that they had erected at the same time as they were repairing the Wall itself, where they would be able to fire from a distance of no more than fifty feet away upon the Troll horde who would soon throw everything they had at their one vulnerable spot. The other half, all volunteers, would be placed on top of the Wall itself. Blake and Jessica would be two of these.


  Stephanie had labored long and hard using her supernatural strength to haul up block after impossibly heavy block of stone from the rubble below, and it was significantly improved compared to what it had been. Still, it was not enough. The void proved to be too great, and in the end she succumbed to the sickness of her second Bindu-trance in way of the Bindu-ward art of magic and spell. So now she lay unmoving and unresponsive in a room high up in the loftiest tower of the castle.


  Outside the door to the room in which she lay unconscious in the Bindu-trance, and therefore unable to say the five simple words to end the madness, Maxilius Bravarus, his sister Daria, Mr. And Mrs. Strong, Orie, Jacqueline, Ryan, Gracie, Silver, and Cinnamon waited, each hoping, each praying in his or her own way, that she would awaken.


  Saviar Murlis and Titan Mobst were on top of the Great Wall, far off in the distance, supervising the positioning of the cannons and getting ready to do as much damage as possible to the approaching Slovan arm by way of the devastating firepower of these lethal killing machines. Jared and Diana were organizing the ball-and-shot and powder teams for the fastest possible reloading. All of the wizards were about the business of making more firepowder and batch after batch of the metal balls of various sizes to be fired from the great guns, as well as fashioning as many of Jared’s grenades as they could, to be dropped on the attacking Trolls below. Eight hundred of the Agden Wolves were in place to deal with any Trolls that managed to get by the void and down to ground level. Brutus would lead these under the watchful eye of Patriachus, who would remain on top of the wall to coordinate the Wolf attacks.


  Forrester Wiley Ragamund had been very, very busy in the last few days, using the tell-all to transport the reinforcements. The cannons had been the biggest problem, but he had found a way. He had noticed a very strange effect on the tell-all’s power as soon as Stephanie was carried, comatose, to her room. It had increased about fifty-fold, and finding that he could now transport many more than one individual at a time, sometimes up to as many as ten or twenty, he began bringing in some non-military he happened to meet along the way on his enchanted trips to The Gate, and other places to which he ventured to recruit help. Many of these were weaponless, simple country-folk, but a farmer with a pitchfork is a better soldier than none at all.


  Owing to his tireless efforts, the Ravenwild defenders had begun to develop a small defense force within the castle, when in the predawn gloom the Troll war drums said in no uncertain terms that the battle was at hand.


  At first light, with not a hint of delay, they surged forward at the rent in the Wall, dozens of teams pitching gigantic scaling ladders. Troll soldiers began creeping up them a step at a time, all firing shot after shot from the crossbows that they carried underneath their turtle-like shields. The Ravenwild forces, at the outset, suffered significant losses as many of these lethal projectiles found their marks.


  Trolls that managed to avoid the arrows fired by the Ravenwild bowmen on the staging inside the Wall, lowered themselves down on its inner aspect by thick ropes that they flung over the edge, using stout grappling hooks to secure them to the Wall itself. Every single warrior on top of the Wall was forced to break away from their bow-and-arrow duties at some point to slice as many of these lines as they could, and every time they did, the Trolls sliding down them would fall to their deaths, shrieking madly all the way, but there were far too many of them for the Ravenwild forces to completely stop.


  It was slow progress, but it was deadly progress, as several of the Trolls nearly succeeded in being the first to break through the forward lines of defense. It was all the great Wolves could do to hold them in check.


  And just as surely as the Troll ladders continued to fall, just as surely they continued to press the attack, never wavering, never tiring. The screams of those falling became a constant cacophony of death. Hundreds died. Hundreds more replaced them. More than once, Blake glanced over at Jessica as they fired arrow after desperate arrow for hour after desperate hour at the hordes trying to smash the resistance. And every few minutes, one or more of the cannons would roar from down below them, and dozens of Trolls would rocket backwards, dying in the smoke.


  It was the day from hell, and about when it began to look like all hope was lost, sweet darkness finally descended and the Trolls withdrew the attack.


  
     
  


  An eerie silence settled over the city, as if Death himself had laid a hand directly over it. All the sounds seemed muffled, from the creaking of the wheels of the carts, as foodstuff and munitions were distributed, to the banging of a random loose shutter.


  Two of the six cannons had melted to useless states as a result of the heat from their constant use during the daylong battle. Paulimas assembled a team at once to effect repairs.


  Almost nobody spoke as they chewed on canned flatbread and fish, washing it down with the city’s fine water. Crate after crate of arrows was hauled up from the storage rooms in the castle cellars. Swords, axes, and maces were honed until they glinted in the Ravenwild moonlight. Sleep was had by those who could, but not much.


  Most importantly, because Forrester kept staunchly to the chore of transporting more reinforcements via the tell-all, with unbending determination for the fourth night in a row, so at first light there was a sizable, if not dominant, military presence inside the Wall. They were stronger now, and they knew it. They also knew their situation was fragile. If one major rupture happened in their lines of defense it was over.


  Once again the sun began to rise over the rim of the mountains to the east, illuminating the amassing Troll battalions that would soon unleash their berserk rampage up at the patchwork defenders of the Wall. It was the same assault as the day before, except this time the amount of ladders thrown against the Great Wall at the breach was about three times as many as had been pitched the day before, causing the shooters above to struggle greatly with the sheer numbers of those coming at them. Notwithstanding the addition of actual military bowmen, thanks to the tireless efforts of Forrester, the great number of targets in front of them was proving thorny. It also meant that there were many more of the deadly Troll crossbolts being fired at the Ravenwild defenses.


  For a while it looked as though the Trolls might prevail. At times, dozens of them managed to break through and into the resistance forces behind the second wave of archers on the platforms, but these were eventually overwhelmed and dispatched by the Agden Wolves, who tore at them mercilessly, now working together with the newly arrived foot soldiers, who assailed them with sword and mace after the Wolves had had their way with them.


  And all day long the cannons pounded the Trolls as they battered the defending forces in wave after never-ending wave.


  By mid-afternoon, substantial numbers of the enemy had battled their way to positions far inside of the Wall, giving the third line of defense all it could handle to prevent the onslaught from pouring into the city itself and gaining access to the trees. But eventually, after hours of brutal hand fighting, all those who had managed to make it this far were chewed up and hacked apart, the Wolves yet again working in concert with the Ravenwild militia. Thankfully, the Inam'Ra sun once more dipped below the horizon, the sounds of a battle being fought now replaced by the screams, moans, and weeping of those slowly dying.
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  “Is she awake?” Jessica asked Maxilius Bravarus for what had to be the tenth time within the hour. He had stopped answering her and merely shook his large head, “No.”


  
     
  


  “She needs to wake up,” growled Jessica. She looked at Blake. “How did we let this happen? We could already be home. This is insanity.”


  Orie, Gracie, and Ryan walked up the stone corridor to the door behind which Stephanie lay quietly in the Bindu-trance, oblivious to her surroundings. Gracie began to open it without announcing herself, and three blades inside were bared before she had finished.


  “No progress?” asked Orie.


  Mrs. Strong shook her head, “No,” as the three of them sheathed their weapons.


  “Tomorrow is supposed to tell it all,” said Orie. He sat down and pulled out his honing stone, applying it to his sword. Jessica shuddered when she noticed all the blood on the blade. “The good news is we won’t have to be near the gap in the Wall, thanks to Forrester. He hasn’t slept the entire time, and he’s recruited nearly four thousand now, using the tell-all. So we’re actually in pretty good shape. The Trolls have shown no change in the pattern of their attack, and the military bowmen are optimistic they can hold them in check. It’s impossible to think they can pitch more ladders than they did today, and we held them. So, Erik is moving all civilian fighters away from the Wall.”


  “Then what will you, we, be doing?”


  “Well, we’ll be in the third line of defense, in by the entrances to the trees, which the Trolls should never get to if the first two do their job.”


  “Thankfully,” said Blake.


  “Amen,” agreed Jessica.


  “Come on guys,” said Orie, then, “Where’s Jacqueline?”


  “She’s helping to feed and care for the Wolves with Cinnamon,” said Blake. “You’ll pass her on your way out.”


  The three trudged out, the weariness only too evident in the way they dragged their feet along.


  “You tell her to get her butt back up here when she’s done tending them,” called out Jessica. Orie saluted and they disappeared around a corner.


  “How much longer?” asked Jessica.


  Blake surveyed the murk around them. “Two hours,” he said, “Maybe three.”


  Jessica folded her arms across her chest and said, “I have a bad feeling about today. A very bad feeling. We have to get out of here.”


  “No argument here,” said Blake. “If there’s any way you can think of to wake her up that we haven’t already tried, I’m all ears.”


  Jessica stepped to her bedside and began hollering at her as loudly as she could. She gave her the traditional “sternal rub,” digging her knuckles forcefully into Stephanie’s sternum and twisting them back and forth hard, the ubiquitous move performed daily in every Emergency Room across their world for attempting to raise the level of consciousness of a person arriving with a depressed mental state. Nothing worked. She was hopelessly unarousable, and fear fell across them like a wet blanket that they might, in fact, have to survive yet another day in the face of what would most likely be the deadliest assault of all.


  “I don’t have any more tricks,” said Jessica. “Come on. You’re the ER doctor. Get her to wake up!”


  “I believe she will,” Maxilius said softly. “Soon,” causing Jessica to spin towards him.


  “Why do you say that?” she asked.


  “Well,” he answered, “I’ve been watching her eyes. You see there? She’s started moving them, like you do when you’re in a dream. That only started about an hour ago. It’s almost as if she’s fighting to wake up, but something, or someone, won’t let her.”


  Their conversation was brought to a halt by three Ravenwild soldiers half-carrying, half-dragging Forrester Wiley Ragamund down the short stone hallway that led to Stephanie’s room, Orie, Ryan, and Gracie following.


  “He passed out,” said one.


  “Exhaustion,” said a second.


  “Hasn’t slept in days,” added the third. “Almost a week. Erik sent us here. We needed a place to put him as far away from the battle as possible. He doesn’t respond at all.”


  Orie went to his side and took his hand, his face white with fear.


  They quickly fashioned a simple cot and mattress for him and laid him gently upon it in Stephanie’s temporary bedchamber. As they were finishing up, the Troll war drums started up again. It had the desired effect, as fear was struck deep into the hearts of all.


  “Maxilius,” Jessica half-whispered, half-groaned, “Would you please keep an eye on them. I’m sure Erik will have somewhere he wants us to be.”


  Blake was again surprised that Jessica would, for the second time in as many days, leave their daughter in the care of somebody else, but when he thought about it analytically, it made sense. If the Trolls made it this far, the most important thing to have at her side would be the best sword arm, and that was clearly Maxilius Bravarus. But the point became to prevent it from ever getting to that and, to that end, the castle defense effort would be best served with each of them on the end of a stout bow with a quiver of straight arrows in front of them.


  Without a moment’s hesitation, she walked briskly down the hallway to find out where their military leader thought they could best serve the cause. One thing was certain. She was going to kill a lot of Trolls today.
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  Rolan swung his sword in a mighty upward thrust, striking the much larger Troll on the underside of his arm and severing the artery, causing blood to squirt wildly all about. In doing so, the unified Ravenwild-Vultura troops finally broke through the Troll flanking forces. Hundreds of squads of Gnome archers rained thousands of arrows down on the Trolls below as more of the alliance forces charged through the sliver of a gap cut by their King, racing ahead to secure their position. Troll after pursuing Troll was cut down as the Gnome archers kept up their ferocious barrage of aerial death. In a few minutes, the number of coalition soldiers that had slashed their way through the Troll battalion in front of them numbered in the hundreds, then in the thousands, as they ran towards the southern aspect of the Knife Edge.


  While the main force kept the Trolls busy behind them, those that had managed to break through formed ranks and pressed forward, and in the same way as the sound of the Troll war drums had sent the message of imminent death to those defending the castle not hours before, the sound of the Ravenwild attack horns sent a wave of hope through those presently doing battle at the Wall. Too engaged to do much in the way of cheering, nevertheless, there were isolated shouts of joy. Help was on the way.


  Knowing that the coalition forces were going to have to gain access to the flat in front of the main gate by fighting their way up single-file, the Trolls dropped off a sizable contingent to the south to defend this position. This had the effect of dramatically lessening the attackers to the front who, despite no let-up whatsoever in the ferocity of their assault, had not managed to breach the Wall to any significant degree. Apparently the labors of Stephanie and her throng of followers had gone a long way towards improving the defensibility of the structure after all. Troll after Troll was methodically cut down by the archers as they walked around in a confused state, not knowing what they should be doing. In time the great rent in the Wall became free enough of attackers so that they were able to wheel two of the cannons up to the gate itself where they pointed them out through small holes that they had already cut days before, aiming them towards the Trolls on the far side of the flat. Soon, round after round began to rake the backs of them. Even with all the smoke, it became evident that their ranks were beginning to thin. There was hope!


  
     
  


  Nobody, except Maxilius Bravarus, was aware when Stephanie awoke. Without a word, she threw off the blanket that covered her and stood up.


  Maxilius, his eyes wide, asked, “Are you all right?”


  “Yes,” she answered calmly. “Quite. Thank you for asking.”


  Strapping on her sword, and placing her daggers in the tops of each boot, she walked down the short hallway in front of her room. She turned left at the end and, coning down her vision, surveyed the carnage hundreds of feet below her and off in the distance out beyond the top of the Great Wall. Suddenly furious, she leapt up onto the short wall in front of her and stepped off … into thin air … and was rewarded by a flight that years later would be remembered as “Stephanie’s Great Leap.” Screaming downward as might a falcon pursuing prey, she soared with lightning speed over the tops of the trees and all the way to the Wall, landing atop it with perfect control.


  Cupping her hands in front of her, she screamed,


  “Enough!!!”


  The sound was dreadful and caused every soldier to drop, holding his ears.


  All looked up at her.


  She extended her arms in front of her, and from her fingertips shot forth a firestorm of red-hot flames, tearing into the earth a smoking trench, easily ten feet wide, that she directed closer and closer to the Troll army on the far side of the large clearing. When she got within twenty feet of them, she stopped and bellowed,


  “Lay down your weapons, all of you. Anybody who does not, will burn.”


  In case anybody doubted her ability to do as she said, she directed a massive discharge towards one of the mountaintops miles in the distance, cleaving off a monstrous section. In seconds, smoke was all that remained of the giant promontory.


  Then she aimed one at the giant breach, melting the stone as though it were candle wax. Weaving the deadly fire back and forth, she repaired the defect in a matter of minutes.


  “It is over!” she shrieked like a person gone mad. She kept her arms extended in front of her as if daring anyone to disobey her, then,


  “Everybody stop fighting. Stop fighting … or … I… will … kill … you … all!”


  Warriors from both sides wasted no time in disarming themselves. Weapons were cast aside like yesterday’s rubbish. All knew that a power had been unleashed upon them that was beyond anything they could possibly imagine, and even the primitive minds of the Trolls understood the concept of impossible, so the fight that had gone on for three days now ended in an instant.


  Thousands that day stood in silence. It was over. Now what to do?


  Some of the Trolls started talking amongst themselves about the long march home. Massive Trolls could be seen hugging skinny Gnomes. It might have been comical, if not for the carnage all around them. It was a sight.


  Stephanie, standing on the Great Wall, never having lowered her arms, roared,


  “Bring the Emperor of Slova to the … the Throne Room of the castle! The one named Leopold Malance Venomisis. Have him caged. And have him there within the hour.”


  
     
  


  She walked to the edge of the Wall, once again stepping off into thin air, and soared on the wings of the the Bindu-ward art of magic and spell over the awe-stricken troops below.


  In a dead upright position, she slowly floated forward, calling out praise to the valiant Ravenwild soldiers. Then, in a neck-bending arc, she swooped up so fast there was a loud boom in the air. She finished with a dizzying loop and flew back to the castle, setting down in the same stone hallway outside of the room in which she had spent her second Bindu-trance in the way of the Bindu-ward art of magic and spell. Now it was time for her third, and she barely made it to the edge of the bed, where she collapsed in a sweat. Maxilius Bravarus tenderly placed her in the cot in a comfortable sleeping position and removed her boots.


  In an hour’s time he was all smiles as Jessica and Blake ran up the short hallway at a sprint, stopping short when they spied him in the doorway “She sleeps,” he said, “as before. She did well, no?”


  “Yes,” said Jessica, moving to her bedside, “She was magnificent.”


  Blake, too astonished to speak, nodded his agreement.


  A band of Gnome soldiers attempted to roughhouse their way past Maxilius, one of them saying, “We know her. We know him. We have traveled with them. Please, get out of my way, kind Sir. Thank you.”


  Jessica ran straight out to them, her face beaming as she embraced each in turn, Captain Pilrick, Oddwaddle, Ubri, and Bramwith. All gathered around her and the hugging continued, Jessica holding them all close and kissing each of them again and again, after which she introduced everybody.


  “Captain Pilrick. We have learned a lot from each other. I shall forever be grateful for all of your help in reuniting us with our child. Our … children.” She looked at all of them, including her newly adopted Gracie and Ryan. “You are a fine officer and a fine Gnome. It has been an honor to know you.


  “Oddwaddle, you take care,” she continued, giving him one last huge hug. “Thank you for your kindness. And keep an eye on these two for me, would you please?” She reached out and tousled the heads of Ubri and Bram. “They may need a word now and then to keep them in line.”


  A Gnome she did not know approached the group and whispered something in her ear.


  “Ubri, Bramwith,” she said, “there is someone here to see you.”


  The crowd of onlookers, Humans, Elves, Dwarves, Gnomes, and Trolls, parted to allow the passage of Andar Gall.


  “Father! ” yelped Ubri. Bramwith echoed him. All three embraced warmly. Andar held Jubra, who was asleep on his arm.


  “Is she safe with you?” he asked Bramwith, looking deep into his eyes.


  “She will always be safe with me … Father.” Ubri smiled from ear to ear. They were family again.


  
     
  


  That evening there was a massive celebration. It was a spectacular night, where harmony reigned among all, as Stephanie slept deep in the Bindu-trance. Orie, Ryan, Gracie, Erik, and Jacqueline were up to all sorts of mischief, Jacqueline chattering happily to Cinnamon the whole time. Each wondered about the whereabouts of Brutus, Patriachus, and the others, but decided to stay with the family tonight. They would visit with them tomorrow and say their goodbyes.


  For a short spell, Forrester had come to, enough so that everybody knew he was going to be all right, then drifted right off to a deep sleep again.


  Blake and Jessica slept well that night. The kids would be all right. It finally had the unmistakable feel of a place at peace.


  Thargen watched over them until the three summer moons of Inam'Ra were finally setting in the dawn sky. “Now this,” he thought, his eyes finally closing as they were all settling in, “is the kind of duty I could get used to.”


  Maxilius and Daria never once left Stephanie’s side. Each celebrated every single breath she took. Each knew when her nose was going to twitch, when she was going to sigh. Each was guessing her eyes were about to open when they did.


  “Good morning,” said Maxilius. Daria smiled brightly at her. “Good morning, my darling child.”


  Jessica heard them and sprang to her bedside, crying, “Stephanie, are you all right?”


  “I’m fine,” she answered. “How’s everybody doing?”


   



   



  


   Chapter 34


  
     
  


  Jessica was up earlier than usual. She was absolutely full of energy, which was peculiar because she hadn’t had her cup of morning coffee yet. It must have been that crazy dream she had had the night before. Man, that was a strange one.


  As she opened the new can of coffee, bending forward to take a big sniff, which made her smile, she couldn’t get the dream out of her head. It seemed so real… ...and so long. Wow, she remembered a lot of detail, this fake wizard guy, getting transported to a strange world in search of their daughter who had gone on before them, getting caught by Gnomes … it all seemed so true to life.


  As engrossed as she was, sitting there stirring her coffee and thinking about it, she didn’t notice Blake slipping his arms about her waist. “Good morning, Jess.”


  “Oh, good morning,” she said. “Sorry. I didn’t see you. I was thinking about this weird dream I had last night.”


  “Mmmm,” he said. “I had a strange one too.”


  “Must have been something we ate. What did we have for dinner last night?”


  He poured himself a cup of coffee, causing her to remark, “You don’t drink coffee, what are you doing?”


  “You know,” he said, “I don’t know.” He poured it back into the pot and scouted up the jar of tea bags in the cupboard.


  “What did we have for dinner?” he asked. “I’ll be danged if I can remember.”


  “What?” she asked, looking distracted by the question. “Oh, sorry. I’m afraid I can’t stop thinking about that dream I had.”


  “What was it about?” he asked, popping his cup into the microwave and setting the timer for two minutes.


  “It was bizarre,” she said. “Some guy, claiming to be a wizard from another world, showed up here and asked us to go there with him to save his race that was on the verge of extinction. And then it went on from there. It seemed like it went on forever.”


  
     
  


  “Hemlock Simpleton,” he said.


  
     
  


  “Yes ,” she said, her look incredulous. “That was his name. Hemlock Simpleton. How did you know that?”


  “I think I had the same dream … ”


  
     
  


  For the next half-hour they talked about this epic dream. It was astounding. Not a detail was different in the recollections they shared. So many characters, the names of which they both, somehow, knew.


  “Do you remember that belt that we found in that hunter’s camp in the forests of Ravenwild? The one with the royal crest of the house of Fairman on the buckle?” she asked.


  “Yes I do!” he exclaimed. “It was the same crest that was on that ring that Rolan gave me when we were floating down the King’s River getting away from the Trolls that had just overrun the castle in Belcourt. It was in the shape of the head of a falcon.”


  “Yes,” she said. “Yes! Exactly. Wow … ”


  Totally immersed in their conversation, they didn’t even notice when Jacqueline, holding Cinnamon, and Orie entered the kitchen.


  “Good morning,” said Jacqueline, pointedly.


  “Oh … good morning Jacq’,” said Jessica, her salutation repeated by Blake. Both also said good morning to Orie, who asked, “Are you guys talking about the weird dream you had last night?”


  Both looked slightly taken aback. “Why yes,” Jessica answered, “we were.”


  “Did it involve a place called Inam'Ra?”


  Blake and Jessica exchanged a meaningful look.


  “It did,” Blake said. “Don’t tell me you had the same dream?”


  They both nodded.


  “Both of you?”


  Each continued to nod. “Yeah, I heard you talking about it while I was washing up.”


  He moved to the cupboard and poured himself a bowl of cereal. “Does that ever happen?”


  “Does what happen?” asked Jessica.


  “You know. Where people share the same dream? You guys are both doctors. Have you ever read anything like that before?”


  They both exchanged a befuddled look. Each shook their head, “No.”


  “I don’t think so … No.” said Jessica. “I’ve never read about anything like that? Have you?” she asked Blake.


  “I have not,” he answered.


  “Wow,” said Orie.


  Jacqueline, meanwhile, had moved into the TV room and turned on a cartoon. Her face looked stern.


  “Jacq’?” asked Jessica. “Are you all right?”


  “Say ‘Yes, Mom’,” thought Cinnamon.


  “Yes, Mom,” she said.
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  It was another fifteen minutes before Stephanie awoke. She glanced around her room. Same old room. Same old mess. Same pile of homework on the desk.


  She reached immediately for the amulet, and it was missing. She looked at the nightstand beside her bed, on which sat a large, odd-looking piece of fruit. She smiled. Good old Orie. She knew she had never seen a piece of fruit that resembled it, yet she knew precisely why, and she picked it up carefully. She pinched the stem on the top and lifted it up, causing the entire top to lift off. She smiled again.


  Grasping the fruit in her right hand, she turned it upside down and shook the contents into her left one. There it was! The amulet. It was real. She knew it had been real. No dream could have ever lasted that long, or had that many details.


  As always, she shook it gently, trying to get it to communicate with her. As usual, it remained the solid purple that she had gotten used to over the weeks she had worn it. She put it on. Then she touched her heart-shaped stone and was suddenly profoundly thankful that everyone had survived, against all odds, the odyssey that had been their lives for the better part of a year. And it was exactly as Hemlock had said it would be. It was still tomorrow. Now that, that was definitely mind-bending.


  While she was getting dressed, it started to glow warm against her chest, so she flipped it around to have a look. What really surprised her was how she was not surprised at all that it had done that. The same face that had always appeared to her was suddenly staring at her with a look of surprise.


  “I see you have managed to bring it with you,” said the voice.


  Stephanie didn’t answer, but shook her head up and down.


  “You were not supposed to do that,” said the voice.


  She shrugged, thinking, “finders-keepers.”


  “I take it you wished it?”


  “Yes,” she said. “I did. I believe I earned it.”


  “You did,” said the face. “You gave of yourself at every turn. You put yourself in harm’s way. You did everything asked of you. You do deserve it. But one thing, if I may?”


  “Sure,” she answered. “But I have some questions of my own. This is the first time I have been able to actually speak with you. And I am here, and you are, I guess … there. Why wouldn’t you let me speak to you then, and how do I know you to begin with? I know I know you, but I don’t remember ever meeting you. Did we meet while I was there or something? What’s your name, anyway?”


  She heard a sweet, drawn-out laugh. “So many questions,” the face said. “First, my name is Katyli-of-the-Bindu-Scriptures. I spent months with you teaching you the chants that are required to invoke the power of the Bindu-ward art of magic and spell. Do you remember the chants?”


  Stephanie thought for a second and said, “Yes?”


  “Oh my … Hmmm … That’s interesting,” said Katyli-of-the-Bindu-Scriptures, cocking her eyebrows up and down slightly. “You’re not supposed to be able to.


  “You were sent to me for your training after you had survived a number of challenges presented to you by the Dukkar. Do you remember the Dukkar?”


  She thought for a moment and said, “No?”


  “I see,” she murmured, nodding slightly, then, “Well, that’s as it should be.”


  The image started to fade, and Katyli-of-the-Bindu-Scriptures’ voice began to fade with it.


  “Stephanie,” she said. “Be good, and be careful what you wish for.”


  The amulet turned back to its purple color.


  She flipped it back around where it lay alongside her ruby and got dressed into blue jeans and a sweatshirt.


  Walking into the kitchen, she saw that her mother and father were bent low over the kitchen table and talking in hushed voices.


  “Hey, Stephanie,” called Orie from the living room, where he and Jacqueline were watching ‘Sponge Bob’.


  “What?”


  “Have Mom and Dad tell you about the dream we all had last night.”


  “What dream was that?” asked Stephanie.


  “Did you have a strange dream last night?” asked Jessica.


  “Why don’t you tell me about your dream first.”


  “All right,” said Jessica, and started right in with the whole long story. Hours went by, and the Strong family members were all still telling, and retelling, and correcting, and interrupting, and laughing, and reliving it all. And with each telling, they remembered more details. It was an absolute hoot. By well after lunchtime they were still at it.


  “I have to make some calls,” said Blake all at once, reaching for the phone as the whole family stared at him.


  “To whom?” asked Jessica.


  “I have no idea if this shared-dream thing has ever been published before, or reported on, or studied or anything,” he said. “This is amazing. It’s almost like this thing actually happened … I’m calling Kendra.”


  He began to reach for the phone. It rang.


  “Hello?”


  He handed it to Stephanie, saying, “It’s Gracie.


  “She wants to talk to you about this strange dream she had last night.”
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