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  Our story so far...


  Alexander Tork, a fifteen year old lumberman, is thrust into a position of leading his village to safety before an advancing attack of Yaki, a fierce race of large fox-like creatures. His strength, courage, and leadership skills, soon draw him into the Red Swords of Targa, an elite military group, where his loyalty and skills mark him for rapid advancement. Along his path, he befriends Jenneva, a young orphaned girl destined to become one the world’s most powerful magicians, and Oscar Dalek, a poor border town boy destined to become the nation’s richest man. The three young Targan’s paths intertwine to save the Kingdom from an evil sorcerer and his huge host of goblins and Yaki.


  In the end, Jenneva manages to use the Origin Scroll to banish Sarac, the evil sorcerer, into another Universe, while Alex, with the help of Oscar’s vast fortune, marshals the forces of the Red Swords to vanquish the goblin army.


  At the beginning of The Dark Quest, Mordac, Sarac’s assistant, has spent two years trying to find the knowledge to bring his banished Master back home. Mordac assembles a large army of Black Devils and pillages the world’s temples in search of the Book of the Beginning. With the help of his eager devotees, Aurora and Dalgar, Mordac manages to seize the Targan Throne and sets upon a plan to engage the country in war with its two neighbors, while his private army continues to collect books. His plan is discovered and thwarted by the heroic trio and results in Mordac’s death. Unfortunately, Aurora and Dalgar escape the destruction of the Black Devils.


  Chapter 1


  Honeymoon


  Dalgar and Aurora stood on the hill watching the great battle below. Although the castle had a greater number of men, the Kingdom forces were slaughtering Mordac’s magicians.


  “How did the Army react so swiftly?” asked Aurora. “We only told them yesterday where they could find Mordac.”


  “That is not the regular Kingdom Army,” answered Dalgar. “Look at the uniforms. Those are Targa Rangers. They must have found Mordac’s castle on their own. It is a good thing we got out of there when we did.”


  “There are not that many Rangers,” mused Aurora, “and yet they seem to be receiving very little resistance.”


  “The Black Devils must have been surprised by the Rangers,” concluded Dalgar. “There is a lesson to be learned here, Aurora. We must remember that magic does not always win. If those forces met on a battlefield, the Rangers would not stand a chance.”


  “Well, at least we know that Mordac will not be searching for Sarac,” stated Aurora. “We will have no competition for the rewards of finding Sarac.”


  “I wish we had brought the Book of the Beginning with us,” lamented Dalgar. “Now it will end up in Targan hands. I think we had better be on our way. We need to find the Junction to Sarac’s Universe before Jenneva or Egam does. Where should we start looking?”


  “On the plains in the Gordo Region where Sarac left this Universe,” explained Aurora. “I passed the spot on my way to Mordac’s initial meeting. There is a little pile of stones there to mark the spot. I suggest we get moving before the Rangers decide to search the surrounding hills for more Black Devils.”


  The two magicians picked up their bags and set out for the Tor Pass, which would take them into the Northlands and towards the monument to Sarac.


  



  Alex crouched in the bushes, straining his ears to pick up the tiniest sound. He knew the elf patrol was fairly close, but he had not been able to see them yet. Within moments he saw the patrol marching down the narrow forest path, yet he still could not hear them walking. He waited patiently as the six elves passed his hidden spot and soundlessly crept out of the bushes and followed the small group. Alex had to balance his need for speed with the requirement for silence as he hurried to catch up with the last elf in the patrol. The slightest sound would give him away before he had the chance to attack.


  Alex was right behind the last elf as the patrol rounded a bend in the trail. He reached out and clasped one hand over the elf’s mouth as his other hand went for the elf’s bow to keep it from falling. The elf tried to turn and Alex lifted him off the ground and held him quietly until the patrol was well ahead. He leaned close to the struggling elf and whispered, “You’re dead.”


  Alex released his hold on the elf and turned him around. The Ranger Colonel held a finger to his lips and pointed to the ground. The elf scowled as he sat down on the path and Alex took off down an intersecting path. He could not hope to race after the patrol without being detected, but he could take a different path and hope to ambush the elves in another spot. Their patrols were too consistent and Alex knew the route they would be taking, but he would have little time to get into position.


  Alex found the second spot he planned on using and slid under cover just moments before the elf patrol came into view. They did not seem to be aware that one of their team was missing and passed by. Alex crept out and followed the group again. Once again he grabbed the last elf in line, but the elf’s foot hit a bush as Alex was lifting him off his feet. The entire patrol turned as one with their bows leveled at Alex.


  Alex lowered the captured elf as Prince Rigal came marching back from the front of the patrol. The elf Prince stood there a while looking back down the trail for the sixth elf that was supposed to be in the patrol.


  “He’s back over where the trail bends to the south,” Alex declared.


  “Incredible,” complimented the Prince. “I would not have believed that a human could be so silent. You are a very extraordinary human, Alex.”


  “Thank you, Prince Rigal,” Alex said. “I have had an excellent teacher. Your methods are indeed silent.”


  Prince Elgorn came down the path with the sixth member of the elf patrol.


  “Even still,” stated the Prince, “I have never known a human who could utilize them. I must admit that it worries me some. We have grown to believe that we would hear anyone who entered our forest. If you can learn these methods, other humans may learn them as well. How are we to stop humans from sneaking into Glendor if these methods are spread?”


  “Very easily, Prince Rigal,” Alex offered. “Your patrols are too consistent. I knew where you would be and where I could hide. Vary the patrols and I could not repeat my attack. Also, as your men are marching and checking left and right, have them turn their heads just enough to detect the next man in the patrol. That way if the last man is taken, you will know it immediately.”


  Prince Rigal nodded to Alex and embraced his brother, Prince Elgorn. “I see that your scouting mission is complete, Elgorn. What news do you bring?”


  “The goblins are not making any moves southward as was suspected,” reported Prince Elgorn. “They do not appear to be making any preparations to move anywhere. I guess the reports were wrong. I am pleased to be back home and to see Alex visiting again. Are you trying to make an elf out of him?”


  “Indeed, he is learning to move like one of us,” answered Prince Rigal. “I am glad for him, but concerned with a human’s ability to move like us.”


  Prince Elgorn laughed. “Do not be concerned, brother. Alexander Tork is no longer human. Come, I require food after my journey. Let us retire to the village and talk.”


  Alex and Prince Rigal exchanged quizzical glances and joined Prince Elgorn on the path to the village. Alex prepared three plates of food while the two Princes reported to King Gondoral. Jenneva and Galdan came and joined Alex for the midday meal. Alex kissed Jenneva and asked, “So, how is my favorite magician doing in her studies?”


  “Galdan is a wealth of information,” answered Jenneva. “I have learned much about healing and the traditions of the elves. How do your forest games go?”


  “Very well,” responded Alex. “Prince Rigal is a good commander and a good teacher. He has me doing things that I never thought I would be able to do. You certainly have a strange idea of a honeymoon, but I must admit that I am enjoying it immensely. Prince Elgorn has returned from his scouting mission.”


  “Good,” declared Jenneva. “As soon as Egam arrives, we can begin talking about the rest of our honeymoon.”


  “What do you mean, the rest of our honeymoon?” asked Alex. “I should be returning to Tagaret soon.”


  “You have no need to return to Tagaret yet,” answered Jenneva. “Mitar and David have the Rangers and Red Swords under control. Besides, I asked King Byron to excuse you for an extended period of time and he was very accommodating.”


  “Even still,” asked Alex, “what does that have to do with Prince Elgorn and Egam?”


  “Egam will be going with us,” responded Jenneva. “King Gondoral also wanted us to wait until Prince Elgorn returned before we left because Prince Rigal will be going with us.”


  “An elf Prince and your Master are going with us on our honeymoon?” asked Alex. “Why is this beginning to bother me?”


  Jenneva laughed as the two elf Princes joined the discussion. Prince Rigal sat with a frown upon his face. “Don’t worry, Alex,” he stated. “It bothers me, as well. I have heard that we are going to have to suffer a dwarf with us.”


  “Prince Rigal,” Galdan offered, “this trip is being made to promote dwarf-elf harmony as well as other reasons. If we are to live in peace with our neighbors, you must make an effort to understand the dwarves.”


  “I understand dwarves just fine,” the dark Prince spat. “They are warlike and evil and desire for themselves what is ours. I would wager that only one of us returns.”


  Galdan frowned and Alex asked, “Why is it that everyone knows where we are going except me? Are we going to visit the dwarves?”


  “Perhaps,” Galdan replied. “We hope that you are going to visit the elves, but maybe you will find dwarves instead.”


  “There has been no reason to discuss the trip yet,” interrupted Jenneva. “We are going to try to reach the Universe of Elderal, land of the elves. Egam is out now, searching for the entrance to the Universe. He will be leading us on this expedition. Prince Rigal is going as the representative of the elves. The dwarves are sending a representative because we do not know what Universe we will actually be going to. Egam and I have theories about where we will end up, but nobody really knows.”


  Alex was stunned. He looked around the table to see if they were playing a joke on him, but everyone appeared serious. “I have to believe that going to another Universe entails a certain amount of risk. Why would King Gondoral send one of his sons on such a dangerous mission? Couldn’t we just tell him if we found this Elderal?”


  “This trip is really for the benefit of the elves,” answered Galdan. “The Medallion of Prince Geltim is to be taken as proof that his descendants still live. Only those of royal blood can carry the medallion. Prince Rigal or Prince Elgorn must be part of the expedition and Prince Rigal volunteered.”


  “That was before I knew a dwarf was going,” conceded Prince Rigal. “Still, elves are not afraid of danger. Were the expedition canceled, I would still go alone.”


  “Egam and I would not let this opportunity pass,” added Jenneva. “We welcome the company of Prince Rigal. I hope that you will come also, Alex. I do not wish to part from you, but this is something I cannot miss. I need to understand what I have read in the Book of the Beginning so that I can determine the threat of Sarac returning. I have explored the histories of the elves and the dwarves and I believe we have discovered their origins in this Universe. Our expedition will prove or disprove my theory. Do you understand?”


  Alex remained silent and everyone’s attention was riveted on him. Alex finally reached out and held Jenneva’s hand. “I cannot let you go without me, but from now on I want to know everything that is going on. No more leaving me in the dark. I want to know about your theory and what we expect to find in this other Universe. Will they speak the same language that Prince Rigal has been teaching me?”


  “They will unless they’re dwarves,” chuckled Prince Elgorn. “Our language is the same as that of Prince Geltim’s.”


  “Is that why you have been teaching me the elf ways?” Alex asked Prince Rigal.


  “Yes,” the dark Prince answered. “If it comes to battle, you and I must protect the party. We cannot depend on a dwarf and you have progressed exceedingly well. I am pleased you have decided to come.”


  “How much time do we have left before we depart?” Alex asked.


  “Until Egam returns,” answered Galdan, “and we must use that time wisely. Come, Jenneva, it is time for us to continue our work.”


  Prince Rigal also rose. “Elgorn, help Alex with the language for me. I have a certain patrol that I have to admonish.”


  When they were alone, Alex asked Prince Elgorn, “What did you mean about me being not human?”


  Prince Elgorn gave Alex a puzzled look. “Did you not know? When you were injured in Tor, Galdan and I came to your aid. You were in great need of blood and Galdan gave you some of mine. You have royal elfin blood flowing through your veins. You are as a half-brother to me.”


  “Jenneva told me that Galdan healed me and even sailed to Tagaret with me,” Alex said, “but I was unaware of your gift. I am forever indebted to you, Prince Elgorn.”


  “As I will be to you, Alex, if you return Prince Rigal back to Glendor,” the fair Prince stated. “I worry about his temper, especially in the company of a dwarf. If anything happens to Egam, you must become the leader of the group. An elf will not follow the lead of a dwarf and a dwarf will not follow Prince Rigal. Bring my brother home to me, Alex.”


  “I promise, Prince Elgorn,” declared Alex. “If any elfin blood from this Universe stays in Elderal, it will be mine rather than Prince Rigal’s”


  



  Egam and Prince Tergota, Prince of Talman, stood before King Tugar and Queen Gilas. “The Junction has been found, King Tugar. All that remains is to assemble the group that will be going. Everyone besides your son and myself are currently in Glendor awaiting my word to assemble.”


  “Very well,” stated the King. “Prince Tergota will await the rest of the group on the surface where you have indicated. He will be given the Dagger of King Arak, as a guarantee of our existence should you actually reach the original Lanto. The fate of my son is in your hands, Egam. Do not return without him.”


  “I shall not, Your Highness,” promised Egam.


  “And I will not serve under an elf,” declared Prince Tergota.


  “You shall not have to,” stated Egam. “Colonel Alexander Tork will be second in command so that neither elf nor dwarf should suffer under the command of the other.”


  “You are a wise man, Egam,” conceded the King. “Were it otherwise, this expedition would not be possible. We look forward to your safe return.”


  “In two weeks time, we will assemble at the point I described,” Egam said. “I am off for Glendor. Farewell.”


  



  Dalgar and Aurora reached the monument to Sarac and cast the Path Finder spell. They gazed about the plain looking for some sign of a Junction, but nothing was visible.


  “What are we looking for, Aurora?” Dalgar asked.


  “The Book of the Beginning said a shimmering light,” answered Aurora. “Maybe the monument is in the wrong place.”


  Dalgar sat on the small pile of rocks that made up the monument and sighed. “If this isn’t the right place how will we ever find the Junction?”


  Aurora plopped her weary body down on the grass and laid back. Almost immediately, she jumped back to her feet. “Dalgar! Look up.”


  Directly above Dalgar, about ten feet in the air, was a large area of shimmering air. “Yes! Now all we have to do is figure a way to get up there.”


  Aurora looked around the area of the monument. There were lots of rocks and some boulders available, but the two magicians would not be able to lift them. “We could use magic to slide that big boulder over to here, but that would still not be high enough,” she declared.


  Dalgar sat back down on the monument feeling defeated. “Let’s get some sleep and think about it in the morning,” he offered.


  The next morning, Aurora shook Dalgar to awaken him. “Dalgar, there is a wagon coming and I have an idea. Stay down and pretend to have a broken leg. I’ll wave at the wagon to get them to stop. Maybe from the top of the wagon, we will be able to reach.”


  Aurora stood on top of the pile of stones and waved frantically. Eventually, the wagon changed course and headed towards Aurora. As it got closer, Aurora could see that it contained a painter and his family. The wagon pulled up next to the monument and stopped.


  “You having troubles, young lady?” the painter asked.


  “Yes, thank you for stopping,” Aurora answered. “My husband seems to have hurt his leg on this pile of rocks.”


  The painter turned to his wife and son and told them to stretch their legs while he checked the injured man. He climbed down from the wagon and walked over to Dalgar.


  “What seems to be the problem with your leg?” the painter asked.


  Aurora had drifted towards the wagon and hurled a fireball at the painter’s wife and son. The painter turned towards the screaming and Dalgar killed him with a flaming projectile.


  Aurora was excited. She checked the cargo area of the wagon and found several ladders. “Dalgar, this is better than I thought. They have lots of ladders back here. If we can’t reach from the wagon, we certainly can with the ladders.”


  Dalgar cast the Path Finder spell again and positioned the wagon before cutting the horses loose. Aurora helped him shove a long ladder through the canvas top of the wagon and tie the bottom of the ladder so it would not slide. Dalgar climbed the ladder and peered through the shimmering Junction.


  “I don’t know if this is working, Aurora. I don’t see any difference. Maybe there is no Junction.”


  Aurora motioned for Dalgar to get down and she climbed up the ladder. When she got to the top, she leaned away from the ladder and looked down. Then she disappeared. Dalgar scrambled to the top and peered down at Aurora.


  “How did you know?” he asked.


  “When I leaned out and looked down, there was no wagon,” she answered. “Come on, jump. We’ve found Sarac’s Universe.”


  Dalgar jumped through the Junction and joined Aurora. Together they set off in search of Sarac.


  



  Egam reached Glendor and announced that he had found the Junction. Everyone gathered to hear the news.


  “The dwarf records were a big help,” he began. “Because they were unaware of the terrain, they climbed a section of the mountain that nobody would think of using today. It’s within ten miles of the pass, but I guess they were in a hurry to get away from the elves or they didn’t bother to look for a pass. It will be a little rough getting to, but I’m sure we will all make it.”


  “What of the dwarves?” asked Prince Rigal. “Can we proceed without them?”


  “No,” answered Egam. “I have already stopped at Talman and they have agreed to send Prince Tergota. He will be carrying the Dagger of King Arak. This expedition must be a joint venture between the elves and the dwarves and we must care for one another no matter what our dislikes are.”


  “Agreed,” interrupted Jenneva. “The purpose for this trip is to show that there is no reason for the hostilities that exist between the two races. Let us vow not to take these hostilities with us into the other Universe.”


  King Gondoral stared at Prince Rigal. “My son will do well to heed these words. A ruler cannot lead a nation with hatred in his heart. Extend the hand of brotherhood to Prince Tergota during this trip. There will be plenty of time for your hatred to return, if there is still reason when you return, but on this journey, your life may depend upon the skills of this dwarf Prince.”


  “I will try, father,” the dark Prince offered.


  Prince Elgorn motioned to speak. “I have gathered supplies for the journey. There is ample food and drink. I have included elfin cloaks for our friends, including our dwarf friend. There are also five quivers of myric quills.”


  “I will have no need for weapons,” Egam stated.


  “Perhaps not,” replied Prince Elgorn, “but myric quills may not be available in the other Universe. If you and Jenneva carry quivers, there will be an ample supply for others. Each pack also has a supply of rope. You will have food for several weeks, but if local game is available, make use of it. You cannot be certain of the time your journey will take.”


  “We are not even certain that we will be able to return at all,” Alex added.


  “We have no room for pessimism on this trip,” chided Jenneva. “Remember, this is our honeymoon and you’re supposed to be enjoying it.”


  Alex laughed and everyone’s spirits seemed to be more positive. The group assembled and said their good-byes. Two other elves would accompany the group to the Junction to make sure that the party left without diminishing their food supply before departing their Universe.


  The journey to the area of the Junction took a week and the party joined up with Prince Tergota the night before. The two escort elves departed to return to Glendor and the group headed down the side of the mountain. The path was narrow and twisted a great deal, but it was not hazardous walking. When they had proceeded down about half of the mountain, Egam called a halt.


  “We will spend the night here,” he announced. “We are at the place of the Junction. In the morning, we will take a step through a portal that has not been used in many years. If we are lucky, we will travel to Elderal. If not, we will handle whatever fate has given us. Make camp.”


  Alex watched the elf and the dwarf stake out spots on opposite sides of the camp area. During the first day together, neither had spoken to the other. Prince Tergota refused to wear the elfin cloak and Alex had stuffed it into his pack. He would have to keep a close watch on these two adversaries to make sure that they both returned alive. Even though Egam was the group’s leader, Alex didn’t think that the old magician would be able to stand between the two warriors if hostile feelings broke out.


  The night passed without incident and the group broke camp the next morning. Half an hour down the path, Egam halted the group again. He turned and surveyed the group and then cast the Path Finder spell. The path directly in front of Egam shimmered and the group marched through.


  Chapter 2


  The Plan


  Dalgar landed next to Aurora and looked around. Everything appeared just as it had before he came through the Junction with a few minor exceptions. The wagon and the bodies of the painter and his family were missing. Sarac’s monument was also missing. He told Aurora to stay where she was and started dragging rocks towards her to create a marker for the spot. Within fifteen minutes he had assembled enough rocks to create a marker so they would be able to find the spot again without casting the spell.


  “Now all we have to do is figure out where Sarac is,” he stated.


  “That may not be so easy,” responded Aurora. She looked completely around the horizon and could not see any people. “Which way do you think we should go?”


  “Well,” answered Dalgar, “Mordac said he had been left behind at Sarac’s castle which was quite a bit north of here, so I would imagine that Sarac was heading south when he decided to leave. Let’s head south towards the mountains.”


  “Okay,” Aurora agreed, “but we aren’t likely to find any stores to buy food. We’d better gather whatever food we can find along the way. Our travel packs won’t last more than a week.”


  By nightfall, the pair of magicians had reached the foothills of the mountains. They set up a camp and started a fire. It was still early fall and the nights would not get really cold yet, but the fire would help in keeping predators away. They sat up for several hours discussing theories on where Sarac might go from their present position and then they went to sleep.


  Half way up the mountain a solitary figure sat in the darkness watching them set up the camp. Shortly after they started the fire, he departed. He passed off a message to another Black Devil and returned to his post. Four hours later three other Black Devils joined him. The four men crept down the mountainside towards the sleeping couple. When they reached the bottom of the mountain they split into two groups and each group went towards one of the sleeping figures.


  With a nod from one of the Black Devils, the four followers of Sarac stepped into the camp and seized the two visitors. Ignoring their protests, Sarac’s men quickly tied the visitors’ hands behind their backs.


  “Who are you and what are you doing here?” demanded the leader.


  Dalgar looked at the forearms of the four men before answering. “I am Dalgar and she is Aurora. We are members of Mordac’s Inner Circle and we have come seeking Sarac. We have found a way for him to return.”


  The four men whispered among themselves for several minutes, while Dalgar and Aurora sat wondering whether their captors were Black Devils that were loyal to Sarac or some type of group that may have split from Sarac.


  The leader finally returned and introduced himself. “I am Borundi, one of Sarac’s Inner Circle. We will lead you to him.”


  Dalgar sighed with relief. “Great, how about untying our hands?”


  Borundi smiled. “I think we can wait until we reach Sarac for that. Follow me, we have a long journey ahead of us.”


  Borundi turned and started up the mountain. The three other Black Devils waited until Dalgar and Aurora followed Borundi before they fell into the procession. The journey was indeed long. One of the Black Devils left the group and resumed his duty at the lookout post. The other three Sarac devotees escorted Dalgar and Aurora for two days before they came to Sarac’s castle.


  Dalgar stared at the ogres, but his questions went unanswered. Finally, they were led into a room in the castle and placed in chairs. They sat there with their hands still tied until Sarac arrived.


  “Dalgar and Aurora, is it?” Sarac asked.


  “Yes, Your Holiness,” Dalgar responded.


  Sarac flinched at Dalgar’s words. He examined the two captives for a few moments before speaking again. “I find your choice of words interesting, Dalgar. Explain them.”


  Dalgar was confused. He hadn’t said more than three words. “Is it improper to refer to you as Your Holiness?” he asked.


  Sarac bristled. “I didn’t ask you to pose a question. I asked you to explain your choice of words.”


  “I beg your forgiveness,” Dalgar offered. “Your disciple, Mordac, always demanded that your name be spoken with proper respect. I have never spoken to a god before and assumed that Your Holiness was an appropriate address.”


  Sarac laughed. “Very well, Dalgar. How is my disciple, Mordac?”


  “I am afraid he is dead,” responded Dalgar. “He was attacked by Targan Rangers and many Black Devils died with him.”


  Sarac was intrigued with this news from his home Universe. He called for Borundi and had the ropes removed from Dalgar and Aurora and ordered food and drink to be brought for them.


  “I think you have a rather long story to tell me,” stated Sarac. “Begin at the beginning and tell me everything you know.”


  Dalgar and Aurora spent hours detailing the events of the last two years. Sarac was surprised at Mordac’s cleverness in making Sarac a god. He was even more surprised to find out that Egam was still living. Dalgar played up the importance of himself and Aurora in implementing and formulating Mordac’s plan and failed to mention the real reason that they were absent during the final attack. He told Sarac they were returning from checking out the Junction site when the attack happened.


  Sarac ended the meeting and had Lattimer find Dalgar and Aurora quarters for the evening. The next morning they met again and Sarac had a list of questions for them. He probed the couple for information on Jenneva, Egam, and Alex. He also demanded information on the governments of Targa, Sordoa, and Cordonia.


  “What happened to the Book of the Beginning?” Sarac asked.


  “Mordac had it when he was attacked,” answered Dalgar. “If it wasn’t destroyed in the attack, the Targans have it. Aurora and I do remember portions of it though. We memorized the spell for finding Junctions.”


  “You will write down what you remember after the meeting,” commanded Sarac. “What of this Ali Kasim? Do we know anything about him?”


  “He was a fairly well placed officer in the Sordoan Army,” Dalgar replied. “I believe he was a Lieutenant. I am not sure how he surfaced to lead the country. Some of the Black Devils who were in Sordoa at the time said the Royal Palace was taken over by Rangers and they turned the government over to Kasim. I don’t know if that is true or not. I had heard of him before all this happened, but it was nothing extraordinary. He was in the Sultan’s Guard and was said to have a bigger head than his shoulders could accommodate. He will probably be a ruthless ruler.”


  “Is he married?” asked Sarac.


  “He would not be able to marry and be in the Sultan’s Guard,” Dalgar answered. “If he is married, the ceremony would have been performed after the Sultan’s death.”


  Sarac dismissed Dalgar and Aurora and told them they were free to roam around. Sarac called Lattimer into his study.


  “Lattimer,” Sarac began, “I want you to send a group of men and ogres into the other Universe. Dalgar has marked the Junction to Targa with a pile of stones and has written down the Path Finder spell. I want the ogres to build a tower on this side of the Junction. The men are to go through to Targa and get rid of the wagon. Then I want them to have a large building built so that one of the rooms on the second floor will open up to the Junction.”


  “Can’t we use the ogres to build the structure in Targa?” Lattimer asked.


  “No,” Sarac replied. “I do not want any ogres going through to Targa. Take whatever gold you need from the ogre mine and hire people to build the structure, but don’t let them work on the Junction room. Tell them we are building an inn. They will probably laugh at you, but I don’t care. We are going to use the inn as our own private entrance between Universes. We will need a large storage area for weapons and supplies and it might as well be in Targa.”


  “What if the wagon has already been discovered?” Asked Lattimer.


  “Then you have to kill everyone who knows about it,” declared Sarac. “In fact, arrange an accident for the construction workers when they are done with the inn. Before you leave, make sure everyone is familiar with the Path Finder spell.”


  Lattimer hurried off and Sarac called for Borundi.


  “You are Sordoan, aren’t you, Borundi?” Sarac asked.


  “Yes, Master,” Borundi answered.


  “Good,” stated Sarac. “I want you to return to Sordoa and rebuild the Black Devils. Mordac was playing me up as the God of Magic before he died. Tell them that Sarac lost faith in Mordac because Mordac’s followers were not devout enough. Predict that I will send a disciple to them soon and I will make her Empress of Sordoa.”


  “Sordoa doesn’t use the title Empress, Master,” Borundi offered. “They have always had a Sultan and always male.”


  “I know, Borundi,” replied Sarac. “No one will believe you and converts will be hard to come by. Don’t worry about it. Keep spreading the word that Sarac will not return until the Empress sits on the throne of Sordoa and the people of Sordoa rally to her. The Black Devils who you recruit do not have to be magicians.”


  Sarac stared out the window and saw Dalgar and Aurora gaping at the ogres. “Actually,” he continued, “create two organizations. The Black Devils will be magicians and everyone else will be the Servants of Sarac. Learn all you can about Ali Kasim. I am going to send our new female recruit to charm him out of his country and I want your organizations in place to help it along. Take plenty of gold with you and buy allegiance from those who are not foolish enough to convert for free. I will send further instructions with Aurora when she leaves.”


  “My Master’s orders will be followed,” Borundi declared.


  “Very good, Borundi,” the Black Devil leader declared. “Choose someone for me who knows Cordonia as well as you know Sordoa and send him in as you leave.”


  Borundi turned and left his Master. Moments later, another Black Devil entered Sarac’s study. Sarac indicated that the Black Devil should sit. “Mitchel, I have a task for you that will require you to return to Cordonia. I want you to be the next President of Cordonia. The elections should be in a few months, so you will not have much time.”


  “As you wish, Master,” Mitchel replied. “I am not sure that I am capable of such magic, though.”


  “You will not be alone,” Sarac stated. “I will send Dalgar with you. He believes that I am a god and will do whatever is necessary to get you elected, even if it means that you will be the only candidate to survive. Take whatever gold you will require to set yourself up as a very wealthy man. After the elections, I will send further instructions on how Cordonia is to be run. Work with Dalgar and let him do whatever needs to be done behind the scenes. He will also be resurrecting the Black Devils in Cordonia.”


  “What about the attack of the ogres?” asked Mitchel.


  “I cannot unleash the ogres before spring,” answered Sarac. “I will not make the same mistakes that I made last time. This time Targa will have no advance warning of what is coming. Borundi and Aurora are going to capture Sordoa while you and Dalgar take over Cordonia. I will use the forces of these two countries to remove certain obstacles that might hinder the ogre attack.”


  “You mean that witch, Jenneva,” said Mitchel.


  “Yes,” responded Sarac, “as well as Egam and Jenneva’s boyfriend and his band of Rangers. Mordac squandered many Black Devils, but he did show a certain amount of ingenuity by capturing the Targan Throne. That trick would not work in Targa again, but its neighbors should be ripe for a little trouble. Make sure that Dalgar knows the Voice of Comfort spell before you leave.”


  “As you wish, Master.” Mitchel bowed and left Sarac’s study.


  Sarac was very pleased with his new visitors. They not only discovered the Junctions, but they offered new ideas for implementing his revenge on Targa. If things continued to fall into place, he might not even need the ogres to attack. Controlling the individual nations and using them to crush his opposition would be fun. Let Jenneva try to overthrow his governments when the people of those countries love their leaders. Sarac no longer wanted to just kill Jenneva. He wanted her to suffer. Killing everyone she cares for would be a good start.


  Sarac looked out the window and saw Lattimer instructing the other Black Devils on the use of the Path Finder spell. His remaining Black Devils were a loyal and skilled group and could produce much havoc without any other help. Combined with the ogres and his plans for Sordoa and Cordonia, he would be unstoppable.


  Sarac rose and headed down to the courtyard, wondering why he should be satisfied with controlling just one Universe. He already controlled two Universes and Targa would make the third. He began to wonder how many Universes there were. He strode up to Lattimer who was just finishing his teaching.


  “One more job before you leave, Lattimer,” Sarac commanded. “I want ten men assigned to this Universe and ten more to the other Universe. They will travel throughout the continent mapping any Junctions that they can find. I want to know what other Universes connect with these two. Give them six months to complete their task before they are required to return here.”


  “Should they investigate the Junctions that they find?” Lattimer asked.


  “No,” answered Sarac. “They can peek through the Junctions to see if they can determine what creatures reside there, but their time should be spent mapping the Junctions, not exploring other Universes.”


  “I will see that it is done, Master,” declared Lattimer.


  Sarac walked over to Dalgar and Aurora who were still intrigued with the ogres. “Well, what do you think of the ogres?” he asked.


  “Are they tame?” Aurora asked.


  “They know me as their god and will obey my commands,” stated Sarac. “Come, let me show you the gold mine they are working.”


  Sarac led the couple across a field and over a small hill. A large opening was carved into the hillside and Sarac led them into it. The ogres that were working in the mine scurried out of the way as Sarac led Dalgar and Aurora deeper into the hillside. Dozens of tunnels cut across the main corridor and Aurora gaped at the cartloads of gold being carried out of each tunnel. The main corridor continued for half a mile into the hillside. Sarac ushered the couple back out of the mine and led them to a small stone building.


  “This is where we store the gold,” Sarac announced.


  He opened the door and showed Dalgar and Aurora the huge stockpile of gold that had been accumulated. Dalgar could not begin to calculate the wealth that Sarac had amassed. “What are you going to do with all of this gold?” he asked.


  “I was thinking about letting you two spend it,” laughed Sarac. “Let’s go back to the castle and I will explain what your new duties will be.”


  Sarac led them back to the castle and into his study. He walked to the window and pointed at Mitchel. “Dalgar, do you see the man with the curly blond hair?”


  Dalgar peered out the window. “Yes, I see him.”


  “Good,” said Sarac. “He is going to be the next President of Cordonia and you are going to make it happen. You may take as much gold as you need to accomplish the task. You will not be seen with him, but you will develop support for him through whatever means are necessary. You are also going to resurrect the Black Devils in Cordonia and a new group of followers called the Servants of Sarac. I’ll explain it in more detail later, but the important thing to remember is that your job is to make sure that Mitchel is the next President and that the people love him.”


  “I can help with that,” offered Aurora. “I grew up in Cordonia and know the people well. I’m sure we can come up with a plan.”


  “I don’t think so, Aurora,” countered Sarac. “You are not going to Cordonia. You are going to become the Empress of Sordoa. Borundi will be your support man. I liked the story of your performance in Targa and you will do the same for Ali Kasim as you did for Duke Nelson. This time, however, the ruler will die and you will take over the government. You will become the Empress of Sordoa and all of the people will love you. When you have accomplished that, I will send further instructions.”


  “I understand,” brightened Dalgar. “We couldn’t get Targa to attack both Cordonia and Sordoa at the same time, but now we will accomplish the task by having both countries attack at the same time.”


  Sarac assessed the young couple. “You are very bright students. We will be in a position to do exactly that, but we may not need to actually attack. My army of ogres could march through the entire continent if need be, but if Sordoa and Cordonia are already controlled by me, the ogres need only to crush Targa.”


  “I think I can handle getting near the ruler of Sordoa,” commented Aurora, “but I can think of no way to get the people of Sordoa to fall all over me.”


  “That will be Borundi’s job,” declared the Black Devil leader. “His prophecies will foretell the coming of the Empress. When you achieve that position, all of Sordoa will love you, for you will be heralding the return of Sarac, the God of Magic. We will need to build up your skills before you leave. You must learn the Voice of Comfort spell, in the very least. I will set up a session between you and Lattimer when he returns, to assess your skill level and teach you the spells you will need.”


  Sarac stopped pacing and sat at his desk. “The most important part of these tasks is the finding of our enemies. I want to know where Egam and Jenneva live. And this boyfriend of hers that runs the Rangers, I want him, too.”


  “Alex Tork,” interrupted Dalgar, “Captain Alexander Tork. He is a very serious threat. Mordac, as King Austin, tried to have him arrested for the assassination of King Eugene and the Army either refused to bring him in or was unable to capture him.”


  “I will think of an appropriate fate for the heroic Captain,” mused Sarac. “You two will use whatever resources you can find to help locate these three heroes of Targa. They must be dealt with before the invasion.”


  Sarac dismissed the two magicians and Dalgar and Aurora headed for the kitchen.


  “He’s not exactly what I expected,” offered Dalgar. “He seems so easy to talk to. I’m not sure what I expected a god to act like, but I guess I expected something more.”


  Aurora roared with laughter and quickly caught herself, lowering her voice and checking who was within earshot. “Dalgar, don’t be a fool. Sarac is not a god. He is a Master Magician and very powerful and commanding, but he is no more a god than I am.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Dalgar. “How do you know what makes a god?”


  “Dalgar,” she replied, “didn’t you see the way he was looking at my body with desire? I could probably manipulate him as easily as I did Duke Nelson. Mordac told us that Sarac chose to leave Targa and would return when he was ready, didn’t he?”


  “Yes,” answered Dalgar. “Do you think that was a lie?”


  “Of course,” declared Aurora. “Why is Sarac so excited about us bringing the spell of Path Finder to him? Have you ever thought about it?”


  “You mean Sarac didn’t know how to return?” quizzed Dalgar.


  “Exactly,” stated Aurora. “And I don’t think he came here voluntarily, either. He has some score to settle with Jenneva and Egam and I believe that score is the fact that he has been exiled here. Don’t forget that he thought Egam was dead. I bet that there was a great battle between Sarac and the others and Sarac lost. Now he wants to get revenge.”


  Dalgar was depressed. “So, everything that we are planning to do is a farce and we are wasting our time following Sarac?”


  “Certainly not,” countered Aurora. “You were in search of a god, but I was along just for the fun. The fun is about to get more exciting. Think about it. I am going to rule Sordoa and you will control the people of Cordonia. Sarac may not be a god, but he is powerful and following him will be a great adventure.”


  “It would appear, however, that Egam and Jenneva must be more powerful,” Dalgar said.


  “Not necessarily,” replied Aurora. “They may have caught Sarac by surprise. They certainly didn’t kill him like they did Mordac, so we have to assume that they could not. The best they could do was exile him and we have removed those chains. Sarac is free and he is returning to Targa. This is actually better than him being a god. If he dies in the coming battle, that will just mean there is room for another leader.”


  Dalgar brightened as he listened to Aurora’s logic. “Yes, I see what you mean. Still, I am going to miss you while you are in Sordoa.”


  “After you get Mitchel elected, why don’t you come and visit the Empress?” giggled Aurora. “Maybe she will let you stay overnight.”


  Dalgar grabbed Aurora’s hand and led her out of the castle. “We can worry about that later. Right now we need to figure out where we are going to stash some of that gold. We also have to learn everything we can from Sarac and his Inner Circle.”


  Aurora leaned over and kissed Dalgar. “Now you are starting to think properly. Together we can rule the entire Universe!”


  Chapter 3


  Elf Universe


  Egam grabbed his head and sank to the ground, moaning and twitching. The others gathered around him while Jenneva tried to comfort him.


  “Egam,” prodded Jenneva, “what is wrong?”


  Egam did not respond and continued to roll on the ground and moan. Jenneva decided to perform a Mind Probe and indicated to the men to hold Egam still so that he did not roll off the narrow path. Jenneva stooped over Egam and began her probe. Egam was fighting, but he was not fighting Jenneva. He was fighting someone or something else. Jenneva strove to capture Egam’s mental vision, but his mind was bouncing from place to place and time to time. Egam’s mind was confused and frightened. Jenneva began to break out into a sweat as she felt Egam’s fear heighten.


  The visions swirled rapidly in Egam’s head as he sought the source of his discomfort and fear. Jenneva was getting dizzy watching the quickly moving panorama. Suddenly, Egam’s body stiffened and Jenneva stared into the face of the most grotesque being she had ever imagined. Hatred and death emanated from the distorted evil face and Jenneva screamed and then fainted.


  Egam had also passed out and was no longer shaking or moving. Alex caught Jenneva and laid her down next to Egam. Prince Rigal reached into his pack and removed a blanket that he spread over the two magicians.


  “What do you make of this?” asked the elf Prince.


  Alex shrugged. “I don’t know. I have never seen fear in either one of them before, but I think that is what we just saw. They were both terribly afraid of something.”


  “Do you think we should turn back?” asked Prince Tergota.


  “No,” responded Alex. “We will wait for them to recover and find out what happened.”


  Jenneva was the first to recover. She sat up, her face drained of color, and looked at Egam. “Is he all right?”


  “I am not sure,” replied Alex. “He passed out the same time you did. He’s still breathing and he is no longer shaking. What happened?”


  Jenneva did not reply. She leaned over and felt Egam’s head. Egam awoke at Jenneva’s touch and struggled to sit up. Alex had never thought of Egam as being old, but his attempt at movements now gave the appearance of someone who is ancient and incapable of caring for himself.


  Jenneva helped Egam sit up and leaned him against the rock cliff. “Egam, what was that creature and where did it come from?”


  Egam appeared to exert a great effort in turning his head towards Jenneva. His face was a ghastly white and his eyes were wide and round. “I don’t know, Jenneva. He was trying to reach for me. Alutar. Yes, his name is Alutar. He knew me. He wants me...to suffer.”


  Egam began sweating again and Jenneva mopped his brow. “We will not talk about this now,” Jenneva stated. “Rest for a while and then we will resume our journey.”


  Jenneva extended her hand to Alex and he helped her to her feet. She indicated to the two Princes that they should make themselves busy and leave Egam to rest.


  Jenneva led Alex down the path away from Egam. “I saw it, Alex. It was the most hideous thing I have ever seen. I have trouble believing something so evil can really exist. I think Egam may have been hallucinating. We need to monitor him closely for he may be ill.”


  “This is not a very good start for the journey,” he commented. “Are we really in another Universe? It doesn’t look any different.”


  “I’m not sure, Alex,” she answered. “We will know better when we encounter inhabitants.”


  “You return and keep an eye on Egam,” Alex commanded. “I am going to go farther along the path and see what I can see.”


  Jenneva nodded and headed back up the trail. Alex took the path away from the others and rounded a bend where the path ended in a drop. Here was a vast panoramic view of the valley. Alex enjoyed the mountains and paused to enjoy the view. His eyes detected movement far below and he tried to focus on the movement, but he could not tell what was going on. He grabbed his scope and focused on the commotion.


  The figures snapped into view and Alex panned the battlefield, for that is what it was. Elf was fighting elf. It appeared to be a great battle with hundreds of elves on each side. One side was mounted on great horses and the other side looked like they were trying to defend their area. Alex no longer doubted that he was in another Universe.


  Prince Rigal and Prince Tergota came down the path and saw Alex looking through his scope.


  “Jenneva wanted us out of the way,” Prince Rigal explained. “What are you looking at?”


  Alex stood and handed the elf Prince his scope. Alex watched the elf’s features harden as he peered through the scope. After a few moments, Prince Rigal turned and handed the scope to Prince Tergota.


  “It would appear that all is not well in Elderal,” Prince Rigal stated.


  “How do you know this is Elderal?” asked Prince Tergota. “It just looks like elves killing elves. They probably couldn’t find any dwarves to attack.”


  Alex quickly grabbed Prince Rigal’s arm before he could strike the dwarf. “Look at the horses,” the Ranger ordered. “Have you ever seen such great horses with horns upon their heads?”


  Prince Tergota lowered the scope and turned to face his fellow travelers. The sight of Alex’s hand restraining the elf registered and the dwarf cast his eyes downward as he handed the scope back.


  “Why is brother fighting brother?” wondered Prince Rigal.


  “I don’t know,” Alex admitted, “but we are not going to walk into the middle of the war. We will have to cross the mountains to the north and then head east. Come, let us return to the magicians.”


  When they arrived back, Egam and Jenneva were talking quietly. Their color had returned and everything appeared normal. Alex described the fighting in the valley.


  “The horses that you described,” suggested Jenneva, “sound like the mythical unicorns. They were believed to be wise and fierce fighters.”


  “Prince Rigal,” asked Egam, “have you ever heard of battles between different elf factions?”


  “No,” answered the elf Prince. “Our people were farmers and hunters until the coming of the dwarves. Never have I heard of an elf striking down another elf. What I have seen in the valley greatly disturbs me. If this is what Elderal has come to, I would just as soon not discover it.”


  “Bah,” grumbled Prince Tergota, “your people have been murderers for many generations as far back as The Suffering when your farmers destroyed Lanto.”


  “I would enjoy dragging your body down into the valley so my brothers would have something to spend their arrows on instead of each other,” retorted Prince Rigal.


  Alex knew it was time to get the group moving and take their minds off the hatred they had for each other. He extended his hand to Egam and helped the old Magician to his feet. “Let’s get started,” he said.


  Egam led the way back up the path, carefully detouring around the Junction. Alex then took the lead as he knew of a fairly easy path down to the northern plains, assuming the mountains were the same as the Boulders.


  It took the party three days to leave the mountains and there were no further signs of fighting or elves along the way, still they continued to take turns at sentry duty during the nights.


  The next morning they headed east towards the next pass. Alex was amazed at how he could navigate through a different Universe, just as if he were back with the Rangers on a training mission. He began to think they had passed back into their own Universe until they came across the wounded unicorn.


  The large, black beast lay on the ground with three arrows protruding out of its side. Prince Rigal approached it, thinking it was dead, and almost got gored by its razor-sharp horn.


  “It’s not too friendly,” the dwarf Prince declared. “It’s almost dead and, still, it wants to kill. Let’s move on before its decaying body fouls the air.”


  Alex shook his head. “No, I cannot let it suffer like that. Even the lowliest warrior deserves to die with dignity. Besides, he is a mighty beast. Perhaps if the arrows were removed he could rejoin his brethren.”


  “Alex,” warned Egam, “be careful. While it is a noble cause you undertake, the wounds he can inflict upon you can kill you just as well as an enemy’s spear.”


  Alex walked slowly towards the unicorn. When he got close, the unicorn raised its head and attempted to slash Alex with its horn. Alex sensed that the unicorn considered him a threat. He reasoned that this was probably a reasonable attitude judging from the three arrows in the animal’s flank. Slowly, Alex removed his weapons and laid them on the ground.


  Alex got down on his hands and knees and started crawling towards the large unicorn. “Easy, boy,” he whispered. “I just want to remove the arrows from you.”


  When Alex was close enough to touch the unicorn, he reached out his hand towards the beast’s head. The animal viciously attempted to slash Alex’s hand, but Alex was quick enough to avoid any contact. Alex could tell that the animal was quite weak and didn’t possess the strength to get up, so he approached the unicorn from behind its head. The unicorn thrashed its head and feet when Alex reached out and touched its flank, but Alex was in a position where the animal could not reach him.


  The unicorn’s hide was very tough and the arrows had not penetrated too deeply. Alex figured the animal had stopped because of the pain of walking more than from any harm to a vital organ. Hopefully, he would not have to cut the arrows out. Alex continued to whisper soothingly to the wounded unicorn as he examined the arrows. Alex smoothed his hand over the unicorn’s hide as he talked and the beast stopped trying to attack him.


  Alex grabbed hold of one of the arrows and quickly yanked it out. He heard the unicorn scream within his mind. Alex continued to make a soothing murmuring sound with his voice as he mentally talked to the unicorn. It’s okay, boy. I’m not here to hurt you. I want to remove your pain.


  Alex grabbed another arrow and yanked. The second arrow came out cleanly, as had the first. Again he heard the unicorn scream within his mind and Alex continued to soothe the animal.


  Alex removed the third arrow easily. He continued to rub his hand softly over the unicorn and talk quietly to him as he dabbed up the blood from the animal’s wounds. There you go, boy. That should make you feel a little more comfortable. I wish you would allow me to sear the wounds, but I know you will not.


  Why do you do this for me?


  Alex stiffened and looked at his traveling companions. None of them had spoken. He looked at the unicorn’s head and his eyes met the large gray eyes of the unicorn. To ease your suffering, friend.


  You call me friend, but your kind has inflicted my pain. Why do you care?


  Alex could see confusion in the unicorn’s eyes. Has no one ever cared for you before? You are beautiful and powerful and have never caused me harm. Why does my aid cause you confusion?


  Your kind has never been a friend. You hunt us and kill us and enslave us. Do you care for my wounds so that you may enslave me? If so, you may as well kill me now, for I will never be a slave.


  Alex patted the unicorn and called for a campfire to be built. You shall be a slave to no one. I am having a fire made to heat my knife. When the blade glows with heat, I will press it to each of your wounds. This process will close the wounds and allow you to heal. It will bring you some pain, but it will help you to survive. Can I do this for you?


  Do as you will. I do not have much longer to live.


  Alex seared the wounds and let the unicorn rest. He went for a walk with Jenneva and described the conversation with the unicorn.


  “So, they are intelligent beasts,” concluded Jenneva. “It is hard to believe such gorgeous creatures are treated with such scorn from elves.”


  “I thought it was interesting that only one side in the conflict had unicorns,” mentioned Alex. “The elves in Glendor would never seek to enslave an animal, nor would they kill them except for food. This unicorn talks as if the elves are his enemy. You were studying the healing arts with Galdan. Is there anything that you can do to restore his strength?”


  “I don’t know,” Jenneva admitted. “I am not sure whether the spells will work on a unicorn, but I can try.”


  “Good,” chirped Alex. “Let me get some food for him as well, so he can regain his strength.”


  Alex and Jenneva walked over to the unicorn and kneeled before his head. I have brought a friend who knows more ways of healing than I do. Her name is Jenneva. Will you allow her to help?


  The unicorn stared at the two humans for a while before answering. I am called Kaz. Jenneva may help her friend whose name I do not know.


  My name is Alex and my friends are your friends. Alex nodded to Jenneva to try her healing spells. We are not from this world. Perhaps when you are better and before you depart to rejoin your own people, you can share some of your wisdom with us.


  Do you really intend to let me go?


  Of course I do. When Alexander Tork gives his word, it is never taken back.


  Then Alex is truly a friend of Kaz. I will forever be indebted for your aid.


  You have incurred no debt, my friend. Rest, and I will bring you food. Alex got up and returned with some elf wafers from his pack. Slowly he fed them to Kaz. The elf wafers were small, but they possessed great nourishment and energy. Alex had tried to find out what they were made of and why they possessed such energy, but the elves would not discuss it.


  Leaving Jenneva to her healing arts, Alex went to the campfire and sat. He told the rest of the group about Kaz and the unicorn’s ability to mind speak. Egam was intrigued and left to join Jenneva in tending to the fallen unicorn. Prince Rigal was ashamed for his race’s behavior and had trouble coping with what they had seen of Elderal so far. Prince Tergota seemed disinterested in the whole affair and spent his time checking his armor and sharpening his ax.


  Jenneva and Egam spent most of the afternoon tending to the wounded unicorn. By nightfall, Kaz was on his feet although he appeared rather unsteady. Alex had the last watch that night and Kaz wandered over to where Alex was standing sentry.


  You fear an attack?


  No, Kaz, but we are in a strange land. It is best to be prepared. I have seen what some of these people did to you. Why shouldn’t I expect the same from them?


  I am strong enough to return to my people, thanks to you and your friends.


  I am glad we were able to help, Kaz. Why do the elves fight against each other?


  It has been so for many years. At one time they were united, then the dwarves came and the elves split into two groups. I do not know why they split, but now they fight to control each other. A third group tired of the fighting and moved far away. I am told the third group lives in harmony with my people, but I have never seen this myself. Why are you kind to me? Are you related to this third group?


  Alex gazed into Kaz’s eyes. In my homeland, we have animals such as yourself that we call horses. They do not have horns and they do not speak, but men care for them and ride them. They are beautiful animals and men grow very fond of their horses and I believe the horses also grow fond of their riders.


  Are they kept penned up and starved as they are here?


  Alex flinched as he imagined the treatment that these beautiful creatures must endure. They are sometimes kept inside fences or tied loosely to a tree or post, but it is to keep people from stealing them or to stop them from wandering off and getting lost. Our horses are not as intelligent as your race. They cannot speak. As for starving them, quite the opposite is true. A starving horse is of no use to anyone. A man will keep his horse in good condition, making sure that he is well fed and cared for. The health of the horse is very important. The only time that it is permissible to harm a horse is to kill him when he has been fatally wounded. It is not considered proper to allow your horse to suffer a slow and painful death.


  Kaz raised his head and looked into Alex’s eyes. Do you do the same to a man who is fatally wounded?


  Yes, of course. No one can take any pleasure from watching any creature die painfully.


  So, if horses were as intelligent as men, they would be treated the same?


  Alex laughed. In many respects, horses are treated better than men. I have known soldiers who have passed up meals when they were hungry so that their horses would remain healthy. I wish our horses could communicate as you do. I sometimes wonder whether they understand anything when they are being praised for their courage or the good job that they have done.


  Kaz snorted and scuffed the dirt with his hoof. Why have you come to this land if you do not belong here?


  We have come to try and make the elves and dwarves understand that they have no need for hatred of one another. The elf that accompanies me is Prince Rigal and the dwarf is Prince Tergota. They are enemies, but they travel together to learn the truth about old myths that cause ill feelings between their peoples.


  It would appear that you seek to do well to all peoples. That is admirable, Alex. It is time for me to go. May we meet again, friend.


  Farewell, Kaz. Travel safely. Alex watched the large unicorn fade into the darkness. Alex was sorry to see him go.


  Alex woke the rest of his companions and they started heading east again. After several days, the open plains ended and they entered the forest.


  Prince Rigal took the lead in the forest and Alex brought up the rear. Alex was pretty sure of their location, but this forest did not exist in his Universe. It had burned years before and only young trees occupied the area. This was a very mature forest with clearly defined trails.


  All of a sudden Prince Tergota, who was walking in second place, tackled Prince Rigal. Prince Rigal started to draw his sword, when he saw the arrow bounce off of the dwarf’s armor. Alex quickly brought the two magicians to the ground and behind the best cover he could find. Alex crawled towards the front of the group.


  “Tell me what you saw, Prince Tergota,” Alex demanded.


  “Only the glint of light on steel,” the dwarf Prince answered. “That and I recognize a perfect spot for an elf ambush when I see one.”


  Alex started to crawl past Prince Rigal when the elf Prince grabbed his arm. “I cannot allow you to kill elves,” Prince Rigal stated.


  “And I cannot allow anyone to kill you or Prince Tergota,” declared Alex. “I gave my promise to bring you both back alive. In case you are not aware, that arrow was aimed at you. You have only Prince Tergota to thank for your life.”


  Alex had no real desire to kill any elves, but his first priority was getting his party home safely. “Prince Rigal,” Alex asked, “can you call out to the attackers and find out why they are ambushing us?”


  Prince Rigal started a dialog with the hidden attackers, but Alex could detect movement in the bushes. He had no doubt that the elves were surrounding them while they negotiated. He crawled back to Jenneva and Egam and whispered to them to withhold any use of magic unless their lives were threatened. He crawled back up to Prince Rigal to check on the progress of the negotiations.


  Prince Rigal was getting nowhere. The attackers were from Dielderal, land of the dark elves, and they demanded that the trespassers surrender.


  “Prince Rigal,” cautioned Alex, “if we don’t do something soon, we will be captured. Even as we speak, the attackers are surrounding us. Do you still refuse to fight?”


  Before Prince Rigal had the chance to answer, the elves came out of the bushes and demanded the party’s surrender. The elves swarmed onto the path and bound everyone’s hands behind their backs. The elves removed all of the party’s weapons and marched them northward out of the forest. The trip took two hours and the elves were particularly rough with Prince Tergota.


  They arrived at the elf camp and were tied to stakes in a standing position. Their weapons and packs were thrown in a heap in front of them. The camp’s leader came out of a tent and conversed with the group of attackers.


  After a short period, the leader came over to the captives and reviewed them. He spoke with Prince Rigal, but the chatter was much too fast for Alex to understand. A group of elves crowded around behind the leader and listened to the conversation. The group broke into laughter and the leader spat on Prince Rigal. The leader started walking down the line of captives. When he passed Prince Tergota, the leader viciously punched the dwarf in the face. The dwarf Prince did not give his captors the satisfaction of reacting to the blow and after another punch the leader walked on.


  The leader stood in front of Jenneva and made a remark that Alex could not translate. The group behind him roared in laughter again. The leader reached his hand out towards Jenneva and Alex started straining to get free of his ropes. The leader’s hand returned to his side with a stilted motion and the crowd started laughing again. The leader turned and yelled at the crowd, his face dark with fury. The crowd dispersed and the leader shouted something and stormed back to his tent.


  I’m sorry, Alex. I could not resist. I could not let him touch me.


  Your magic was well timed, Jenneva. You have stopped me from killing an elf. Do you have any idea what he was saying?


  You don’t want to know his comments regarding me, but his parting comment was that we are to be executed as spies in the morning.


  Alex surveyed the camp. There were probably three hundred elves in the camp. His small group would have no chance of breaking free and escaping unless it could be done magically. Jenneva, is there any chance that you or Egam could use magic to free us during the night?


  I don’t see how, Alex. I can move things by looking at them and concentrating, but I can’t look behind me, or behind you, for that matter. Most spells require some movement. I could try controlling one of the elves with Thy Master’s Hand, but I would have to have eye contact with him to get the spell started. I think we are much too far from the campfires for me to execute the spell during the night. Even if one of the guards came over here tonight, I doubt he would keep eye contact with me long enough to get it started. They seem to have different activities for their eyes when they are around me.


  Chapter 4


  Trekum


  Borundi entered the barrister’s office and sat in the chair reserved for clients. The barrister looked up and reached for a stack of papers on the corner of his desk.


  “You must be Stafa Rakech,” greeted the barrister.


  “Actually, I am but his humble servant,” Borundi replied. “Do you have the paperwork ready?”


  “Ah, yes,” stated the barrister. “This is all quite unusual, mind you. Alistar Tergrez was the richest man in the country and the property description of his estate is quite lengthy. Hard to imagine such a wealthy man being murdered by a common thief. And his widow selling his home within a day of the tragic event has really caused us quite a fuss, I can tell you.”


  Borundi just smiled. He knew it was not coincidence that the owner of the largest, most lavish home in the city of Trekum should decide to quickly vacate just when Borundi had need of the building. Actually, Borundi corrected himself, when the fictitious Stafa Rakech needed it.


  “Do you have authority to consummate the transaction?” the barrister asked.


  Borundi handed over a piece of paper to the barrister. “I have my Master’s complete confidence,” he replied.


  “Very irregular,” stated the barrister. “Why doesn’t Stafa Rakech sign these papers himself?”


  Borundi leaned forward and lowered his voice to a whisper. “I am sure that I can trust your confidence. Stafa Rakech is never seen in public. In fact, his name is almost never used in documents at all. Most of his holdings are in the name of companies and well chosen associates. He does not like anyone to realize the vastness of his wealth, which is many times greater than Alistar Tergrez could ever have imagined possessing. Perhaps it is the fear of enduring a similar fate. This transaction is special to him, though. The mansion is to be a gift to his only daughter and heir, Miriam Rakech. She has been pestering him for a winter cottage in Trekum.”


  “A cottage!” whispered the barrister. “The mansion he is buying is second in size and greatness only to the Royal Palace. To marry his daughter would make some man richer than a king.”


  “Yes, quite true,” Borundi declared. “You, of course, will keep this information confidential, I am sure.”


  “Certainly,” assured the barrister.


  Borundi chuckled as he left the barrister’s office. He anticipated that word of Miriam Rakech would be all over town before he was able to reach the mansion. So far things were falling into place rather nicely. A small cell of Black Devils had been set up and they were recruiting others for the Servants of Sarac group. Those two groups would continue to grow in size while he prepared for the coming of the Empress. Somehow he would have to make sure that Ali Kasim was aware of the potential fortune that would await the suitor of Miriam Rakech.


  Borundi strode past the Royal Palace on his way to the market area of Trekum. He gazed at the guards standing before the Palace gates, barring admittance to everyone who was not expected. That was another potential problem he would have to solve, but already the solution was forming within his mind.


  Borundi went on a shopping spree in the market, buying expensive and very large items. Furniture and statues for the many rooms of the mansion had top priority. The mansion was completely furnished already, but Borundi was more interested in creating work than he was in redecorating Miriam’s new home. Quite a few times Borundi slipped and let the sellers know that Miriam Rakech, richest single female in the world, was moving into the mansion. Within two hours her name was being talked about all over the city.


  Borundi turned and headed for the Royal Palace. At the side gate he stopped to speak with the guards.


  “Good morning, Sergeant,” greeted Borundi. “I wonder if you can help me. I am but a humble servant of Stafa Rakech, the new owner of the mansion across the street. My Master has instructed me to purchase many large items for the new home of his only daughter, which chore I have efficiently completed. I am now faced with a very serious problem. My Master’s daughter will be arriving soon and my purchases are still in the market with no means of delivery. Are there perhaps some of your men who could help get these items to the mansion?”


  The Sergeant scowled, “Move away from the Palace, servant. My men are warriors and protectors of the Sultan. They have no time for dealing with merchants and servants. Go look in the Poor Quarter for your helpers. Get away.”


  Borundi bowed deeply and accidentally dropped a large gold nugget, equal to three months’ pay for the Sergeant. “I am sorry for troubling you, Sergeant. It appears that I am not even capable of successfully carrying my helpers’ wages.”


  Borundi bent down and picked up the gold nugget and held it out to the Sergeant. “Can I at least ask if this nugget is the proper wage for a day’s work for a helper?”


  The Sergeant looked at the other guard and quickly grabbed Borundi’s arm, steering him off to the side of the gate. “This nugget is intended as your payment for a helper?”


  “Oh, yes,” Borundi answered. “One of them, that is. I am not from this area and do not know the proper wage scale here in Trekum. That is why I have come to the Royal Palace. I know that the Sultan’s Guard will not cheat me and they also will not steal any of the goods that need to be delivered. My Master has entrusted me with a great number of these nuggets so that I may have everything ready for his daughter’s arrival.”


  “Perhaps I have been too harsh to one who is not accustomed to things in Trekum,” consoled the Sergeant. “I may be able to find one of the guards who is off duty to help with your problem.”


  “Actually, Sergeant,” offered Borundi, “my purchases have been quite extensive. I would need around forty such men.”


  “Forty!” scoffed the Sergeant. “That nugget cannot buy forty guards to haul your goods.”


  “My apologies for such confusion,” pleaded Borundi. “I would pay each of the forty men with their own nugget. This very nugget rightfully belongs to you, Sergeant, for choosing the right forty men.”


  Borundi handed the nugget to the Sergeant. The Sergeant pocketed the nugget and told Borundi to wait for his return. Within moments men began pouring out of the gate. The Sergeant gave them instructions and Borundi paraded his forty new helpers to the market.


  Borundi had arranged to have refreshments brought in for his new workers and the guards were busy for most of the day carrying new goods into the mansion and carrying the old goods out. The old goods were supposed to be carried off as trash, but Borundi had no doubt that many of the fine items were being carted off by the guards to be resold later.


  Borundi mixed with the guards and got to know many of them well. The information about Miriam arriving was spread liberally throughout the guards. Borundi was also able to pick up a great deal of information regarding the Royal Palace and Ali Kasim.


  Borundi repeated this procedure several times during the week and soon he was freely admitted to the barracks within the Royal Palace, but still he could go no farther. All of the guards knew him and greeted him and Borundi started frequenting the tavern favored by the Royal Palace guards. Borundi caught many snippets of conversation regarding him and the mysterious Miriam Rakech who would soon be coming to live in the mansion.


  One day Aurora arrived along with a fresh shipment of gold. Borundi spent two days with Aurora secluded in the mansion, bringing her up-to-date on his progress and the plans for finally ensnaring Ali Kasim.


  On her first day as Miriam Rakech, Aurora went on a shopping spree. She purchased the finest clothes and perfumes available in Trekum. Borundi brought in four Black Devils and outfitted them as personal bodyguards for Miriam. For several weeks Miriam was seen all over town shopping and dining while Borundi continued to spend time with the Royal Palace guards.


  Whenever Miriam was at the mansion she made herself visible to the Palace. Whether she was just strolling the grounds or getting ready for bed in front of the window, Miriam always had an audience of the Royal Palace guards.


  It was only a matter of time before Ali Kasim felt an irresistible urge to meet his new neighbor. The invitation had arrived for Miriam to attend a luncheon with the Sultan and Borundi and the four bodyguards accompanied her. The bodyguards were not permitted into the luncheon and remained at the Guard Barracks with the Royal Palace guards. Borundi was admitted but he had to remain off to one side and was not allowed to partake in the luncheon.


  Borundi watched with admiration as Miriam reeled in her catch. She approached Ali Kasim slowly and shyly, letting him believe that he was firmly in control of the conversation and the events of the luncheon. The meal dragged on for hours and Ali Kasim had to send away his Advisors several times. The Advisors became distraught as they canceled appointment after appointment and lunch turned into dinner.


  The Sultan invited Miriam to stay the evening with him and she politely declined, finally leaving to return to her mansion.


  “You are a remarkable woman, Miriam,” applauded Borundi, “but why didn’t you take the opportunity to stay when he finally offered it? I would think that you will never hear from him again because of this mistake.”


  Miriam laughed softly. “Borundi, you could not be more wrong. The Sultan has an entire harem at his disposal whenever he feels the urge. Being with a woman means little or nothing to him. He can be satisfied with less effort than he expends reviewing the guard. What will absolutely drive him mad is a woman refusing to be with him. I expect the Sultan is going to make quite a pest of himself, demanding more and more meetings with me. The real trick will be the timing of when I finally say yes.”


  Miriam, of course, was correct. Ali Kasim sent daily invitations to Miriam Rakech and her bodyguards got to spend many hours with the Royal Palace guards in the barracks. Borundi excused himself after the first few days and spent his time building the Black Devils and the Servants of Sarac. Soon Ali Kasim and Miriam Rakech were seen all over town shopping or sightseeing. Wherever they went the people crowded around and gazed at the couple -- quite the opposite of their reaction when the Sultan traveled by himself.


  While having dinner at the Royal Palace one evening, Ali Kasim remarked on this aberration. “Have you noticed how the people flock around when we travel outside the Palace walls?”


  “Who could miss it?” Miriam asked. “Why do you find their behavior strange?”


  “It is not the same when I travel outside by myself,” he replied. “The people shun me and hide from my gaze when I am alone.”


  Miriam chuckled because she knew that Borundi was behind the gazing crowd. He had arranged for the Black Devils and Servants of Sarac to learn when the Empress was going for walks and the people congregated to see the woman who would herald the return of Sarac.


  “Ali, you have much to learn about ruling a nation. You, as Sultan, are much to be feared by the people. You are the absolute ruler of Sordoa and your very word could dictate their death. As such, you do not appear to be human to them and people fear that which is different. When you travel with me, you become human and loved by the people. It appears to the masses that you are indeed one of them who has been chosen to lead this great nation and they are happy for you.”


  Ali Kasim reflected on Miriam’s words for a while before continuing. “You mean all I have to do to be loved by my people is be seen in public with a woman? That is ludicrous. Whether I walk with a woman or alone my power is the same. Surely they must understand that.”


  “It is not just being seen with a woman,” retorted Miriam, “but being seen with me that delights them so. The same type of crowd assembles wherever I go. They know that I am one of them who has had the blessings of the gods bestowed upon her. I am wealthy beyond imagination, yet I shop at their stalls and eat in their inns. While I travel with my small bodyguard they are not afraid of me. They know the bodyguard is for my protection and not dangerous to them. When you travel with me, that love and affection is extended to you.”


  Miriam took a sip of her wine and delighted in seeing the puzzled look on the Sultan’s face. “If you were to travel in the company of one of your harem, the people would scorn you. They would see her as your slave and your actions would be flaunting the thought that you could own any of them. Why not try it tomorrow and see if I am correct?”


  “I shall do that,” remarked the Sultan. “Arrive for dinner tomorrow evening and we shall discuss the results of my trip.”


  Miriam hurried back to the mansion and informed Borundi of the Sultan’s plan. Borundi immediately spread the word that the Sultan was going to parade one of his harem through the town tomorrow and if anyone gazed upon her, she would be executed at nightfall.


  The Sultan took his trip through the marketplace and people turned their backs as he approached. His fury grew as street after street emptied upon his arrival. He stopped in an inn for lunch and the workers fled out the back door leaving no one to serve him. He had his guards seize a woman off the street to question her actions and the crowd grew ugly and started shouting. Immediately, the Captain of the Guard informed the Sultan that they had to return to the Palace for his protection. The Sultan had only twenty guards and a crowd of several hundred had gathered down the street. Mystified, the Sultan agreed and the party returned to the Royal Palace.


  Upon returning to the Palace, Ali Kasim sent a messenger to the mansion to summon Miriam. Borundi met the messenger at the door and informed him that Miriam could not attend the Sultan. He explained that Stafa Rakech was in town for discussions with his daughter and they could not be disturbed.


  An hour later Ali Kasim showed up at the door to the mansion with his bodyguard. Borundi showed him in and explained that Stafa Rakech had, at last, left and Miriam was now available to speak with him. He ushered Ali Kasim into a study where Miriam sat crying.


  The anger drained out of the Sultan as he tried to comfort Miriam. “What is the problem? Why are you crying so?”


  “My father does not approve of my seeing you,” she blubbered. “He thinks that you lack the finesse of a true ruler and that you will be deposed before long.”


  His anger rising again, the Sultan spoke. “How dare he speak against the Sultan of Sordoa? Who does your father think he is?”


  Borundi stepped forward and addressed the Sultan. “If I may, Your Highness? Stafa Rakech is the richest man in the world, far richer than the entire nation of Sordoa. He has made Kings and Presidents and broken them, as well. I believe he has already chosen the next President of Cordonia, but I think he has little interest in the affairs of Sordoa. He is speaking as a father to his only daughter and heir. Please do not direct your anger of him toward my mistress. She suffers enough at his harsh words without the anger of someone Miriam cherishes being added to her misery.”


  Ali Kasim flinched at the words from the normally silent attendant. He nodded to Borundi and rose. As he walked to the front door of the mansion, he whispered to Borundi. “I wish your Mistress to join me for dinner this evening. I will avoid adding to her grief if you will spare me a few moments of your time this afternoon before she arrives.”


  Borundi agreed and the Sultan’s entourage left for the Royal Palace. Half an hour later Borundi showed up at the Royal Palace and was shown to the Sultan’s chamber.


  “Your Highness wishes to speak with me?” bowed Borundi.


  The Sultan waved Borundi to a chair. “I wish to know more of this Stafa Rakech. My intelligence bureau has failed to turn up anything of substance that this person even exists. “


  “As it should be, Your Highness,” commented Borundi. “Stafa Rakech dislikes public appearances. In fact, he dislikes appearances of any type. Most of his business dealings are done through intermediaries and he is quick with punishment to those who betray his trust or fail in his endeavors. Unlike nations, he does not require a court or a public hearing before issuing an execution order. If I were to disclose too much, I would be forfeiting my life. However, because of your closeness to my Mistress, I will attempt to answer any of your questions that I may.”


  “Can you arrange a meeting between Stafa Rakech and myself?” Ali Kasim asked.


  “That would be impossible, Your Highness,” answered Borundi. “As I said, Stafa Rakech dislikes personal meetings. Besides, I believe my Mistress has already proposed such a meeting and he declined.”


  “But why does he object to me seeing his daughter so much?” queried the Sultan. “I am a powerful ruler of one of the greatest nations of the world. Any other man would fear execution for refusing my invitation.”


  “Stafa Rakech fears nothing, Your Highness,” replied Borundi. “It would cost a mere fraction of his wealth to raise an army of one hundred thousand men from every nation on the continent. I do not wish to be disrespectful to the Sultan, but it is not wise to even whisper ill intentions towards Stafa Rakech. As for why he objects to his daughter being seen in your company, that is simple. It is nothing personal to you, Your Highness. The title ‘Sultan’ carries the connotation of one with a harem and thus an office where women are held in low regard. If your title was, perhaps, ‘Emperor of Sordoa’ he would have much less dislike for the arrangement.”


  The Sultan sat quietly for a while pondering Borundi’s words. He had adopted the title of Sultan because that was traditionally what the ruler of Sordoa was called, but he was not from the traditional line of leadership, anyway. Whether it pleased Stafa Rakech or not, the move to the title of Emperor might be a wise decision. It would, after all, stop the attempts of traditionalists from crying about the break in the Sultan’s lineage. He also had little use for his harem these days and he could always reinstate it later if he desired.


  “You offer good advice, Borundi,” the Sultan offered. “I shall immediately change my title to Emperor and dismiss my harem.”


  The Sultan rang a bell and called for his Advisors. He issued his orders and declared that runners go out to inform the nation that Emperor Ali Kasim now ruled Sordoa and that the nation would henceforth be called the Empire of Sordoa.


  “Thank you for your advice, Borundi,” stated the Emperor. “Perhaps now Stafa Rakech will think more highly of me seeing his daughter.”


  “I do hope so, Your Highness,” said Borundi. “I beg leave of my Mistress for this evening, though. I think it would be wise for her to have a day to recover from her father’s visit. May I tell her that you wish her company tomorrow at lunch?”


  Ali Kasim was disappointed, but he saw the wisdom of Borundi’s advice. “Very well,” he conceded, “tomorrow for lunch, then. Let her know that my decisions were for her benefit.”


  Borundi nodded and returned to the mansion. Borundi informed Miriam of the conversation and events that occurred at the Royal Palace.


  Miriam laughed and said,” I think the time is now right, Borundi. We do work well together. Arrange for an especially large crowd of well-wishers tomorrow. I will arrange for a stroll through the marketplace.”


  The next afternoon the Emperor and Miriam strolled through the marketplace. The people welcomed them like conquering heroes. Flowers were thrown before their feet and people bowed as they passed. Ali Kasim’s spirits had never been higher. When they returned to the Royal Palace, the Emperor ordered a lavish luncheon and entertainers for the afternoon. Ali Kasim felt like everything was going his way until he noticed the glum look on Miriam’s face.


  “What is the problem, Miriam?” he inquired. “This is a day of great celebration and you appear as if you had just lost a dear friend.”


  Miriam leaned over and kissed Ali Kasim. “I have, in fact, just lost a dear friend.”


  The Emperor looked over and saw Borundi standing next to Miriam, a sad look upon his face. Borundi obviously had just delivered some disheartening news. “What news disturbs you?” the Emperor quizzed.


  Miriam started to sob. After a few moments, she wiped her tears and embraced Ali Kasim. “My father sends word that I am to be wed to the next President of Cordonia, right after the elections.”


  Ali Kasim hurled his goblet at the performers and the room fell silent. With a wave of his hand he dismissed the entertainers from the room. He took a moment to compose himself before he spoke. “Why has he done this? How could he have even arranged it on such short notice? Surely, he hasn’t even had time to reach Cordonia since he left here.”


  Miriam broke down in tears and Borundi stepped up to the Emperor. “Your Highness, I fear that my advice to you may have been too late. I think her father was debating this move when he was here in Trekum and just made his mind up on the way to Cordonia. He fears that Miriam’s appearances with you will spoil her chance for her marriage to the President of Cordonia. I believe the potential groom has been pressuring for this wedding for some time. It would, of course, ensure him vast sums of wealth as Stafa Rakech is in extremely poor health and it is feared that he will not live much longer.”


  Ali Kasim’s mind whirled with the plusses and minuses of losing Miriam or keeping her despite her father’s wishes. Finally, he realized that he could marry Miriam now and wait for her father to die. If he changed his mind later, he would get rid of her and keep the money.


  “Miriam, darling,” he cooed, “let us get married immediately. We will say that we got married before your father’s message was received. That way, he cannot blame you for ignoring his desires. Say ‘yes' and I will immediately hold the ceremony on the Royal Palace grounds for all of Sordoa to see and celebrate.”


  “Oh, Ali,” she sighed, “you are so intelligent and quick witted. Father could not complain if we had not received his message yet and once we are married, I know he will accept you as a son.”


  The marriage was hastily arranged and runners were sent out to inform and welcome the populace. Borundi also sent out messengers of his own to make sure that the Emperor would have no second thoughts.


  Thousands arrived to view the ceremony and all of Trekum was enveloped in a party atmosphere. Certain segments of the population were even more thrilled than the rest. Word spread quickly that the Empress had arrived in Trekum.


  Chapter 5


  Contact


  Alex watched the elves with interest. This camp appeared to be some type of an outpost, like a forward scouting camp. The inhabitants were all warriors and most spent a good deal of time checking their weapons and practicing. The campfires were on the other side of the camp and Alex could not hear any of the conversations. During the first few hours of captivity, he knew they were the topic of conversation as the elves were constantly looking over at them while they were talking. After a while, no one bothered looking at them anymore and Alex figured that they had moved on to other conversations.


  Eventually, all the elves retired except the six guards. Two guards stood outside the leader’s tent and the other four marched a pattern around the campsite. Jenneva had been correct in her thoughts about catching eye contact with the guards. They marched right past the prisoners without so much as a glance, as if they had already been disposed of. As the night wore on, the guards’ attentiveness was even more diminished. Alex figured that if he could get his hands untied now, they would stand a decent chance of getting out of the camp, although he knew that their odds of evading the patrols sent after them would be slim.


  Alex detected a noise behind him and stiffened.


  Spread your hands as far apart as you can. I don’t want to cut them.


  Kaz! Am I glad to hear you.


  I thought your group would run into problems. These woods have been dangerous for many years. This is where the dark elves spy on the fair elves. I brought friends with me. I hope each of your group knows how to ride.


  If they don’t, they will have to learn swiftly.


  Kaz cut through the ropes binding Alex and went to work on the others. Alex kept his hands behind him as he watched the guards. The other members of the party were awake and aware of what was happening except Egam and as soon as Kaz touched Egam’s bonds with his horn Egam awoke.


  When Kaz was done with the last of the ropes, Alex instructed him.


  Kaz, we have to wait until the next guard passes to retrieve our weapons. You should back up until you are out of sight.


  Very well, Alex. After he passes all five of us will move back up so your party can mount quickly.


  Right after the sentry passed, Alex and Prince Rigal stole out to their pile of goods and started passing out the weapons and packs to the rest of the party. Each member of the group hurried to the unicorns and mounted one. Egam had trouble getting up and Alex grabbed him and tossed him onto the back of the unicorn. Egam grunted and one of the sentries noticed the group escaping. Alex threw himself on Kaz’s back and the five unicorns and their riders took off.


  Alex looked back and saw the camp coming alive with activity and then the forest closed in around him. Kaz ran down the winding forest path with amazing speed, certainly much faster than Alex had ever ridden before. Within fifteen minutes they reached the east-west trail where Alex and his group had been captured and Kaz swerved to head eastward on the trail. Another party of elves was hidden at the intersection of the two trails and arrows chased the fleeing prisoners, but none came close to the group. In another half hour the speeding group exited the woods and Kaz slowed the party down to a walk.


  That was, indeed, the fastest ride I have ever had, Kaz. We have much to thank you for.


  It was our pleasure, Alex. I thought my life was over when you stopped to help me. Where are you heading?


  We seek the main village of Elderal. It is located at the mouth of the Boulder River. Of course, that name will mean nothing to you. There is a great river that flows out of the mountains to the south and east. Where it meets the sea we hope to find the leader of Elderal.


  Kaz brought the party to a stop and the riders dismounted. Your people should rest for a few hours until the sun rises. The way south can be dangerous and you will need to be attentive. My people will take you as far as you wish, but you should be warned that the fair elves do not ride and if you travel with us you will be seen as an enemy to them.


  Kaz, your people have more than returned my small favor. I cannot suffer you to be shot at because of our destination. Besides, I thought your people don’t like to be ridden.


  Kaz snorted and Alex was amazed at how much like a laugh the snort sounded. Actually, it is pleasurable to have a good rider. My people do not like being forced to carry riders, nor do they like the mistreatment they receive from those that treat us like property. Sleep for a while. We will keep watch and we can talk more in the morning.


  The unicorns kept watch while the riders slept. Alex awoke with the sun and saw Jenneva off to one side of the camp with a magnificent white unicorn. He strolled over to the couple and Jenneva introduced the unicorn as Yorra.


  Good morning, Yorra.


  Good morning, Alex. Jenneva and I were just discussing your adventures and plans. I am very excited because I have never been south of the Sithiarimer.


  “The Sithiarimer is their name for the Boulder Mountains,” explained Jenneva.


  Well, I can see that you have the heart of an explorer, Yorra. I am not sure that I can impose on you and your people to accompany us, though. We accepted the danger of our trip before we left our homes and we will have to suffer whatever the fates have in store for us. Kaz and you do not share our need to go to Elderal.


  Perhaps what you say is true, Alex, but Kaz feels that he has a mission similar to yours. For too many years we have been hunted and captured by the elves of Dielderal for use in their war against the elves of Elderal. Those of Elderal have never ridden upon our backs and Kaz thinks that he may be able to make an alliance with them against the dark elves. If the Shamta says that we go with you, we will gladly follow.


  What is a Shamta?


  Shamta is a leader, son of the Shamora. It is the same as the elves’ Prince who is son of the King.


  Do you mean Kaz is the Shamta of your people?


  Yes, did you not know? You saved the life of the Shamora’s son. You shall always have a special place with our people.


  Then I cannot further risk his life with our journey.


  Are not the elf and dwarf with you sons of their people’s King? Kaz would be disappointed to have to make the trip without you.


  Alex turned and walked back to the center of the camp. Another Prince for the group, he thought. Life was full of strange occurrences. Still, if the unicorns could gain an alliance with the Elderal, perhaps the fair elves could gain peace with the Dielderal. If Kaz was indeed willing, the trip would progress much quicker. Alex walked over to where Kaz was standing.


  Good morning, Kaz.


  Good morning, Alex. I trust your short sleep has refreshed you. I see you have been speaking with Yorra. Undoubtedly, you now know of my reasons for joining you on your journey.


  Yes, Shamta, I do.


  Kaz snorted his musical laughter snort again. I think we can leave it as Kaz, Alex. Our journey together will be very swift, but sooner or later we will have to confront the fair elves and make peace or do battle.


  Yes, but traveling with you and your people will not be any worse than entering their lands with a dwarf and a dark elf. Come, let us get the rest of the party together and be on our way.


  Alex had a bit of trouble convincing Prince Tergota to remount his unicorn. The dwarf had not objected when they were fleeing the dark elves’ camp, but now he didn’t want to resume the journey on the back of a unicorn. Everyone’s arguments fell on deaf ears until Alex pointed out that Prince Rigal was riding despite his fear of unicorns. Alex felt slightly guilty about furthering the competition between the two Princes, but the dwarf was up on his unicorn in a flash and the party got underway.


  As they passed by an area of the mountains where Alex trained his Rangers, he began to notice slight differences in the terrain and decided to point this out to Jenneva. Evidently, the Universes did have differences in geography, even if they were slight.


  The group followed the mountains eastward until they came to the pass that was called Tor Pass in their own Universe. They had passed no one on their journey to this point and Alex felt that once they went through the pass, camping would become dangerous. He called a halt to the party and they set up camp for the night. Alex was astounded at the progress they had made in one day. He could never have covered the same amount of territory on horseback as he had with the unicorns.


  Alex decided that the unicorns would not stand watch at night as they bore the brunt of the physical exercise during the day. Alex and the two Princes took turns at watch. Egam had been decidedly quiet during the trip and during Alex’s watch, he noticed Egam shaking and rolling about as if having a nightmare. Alex woke Egam up and the old magician’s face was drained of color and he was sweating profusely. Egam refused to talk about it and instead of returning to sleep, he wandered over to the edge of the camp and sat quietly.


  In the morning Alex woke Jenneva and took her aside.


  “I’m really worried about Egam,” he stated. “He has been much too quiet and last night he must have been having a terrible nightmare. Something is bothering him. See if you can find out what the problem is.”


  “I know what you mean,” replied Jenneva. “My attempts at conversation with him are strained. He has been acting strangely ever since we entered this Universe. There is nothing I can do short of a Mind Probe and I will not do that unless Egam is in great danger.”


  “But his decisions may be affected,” Alex pleaded. “There are other lives at stake here and he cannot keep his problems to himself.”


  “Leave it be, Alex,” declared Jenneva. “You have been acting as the group’s leader and doing fine. You were supposed to take over if anything happened to Egam. Something has happened to Egam and you have taken over. When Egam finds out what is bothering him, he will let us know. I think the problem is that Egam does not know what is bothering him.”


  “Okay, Jenneva,” conceded Alex, “but keep an eye on him. I feel trouble coming from Egam and keeping the two Princes apart is enough of a problem.”


  Alex woke everyone up and they had a quick breakfast, mounted the unicorns and set out for the pass. Alex and Kaz took the lead at a moderate pace. Tor Pass was also different than the one in Alex’s Universe. It was considerably wider than he remembered. As he was looking at the peaks that lined the pass, he saw a huge shape flying above. He pulled slightly on Kaz’s mane and the party halted. Alex pointed skyward and everyone looked up.


  Soaring overhead of the path they were heading for was a huge reptilian form flying in circles.


  What is that, Kaz?


  That is Gorga, the dragon. The way he is circling would indicate that he is ready to swoop down for food. Gorga is evil and kills elves and unicorns for his food. He is very old and has taken many of my people.


  Are there many of these dragons in your land?


  Only Gorga and Wyka. Wyka is a good dragon. She does not eat elves or unicorns, although she sometimes will steal elves’ animals when she is very hungry.


  Gorga lazily swept down out of the sky to some spot that was out of sight of the group.


  Whatever Gorga is eating must be already dead. When Gorga attacks the living he does not waste time circling, but attacks swiftly.


  Alex started the group moving again and when they exited the pass he saw the remnants of a small village. He headed for the village and dismounted. The village had been very small, probably not more than twenty elves, but Alex could tell from the remaining bodies that Gorga did not kill them. He might be feasting on the bodies, but he doubted that the dragon used arrows to kill his prey.


  Alex walked around the village and stopped by the bodies of a young elf woman and her infant. Both had arrows in their backs and Alex felt his rage boiling. Prince Rigal came over and placed his hand on Alex’s shoulder and Alex pushed the elf’s hand off and twirled to face the elf Prince.


  “I don’t care about your policy of not killing elves,” Alex shouted. “When I catch up with these butchers, they will die! I don’t care if they are your long, lost brothers or not.”


  Prince Rigal stepped back a bit. “Alex, I was coming to tell you the same thing. No one can be allowed to commit such atrocities. In fact, I wanted to ask you if we could change our path to follow them. The trail is not hard to spot. It appears that there are many of them, but they are on foot and should be easy to track.”


  Alex stared into the elf’s eyes and nodded. “First, we must bury the villagers. Gorga will have to turn elsewhere for his next meal.”


  Quickly, the villagers were gathered and buried. The party mounted the unicorns and set out to track the killers. The unicorns set a furious pace and within an hour they had found their prey. They halted on a hillside and looked at the battle in the valley below. About fifty dark elves were attacking another village. This village was larger and had around a hundred people, but it was a farming community and didn’t appear to be defending itself very well.


  Alex hastily came up with a plan of attack. Jenneva would veer out to the west and Egam to the east. The magicians would attack the two flanks while the two Princes and Alex would charge through the middle, turn around and charge back through the line. Alex hoped only that the villagers they had come to help wouldn’t kill them.


  At Alex’s signal they charged, screaming loudly. The attacking dark elves thought, at first, that some of their companions were coming to help because of the unicorns, but when Alex started swinging his sword and dark elves started dying, confusion took hold of the attackers. Alex killed six elves on his first pass through. The Dielderal elves did not expect Alex to turn and charge again and his second pass was just as successful.


  When Alex turned again he could see that they were ready for him this time. He also saw the two magicians hurling fireballs from the sidelines.


  “Just before we reach their lines this time, jog to the right and take out the enemy alongside of the one that you were charging. When we get through, we dismount and fight on foot. The unicorns will be able to double our numbers.”


  They charged as directed and once again the killers were surprised. By the time they dismounted, there were only a handful of the dark elves left and they were running for their lives. Alex and the two Princes brought out their bows and fired at the retreating elves. Kaz and the other two unicorns charged after the retreating enemy and struck them down.


  The villagers ran out and surrounded their unexpected saviors. The villagers were unsure of whether the strangers were there to help them or they had arrived to attack the dark elves so that they might have their own way with the villagers. Prince Rigal greeted the villagers and showed the Medallion of Prince Geltim. The villagers were confused and unsure of what the medallion meant, but they gathered that they had nothing to fear from the strange party.


  The villager leader asked the strangers to his house while the village men gathered the bodies of the slain. Alex demanded that Prince Rigal get assurances that the unicorns would be treated with respect before he agreed to the meeting. The village leader looked curiously at the unicorns and after some discussion agreed to hold the meeting outside so that the unicorns could attend.


  Prince Rigal explained the purpose of their journey and their capture by the dark elves and the discovery of the destroyed village. The village leader did not know what to make of their discussion regarding other Universes and he had little knowledge of who Prince Geltim was. He was deeply saddened about the destroyed village. He explained that the fair elves avoided the unicorns because they were thought to be in league with the dark elves. He was quite surprised to learn that was not the case.


  The villager leader was very thankful for their rescue, but he was clearly uncomfortable in the presence of a dwarf, a dark elf, unicorns, humans, and most of all, magicians. The other villagers were quite curious about this strange assortment of beings that they had never seen before, but they were also afraid enough to maintain a very healthy distance from the group.


  “Why are the elves fighting each other,” Alex asked.


  “It has been this way for many years,” answered the village leader. “Long ago, the elves were attacked by dwarves and the King sent his son, the Prince, to drive them off. The Prince was never heard of again, so the King ordered each village to train a group of men as village protectors. Prince Gordana was put in charge of all of these village units. Several years later, the dwarves came again and Prince Gordana gathered all of the village protectors and chased them over the mountains and battled fiercely with them, killing many evil dwarves.”


  Prince Tergota clenched his fists and gritted his teeth. It bothered him deeply to sit and listen to this portrayal of dwarves being evil.


  The village leader continued. “They stayed north of the Sithiarimer for many years trying to track down and kill all of the dwarves. The King ordered Prince Gordana to return home, but the Prince refused to leave as long as a dwarf existed. King Elisar threatened his son with banishment if he did not return. Eventually, King Elisar died and his son, Prince Alderon, assumed the throne. Prince Gordana still refused to return, but claimed the throne for himself. Soon, the two Princes clashed over the leadership and Elderal was split into two nations, Elderal and Dielderal. The fighting has continued to this very day.”


  “The first son of King Elisar, and brother to Prince Gordana and Prince Alderon, was Prince Geltim,” declared Prince Rigal. “This is his medallion. The dwarves did not kill Prince Geltim or his followers. The elves moved somehow to a different Universe and set up a new nation. I am his descendant and bearer of the Medallion.”


  The village leader was shocked as Prince Rigal’s statement struck him. He leaned forward and examined the medallion with shaking hands.


  “And I am the descendant of the dwarves that Prince Geltim chased,” declared Prince Tergota. “I am from King Arak, son of King Frakis of Lanto, whose journey through your lands was meant for peace, not conquest. We, too, ended up in this new Universe thinking that Lanto had been destroyed by the elves.”


  The village leader looked at one of the young warrior elves that had been sitting off to one side of the meeting and the elf rose and left the meeting. The village leader ordered refreshments for everyone and extended an offer to the group to spend the night in his village. The meeting continued late into the evening and Alex began to get a clearer picture of how the events that Jenneva mentioned had unfolded in Elderal.


  Egam had another fitful night, tossing and turning and calling out names. At one point during the night Jenneva woke Egam and tried to find out what was bothering him. He was shivering and sweating and didn’t seem to realize where he was.


  “Egam,” asked Jenneva, “what is bothering you? Are you sick?”


  “I do not quite understand what is happening, Jenneva,” he answered. “I see visions of things that I have never seen in my lifetime. Creatures calling out to me in hate and fury. I sense a great danger coming, Jenneva, but I cannot identify it.”


  “Is it this Alutar?” queried Jenneva.


  “Yes,” replied Egam. “He knows my name and has some score to settle, yet I know him not. He is the embodiment of evil, a destroyer of all life. And he wants me. He pursues me and I know that I must find and destroy him before he finds me. Yet I know that I cannot destroy him.”


  “Go back to sleep, Egam,” soothed Jenneva. “He will not harm you here. Tomorrow we will ask questions about this Alutar and who he might be.”


  In the morning the village leader welcomed the visitors to a large breakfast and Egam was missing. Alex went to look for him and returned shortly.


  “Egam has left us to travel on his own,” Alex stated.


  “What do you mean?” asked Jenneva.


  “Kaz says that Egam and his unicorn left during the night,” answered Alex. “Just before dawn, his unicorn returned with the message that we should not follow Egam. Egam said that our paths lie along different roads and we should continue with our mission.”


  “Perhaps the dwarf should have accompanied him,” stated the village leader. “It would make claiming your throne much easier if you didn’t bring a dwarf into Elderal.”


  Prince Rigal jumped to his feet, dark fury in his eyes, and with clenched jaw berated the village leader. “Do you mean Prince Tergota when you say ‘the dwarf’? The dwarf that risked his life to save your elf village from other elves? It grieves me to see brother killing brother, but it bothers me even more when we turn against our friends because we fear what someone may think of them. I fear that we may have overextended our welcome here and it is time to leave.”


  Prince Rigal turned and stormed off in the direction of the unicorns. Alex followed quickly.


  “Prince Rigal,” commented Alex, “I think the young warrior that left the meeting last night may have been sent ahead as a messenger. I did not see this as a problem before, but now that I see the village leader thinks you are here to claim the throne, we may be facing troubles on the rest of the trip. I imagine there are those in power that would try to stop you from reaching the city of Elderal.”


  “Yes,” admitted Prince Rigal, “especially if I am seen as one of the Dielderal and riding a unicorn through the countryside. We must be away swiftly.”


  Alex signaled the others to get ready to leave. “At least with the unicorns we will be able to overtake the messenger,” he added.


  “Don’t be too sure, Alex,” retorted Prince Rigal. “The elf runners are fast on their feet and they will hand off the message to others. The message will continue its journey day and night, while we will have to rest along the way.”


  The party mounted their unicorns and set out for the city of Elderal with great haste.


  Chapter 6


  Cordonia


  Dalgar was finding it easier than he had imagined getting recruits for the Black Devils. His stories of having been in Mordac’s Inner Circle and having spoken personally to Sarac guaranteed him large audiences. Of course, the fact that most of the Black Devils from Cordonia had not arrived in time to be destroyed by the Rangers also helped.


  The gold he was spreading around also made it fairly easy to build the Servants of Sarac. Cordonia was a country devoid of many of the traditions held by the rest of the countries on the continent. Here people were encouraged to try new professions rather than follow in their father’s trade. As a result, there were many people engaged in professions that they did not really have the training for. Dalgar preached that Sarac would chose a candidate for the Presidency who would best serve the Cordonian people and that the chosen candidate would make all Cordonians rich beyond measure.


  He chose selected recruits to receive good fortune as examples to the potential followers. He found a shoemaker who was barely surviving and convinced him to join the Servants of Sarac. After he had convinced the man, he had each of his Black Devils go to the shop and buy a pair of shoes. The man had more business than he could ever hope to have and all of his friends and neighbors signed up to join the Servants of Sarac.


  Dalgar traveled around the country similarly convincing hundreds of individual merchants who, in turn, brought in thousands of followers. Occasionally, he would hear of disgruntled people who were impatient for their success after joining the party and he would bestow some small measure of prosperity on them to keep things rolling. Twice he had to return for more gold, but Sarac seemed quite pleased with Dalgar’s performance and gave the gold freely. Dalgar also managed to squirrel away enough gold to make himself rich regardless of which way the election went.


  Dalgar’s organizational skills were fairly good and he arranged a structure of regions. Each region had a leader who would take care of the organization for several towns and cities. The region would have a delegate to the Council, which Dalgar chaired. Dalgar taught the regional delegates how to hold disruptive demonstrations and instructed the delegates to organize protests against President Suarez, who was the leading contender for the Presidency.


  Two other candidates were running for the Presidency besides Suarez and Mitchel. Max Alvira and Jorge Rivera were moderate candidates for the office and had a fairly decent following. Dalgar organized the protests against only Suarez. He also started rumors that President Suarez was in negotiations with Targa to cancel all claims to the Disputed Area in return for an extremely large increase in his personal wealth.


  Indeed, Dalgar arranged for one of his Black Devils to portray a Targan soldier carrying a diplomatic pouch. The soldier foolishly opened the pouch during one of his overnight stays at an inn in the Kalamaar Province and a mob attacked him. He managed to escape with only his life. The Cordonian who volunteered to deliver the pouch (laden with gold and a personal note from King Byron to President Suarez) was later found dead without the pouch. Everyone assumed that a bandit had intercepted the messenger.


  Seeing the chance for political gain, candidates Alvira and Rivera publicly attacked President Suarez for his underhanded dealings. Candidate Mitchel remained aloof from the controversy and continued his normal campaigning. President Suarez, seeing his political fortunes disappearing, called on General Fernandez.


  “Ah, General,” greeted President Suarez, “thank you for coming. Have you conducted an investigation of the incident in Kalamaar yet?”


  “Yes, President, I have,” answered the head of the Cordonian Intelligence Division. “The reports of the number of people who saw the gold and the note that the Targan was carrying indicate that the contents of the pouch are without question.”


  “Have you sent an Investigator to Targa to ask King Byron what the pouch was intended for?” the President demanded.


  “I have, President,” the General replied. “The Investigator will not return for some time, though. President Suarez, I have worked under your command for several years and I find this incident disturbing. I do not like to think that you had anything to do with something this underhanded, but all of the evidence that I have come up with so far indicates that the pouch was genuine and intended as some sort of monetary payment to you from the Targans. Is there any possibility that King Byron would have intentionally sent the pouch as a way to influence the elections?”


  “I don’t see why,” conceded the President. “Relations with Targa are fairly good right now. King Austin tried to start a war with us, but we all know what that was about. Since King Austin was revealed as a phony, there have been no further problems. Plus, King Byron seems to be quite a mellow individual. You may remember that I presided over his son’s wedding. You met him, I’m sure. Of course, he was known as Duke Whitley at that time.”


  “Yes,” stated the General, “I remember him well. My sources agree with your description of King Byron’s temperament, but either he is trying to ruin you or someone invested a great deal of money to make you look rather bad.”


  “Exactly,” agreed the President, “and you have to find out who that someone is. I see that both Alvira and Rivera have jumped at the chance to make people believe this lie. One of them must be behind it.”


  “That is a possibility, President Suarez,” General Fernandez declared. “You must, however, understand that I do not work for your Presidential campaign and my investigation has to be impartial. I have men checking on both of their campaigns as well as your own. While I personally cannot fathom you being under the control of Targa, my office has no choice but to investigate your campaign thoroughly.”


  “I understand completely,” the President said, “but I also do not expect your office to be adding to the deception. The timing of this incident was obviously arranged so that you would be unable to verify the facts with Targa in time for the election. If you do not find the culprit soon, Cordonia is going to have a vile man as its next leader.”


  The General knew that the controversy over the Disputed Area was enough to depose President Suarez. Cordonians have long desired a seaport on the Sordoan Sea and giving up all claims to the Disputed Area would forever dash those hopes.


  



  Candidate Mitchel made sure he wasn’t being followed and slipped into the woods at the agreed upon spot. Dalgar was already waiting for him.


  “I take it that the Kalamaar incident was your doing, Dalgar?” Mitchel asked.


  “Good evening to you, as well,” retorted Dalgar. “Of course it was my doing. President Suarez doesn’t have the intelligence to fatten his pockets and King Byron doesn’t have that kind of money to throw around.”


  “Don’t become too infatuated with yourself,” chided Mitchel. “We are both here to serve Sarac, not ourselves.”


  “True,” conceded Dalgar, “but I seem to be handling my part without problems. Even with the Kalamaar incident, you appear to be in last place. It now looks like no one will gain enough votes to guarantee election. Suarez has dropped even with Alvira and Rivera.”


  “I know,” stated Mitchel. “Even if we got rid of Alvira and Rivera, I would have trouble beating Suarez.”


  “Don’t worry, Mitchel,” bragged Dalgar. “I have plans for those two that will guarantee that you are the next President of Cordonia. All you will have to do is not make any mistakes. We can’t get near Suarez as long as he is President, but the other two will be easy. You do need to develop a message, though. I want you to immediately adopt every position that Alvira has, except for his criticism of Suarez. In fact, do not criticize any of the candidates. You have to be the candidate who gets along with everyone.”


  “Why do you want me to imitate Alvira?” Mitchel asked.


  “Your standing with the Black Devils and Servants of Sarac is assured,” answered Dalgar. “We now have to capture the more moderate portion of voters. Your message has to move toward the moderate position held by Alvira. After Alvira drops out of the race, change your position again to match Rivera’s statements. You must be particularly careful after Alvira drops out. General Fernandez has been poking around his campaign as well as Rivera’s. Obviously, Fernandez doesn’t consider you enough of a threat to bother investigating you.”


  “Why is he investigating the other candidates?” the candidate asked.


  “Because he has worked for Suarez for a long time,” Dalgar replied. “He may well be the only person in Cordonia who doesn’t believe that Suarez would sell the Disputed Area. He’s checking to find out whether Alvira or Rivera was behind it. After Alvira drops out, Fernandez will start investigating you. Trust me.”


  “You have been right so far,” conceded Mitchel. “I will heed your advice.”


  “It will probably not be safe for us to meet again until after the elections,” declared Dalgar. “If there is something important you need to talk to me about, have dinner at the inn by the docks. My man will see you and I will get in touch with you. Go now and I’ll watch for anyone following you.”


  Dalgar made sure that no one was aware of the meeting and then took the long way back to town. His men had been trailing Alvira and Rivera for weeks, so Dalgar knew within a couple of hours when Alvira would be returning home. Alvira was first on Dalgar’s list because the man lived alone. Dalgar had about two hours before the tavern where Alvira always had dinner started to get crowded. He knew once the crowds got too thick, Alvira would retire home.


  Dalgar slithered through the bushes and crept to the rear of Alvira’s house. He tried the rear door and found if locked. He did not want to leave any marks of forced entry, so he started checking the windows. All of the windows were shuttered, but one on the side of the house had been left unsecured. Dalgar checked his surroundings before he hoisted himself up and through the window.


  It was now quite dark, so the Black Devil had to feel his way around. He had not been able to get a layout of the house beforehand, so he checked each room. Dalgar found the bedroom and slid under the bed and closed his eyes.


  Three hours later, he heard the front door close. Dalgar pressed his ear against the floor and listened intently. He detected only one set of feet walking and relaxed. He still had several hours to wait. Alvira came into the room with a candle and set it down on a table. He pulled a chair up and sat down, dumping a pile of papers on the table. Dalgar quietly inched his body further into the darkness on the far side of the bed.


  Alvira sat for several hours reading the papers and practicing a speech out loud. Dalgar found himself getting irritated listening to the same speech over and over. Finally, the candidate readied himself for bed and blew out the candle. Dalgar waited another two hours while Alvira snored.


  Dalgar slowly slid out from under the bed. He stood watching the sleeping candidate, wondering if he could smother him without the man waking up. Dalgar did not want any sounds of fighting to arouse the neighbors. Finally, he made up his mind and tossed a Freeze Ball at the sleeping form. He casually walked over and took the man’s pillow and smothered him with it. Satisfied that Alvira was dead, Dalgar lit a candle and went in search of a trunk.


  The only trunk Dalgar found was smaller than what he wanted. Dalgar dumped the body into the trunk and fought with the lid. Eventually, Dalgar had to break a few of Alvira’s bones to get the body stuffed in the trunk. He dragged the trunk to the front door and returned to the bedroom. He straightened up the bed and cast a Reflecting Pool spell to give him Alvira’s image. He blew out the candle and returned to the front door. Opening the door, he dragged the trunk outside and closed the door. Within a half hour, he had arranged to have the chest picked up and shipped to a couple of his Black Devils who would dispose of it. He returned to his new home and went to bed.


  Dalgar played Alvira for close to a week. The speech he gave the first day was the one that Alvira had irritated him with the night before. Dalgar found that he had memorized it from listening to Alvira’s practice. Dalgar knew Alvira’s schedule, but he was not aware of what happened in each of the meetings. Still, he was able to fake it well enough. Several times campaign workers or advisors asked him if he was feeling well. Each time Dalgar knew that he had acted out of character and pleaded weariness from the long campaign. No one argued over the explanation.


  Over the course of the week, Dalgar escalated his attacks on Suarez. Towards the end of the week, he started complimenting Mitchel for his rational views, which of course, were Alvira’s views. At the end of the week Dalgar called a meeting of all of his advisors and informed them that he was withdrawing from the race. He explained that with four candidates, Suarez would win because the other three would split the rest of the vote. He told them that he planned to endorse the candidate whose views most closely reflected his own and asked everyone to rally behind Mitchel. He asked them to not only support Mitchel, but to actively work to see Mitchel elected.


  There was a howl of protest from the loyal workers, but in the end they all agreed that beating Suarez was the most important task before them. Dalgar thanked them for their efforts and announced that he was immediately going on vacation to relieve the stress of campaigning. No one ever saw Alvira again.


  There were two weeks left until the elections and Mitchel started adopting Rivera’s views on everything. He was getting a lot of support from Alvira’s people and Fernandez was, indeed, checking up on him as Dalgar had said he would. Dalgar meanwhile was trying to figure out how to get to Rivera. The man was married and had three children and someone was around him all of the time.


  Dalgar did not have much time to make his next move. If Rivera wasn’t out of the race soon, there would not be enough time for word of his leaving to reach the voters across the country. Dalgar had planned to replace Rivera with himself as he had Alvira, but he couldn’t wait for an appropriate time when Rivera was isolated. Finally, in desperation, Dalgar walked up to the door of Rivera’s house and knocked. One of Rivera’s aides answered.


  “What can I do for you?” the aide asked.


  “I am from candidate Mitchel and I would like a word with Rivera,” Dalgar stated.


  The aide escorted Dalgar into the candidate’s study and closed the door behind them. The aide offered Dalgar a chair and then stood in the corner and waited for the meeting to be over. Rivera greeted Dalgar and asked what the meeting was about.


  “Well,” sighed Dalgar, “I was hoping to discuss this in private.”


  “We are as private as we are going to get,” remarked Rivera. “What does the good candidate, Mitchel, want of me?”


  Dalgar shrugged and continued. “Mitchel feels that with both you and him in the race, Suarez is certain to win reelection.”


  “That is quite possibly true,” verified Rivera. “Is Mitchel proposing to step out of the race and throw his support behind me? It is an arrangement I would be rather pleased with.”


  “I’m sure you would,” answered Dalgar. “Actually, he just wants to meet with you to discuss the possibilities. Whether he steps out of the race or you do, I think, is a matter of negotiation, but obviously one you must consider it if Suarez is to be beaten.”


  “As I said,” reiterated Rivera, “if Mitchel is willing to step down, I will accept the support of his followers. Otherwise, I’m afraid that there isn’t anything to discuss.”


  “Do you mean that you would let Suarez win?” queried Dalgar.


  “Why not?” retorted Rivera. “I had this Mitchel checked out. Basically, he has no history. He left Cordonia close to ten years ago for who knows where? He didn’t even vote in the last election and now he shows up and wants to be President of Cordonia. Why should I think that he is any better than Suarez?”


  “Well, you know what Suarez is,” stated Dalgar. “How could you let a crook like that hold office?”


  “I know no such thing,” clarified Rivera. “Just because I take political advantage over another candidate’s misfortune, doesn’t mean that I really think he is guilty of such a foul deed. Sure, I’ll bash him in speeches and hope everyone in the world believes that he is on the take but, frankly, I rather doubt that he is. He has had every opportunity to sell the Disputed Area throughout his term and now, just weeks before the election, he gets caught doing it. Very improbable if you ask me.”


  Dalgar was deflated. It was clear that Rivera would not swing his support to Mitchel. Dalgar doubted that the man could be safely bought and he hadn’t swallowed Suarez’s involvement in the Kalamaar incident. He couldn’t get close enough to kill him without throwing suspicion on Mitchel. Dalgar was quickly running out of options.


  “Would you feel the same if you were absolutely sure that Suarez was guilty?” offered Dalgar.


  Rivera looked quizzically at Dalgar as if trying to figure out where he was heading. “First off, I doubt very much that he could convince me that Suarez is guilty. Second, if he possesses such knowledge, it should be made public immediately. Then the race would boil down to me and Mitchel and I feel confident that I would beat him. People know that I have a long history of involvement in Cordonian politics, while Mitchel has none, which is probably why he is copying all of my viewpoints.”


  Dalgar smiled confidently. “Mitchel is not a mudslinger. He has the information on Suarez, but refuses to release it. He does not want Suarez to end his career in disgrace, but he does want him to end it. Perhaps Mitchel does know that you would beat him if you were the only two in the race, I don’t know. I do know that Cordonia deserves better management than Suarez.”


  Rivera pondered this new information. It was certainly true that Mitchel had not said a disparaging remark about any of the candidates. Perhaps he would even let Suarez win rather than make the information public. Rivera knew he was running third in this contest and only the withdrawal of one of the other candidates was going to save him. If only Alvira had thrown his support to Rivera instead of Mitchel. It made Rivera wonder why Alvira had done that.


  “How did Mitchel gain Alvira’s support?” he asked.


  “Probably by being honest and caring for the people,” suggested Dalgar. “I am not really sure. I know the two of them never met. We do have some of Alvira’s people working on Mitchel’s campaign. I suppose we could ask them.”


  “Look,” demanded Rivera, “my time is quite critical this close to the election and I don’t have much more of it to spare. Why don’t you get this information on Suarez, if you have it, and let me examine it. Then we can talk more if I’m convinced that it is genuine.”


  Dalgar shrugged. “I’m afraid that I can not do that. Mitchel has the information and no one but him has seen it. He won’t even show it to his aides. He is afraid that one of them will go public with the information and cause Suarez out of Office in disgrace.”


  “And what makes him think that I would not do the same?” asked Rivera.


  “Because he believes you to be an honest man,” stated Dalgar. “He will not let you look at it until you promise him that you won’t disclose it.”


  Rivera stifled his laugh. Nobody that naïve should be allowed to enter politics, he thought. “All right,” conceded Rivera, “tell Mitchel that I will be there in fifteen minutes, but I only have a few minutes to spare so he shouldn’t expect a long conversation.”


  Dalgar nodded and hurried out of the building. He ran quickly towards Mitchel’s house and slowed down when he got close. Dalgar spotted Fernandez’s men and needed to avoid being seen going in or somehow arrange to come out twice. He hid behind a tree and concentrated on the wagon across the street. After just a few minutes the wagon started rolling slowly down the street, picking up speed as it went. Dalgar stopped his concentration and watched. The wagon passed within three feet of one of the men and the man shouted to his partner. Both men took after the runaway wagon and Dalgar sprinted to the side window and hoisted himself inside. Quickly, he moved to Mitchel’s study and told the candidate his plan.


  Mitchel agreed and Dalgar hid in a small closet with the door just barely opened. Several minutes later, Rivera and his aide arrived. They were shown to Mitchel’s study and Mitchel greeted them.


  “One of your aides discussed the fact that you have some very important information regarding President Suarez,” Rivera opened. “I would like to see this information.”


  Certainly,” agreed Mitchel. “If you will give me your word that you will not use the information publicly to disgrace President Suarez.”


  “Of course,” offered Rivera, “I would not want to cause the people of Cordonia the stress of disappointment in their elected officials.”


  “Excellent,” smiled Mitchel. “Your aide must wait outside.”


  “Impossible,” balked Rivera, “he is quite trustworthy and I go nowhere without him.”


  “Just the same,” demanded Mitchel, “I do not share your trust in someone I do not know. Besides, you aren’t going anywhere. The information is right here in my desk and he can wait right outside in the hall. I’m afraid that is the only way I will produce the information.”


  “Very well,” conceded Rivera. He waved his aide into the hall and closed the door.


  Mitchel indicated that Rivera could use the desk to review the documents. As soon as Rivera was away from the door, Mitchel hit him with a Freeze Ball. Dalgar slipped out of the closet just as Mitchel finished suffocating Rivera. Together they stuffed Rivera in the closet to dispose of later and Dalgar cast a Reflecting Pool spell to assume Rivera’s identity.


  Mitchel returned to his desk and put a stack of papers upon it. Dalgar, as Rivera, opened the door as if to leave and addressed Mitchel so that the aide could hear it.


  “Mitchel, I must admit, I underestimated you. I can see now why you have acted the way you have. It actually makes me ashamed of my own behavior. I have been very selfish in wanting to be President and hadn’t really considered what was best for Cordonia. I will make an announcement in the morning asking all of my supporters to throw their entire focus into getting you elected. We must at all costs stop Suarez from getting another term. Good day.”


  With that, Dalgar left with Rivera’s aide and returned to the candidate’s house.


  “What did you mean back there?” asked the aide. “You aren’t really quitting the race, are you?”


  “Yes,” replied Rivera, “I must. I cannot explain the reason behind my decision, except to say that getting Mitchel elected will be the most important thing we do in our lifetimes. I am going to need all of the help you can get to make sure that he is elected.”


  The following morning, Rivera gave a rousing speech to his supporters telling them that their duty to Cordonia was to work as hard as they had ever worked to get Mitchel elected to the office of the President of Cordonia.


  Chapter 7


  Dorgun


  Alex led the party through the woods at a fairly good pace. They had been traveling for three days since leaving the elf village near the mountain pass. Several times they ran across bands of elves that had shot at them, but the speed of the unicorns gave the elves far too little time to realize that a potential enemy was coming and the arrows had hit no one. Camping at night was a little trickier. The first night Price Rigal, who was on sentry duty, heard a band of elves approaching and everyone had to hide in the bushes until the band passed. Alex was unsure where the unicorns had gone, but after the elves passed, Kaz and the other four unicorns returned. They camped both nights without the benefit of a fire.


  Prince Rigal could not estimate if they were ahead or behind the elf messengers, but the group decided to stop for the night, anyway. Tomorrow they would reach the City of Elderal and it would make no sense to arrive at night. Prince Rigal picked an area that was well away from the trails and they settled in. Alex and Jenneva sat talking quietly about Egam and where he might have gone. Jenneva was worried for Egam and also a little frightened for herself. While she felt confident in her abilities, Egam had always been available for her to talk to and discuss ideas with.


  Prince Rigal and Prince Tergota were also having a quiet conversation. The dwarf’s actions during the raid that resulted in their capture had impressed the elf Prince. Prince Tergota was pleased with the way Prince Rigal had snapped at the village leader in his defense. At last the visitors to this Universe had melded into a cohesive unit.


  The night passed without incident and in the morning they reached the City of Elderal. Alex told Prince Rigal to lead the procession into the city and to walk in single file. As they entered the city elves came running towards them with weapons drawn. The visitors kept their hands away from their weapons and continued their slow, steady pace even as the first of the elves got within striking range. Fortunately, none of the elves attacked, but they lined up as a corridor which made it impossible to go anywhere except where the corridor intended them to go.


  As they rode into the city, Alex marveled at the size and beauty of the elf city. The trees appeared to be thousands of years old and Alex could see large structures within the boughs. The clearings were laid out in artistic displays of flowers with ponds and walkways crisscrossing them. Alex could also see long bridges connecting the stately trees high above the ground. Along the river were small huts with corner posts but no sides and a winding pathway connecting them. Benches were placed in the small huts and along the river pathway. A long footbridge arched over the river and Alex could see a similar landscape on the other side.


  The elf-lined procession went on for some time and Alex realized that the City of Elderal was much larger than Glendor. As they reached the mouth of the river there was a knoll set back a bit from the river. Alex realized that this knoll was the site of the Royal Palace of Targa in his Universe. In its place stood an ornately carved, low wooden building. At the building the elfin corridor ended.


  At the entrance to the building, Prince Rigal dismounted and walked alongside his unicorn through the archway. The rest of the visitors followed Prince Rigal’s example. They passed through the archway into a large open courtyard, which the wooden structure enclosed. At the far end of the courtyard stood an old wooden throne that had seen centuries of use. Seated on the throne was an elf of indeterminable age with a simple golden ring upon his head.


  Around the perimeter of the courtyard was a ring of elfin archers with arrows notched and bows ready. Five elves ran forward to remove the unicorns and Prince Rigal held up his hand to halt them. The elves stopped and looked to their King for instructions. Prince Rigal bowed low to the elf King and awaited permission to speak.


  The elf King nodded to his assistant and the assistant spoke. “King Galever, King of Elderal and descendant of King Alderon, bids you welcome to Elderal. Who speaks for the foreigners?”


  Prince Rigal did not miss the designation of himself as a foreigner. He now knew that the elf messengers had arrived first, otherwise they would have been welcomed as visitors. “I, Prince Rigal of Glendor, son of King Gondoral, descendant of King Geltim, the son of King Elisar, represent your visitors. May I speak?”


  “You may speak after your mounts are led out of the courtyard,” answered the King.


  Prince Rigal bowed slightly and said, “These creatures are not our mounts. While we had the pleasure of riding them to your fair city, they are an emissary of their own people. May I present the Shamta Kaz of Monoceros, Land of the Unicorns.”


  Kaz performed his best imitation of a bow. Greetings to the great King of Elderal from his neighbors to the north.


  King Galever’s eyes widened. “You have the ability of speech?”


  The court watchers were confused as to whom the King was addressing. No one but the King had received the mental speech of Kaz.


  Yes, King Galever, we are intelligent beings. You do not have to verbalize to communicate with me. You may merely direct your thoughts to me and I will understand.


  King Galever nodded to Kaz and motioned to the waiting elves to leave the unicorns where they were.


  “Prince Rigal,” asked the King, “where is this Glendor that you speak of?”


  “It is in another Universe, Your Highness,” the dark Prince answered. “It is a long tale and will require many hours of telling. I know that you have had messengers telling of our arrival and that these messengers foretold that I am here to claim the Crown of Elderal. I feel that I must be clear to you on this topic. I have not come to Elderal to take your Crown. I told the villagers who I was and from whom I was descended. They took it upon themselves to determine what my motives were in coming here.”


  “Yet you claim to be a direct descendant of Prince Geltim?” queried the King. “Should not one assume that is why you came?”


  “Your Highness,” replied Prince Rigal, “I came because these humans presented a case for your continued existence. In Glendor it is believed that Elderal perished at the hands of the dwarves, much as you in Elderal believe that Prince Geltim’s band perished.”


  “And what of the dwarf?” demanded King Galever.


  “Pardon my rudeness, Your Highness,” pleaded Prince Rigal. “Our dwarf friend is Prince Tergota of Talman. He is descended from the first tribe of dwarves to pass through Elderal. They believe that their entire civilization was destroyed by the elves of Elderal.”


  Prince Tergota bowed to the elf King while murmurs ran through the courtyard in response to Prince Rigal’s introduction. No one’s memory could ever recall a dwarf standing in the City of Elderal being introduced to the King.


  Prince Rigal continued. “The humans are Duke Alexander Tork, a Colonel in the nation of Targa, and his wife, Jenneva. They are both special friends to King Gondoral and Queen Gelfora of Glendor.”


  “Was there not another human in your party?” asked King Galever.


  “There was, Your Highness,” answered Prince Rigal, “but he chose to leave us and travel on his own for reasons we do not understand.”


  King Galever studied the group for a while. He had never seen a dwarf before and wondered why the short, stout beings should be feared. The old tales spoke of their fierceness in battle, but the King did not see anything remarkable about his visitor. The humans were interesting. King Galever, as most elves, he was sure, believed that humans were imaginary mythical beings, the type reserved for stories told to children. Here stood two of the humans, however, and King Galever was forced to reassess his old thoughts of human tales.


  “May I see the Medallion of Prince Geltim?” asked the King.


  Prince Rigal walked forward to the throne and presented the medallion. The King looked at it carefully and sighed. King Galever turned to his assistant and ordered tables and chairs to be brought to the courtyard along with food and drink for the visitors. The King rose from his throne and walked with Prince Rigal to greet the other visitors.


  “We shall dine together this day and this night and as long as it takes to hear your stories,” declared King Galever. “I wish to know of this other Universe, the legends that were spawned concerning the extinction of civilizations, and our neighbors to the north. I welcome you, visitors, as friends of Elderal. Let us feast and talk.”


  King Galever started the conversation with Shamta Kaz. He was astonished to hear that the unicorns were not willing allies to the Dielderal and saddened by Kaz’s tales of elves hunting, killing, and enslaving the unicorns. In the battles with the Dielderal, King Galever’s forces were often at a disadvantage because of the unicorns. The King suggested that they talk later to develop a plan that would ensure the safety of the unicorns.


  Kaz suggested that there might be grounds for discussing an alliance between Elderal and Monoceros. The alliance, he suggested, might turn the tide against the Dielderal and stop their encroachment into both nations.


  Jenneva delivered a long account of her studies and theories of the Universes, Junctions, and disappearances of travelers. The King wondered about the results these strange disappearances had bestowed upon his people. When Jenneva was done the King had elves show the visitors to guest quarters and everyone retired for the night.


  The next morning everyone regrouped for another session with the King, except Kaz’s four fellow unicorns. They had wandered into the city and were giving rides to anyone who wanted one. The children, knowing no shyness, had been first, but soon even the warriors were waiting in line for a ride on the magnificent animals. The unicorns seemed to be having just as much fun as the elves and the City of Elderal was in a very festive atmosphere.


  Prince Tergota started the morning session by telling the accepted history of the dwarves of Talman. He spoke about leaving Lanto and encountering the elves, the discovery of the loss of Lanto, and the foundation of hostilities against the elves because of the Suffering.


  Prince Rigal finished up with the accepted history of Glendor. He spoke of Prince Geltim’s journey tracing the movements of the dwarves and the eventual discovery of humans and the Time of Desolation.


  “I can see now, why you have taken the risk of this journey,” stated King Galever. “So many years of false beliefs and misunderstandings have accumulated. I wonder how these Universes may have had a hand in our own misunderstandings. There are dwarves in this Universe still, Prince Tergota. I should think that you need to talk with them.”


  “Dwarves in this Universe?” exclaimed the dwarf Prince. “Where can they be found?”


  “They live in the Piotarimer,” explained the King, “far south of here. They are the mountains that come before Sorelderal.”


  “That must be the Southern Mountains,” deduced Alex, “but what is Sorelderal?”


  “Well,” began King Galever, “you have been kind enough to share your stories with me, now I will share mine with you. You are correct about our thoughts regarding Prince Geltim’s disappearance. We figured that the dwarves destroyed his band. After that happened, another group of dwarves came from the South. By that time King Elisar had formed warrior groups under his second son, Prince Gordana. Prince Gordana chased the dwarves across the Sithiarimer and hunted them to extinction. I apologize to Prince Tergota for this, for it seems that the dwarves were not seeking conquest, but colonization.”


  Prince Tergota nodded his acceptance of the apology and King Galever continued. “King Elisar ordered his son to return home and the Prince ignored him. In a rage at being ignored, King Elisar named his youngest son, Prince Alderon, heir to the throne. King Elisar died shortly afterward and when Prince Gordana learned what had happened, he tried to seize the throne by force. So many years of fighting the dwarves must have taught the Prince that he could take whatever he wanted. Surely, he did not believe that the elves, under Prince Alderon, would be able to hold off his warriors.”


  King Galever shook his head and sipped some wine. When no one commented he continued his tale. “Prince Gordana was wrong. The elves rallied around their rightful ruler, King Alderon, and our mighty nation was split in two. The war lasted for many years and Prince Gordana named himself King of Dielderal. The war was no longer a dispute between two Princes, but became a conflict between two nations. That war continues to this day.”


  “Will news about Prince Geltim’s fate do anything to ease the conflict between the Dielderal and yourself?” asked Prince Rigal.


  “I do not know,” replied the King. “There is more and then we will return to this question. There was a segment of our population that wanted an end to the war even if it meant breaking the line of succession. The discussion was interrupted by the appearance of more dwarves coming up from the South. Prince Sorel, a grandson of King Alderon, led the group of dissenters to intercept the dwarves. The elves this time, however, did not go to battle the dwarves. They went to turn the dwarves back peacefully so that the Dielderal would not have a new reason to continue the war.”


  “Sounds like there is a Junction in the Southern Mountains that is on a well-used path,” commented Alex.


  “Yes,” continued the King, “It would appear so. Prince Sorel met the dwarves on friendly terms and convinced them that none of their brothers remained alive up north. The dwarves and the elves spent many weeks together and the dwarves told Prince Sorel of a rich land south of the Piotarimer and invited the elves to settle in it. Prince Sorel returned here and announced that the dissenters were going to populate the new land. Most of the warriors shunned the opportunity, but most of the intellectuals accepted. The smartest of the elves relocated and created a new nation, the nation of Sorelderal.”


  “There is a third nation of elves?” puzzled Prince Rigal.


  “Yes,” declared King Galever, “And you must travel there for I believe that they will possess the knowledge of what to do about these Universes. They are also the best suited for determining what effect the news about Prince Geltim will have on the Dielderal. I can supply you with a guide to take you most of the way, but my people have not traveled as far south as Sorelderal in many years.”


  “I have been over those mountains recently,” stated Alex. “I don’t think that we will need a guide, but anything that you could do in terms of safe passage so that we do not get shot at by your people would be very helpful.”


  “I will supply you with a banner of my house,” stated King Galever. “No citizen of Elderal or Sorelderal will harm you under my banner. You will, of course, stop in Dorgun, Land of the Dwarves, on the way. They also will heed my banner. Kaz, will you stay and discuss your problems with me?”


  If it will not offend you, King Galever, I will leave one of my father’s subjects with you for the talks. I wish to travel with these strange beings a while longer. A visit to see the dwarves and Sorelderal sounds intriguing and I wish to witness the conclusion of this strange journey.


  I understand, Kaz. You have been bitten by an adventurous bug. Go in peace and visit us again.


  It would give me great pleasure to visit again, King Galever.


  “Well then,” offered the King, “you will stay and refresh yourselves for several days at least. I like to think that there is no place as fine as Elderal and Elderal is yours for the duration of your stay. Whatever you require for the rest of your journey will be supplied. You have honored me with your visit and I wish to be honored again when you have the chance. I will send runners ahead to tell of your coming.”


  The visitors spent most of the week in the City of Elderal. A strong, friendly bond was built between the unicorns and the fair elves. Alex and Jenneva spent many hours wandering the paths and studying old scrolls. Prince Rigal and Prince Tergota were inseparable and the elves were fascinated with stories and tales from a dwarf’s point of view. Being among the elves as a friend also brought a new appreciation to Prince Tergota and he vowed to help bring closer ties between Talman and Glendor when they returned home.


  In one of the old scrolls, Jenneva found a reference to the demon, Alutar, but her questions on this matter were met with a lack of knowledge on the subject. Jenneva grew restless and worried about Egam and soon Alex ordered the continuance of their journey.


  The fifth unicorn remained behind to talk with King Galever and the party set off southward. All along the route, elves came out to greet the strange visitors and wonder at the sight of unicorns, humans, a dwarf and a lost Prince. The villagers brought supplies along with their curiosity and the party was always offered a village to spend the night in.


  The journey took several weeks and, finally, they watched the Piotarimer rise from the horizon. Every day they got closer until the mountains towered over them. Alex followed the directions he had been given and they arrived at a large cave entrance. Two dwarves were sitting to one side of the entrance talking, undaunted by the approach of visitors until they looked up and noticed the humans. They leapt to their feet and Prince Tergota strode forward to greet them.


  “Greetings!” Prince Tergota exclaimed. “We have come to speak with King Tring of the Land of Dorgun.”


  Prince Tergota drew the Dagger of King Arak from its sheath and the Dorgun dwarves jumped back, their own hands going for their weapons. Prince Tergota looked up in surprise and held the dagger out with his two palms facing upward. “This is the Dagger of King Arak,” he explained. “It will inform the King of the purpose of our visit.”


  The Dorgun dwarves seeing the relaxed attitude of the rest of the visitors slowly moved forward and inspected the dagger. One of them turned and ran into the cave while the other nodded to Prince Tergota.


  “King Tring will be informed shortly,” the Dorgun dwarf said, “We will not have long to wait.”


  The rest of the party dismounted and stretched. Alex and Prince Rigal were careful not to rest their hands near their weapons and risk exciting the stranded dwarf. Alex could hear a great deal of commotion emanating from within the cave and thirty minutes later the dwarf messenger reappeared.


  “King Tring will see you,” the dwarf messenger stated. “Follow me.”


  Prince Tergota took the lead, following the dwarf messenger into the cave. Alex saw with amazement that the cave was loaded with curious dwarves that had been watching them while they waited outside. The stranded dwarf had not been stranded at all. A veritable army awaited in the cave out of sight of the visitors.


  Many of the dwarves fell into line at the end of the procession and the tunnels echoed with the sounds of dwarves singing. The songs were quite lyrical, but were heavy on cadence and Alex found himself marching to the dwarves’ rhythm. Amused, he noticed that the entire party was in step to the beat, except the unicorns. The ceilings on the tunnel were quite low and Alex saw that the unicorns had to walk with their heads held low to avoid contact with the stone.


  The parade wound itself through the stone corridors, sinking lower and lower until Alex wondered if the tunnels had any bottom at all. The lead dwarf never turned around to see if everyone was keeping up with him. He could tell by the sounds of their feet and the volume of the singing at the rear of the column that his pace was adequate. The tunnels seemed to go on forever with corridors running off to either side or both sides every so often. Sometimes they turned off of what had felt like the main corridor into one of these side tunnels and soon it felt like it was the main tunnel, then they would turn again.


  They passed through some circular chambers and Jenneva giggled, recalling her first visit to Egam’s hideaway. She realized the others probably had the feeling of hopelessness that she had felt back then.


  Eventually, they came to a very large chamber and Jenneva likened it to King Tugar’s chamber. She was correct in that feeling, as they had just entered the chamber of King Tring, King of Dorgun.


  The chamber was much larger than King Tugar’s chamber and certainly more elegant. The walls were covered with colorful paintings depicting dwarves at work in varying professions. There were paintings of excavators, miners, armorers, magicians, merchants, warriors, silversmiths, artists, and even farmers. There was also one section of the wall that was devoted to elves, with paintings of elves in a favorable light and some paintings with both dwarves and elves.


  There were also many items hanging on the walls including suits of armor, shields, swords, axes, serving trays, helmets, daggers, and picks. Some of the items appeared to be solid gold and others looked like silver. There were also torches at regular intervals and several other tunnels leading out of the chamber.


  In the center of the chamber was a large circular arrangement of tiered benches that went three quarters around and three tiers high. The fourth quarter was open and had a small platform with two gold thrones upon it. The whole arrangement gave the appearance of presenting the two thrones as if they were on a stage and the tiers of stone benches were the seats for the audience.


  The thrones were empty and the dwarf messenger addressed the group.


  “Please, make yourself comfortable. The King and Queen will be here shortly.” He indicated that the visitors should take a seat on the circular benches and dwarves came into the chamber carrying refreshments and pillows for those who felt that the stone benches provided too little comfort.


  There were, of course, no seats to accommodate the unicorns, but Kaz and his followers did not seem to take any offense. In fact, Kaz was gazing at the wall paintings and seemed to be quite intrigued with the art form.


  Alex heard a great commotion coming from one of the tunnels and the dwarf messenger indicated that the party should stand until the King and Queen were seated.


  Chapter 8


  Tower of Peace


  King Tring and Queen Trana of Dorgun swept into the circular chamber, flowing crimson robes with gold borders trailing behind. King Tring was taller than most dwarves and his intricately carved gold crown with large rubies adorning each upswept pinnacle made him appear even taller. Even though Queen Trana’s crown was a simple golden circlet with a single red ruby in the front, she still towered over the King. The royal couple marched into the chamber and the assembled visitors appeared to go unnoticed until the King and Queen were seated.


  “King Tring, Ruler of Dorgun, and Queen Trana bid welcome to their visitors,” heralded the dwarf messenger.


  King Tring raised a jewel-studded hand and indicated that the visitors may be seated. Prince Tergota, instead of sitting, walked forward to the center of the amphitheater and bowed to the King.


  “King Tring, Queen Trana, I, Prince Tergota, descended from the line of King Arak and King Frakis, bring greetings from King Tugar of Talman,” he declared while holding forth the Dagger of King Arak upon two upraised palms.


  King Tring nodded and the dwarf messenger gently lifted the dagger from Prince Tergota’s hands and presented it to the King. The King studied the dagger and returned it to the messenger.


  “Rise, Prince Tergota of Talman,” spoke the King. “Rise and introduce your fellow travelers.”


  Prince Tergota rose and introduced the members of the party as each came forward and bowed to King Tring. Throughout the day and into the next, the visitors related the tales of their travels and the theory of Universes. King Tring did not seem as surprised about the existence of other Universes as the elves had been. Prince Tergota also noticed that Price Rigal was treated as a visiting dignitary with none of the usual hostilities frequently present between the two races. The dwarf Prince felt a need to question these aberrations.


  “King Tring,” Prince Tergota began, “I am pleased that you have treated Prince Rigal with proper respect, but I must admit that it puzzles me. Have you not had troubles with the elves?”


  The dwarf King scowled at Prince Tergota’s question, but after a few moments he smiled. “No, Prince Tergota, we do not have any problems with our relationship with the elves. King Solva of Sorelderal is a close friend and our peoples trade freely with one another. We understand that the Dielderal have an unusual hatred for dwarves, but they have never come as far south as Dorgun and we have no need to travel that far north. Prince Rigal is as welcome in Dorgun as any of your party.”


  “You do not appear to be surprised at our description of Universes and Junctions,” continued Prince Tergota. “Is this a theory that is known to your people?”


  “We know the theory of Universes,” declared King Tring, “but travel between Universes is forbidden.”


  “Forbidden?” exclaimed Prince Tergota. “Do you not desire to visit Lanto and walk in the lands of your ancestors? I know that I certainly do.”


  “It is forbidden!” shouted King Tring leaping to his feet, his face distorted by rage. Queen Trana reached out her hand, gently consoling the dwarf King. Alex watched the dwarf King start to regain his calm stability. The shaking of the King’s limbs moderated and his face ceased twitching. Alex realized that there was more than anger in the King’s words, MARGIN-LEFT: 0.5in there was fear. Alex moved next to Prince Tergota and laid a hand on his shoulder.


  “Your Highness,” Alex began, “please accept our apologies for speaking of things that we do not know enough of. We have no desire to violate your laws or to cause strife in your home. If we have overstepped the bounds of your hospitality, we apologize. Your welcome to us has been most gracious.”


  King Tring composed himself and sat back down. “No, my friends, it is I who must apologize. I fear that you know little of traveling between Universes and the dangers inherent in that travel. It is time for you to journey on to Sorelderal to speak with King Solva. Queen Trana and I will accompany you on the trip.”


  The King issued orders and dwarves started scurrying around preparing for the journey. The King and Queen sat in a two-wheeled cart beautifully decorated in crimson with a gold fringe around the three open sides. Two sturdy-looking dwarves drew the cart and the procession was led through the tunnels by a band of torch-bearing dwarves.


  About fifteen minutes later, the procession burst into the brilliant sunlight on the south side of the mountains. Six dwarves continued to lead the parade carrying a banner with gold picks crossed on a field of bright crimson with a golden border. Prince Rigal hoisted the banner of Elderal and the colorful entourage wound down the mountain path toward the lush forest below.


  From their vantage point on the mountainside, Alex could clearly see large towers and tops of buildings protruding out of the forest canopy below. The parade traveled down the mountainside and into the dense forest. The trail leading to Sorelderal was wide enough for wagons to proceed side-by-side if they wished and was better maintained than most Targan roads. Alex reflected on the close relations between Dorgun and Sorelderal as they passed dwarves and elves together on the forest road. Trading wagons were using the trail in each direction and most appeared to know each other.


  The road was fairly straight and the distance to Sorelderal was not very far. Soon the forest opened into a massive clearing dotted with large stone buildings. As in Elderal, Sorelderal was planned to include nature as an essential part of the city, with parks, flower gardens, winding paths and pools carefully placed throughout the clearing and the surrounding woods. Unlike Elderal, stone buildings were abundant. The parks were dotted with fountains containing exquisite metal sculptures.


  Alex gazed left and right as they rode into Sorelderal and inhaled deeply. The fragrance of honey mixed delightfully with a thousand floral scents mingled with the appetizing smell of roasting meats and rich spices. The quiet roar of a nearby stream competed with the serenity of a thousand bird voices and musical elf talk. Groups of elves could be heard singing in the parks as they passed. The dress of the elves was unlike anything Alex had ever seen. Where in Glendor or Elderal the elves normally confined themselves to the colors of the forest, Sorelderal was ablaze with every color of the rainbow. The men and women of Sorelderal were dressed more gaily than any people he had ever seen. The well laid out paths were spotless and the populace appeared to move along at a leisurely pace.


  Sorelderal was larger than any Targan city and the trip through the city actually took longer than the trip through the forest from Dorgun. King Tring halted the procession at an enormous round tower whose base was larger around than Targa’s Royal Palace. Alex gazed skyward and could not see the top of the smooth white tower.


  King Tring helped Queen Trana out of the cart and the party gathered around them.


  “This is the Tower of Peace,” declared King Tring. “The tower stands at the center of the city and was built by elves and dwarves together. King Solva awaits us at the top, eager to show you the view of Sorelderal.”


  The dwarf King led the procession into the Tower of Peace and down a straight pathway that led to the center. The tower had corridors running off of the main pathway that appeared to be ever-smaller rings encircling the inner chamber of the tower. After a few minutes of walking they came to the large, round inner chamber. The room reminded Alex of a large wheel lying on its side with a hub that you could walk entirely around in the center. Surrounding the hub was a spiral pathway that led up towards the top of the tower. The pathway was wide enough to accommodate two sets of mining tracks climbing up into the tower with plenty of walking room between them. The tracks started in the large round chamber and there was an elegant wagon sitting at the end of one of the sets of tracks. The wagon was richly upholstered and had a seating capacity of twenty.


  A pair of elves welcomed them to the Tower of Peace and showed each member of the party to a seat in the wagon. The elves scrutinized each member as they escorted them to the seats. When everyone was seated one of the elves walked over to a pipe, which seemed to disappear up into the tower and struck it several times with a silver hammer. He belatedly added one additional stroke to his hammering and smiled. He indicated that the unicorns would be able to safely walk up the pathway and wished them a safe journey.


  In just a moment the wagon started sliding up the set of rails, climbing into the tower. The momentum of the wagon increased until they were moving slightly faster than a person would walk. The unicorns had no trouble keeping up with the smoothly climbing wagon. The center hub had little windows occasionally visible from the wagon and Alex could see a cable moving inside the hub. Alex leaned out of the wagon and peered at the track in front of them. In the center of the track he could see a similar cable threaded through a series of smooth metal loops. Looking behind the wagon, Alex could not see any cable and wondered.


  He leaped out of the coach to the walkway that Kaz and the unicorns were using and inspected the track. The metal loops that were in the center of the track were not completely closed. The wagon immediately picked up speed and Alex ran past it to get a look at the cable in front of it. The cable was fastened to the wagon by a metal loop that extended down below the floor level of the wagon. Smiling, Alex slowed to regain his seat on the coach. As Alex regained his seat the wagon bucked and slowed almost to a stop. Alex sheepishly avoided the glares of his companions and, thankfully, the coach began picking up speed again until it was proceeding at the same pace it had been before Alex got adventurous.


  Movement in the windows of the hub caught Alex’s attention and he looked over quick enough to see a platform with huge rings of stone going down the center of the hub. Alex was impressed. The elves were using an extremely large adaptation of counterbalance to move the wagon up the tracks. The elf’s hammering was meant to tell those at the top how much weight to put on the platform.


  The coach came slowly to a stop at the top of the tower and Alex gazed up at the circular ceiling, which was painted in a mural depicting elves and dwarves working together to build the tower. The whole top floor of the tower was devoted to viewing the surrounding lands. Tall, slender stone columns supported the roof and the wide openings between the pillars presented a panoramic view of Sorelderal in any direction. Alex noticed the lack of a hub on this floor and looked at the wagon to see the cable disappearing through a slot in the floor. There was another coach here waiting to be sent down.


  King Tring and Queen Trana led the group over to King Solva and Queen Alysa and performed the ritual introductions.


  “I hope you are not offended by the informality of this greeting,” began King Solva, “but I presumed that this setting at the top of the Tower of Peace would be appropriate for a group so foreign to Sorelderal. Let us take a few moments to view the beauty of Sorelderal and then we shall become better acquainted.”


  Alex and Jenneva began a slow walk around the circumference of the viewing platform. Alex felt as if he was on top of a mountain peak as the forest spread itself below him. The lush canopy spread for miles in every direction. The coastline was visible in the distance undulating alongside the deep blue waters of what would be the Sordoan Sea back home. He gazed at a river running out of the mountains, through the great forest, and across the plains to the horizon. Looking down, the buildings of Sorelderal were tiny and the people swarming between them mere dots.


  Alex thought that in time of war the enemy’s every move could be observed from the tall tower.


  “We really have never had an enemy to observe,” whispered King Solva, unnerving Alex with a start.


  “How did you know what I was thinking?” queried Alex.


  “I didn’t really,” answered the elf King, “but I recognize a soldier when I see one and can well imagine your thoughts of observing the enemy. The tower was built with a different mission in mind, a mission of peaceful existence with our neighbors. The founders of Sorelderal and Dorgun wanted something so massive and beautiful that it would stand as a monument through the ages for peace and harmony. The dwarves and the elves labored for over a hundred years to build this tower. When the elf and dwarf founders arrived here it was a time of great troubles in the North. The elves tried to convince the dwarves that both nations could live in harmony with each other, but there were misgivings. It was agreed that a great tower would be built by both peoples and that each would agree that they would refrain from any attacks until the tower was complete.”


  King Solva spread his hand toward the magnificent vista and continued. “A hundred years of working side by side in peace bought a lot of time for the two peoples to learn to understand each other. By the time the tower was completed, the need for a non-aggression pact was forgotten. The elves and the dwarves were like brothers and could not imagine ever seeking to overthrow the other. If I could, I would arrange for my elf brothers in the North to build an even greater tower.”


  Alex saw the sadness in the elf’s gray eyes. The Sorelderal viewed the continual bickering between the Elderal and the Dielderal as a waste of life.


  “Come,” brightened the elf King, “let us join the others and hear the tales of our long lost brothers.”


  Once again the tales were told on into the night and the next morning talks were renewed again.


  Having brought the elves up to date on their travels, Prince Rigal asked, “King Tring has told us that traveling between Universes is forbidden in Dorgun. Is it also forbidden here in Sorelderal?”


  King Solva smiled sadly. “Yes, indeed that is true. There is too much danger involved in making the journey from one Universe to another. I am afraid that you are stuck in this Universe. We can allow you complete freedom in traveling wherever you wish to go, except we cannot allow you to return to your homes.”


  “You have no right to stop us,” exclaimed Prince Rigal. “We have journeyed here to bring closer relations between the dwarves of Talman and the elves of Glendor, just as you live in peace with Dorgun. How can you boast of this great peace and then deny it to our Universe? You have no right!”


  “We have all accepted the risk in our travels,” included Jenneva. “Besides, our Junction resides a great journey from here and will not be affected by your laws.”


  Queen Alysa frowned with worry. “You do not understand,” she stated. “The danger is not just to the travelers. The danger is to the Universes, themselves.”


  “Perhaps you had better explain,” interjected Alex. “We intend to return to our own Universe with or without your leave. If you feel that this travel endangers you, then you owe us the explanation of why.”


  “Of course,” King Solva sighed. “From the beginning of time, our records tell of the existence of superior life forces before us. These life forces held great powers, far greater then any known then or now. The forces were of good and of evil. The forces of good were represented by the Mage and the forces of evil by the Demon. In the early times, the Mage visited Elderal frequently and taught the elves much about life, magic, and knowledge. The Mage was the very foundation of our knowledge. The Demon seldom came and never stayed long for he feared and hated the Mage. The Mage taught us much and our libraries still retain most of his writings, although our magicians find many of them vague and puzzling.”


  “Are those libraries here in Sorelderal or elsewhere?” asked Jenneva.


  “They are here,” answered King Solva. “When we left Elderal, we brought the old records with us so they would not be destroyed by war. It was from the Mage that we first learned of Universes. He delighted in creating new Universes and spending time in them teaching the creatures that sprung up there. That was until the Demon learned to create Universes, as well. The Demon’s Universes were lands of horror with misshapen creatures. Instead of teaching his creatures as the Mage did, the Demon tortured his creatures and toyed with them.”


  “Was traveling between Universes dangerous then?” asked Prince Tergota.


  “No,” replied the King, “unless you traveled to one of the Demon’s Universes. The Mage felt pity for the Demon’s creatures and tried to help them, but this enraged the Demon and soon the Demon started attacking the Mage’s Universes. The Mage and the Demon battled and the Mage won. The Demon skulked off and was not heard of for many ages. The Mage stopped creating Universes and strove to aid the ones created by the Demon. It was a time of great learning for the elves. I believe that Elderal was one of the Mage’s favorite Universes and he spent much time here, even more time than the Universe he created for humans.”


  “The Mage created a Universe for humans?” asked Jenneva.


  “Yes,” replied King Solva, “your Universe was created by the Mage, as was ours, but that was long before the great battle. Eventually, the Demon returned stronger than ever. Wherever he had been, he had managed to strengthen his skills. The Demon sent plagues against the land of Elderal. Dark mists he created to blot out the Sun. Hordes of insects stripped the life out of forests and game died for lack of water. Streams and rivers boiled dry. The fish of the sea floated dead upon the surface of the water, their decaying bodies bringing disease to the elves. The elves started dying, but the Mage was not around.”


  “Weren’t your magicians able to help?” queried Jenneva.


  “No,” answered the elf King. “The Demon was too strong. Eventually the Mage returned and was heartsick with the destruction wrought by the Demon. He battled once again with the Demon, but Alutar was stronger now.”


  Jenneva gasped, “Alutar? The Demon’s name was Alutar?”


  King Solva looked quizzically at Jenneva but continued. “Yes, Alutar is the name of the Demon. For many days the battle raged and every day both of the great forces got weaker. Eventually, the Mage realized that he could not defeat the Demon and yet his nature would not let Alutar win. The elf magicians were called to help the Mage with their puny skills. Hundreds of elf magicians attacked Alutar with only one goal in mind. They were instructed to destroy Alutar’s ability to view Junctions. Still, the battle raged on for days and the Mage began to weaken. Alutar destroyed most of the elf magicians before they accomplished their goal. The Mage, with his last sane breath, created a new Universe for Alutar and imprisoned him there without the ability to find a way out.”


  “So, Alutar still lives,” speculated Alex.


  “Yes,” sighed King Solva. “That is why your traveling can destroy us all. Alutar does not know how to find the way out of his Universe, but if he sees someone else using a Junction, he can follow them and finally be released.”


  “What of the Mage?” asked Jenneva. “Does he still live? Why did you say his last sane breath?”


  “The Mage lived,” conceded King Solva, “but not as you would imagine. He breathed and he could walk and talk, but he no longer possessed his skills. For months the elves cared for him, but his mind was destroyed. No,...damaged is a better word, for he could still think and reason but he had no memory of who he was or where he was.”


  “Then where is he?” pleaded Jenneva. “Did he die later or is he still living in Elderal?”


  “Neither,” admitted the elf King. “The few remaining elf magicians decided that they had done all that they could do for him. Their ranks were so depleted that their knowledge was insufficient to help the Mage recover. Finally, it was decided that the only hope for the Mage was to send him to the human Universe in the hopes that he had trained more magicians there and that they would be able to help him recover. No elf had ever joined the Mage on his journeys, so they could not be sure of what to do with him once he was through the Junction. One of the Mage’s dearest possessions was a cloak made for him by the humans. It was a bit of a joke in Elderal and even the Mage found humor in wearing it, so he was dressed in the human cloak and was taken through the Junction. The elf that took him to the human Universe heard Alutar speaking to him when he passed through the Junction and the decree to never use Junctions again was instituted. Now you know why you can not return home.”


  Despair filled the hearts of the visitors. The trip taken to bring peace to the elves and dwarves had been accomplished, but to bring that news back home could endanger the entire Universe.


  “Why was the human cloak so humorous?” asked Prince Tergota.


  “The Mage was very happy traveling in elfin garments,” answered King Solva, “but the humans wanted very much to give a gift to the Mage for his help and teachings. They tried to create a cloak superior to the elfin cloak, but they did not possess the skills to do so. The Mage was such a loving father to everyone that he wore the inferior cloak proudly, even though they spelled his name backwards.”


  Alex started to ask the elf King about how the elves from Elderal happened to stumble through the Junction later, if they already knew about them, but the question was cut short when they noticed that Jenneva had fainted.


  It took several minutes to revive Jenneva and King Solva apologized profusely the whole time for having neglected lunch. He ordered refreshments and suggested they take a break from all the serious talking while they ate. Jenneva finally awoke and looked very ill. Alex held her and tried to give her food, but she refused.


  “King Solva,” she whispered, “could the Mage still be alive?”


  “I do not see why not,” answered the King. “The records show the Mage lived for thousands of years in our history and they even remarked how he never appeared older. I believe he is immortal, the same as the Demon, but surely he would be known in your Universe if he ever regained his wits.”


  Alex looked quizzically at Jenneva as she spoke. “He recovered his wits all right, but not his memory.”


  “What do you mean?” asked King Solva.


  Jenneva shivered and declared, “I studied under the greatest magician in our Universe and his name is Egam.”


  Chapter 9


  Alutar


  The animal-like scream howled down the mountainside and reverberated through the valley. Dimitri quickly looked up at his fellow Black Devil, Wasar, who was investigating the Junction they had found. Dimitri stood transfixed as Wasar’s form glowed brilliantly and shielded his eyes from the bright nova. Wasar’s body started emitting wisps of black smoke, slowly at first and then increasing until they created a small black cloud rising over the Black Devil’s body. Dimitri watched in a trance as Wasar’s skin began to liquefy, gelling in clumps on his arms and legs. Wasar’s nose melted and seemed to drift slightly to one side as it began to drip slowly, dropping to the rocks at his feet. The bits of flesh burst into flames as they struck the ground and continued to etch into the rocks like a fiery acid and still the screams intensified.


  Stunned to inaction, Dimitri was torn between shielding his eyes from the human inferno and covering his ears to block out the inhuman screams that had turned into a wailing, pleading cry for death. Wasar turned slightly towards Dimitri and stretched out his hand, large globs of flesh cascading off the outstretched limb. Dimitri jumped back, but he could not tear his eyes away from his shrieking ally. The black cloud over Wasar increased sending wafts of the stench towards Dimitri who scrunched his nose to avoid the scent of the smoldering, putrefying human torch. Wasar’s ears liquefied and dripped down his neck as Dimitri stood in shock until suddenly he was struck by one of Wasar’s exploding eyeballs. Dimitri turned and ran for his life, leaving his friend to disintegrate into a pile of smoldering lumps.


  The Black Devil ran down the mountain path watching over his shoulder as Wasar continued to pursue him. Dimitri tripped and stumbled, his body slamming into a tree. Wasar continued towards him with outstretched arms that were nothing more than bones now, bones and straggling bits of dripping flesh. The screaming slowly diminished to an animal growl, no longer a pleading for death, but now more like the snarl of a flesh-eating carnivore intent on fulfilling its hunger.


  Dimitri struggled to his feet and began running again, now paying more attention to the path in front of him than the no longer human creature chasing him. Breathing through his mouth to avoid the stench of burning flesh, Dimitri felt like retching and his mouth and throat seared as if inhaling an acid mist. Deep rumbling laughter roared out behind him overshadowing Wasar’s snarls.


  “Run, mortal, if you can,” the voice bellowed, “but you will serve me sooner or later. All will serve Alutar whether they live or die. Run and tell your masters that Alutar will command them, now that I am free.”


  Dimitri shivered as the chilling voice raced along every bone in his body. Faster and faster he ran, sweating and shivering at the same time. Dimitri frantically wiped the beads of sweat off his face and arms checking to see if his flesh was dripping or it was only droplets of perspiration. Dimitri ran and ran until exhausted, he slammed into a low lying tree branch and stumbled to the ground. He lay there a moment gasping for breath, his muscles crying out in agony. Dimitri knew he could go no further, no matter what happened to him.


  He gazed back towards the mountain path he had descended and saw the growing black mist spreading into the valley towards him. The cloud was so dark that light could not penetrate it and slowly it crept towards him blotting out the shape of the mountains behind it. Gasping for breath, Dimitri clawed at the tree and raised himself to his feet. He knew he could not go any farther and yet he must. He stumbled off in the direction that would return him to Sarac’s castle.


  The Black Devil continued to run, past all logic of human endurance, his mind focused only on reaching help. His feet pounded along the trail, but he was long past the point of noticing the pain and stress of running. His body on automatic, his mind only saw Sarac and his fellow Black Devils. He tripped again and his body went flailing into the ravine, his last thoughts were of inhuman torture and the denied pleasure of death.


  Dimitri awoke with a start, fear coursing through his mind. He gazed up at the inverted faces of the two Black Devils, his body chilled and wet from evaporating perspiration.


  “Dimitri, what is the matter?” quizzed one of the faces.


  Dimitri strained to sit up and the two faces knelt down next to him. Alon and Frej, Dimitri realized, recognizing two of his fellow Black Devils. Dimitri rapidly swiveled his head, searching for the black cloud and he found it, larger than any cloud had a right to be. Shaking, he nervously grabbed Alon’s arm.


  “Help me up,” Dimitri croaked. “We have to get back to Sarac. Quickly!”


  “You should rest,” declared Alon. “Frej and I were just on our way to investigate the strange black cloud. Where is Wasar?”


  “Nooooo,” screamed Dimitri. “The black cloud is death. No, it is worse than death. Wasar is dead...No, not dead, but beyond help. Help me get to Sarac before we are all doomed.”


  Alon helped Dimitri to his feet, stabilizing the weak Black Devil. “Frej, I will help Dimitri. Run ahead and get an ogre and cart to carry him. Hurry, we will continue on the path until you return.”


  Frej took off at a run while Alon threw Dimitri’s arm over his shoulder and helped his associate along the path toward Sarac’s castle.


  By the time the ogre and cart reached the two Black Devils, Dimitri was asleep on his feet, being held up by Alon. The ogre picked Dimitri up and laid him in the cart. Alon looked up and saw the black cloud still spreading in every direction, though still several hours away from them. He watched as the ogre jogged off with the cart carrying Dimitri and then continued on his way to the castle.


  Dimitri slept on the bumpy journey as the ogre’s great strides whisked him swiftly to Sarac. He awoke briefly at the ogre village when his cart was handed off to another ogre and drifted painfully back to sleep. His sleep was restless and filled with visions of Wasar in varying stages of decay, but in each nightmare Wasar had outstretched arms reaching for him and always he heard the bone chilling sound of Alutar’s voice.


  It took several days for the cart with Dimitri to reach Sarac’s castle. He had no idea how many ogres had been used to keep his journey going, but he was physically refreshed by the time the trip ended. Mentally though, Dimitri was exhausted. The continuing dreams and thoughts of how he was going to explain everything to Sarac drained him.


  Dimitri climbed out of the cart and entered the castle. Slowly he walked up to Sarac’s study and entered, thinking how Sarac would ridicule him for such an outlandish story.


  “I see that you have returned in lavish style, Dimitri,” greeted Sarac. “Have the ogres nothing better to do than to ferry you around? Where is Wasar?”


  “We were checking for Junctions as you ordered,” began Dimitri, “when we encountered some problems. Wasar insisted on checking out each Junction to determine what type of life forms dwelled in them. The last Junction he inspected was inhabited by a powerful force that attacked us.” Dimitri began quivering as he recalled the attack.


  His curiosity aroused, Sarac ordered Dimitri to continue.


  Dimitri retrieved a chair without asking and sat down, steadying his hands on the desk so that Sarac would not see them shake. “Whatever attacked uses magic beyond my comprehension,” he continued. “Wasar burst into flames and his skin began to melt.”


  “So, somebody hit Wasar with a fireball and you came running home,” quipped Sarac. “Is that what you are trying to tell me?”


  “No!” shouted Dimitri and then sheepishly lowered his voice. “It was not a fireball. His skin melted and ate through rocks like acid and yet he did not die. His skin poured off his bones and Wasar became possessed. His bones turned to attack me and a great black mist encircled his head and then the voice came, but it was not Wasar’s voice. Wasar was still screaming and then snarling, but the other voice made me feel like I was trapped under the ice in a frozen river. The voice said that he was Alutar and he would rule us all, dead or alive. The black cloud continues to swell, enveloping huge areas of land, a cloud that brings death or worse.”


  Dimitri’s whole body was now shaking and he could not control it even to hide his fear from Sarac. Sarac turned his head away from Dimitri in disgust and gazed out the window. Sarac waved his hand in dismissal and Dimitri stumbled out of the study. Sarac shouted for Lattimer and his aide appeared quickly.


  “We have trouble, Lattimer,” declared Sarac. “One of your heroes has fled before an enemy, an enemy who sounds powerful. His name is Alutar and that is a name I have read somewhere before, but I cannot place it.”


  Lattimer stood lost in thought, searching his memory for references to Alutar and shaking his head. Sarac nodded sympathetically and began to speak when Lattimer started.


  “Nagor’s Dark Legends!” Lattimer exclaimed. “It was a volume that Kirsta picked up while searching for the Origin Scroll. She had hoped that the legends would give some type of hint as to the location of the scroll, because it was mentioned in one of the stories. You looked at it briefly and discarded it as useless.”


  Sarac smiled, “But you did not, did you?”


  “You know I read everything I can,” chuckled Lattimer. “Alutar was a great demon that battled the Mage and was defeated. It was said that the Mage and the Demon were equals, but the Mage won in the end and banished Alutar to some far land. They were both said to be immortal, but Alutar was never heard from again and the Mage disappeared eventually, but much later. Those were just stories though.”


  “I wonder,” mused Sarac. “There is much truth in the old stories and something of great power thinks that it has been released. If our enemy is indeed Alutar, we will need to be prepared, though I can not rationalize something of such great power not being able to find a Junction.”


  Lattimer looked quizzically at Sarac and Sarac retold Dimitri’s tale. “It sounded like this Alutar felt he had been freed from a prison and yet it was nothing but a simple Junction,” Sarac summarized. “Get a small army together and send them to investigate. Chose a competent magician to lead and about a hundred ogres to send towards the position Dimitri and Wasar were assigned to search. Return here when you are done.”


  Sarac watched through the window as Lattimer chose a Black Devil to lead the ogres. Lattimer did not take long to set up the band to investigate and returned to Sarac’s study. “They are leaving immediately,” reported Lattimer.


  “We need to take this seriously, Lattimer,” instructed Sarac. “If Alutar cannot find Junctions, our best defense may be hiding the Junction to our own Universe. I want you to make a list of every ogre that has been through the Junction to our Universe and do not allow any others to gain the information. If this demon is immortal and we cannot conquer him, we will escape and regroup on the other side of the Junction while the ogres battle him.”


  “As you wish,” agreed Lattimer. “Hagik is a good man and will return victorious, but I will make up the list as you have ordered.”


  Hagik did not have to go as far as Dimitri and Wasar had. Three days out of camp he spotted the black cloud spreading ominously across the Western sky. He sent six ogres forward at a run to gather information while the rest of the party continued at a steady rate. The following morning they were at the edge of the black cloud and Hagik stared in disbelief. Nothing lived under the black cloud. Trees were naked, their bark peeling off and piling up on the forest floor around dead roots, the grass was black and riverbeds were dry. The air had a biting sting as he inhaled and soon his throat was raw.


  Out of the black mist, his six forward scouts returned. The ogres at the front of the procession started growling and Hagik forced his way through the ranks. The six scouts came slowly marching towards him and the ogres, their skin hanging in scraps around their bones. Their faces were devoid of features -- no ears, no eyes, no nose, and just a gaping expanse of teeth in a cavern where a mouth used to exist. Hagik immediately cast a ward around himself and the two closest ogres, ordering them to remain close to him.


  The mutated ogres marched into the ranks and started killing Hagik’s ogres. Several of the mutants tried to reach Hagik, but his ward kept them at bay, while all around him the other ogres were dying. Hagik watched impassively as his ogres were cut down. Three of the mutants were destroyed by ogres literally ripping apart their bones before Hagik heard the voice.


  “Foolish magician,” the icy voice boomed, “do you think your puny wards can protect you? Lower your wards and swear allegiance to me and I will allow you to serve me, refuse and you shall die and then serve me.”


  Through the black mist, Hagik could make out the form a large, hideous creature armored with black scales. His eyes shone a fiery red and penetrated the dark mist as he swung long, thick limbs, which culminated in huge claws. Hagik imagined he could feel the ground tremble as the creature strode towards him, towering over the tall ogres. Hagik hurled a fireball at the monster and the beast howled with laughter. His fiery eyes pivoted to gaze directly at Hagik and the Black Devil and his two ogre guards went flying through the air.


  Hagik shook his head and commanded the remaining ogre soldiers to attack the demon. Hagik grabbed the closest ogre and commanded that he carry him away from the battle with his greatest speed. The ogre easily picked up the magician with one hand and started running back towards Sarac’s castle. Hagik peered back at the battlefield and saw his ogres burning and screaming and still the cloud moved eastward.


  When they reached the first ogre village, Hagik ordered a cart brought and a fresh ogre to transport him home at the greatest speed. When he reached Sarac’s castle he immediately reported to the leader of the Black Devils.


  “Are you saying that he broke through your wards by looking at you?” asked Sarac.


  “Yes,” answered Hagik. “His eyes burn like fire and I could feel them tearing my ward apart. The scouts whom I sent were not dead when they attacked, but neither were they alive.”


  “That is the same description that Dimitri gave of Wasar,” remarked Lattimer.


  “Yes,” agreed Sarac. “You have done well, Hagik. Lattimer, it is time we took some sensible precautions. I do not wish to battle something that we do not yet understand. Did you complete the list of ogres that have been through the Junction?”


  “The list is ready and it is long,” admitted Lattimer. “Over a thousand ogres are aware of the location of the Junction or at least the path one would have to take to pass through it.”


  “Okay,” commanded Sarac, “gather those thousand and nine thousand more and move them through the Junction. Once they have passed through the Junction, they may not return for any reason. Prepare the other ninety thousand for battle against the demon.”


  “We may lose a significant number of ogres that way,” reminded Lattimer. “Would that not hinder our attack on Targa?”


  “Perhaps,” offered Sarac, “but only if they lose. If Alutar can destroy wards with only a look, we will not have much chance to experiment on which type of spells might defeat him without losing a great number of my Black Devils. I am not prepared to lose them when we are so close to conquering Targa and the entire continent.”


  “So you propose to overwhelm the demon with a massive number of ogres,” suggested Hagik.


  “Precisely,” stated Sarac. “However, any survivors can join up with us later.”


  “Then why is it so important that the ogres that are aware of the Junction be removed?” asked Lattimer.


  “If this demon can command the dead,” speculated Sarac, “he may be able to order them to show him the location of the Junction. It would be a small step from there to Targa and I will not have that foul beast trampling on my home Universe.”


  “As you wish,” stated Lattimer. “I will ready our forces immediately. Come, Hagik, you can lead the privileged ogres to safety. You have performed your battle dues already.”


  It took two days to marshal the chosen ten thousand and march them towards the Junction. Another two days were required to form the army that would battle Alutar. Lattimer decided on a relatively simple battle plan. The Black Devils would plant Tree Mines in Alutar’s path and the ninety thousand ogres would be deployed to surround the demon. Lattimer, Alon, and Frej would be the only Black Devils to remain in the Universe. Their job was primarily to observe and confirm the death of Alutar. Lattimer would shoot a flaming projectile into the sky to initiate the attack.


  The three Black Devils waited in one of the towers of Sarac’s castle. The black cloud blotted the Western sky and when the Sun passed its zenith, a darkness blacker than night descended over the land. Lattimer heard the explosion from one of the Tree Mines and waited. By now, twenty thousand ogres should have moved into position west of the demon. Twenty thousand more were positioned North and South with thirty thousand standing before the castle.


  Two more Tree Mines exploded and Lattimer let loose with the signal. His flaming projectile arched high into the sky and disappeared into the black cloud. Twice more he launched the signal before yelling down to the ogres to attack. Thirty thousand screaming ogres went charging into the black mist. Lattimer could just barely see the north and south contingents also charging into the gloom.


  Alon laughed. “Let’s see how long the great demon can stand up to ninety thousand ogres.”


  Lattimer smiled and gazed down at the three ogres and carts that he had ordered to remain behind. He hoped Alon was correct, but Lattimer did not survive by making foolish assumptions. Lattimer watched as flames erupted in the dark forest. Thousands of screams mixed with explosions and the sound of hurried air being sucked into the forest to fuel a great fire.


  Lattimer watched in fascination as the cloud continued eastward and he saw the trees die before his very eyes. Nothing was touching the trees or being tossed at the trees to make them die. Suddenly, Lattimer realized that the black cloud itself was a weapon. The cloud had the ability to kill and it was heading for him.


  “Alon, Frej, get down to the carts and get yourself out of here!” he shouted. “The black cloud is deadly and anything under it dies. Warn Sarac about the cloud and tell him that I’ll be along shortly.”


  At that moment the first retreating ogres came running out of the forest. Lattimer cursed and turned to the two retreating Black Devils. “Just a moment,” he ordered, “help me set up a ward barrier before you leave. I want a solid wall across the clearing so the ogres cannot retreat. They will fight or they will die.”


  Alon and Frej reluctantly returned and the three Black Devils worked together to create a great barrier ward. They finished just as the first retreating ogres slammed into it. Lattimer snickered as the ogres screamed and clawed at the invisible barrier. Lattimer again dismissed his two helpers and sent them on their way to Sarac as he watched the trapped ogres turn and place their backs to the barrier. More ogres fled the forest and soon there was a great mass of ogres trapped by the barrier.


  Lattimer let his eyes rove over the forest and gasped as he saw what the ogres were running from. Hundreds of mutant ogres were slowly stalking forward to attack their wholesome brothers. Lattimer continued scanning the forest and saw that thousands of mutants were also surging out of the forest to the North and South. With cool detachment, Lattimer watched his ogre army being destroyed, but that calm facade weakened and disappeared when Lattimer watched in horror as his dead defenders rose from the battlefield and became mutant attackers. Lattimer knew that not only was the battle lost, but he had just given Alutar ninety thousand ogres to add to his army.


  Lattimer was preparing to evacuate when he caught site of Alutar in his peripheral vision. He spun back to the window and gazed at the demon. Alutar tilted his head and watched as the last of the defending ogres were slaughtered and his mutants pressed up against the invisible barrier. Alutar raised his hand and pointed at the growing mob stalled by the barrier. The barrier and hundreds of mutant ogres exploded in a great flash of light, bodies and body pieces spewing from the earth in a giant red fountain.


  Lattimer stood shocked as Alutar turned his attention to the castle. Alutar’s eyes glowed brightly and Lattimer watched portions of the castle explode. Lattimer bolted for the stairs and was half way down when the top of the tower burst like a ripe melon, sending showers of rock all over the courtyard. Lattimer scrambled down the rest of the stairs and ran to the waiting cart and ogre. Lattimer hopped into the cart and ordered the ogre to start moving. The Black Devil looked up at the ogre and saw fear etched in its face. The order to move did not have to be repeated, as the ogre took off faster than Lattimer would have believed him capable.


  Lattimer looked up and saw the outer fringes of the black cloud almost overhead. Looking back towards the castle, he saw that nothing of the castle remained and thousands of mutant ogres were slowly stalking after him. Wondering whether the mutant ogres still retained the ability to track their prey, he ordered his ogre to change course so they would not approach the Junction directly. By the end of the day, his ogre was stumbling from fatigue. Lattimer ordered him to stop and rest for an hour.


  Lattimer sat under a tree and pondered the significance of the demon’s new army. He knew that if they ever reached Targa, all life there would be destroyed. After he felt that the ogre had had enough of a rest he rose and headed back to the cart. The ogre was nowhere to be found. Lattimer realized that for the first time in his life, he was truly frightened. The escaped ogre knew the path to the Junction. With resignation, Lattimer turned and headed straight for the Junction.


  It took two days for Lattimer to reach the Junction and he had not seen any ogres during the trip. The black cloud continued to spread and he wondered if the cloud would automatically spread through the portal to the next Universe. Trembling from fatigue and fear, Lattimer gave one last glance across the Universe that he hoped never to see again and passed through the Junction.


  Chapter 10


  Tagaret


  General Gregor entered King Byron’s study, closing the heavy oak door behind him, and nodded to Prince Oscar who was perched on a long table studying a large wall map of Targa. King Byron walked behind his massive wooden desk and motioned for the General to sit.


  “General Gregor,” began the King, “thank you for coming. We have had a very disturbing communiqué from General Fernandez of Cordonia. It would appear that someone was trying to influence the Presidential elections and they were using Targa as the scapegoat. A Targan military officer was intercepted outside of Kalamaar with a chest full of gold and a document indicating that President Suarez was selling the Disputed Area to us. Do you know anything about this?”


  “No, Your Highness,” answered General Gregor. “Were you able to obtain the note from General Fernandez? Perhaps we would be able to determine its origin.”


  “The soldier escaped without the chest,” continue the King. “The messenger who was to carry the chest to Kantor conveniently disappeared with the chest, but only after the entire village viewed its contents. I do not appreciate having Targa implicated in the defeat of a moderate neighbor.”


  “Perhaps it will make little difference in the elections,” hoped the General. “After all, President Suarez is very popular in Cordonia.”


  “The elections have already been held,” added Prince Oscar, “and President Suarez has been voted out of office. The new ruler of Cordonia is President Mitchel and he doesn’t have many nice things to say about Targa. I fear that the peace after our war with Sordoa will be short-lived.”


  General Gregor nodded. He had a hard time adjusting to the speed with which Prince Oscar managed to get information because of his special means of transportation. “If it would please Your Highness, I have sources that I can utilize to determine more about the political situation in Cordonia.”


  “I have taken the liberty of having Larc smuggled into the Palace,” interrupted Prince Oscar. “We can hardly expect the King to go out for dinner now, can we?”


  General Gregor was initially shocked at Oscar’s statement, but soon realized that he was right. King Byron was one monarch who could be trusted with the knowledge of the Spiders led by Larc. “How did you manage to get him in?”


  “It seems our good citizen, Larc, has a grievance to file with the King,” chuckled Prince Oscar. “Fortunately, he is the only grievance scheduled for today, so King Byron has decided to hear his story in private chambers.”


  General Gregor was still smiling when the door opened and Larc entered. Larc bowed low to King Byron and Prince Oscar, his brown tunic giving him the appearance of just one of several hundred small businessmen in Tagaret. “I am sorry for my tardiness, Your Highness, but I just had a messenger arrive from the South and thought he might have some valuable information to add to the conversation.”


  “And did he?” quizzed Prince Oscar.


  “Unfortunately, he did,” sighed Larc. “I am afraid that Targa is in jeopardy once again.”


  King Byron focused his attention on the Spider leader. “Why do you say that Targa is in jeopardy, Larc?”


  “Well, Your Highness,” Larc replied, “Ali Kasim has named himself Emperor of Sordoa and has married a young, rich woman to become his Empress.”


  “Why does that spell trouble for Targa? Asked General Gregor.


  “Because the Empress is a woman known to us,” answered Larc. “She is a beautiful young girl with long, flowing auburn hair. The Empress of Sordoa is Aurora, although Ali Kasim knows her as Miriam Rakech. I would suspect that Ali Kasim does not have long to live.”


  “Can she really get away with it?” asked General Gregor.


  “I think so,” stated Larc. “There has been a resurgence of the Black Devils in both Sordoa and Cordonia. There is also a new group in both countries called the Servants of Sarac which is composed of people who do not have magical abilities. Both Aurora and Mitchel of Cordonia have strong support from the people, probably through bribes and intimidation.”


  “So, the Black Devils are supporting Mitchel, as well,” pondered the Prince. “Are you aware that Mitchel has won the election in Cordonia?”


  “No,” answered Larc, “but I am not surprised. Mitchel is one of Sarac’s Inner Circle.”


  “Mitchel is a Black Devil?” gasped King Byron.


  “I thought the Black Devils had been eradicated by the Rangers in Tor?” asked Prince Oscar.


  “For the most part they were,” declared General Gregor, “but not all of the Black Devils were in residence at the time of the attack. Two notable absences were Aurora and Dalgar.”


  “But someone from Sarac’s Inner Circle would indicate that Sarac has found a way back to this Universe,” postulated the King.


  “Yes,” admitted Larc. “Remember that the Book of the Beginning was found at Tor. If Aurora or Dalgar had read the book before we attacked and then left the castle to retrieve Sarac, it would explain why they were missing, as well as Mitchel’s sudden appearance.”


  “A Black Devil running Cordonia...and soon Sordoa,” sighed King Byron. “We are indeed headed for trouble even without the problems associated with the return of Sarac. We need to get Alex, Jenneva and Egam back here. Does anyone know where they are?”


  “Alex and Jenneva refused to say where they were honeymooning and Egam has not been seen since the wedding,” answered Prince Oscar. “Perhaps Lord Habas will be able to shed some light on Egam’s whereabouts. I have asked him to join us when he can on another matter that Larc brought up.”


  “What is this other matter?” asked the King of Targa.


  “It involves Continental Shipping, Your Highness,” explained Larc. “We have been using some of the profits from the freight business to obtain items to stock one of our other ventures, the Pawn Shop. The shipping business has been very good and I decided to take some of the gold and have it fashioned into jewelry which would appear old and valuable. I thought it would help present the appearance that the Pawn Shop is an establishment that deals in stolen goods. There is an excellent jeweler in Trekum who has performed this service for us before and we used him again. This time, however, he became very indignant and strongly suggested that we were trying to cheat him.”


  “What would lead him to believe you were cheating him?” queried the King.


  “It seems that ninety percent of the gold we took to him was not true gold,” replied Larc. “It was unworkable and his attempts with strong acid to clean and purify the metal actually caused the metal to disintegrate. It did not help matters any that the gold we used to pay him for his service also turned out to be fake.”


  “This presents a whole host of questions,” interrupted Prince Oscar. “Where is all of this fake gold coming from? What is it made of? And why is there so much of it in circulation? That is why I thought Lord Habas should look into the matter.”


  “Well,” questioned King Byron, “I fail to see why the circulation of false gold in Sordoa would have any bearing on the current topics. Why did you suggest that Lord Habas should join us?”


  “Well, Father,” answered Prince Oscar, “I think that every aberration of any size that we encounter is worth checking out. If someone starts spreading large quantities of false gold in Targa, it could destroy our economy and make our ability to increase the size of the army to combat these other problems very difficult.”


  Just then, the large oak door opened and Lord Habas entered the study, his long gray robe swirling as he shut the door and grabbed a chair to join the conversation. He bowed to the King and Prince and placed his chair next to General Gregor. He looked quizzically at everyone, wondering why the conversation had stopped and realized that everybody was waiting for him to speak.


  “Sorry, Your Highness,” the Royal Magician began, “I must be late. Very peculiar this metal you gave me, Prince Oscar. I have checked and rechecked and I cannot identify it. It looks like gold and it feels like gold, but it is definitely not gold. I have matched its properties against every known metal and combination of metals and I could not reproduce it if I tried. It is slightly harder to work with than gold and requires a little less heat to melt, but the most striking difference is its dissolution in a certain type of strong acid.”


  “Is there any other way to detect it?” puzzled General Gregor.


  “Not really,” declared Lord Habas. “Most jewelers would not think of using such a strong acid to clean the metal and I couldn’t think of anyone else who would even have a reason to. I can’t even imagine why this jeweler used the acid.”


  “Actually,” interrupted Larc, “the jeweler in question uses a number of acids on the pieces he creates for us. The reason is because he is trying to create a new piece, but have it appear to be centuries old. I do not believe that the false gold would have been discovered any other way.”


  “So, we really have no way of knowing the extent of the circulation of this false gold or even how long it has been around,” stated General Gregor.


  “Not entirely true,” admitted Larc. “I have my people checking gold all over the continent. We know that, at least in Trekum, the false gold appeared only recently. This jeweler has done work for us before and he never detected a single piece of fake gold, this time it represented ninety percent of what we sent him. So far we have found none of it in Lanoir, rare occurrences of it in Targa, but an enormous amount in both Sordoa and Cordonia.”


  “And that just happens to coincide with Aurora and Mitchel taking power in those two countries?” speculated General Gregor. “That is more than just coincidence.”


  “Yes,” added Prince Oscar, “and I think I know where the gold came from. Lord Habas, were you privy to discussions between Egam and Jenneva about other Universes?”


  “Certainly,” exclaimed Lord Habas, “we talked for many hours discussing what might be found in these other Universes. I think I see what you are driving at but there is no way that I can answer your next question. The fact is, we have no idea what to expect in those Universes and even if we did, you would be suggesting that someone has been to one of those Universes and returned.”


  “That is exactly what I am suggesting,” admitted Prince Oscar. “One of Sarac’s Inner Circle just won the Presidential election in Cordonia. Do you know where Egam is right now?”


  Lord Habas sat staring at the Prince, his mouth hanging open in an expression of disbelief. “Then travel is possible,” he exclaimed. “Yes, Egam, Jenneva and Alex planned on going to another Universe, the elf Universe. Now that we know travel is possible, I am sure that we will not be able to contact them. Nobody knows the location of the Junction and if Egam found it, they are gone.”


  “Okay,” summarized King Byron, “it is obvious that Sarac is planning once again to destroy Targa. We need a plan that will stop him. Oscar, I want Doors in Kantor and Trekum and I want them to be made available to Larc’s people.”


  “That has already been taken care of, Father,” replied Prince Oscar.


  “Good,” continued the King. “Larc, I want all of your people set up to test for the false gold. Compile a list of everywhere it is found. Sarac may think he is clever bringing in gold from another Universe, but that gold is going to enable us to trace his operations. General Gregor, I want Captain David Jaynes to be temporarily reassigned back to the Rangers. I want him and half of the Rangers up near the Cordonian border and I do not want them to be seen. Send Captain Mitar Vidson with the other half of the Rangers down towards the Sordoan border with the same instructions. If we have extra sets of Doors available, I want each set of Rangers to take one with them wherever they go.”


  “Egam did leave us with enough extra sets of Doors to handle that and more,” declared Prince Oscar. “I’ve got several sets in Dalek. I think we should try to get in touch with Ali Kasim and General Fernandez. Perhaps we can forestall the war long enough to expose Sarac.”


  “I am not sure that will work,” considered General Gregor. “If Ali Kasim has fallen for Aurora, he will not be open to reason and approaching him would show our hand. Alex could get to General Fernandez, but he is not available and I don’t think the General will talk seriously to anyone else.”


  “John Secor might be able to get to him,” suggested Prince Oscar. “At least I know that John can get to President Suarez, they are quite close friends. Perhaps Suarez may still have access to General Fernandez.”


  “It is worth a try,” supposed King Byron. “We should have daily meetings on these problems until we get an effective plan. This means that we need some excuse to get Larc access to the Palace without him being connected to it.”


  “Commerce makes the greatest cover,” suggested Prince Oscar. “I think it may be time for the Royal Palace to start buying food supplies through a distributor rather than directly from the farmers. We can arrange for the distributor to give better prices to the farmers that the Palace does. That way Larc can come occasionally to check with the cooks to see if the supplies are fresh and adequate. Of course, while we are making this switch, he will be needed almost daily to make sure things get off on the right foot.”


  “One food distribution company coming right up,” chuckled Larc. “There is one other item on my list for today that has not come up yet. The Emperor of Lanoir has died. Because he had sons by so many different wives, there is sure to be a power struggle down there. It is probably not germane to our talks about Sarac, but you should be aware of it.”


  Lord Habas got up and started pacing around the room, lines of concern creasing his forehead. “No offense intended, King Byron,” he began, “but I seem to recall an old prophecy concerning a time when all of the great nations are ruled by false heirs. Not that you are anything but a just and able leader, but you were not in the line of succession. If Mitchel stole the election through trickery and deceit and Aurora manages to become Empress of Sordoa with Ali Kasim having an unfortunate accident, these events in Lanoir may require close watching.”


  “No offense taken,” commented King Byron. “What do these prophesies foretell, wizard?”


  “I do not remember,” answered the magician, “but it was not a happy foretelling. I recall it being a doomsday prophecy of some sort, like all life in the world ceasing to exist or something along those lines. I will look it up as soon as I return to my library.”


  



  Ali Kasim was on top of the world. He was Emperor of the world’s greatest nation with the full support of his army, he was married to the most beautiful woman in the world who just happened to be very rich, and the people of his nation loved him and his wife. What more could a man ask for, he thought. He threw himself down on the large pile of cushions and laughed, his long white robe with gold trim splaying over the cushions. He had little thought these days of actually running the country. He was having too much fun spending his time with Miriam and matters of State were not that pressing. Certainly the commoners would understand his refusal to hear their petty grievances for a while.


  He wondered what great adventure Miriam had planned for him today. She always had something planned. She made him so happy and not just in the usual ways that one might think of, but in unusual ways, as well. He had never spent much time outside the Royal Palace since assuming the Throne, but she had him out every day. She dragged him to the market several times a week and he actually enjoyed the outings. She even accepted invitations to visit commoners in their homes. The people, of course, loved her and now they loved him, as well. Even if they had nowhere to go, she would order the Royal Carriage readied and they would just ride around the city or the countryside, waving to people.


  The barracks and the household guards also loved her. Ali Kasim thought that they actually bowed lower to her than they did to him, but he was sure that it was his imagination playing tricks on him. At least once a week the Royal Palace was host to a celebration with all of the important and influential people attending. The whole mood of the country had changed since she came into his life. The war with Targa had been a disaster and the people had never been in favor of it, but no one would ever have admitted that to the Sultan. After the war when Ali Kasim took over, people were apprehensive about how he would rule and how long he would last. Now the mood was one of constant jubilation with people shouting and cheering every time they saw him.


  The Emperor got up and strode to the window. He gazed out over the Sordoan Sea and greedily sucked the warm salt air into his lungs, savoring the heady feeling of power and happiness. Already the harbor was busy, beating the sunrise to work. He watched the tiny fishing vessels heading out over the deepening blue waters. It never ceased to amaze him how their sails burst into flame everyday as the sun rose above the horizon.


  He gazed southward at the long, ivory strand of sand that ran to the horizon. Perhaps he would get Miriam to go to the beach today. He was ripe for a little frolicking in the surf.


  He smelled the aroma of roses seconds before he felt Miriam’s arms wrap around his shoulders. “Good morning, Emperor,” she giggled.


  Ali Kasim turned around and embraced his love, smothering her with kisses. “Every morning is a good morning as long as you are by my side,” he sighed.


  They lingered silently for several minutes observing the sunrise and finally, Miriam grabbed his hand and tugged him towards the door.


  “Come on,” she teased, “let’s get down to breakfast and figure out what we are going to do today.”


  The Emperor found himself whistling on his way to the garden where they had breakfast every morning. “Maybe we should go to the beach,” he chirped.


  The Empress squeezed his hand lightly. “Umm, not a bad idea,” she toyed, “you probably just want everyone to see what great legs I have. Still, we haven’t been to the beach in a while. Oh, Ali, I have a great idea! Let’s have a romantic breakfast in the South Tower and watch the sun climb over the beach before we go.”


  “That sounds like a great idea,” he agreed. “Just how romantic a breakfast did you have in mind?”


  “You animal!” she purred. “We will have to get rid of the guard, though. It won’t be very romantic with three of us up there.”


  Ali Kasim laughed. “Don’t you worry about that. We’ll send him for the breakfast trays.”


  “Come on,” she laughed. “Let’s skip like children. Give me your hand.”


  “Miriam,” he murmured, “not in front of the guards.”


  “Oh, stop being afraid of what they think,” she chided. “You are the Emperor and you can behave anyway you want. Besides, I want to skip.”


  The Emperor and Empress of Sordoa skipped in their flowing white robes across the courtyard to the South Tower like a couple of school children. The guards did not laugh but smiled rather fondly as they passed. They raced up the tower steps and informed the guard that they would be having breakfast in the tower. Ali Kasim sent him for the breakfast trays and whispered that he should take a long time getting back. The guard smiled on his way down the steps. It pleased the entire household staff to see their rulers so happy.


  “I still find it hard to believe that I’m married to the Emperor of Sordoa,” she whispered. “Look out and everything that you see is at your command.”


  Ali Kasim followed her gaze and looked out over the city of Trekum. She always found ways to inspire greatness in him, he thought.


  “Ali,” she cooed, “sit up on the crenel. I want to gaze at my Emperor with his city laid out behind him.”


  Like a schoolboy in love, the Emperor hopped up on the crenel and posed for his wife. Miriam smiled brightly as her wedding band slipped off of her finger and dropped to the floor.


  “Perhaps I should have that refitted,” she murmured.


  Miriam bent down to retrieve the ring. With an amazing burst of strength, she grabbed the Emperor’s feet and pushed them up and back over the crenel. Ali Kasim’s scream lasted all of the way to the ground and was silenced by a resounding thud. The Empress started screaming at the top of her lungs. The entire Palace stood shocked. Some men ran over to the Emperor’s still body, while others raced up the tower steps. When they arrived at the top they found the Empress curled in a ball on the floor crying hysterically. Their questions about what happened went unanswered by the grieving widow. Not until the guards had carried the hysterical woman down to the courtyard full of soldiers and servants was Miriam able to utter a single word. The Empress crawled to her husband’s still form on her hands and knees, shunning attempts of help from the guards.


  “I begged him not to,” she cried loudly as she held Al Kasim’s head in her lap, her tears flowing down her face and dripping on the courtyard pavement. “Oh, gods, why did he have to act so childishly? He didn’t have to impress me with his school boy displays.”


  Miriam’s maidservant tried to ease her away from the Emperor’s body and the Empress violently shrugged her off. “Oh, gods,” she screamed, “I want him back. Can’t somebody do something?”


  The Royal Physician directed two of the guards to take the Empress to her room and Miriam allowed them to drag her away from her deceased husband.


  For two days, Miriam stayed in her room without talking to anyone. She refused to eat and the Royal Physician became concerned for her health. The entire country was in mourning and flowers and holy objects arrived by the thousands as the people grieved not only for their fallen Emperor, but for their new Empress, as well. Word spread quickly that the Empress had taken the loss so severely that she might never fully recover. People started talking about who would succeed the Emperor and fights broke out between the Empress’ supporters and those who didn’t believe that a woman could lead the country.


  The burial was on the third day and thousands gathered to watch the procession. Miriam got out of bed and dressed herself in a simple black dress. She placed her golden crown on her head and marched into the courtyard. The Palace was alive with whispers and people pointing as she walked over to the coffin and demanded that the lid be removed. For several moments she leaned over the coffin and cried.


  Miriam curtly, but politely, refused all offers of help. Finally, she rose and ordered the coffin raised by the bearers. She stood between the bearers on her husband’s left side and grasped his hand and then ordered the procession to proceed. With her head held erect, she marched the entire route holding the Emperor’s hand. When they reached the burial vault she ordered the casket lowered. Miriam turned and ordered the Honor Guard to salute with raised swords. She walked over and lifted the Emperor’s sword and crown and placed them in the coffin. She knelt, once again, alongside the casket and gently removed her wedding band and placed it in Ali Kasim’s hands, leaning over to kiss him one last time.


  Standing once again, she ordered the casket sealed and lead the bearers into the vault. Miriam proudly led the procession back to the Royal Palace and stood at the top of the steps to address the mourning crowd.


  “Citizens of Sordoa,” she shouted, “together we mourn the passing of one of Sordoa’s great leaders. I know my husband would have been proud of the spirit the Sordoan people have shown today. I have had my time of personal mourning although I shall feel the loss greatly for the rest of my life. Our great nation, however, requires a longer period of mourning for such a great man. I proclaim that the nation of Sordoa shall mourn for yet another three days. Let no business be conducted during this period of grief so that we may reflect on our loss together. I shall issue no writs nor accept the call for any grievances until the fourth day. May the gods bless us all in our time of mourning.”


  Miriam turned and walked into the Royal Palace, knowing the country was now united under the leadership of their first Empress, for there was not a person in the crowd who would dare issue an ill word against the Empress after her performance today.


  Chapter 11


  Prophecy


  Alex sat with his back against the outside of the cottage, chewing absent-mindedly on a piece of grass and watching the birds cavort over the rushes alongside the lake. Prince Tergota walked purposely along the shore and headed to Alex’s cottage and sat down beside Alex.


  “You look troubled, my friend,” the dwarf Prince began. “Is Jenneva still feeling poorly?”


  Alex gave a weak attempt at a smile and nodded. “I don’t know what’s wrong with her. Podil is in there with her, but I don’t think that an elf magician is what she needs. She needs a good healer.”


  “Don’t be too sure,” reassured Prince Tergota. “The elf magicians know a great deal about healing. Your own shoulder should tell you that much.”


  Alex threw the piece of grass down and pushed himself to his feet. “I guess you’re right. I just worry about her. I don’t know what I would do without her, Tergota. I probably should have stopped her from pouring over Podil’s books. She spent too much time trying to learn their magic and not enough time enjoying the outdoors.”


  Prince Tergota stifled a laugh and Alex shot him a searing glare. “Sorry, Alex,” apologized Prince Tergota. “I know this is not the type of honeymoon you would have liked but, then, not too many honeymoons last this long, either. Have you given any thought about returning to Targa?”


  Alex looked around for listening ears before answering. “Yes, I have. I’m not sure that I can believe that Alutar is going to spot us if we make one more Junction crossing. I know King Solva is serious when he talks about forbidding us, but I don’t plan on spending my life here, no matter how beautiful it is.”


  “Good,” replied Prince Tergota, “because I am looking forward to seeing home again.”


  The door to the cottage opened and the elf magician came out and walked over to Alex.


  “What is it, Podil?” Alex asked anxiously. “Is she going to be all right?”


  Podil smiled and put his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Yes, Alex, both of them will be all right.”


  “Both of them?” puzzled Alex. “What do you mean both of them? I’m talking about Jenneva, not anybody else.”


  Prince Tergota made no attempt to hide his laughter this time. “Alex, I can see you’re busy. We’ll talk later, Dad.”


  “Dad?” murmured Alex before the comment fully registered. Suddenly, his eyes widened and his face reddened. “Do you mean she’s going to have a baby?” shouted Alex. “Are you sure?”


  Podil just smiled and Alex didn’t wait for an answer. He leaped up the three steps to the cottage and barged through the door. Jenneva sat in bed, propped up with three pillows and smiled as Alex came running into the room. She stretched out her arms to him and Alex slid to a halt. He bent down and embraced her so lightly that she hardly felt him. Jenneva reached up and pulled him onto the bed and hugged him.


  “I am not going to break,” she laughed. “I can’t believe that I am so far along. Podil says that I am due about the same time as Callie and she was starting to show when we left.”


  “Are you sure you are going to be all right?” Alex questioned. “I thought you were sick from all the studying you have been doing.”


  “Studying has never made me sick,” she giggled. “I would think that I would have been sick earlier, though, but I am glad I was not. Actually, I feel great now.”


  “What are we going to call him?” queried Alex.


  “Him?” chided Jenneva. “Why a boy? I thought you liked girls.”


  Alex smiled sheepishly. “Well...I guess I do, if they’re anything like you. Okay, we’ll shoot for a girl.”


  “We’ll take what we get,” laughed Jenneva. “I left a book on the porch when I came in. Run and get it for me.”


  “Jenneva, why don’t you rest?” Alex said. “I still think you have been spending too much time reading.”


  “Don’t be silly, Alex,” replied Jenneva. “Reading doesn’t hurt anything. Stop treating me like I am frail and get me the book to read.”


  Alex drifted off to get the book and Jenneva giggled to herself and started when she looked into the corner of the room and saw a figure sitting in the chair. Alex came back into the room and followed her shocked gaze.


  “Egam!” shouted Alex. “How did you get in here? Where have you been?”


  “Let me be among the first to congratulate both of you,” greeted Egam. “It is so good to see you both again. I hope you will forgive my intrusion, but I have little time.”


  Alex started to talk and Egam held up his hand to silence any questions. “Evidently,” the Mage began, “coming through the Junction and discovering Alutar jogged my memory a bit. There is still much that is not clear to me, but in time I am sure it will all come back. Unfortunately, I fear that we are already out of time. We are in dire times, my friends. There is an ancient prophecy that has already started to unfold and we all have important parts to play. Your parts are to be played in Edona, which is the name of the Universe that Targa resides in.”


  “We are forbidden to use the Junctions,” interrupted Jenneva. “King Solva says that to do so will enable Alutar to escape his imprisonment.”


  “Alutar has already escaped,” sighed Egam. “Had I my memory, I might have been able to prolong his imprisonment, but now that he is out the prophecy has begun. Perhaps I should make you aware of the developments that occurred while you traveled. Dalgar and Aurora escaped the attack at Mordac’s castle and they had already digested portions of the Book of the Beginning, enough to enable them to enter Sarac’s Universe.”


  “Then Sarac is free?” cried Jenneva.


  “Yes,” declared Egam. “Sarac had already stumbled into another Universe named Sagina. Sagina is a land of fairies and ogres or at least it used to be. I’m not sure if there are any fairies left, but I’ll get to that later. Sarac must have learned about Mordac’s seizure of the Targa Throne because he sent his people to repeat the feat in Sordoa and Cordonia. One of his Inner Circle, Mitchel, was elected to the Presidency through trickery and murder. Our old friend, Aurora, managed to become Empress of Sordoa, again through trickery and murder. The Emperor of Lanoir also died and his many heirs squabble over the Throne.”


  “What does all this have to do with Alutar?” Alex asked impatiently.


  “It has to do with the prophecy,” stated Egam. “The prophecy begins when all the great nations of Edona are without their rightful rulers and the Demon escapes his imprisonment. At that time, the Demon will send forth a dark sorcerer of great power to destroy the Universes.”


  “Sarac!” gasped Jenneva. “Is he the dark sorcerer?”


  “I believe so,” Egam answered. “Darkness will reign over the lands and rich soil will turn to dust. Trees and plants will struggle to survive and the people will go hungry. Great nations will split and disintegrate and brother will kill brother. Distrust will be more common than air to breathe. The dead will rise and fight again for the Dark One, though he will be imprisoned.”


  “Do you mean that Alutar will be imprisoned again?” asked Jenneva.


  “That is my part to play,” responded Egam, “but the Dark One refers to the dark sorcerer. Sarac does not know it yet, but Aurora carries his child. When Sarac finds out, he will try to have the baby killed.”


  “Why?” queried Alex.


  “In a moment,” replied Egam. “The Dark One will reign from a prison until one of two things happen. The Dark One will become immortal, but can be killed by his descendant with the Sword of Heavens if, and only if, the King of Alcea has regained his Throne. If the Dark One can manage to kill all of his descendants or all of the heirs of Alcea, he will be released to rule forever.”


  “I am really getting lost here, Egam,” Jenneva pleaded. “Can you explain this again?”


  Egam nodded and tried to smile, but failed. “Alcea is an ancient kingdom that was located at the mouth of the Boulder River. It is the forerunner of Targa. The child of Oscar and Callie will be the heir to the Throne of Alcea or one of his descendants will be. Right now John Secor could serve in the position or Callie could after his death, but King Byron, while legally the King of Targa, does not fulfill the prophecy. Should Sarac kill both of them before Callie bears an heir, he will be free to rule with immortality. Your part of the prophecy is to ensure that the heir lives...at any cost.”


  “What of Sarac’s child?” asked Alex.


  “It would be best if he never knows of his heir,” declared Egam, “but if he does, the child must also be preserved.”


  “I would think that this is too easy,” remarked Jenneva. “King Byron would quite willingly step down to fulfill the prophecy.”


  “Don’t be misled, Jenneva,” Egam chided. “You are forgetting the Sword of Heavens. The sword is an ancient artifact that was fashioned thousands of years ago. It was fashioned by the gods, themselves, in celebration of the seven Universes, Helva, Estara, Aquina, Vasta, Edona, Natona, and Sagina. That is how the sword came to have its name. Each Universe is represented by a unique gemstone set in the hilt. In the beginning the Universe was Helva and its stone is an Amethyst. It was the Universe of gods and demons. Later, Estara was created as a home for the dragons and their stone is onyx.”


  “Are the descriptions of these stones important, Egam,” asked Alex.


  “Yes, Alex,” retorted Egam. “Please, time is short and I have so much to tell. The elf Universe, Aquina, was next. This is the Universe that we are in and its stone is an emerald. Then came the dwarf Universe called Vasta and represented by a ruby. Alutar later created goblins in this Universe. Your Universe was called Edona and a diamond was your symbol. The sixth Universe was Natona, Universe of the unicorns, to which Alutar added the Yaki. It is represented by an opal. Finally, Sagina, Universe of the fairies was created and Alutar spoiled it with ogres. The final stone in the sword is a sapphire.”


  Egam got up and walked to the window. Jenneva did not recall ever seeing Egam look so old and weary. She sensed a feeling of despair within him.


  “The reason I am telling you all of this is because by the time you recover the sword, the stones will be gone. The stones in the hilt represent the uniqueness of the Universes, but the Universes will be shattered and the stones flung to the far corners of the world. The prophecy cannot be fulfilled until the Sword of Heavens is made whole again. So you see, even if King Byron would be willing to step down and John Secor would be willing to assume the throne, nothing can be done until the Sword of Heavens is restored and wielded against the Dark One by his kin.”


  Egam returned to the chair and slumped into it. “I tell you of the peoples who match the stones, because they may give a clue as to where to look. I don’t know for sure. I can tell you where to find the Sword of Heavens, but protecting the children is more important right now. Even if you had the Sword of Heavens intact, the stones would still disappear. In the Southern Mountains, in the headwaters of the Toulane River is a waterfall. Behind the waterfall is a cave called the Cave of Winds. It is in that cave that you will find the Sword of Heavens. There is much more there that you will find valuable, Jenneva.”


  “Will you help us to find the stones, Egam?” asked Jenneva.


  “If I am able, I will search for them,” the magician replied. “I cannot promise for my task is to imprison Alutar once again. I hope that my skills are up to the task.”


  “What about imprisoning Sarac?” asked Alex.


  “Jenneva will have to accomplish that, if she can,” Egam stated. “There is a scroll in the Cave of Winds that contains a binding spell that will hold him. There are so many chances for us to fail at fulfilling the prophecy to our liking that I fear all of us will suffer greatly before this is done. I have looked upon the two of you as my children and it grieves me to have to part but I must make haste, for Alutar seeks to escape even further and I cannot allow that. Alutar, himself, does not enter into the prophecy except to send forth the Dark One. The prophecy does not forbid him from joining in the destruction of those people and things we need to destroy the Dark One.”


  “Can we stop the prophecy by destroying Sarac?” questioned Alex.


  “Many things can alter the prophecy right now,” admitted Egam. “but we cannot avoid the foretelling completely. If you destroy Sarac before Alutar sends him forth then Alutar will send forth someone different. After Alutar sends Sarac forth, he cannot be killed without the Sword of Heavens. The important thing is to realize what we can accomplish and to do our best. Alutar must be contained and Sarac must be imprisoned. If we fail at these tasks then all hope is lost because the Children of the Prophecy will never have the chance to survive.”


  Jenneva got out of bed and embraced Egam. “I am going to miss you, Master. You have been a father to me. You have my oath that nothing will stop me from fulfilling my part of the task, no matter how personal my loss.”


  “I know that both of you will do your best,” sighed Egam. He reached into his pouch and produced two vials of amber liquid and handed them to Alex and Jenneva. “I hope our best is good enough. I fear that Alutar will finally win this time. It does not look good for us. Drink this, it will help.”


  Alex and Jenneva looked at each other and drank the thick fluid, draining the vials. They turned around to return the vials to Egam, but he was gone.


  Jenneva started to get dressed and Alex placed his vial on the table next to hers. “Where are you going?” Alex asked.


  “To Targa,” she replied. “Get our belongings together and round up the rest of the party. It’s time to get to work.”


  “But...your condition,” protested Alex.


  “I am not going to melt, my husband,” she whispered. “I want our child to be born safely at home. I also want there to be a home for her to grow up in.”


  Alex laughed. “So, you are going to will a girl, are you? Okay, I know when I’m beaten, but promise that you will take it easy.”


  Alex left for the Tower of Peace to meet with King Solva. Along the way he gathered Prince Rigal and Prince Tergota and informed them that they were leaving for home. The two Princes took care of getting supplies ready for the trip while Alex entered King Solva’s chambers.


  “Your Highness,” greeted Alex, “we are returning to our homes.”


  “I know,” replied the elf King. “Egam was here and informed me of Alutar’s escape. I am sad to see you go, friend. I am sadder to know the times that we are in.”


  “Egam was here?” questioned Alex. “Did the guards admit him?”


  King Solva slowly shook his head. “No one saw him come and no one saw him leave. I guess I should not be surprised at the doings of the Mage, but still, it shivers me. Whatever Sorelderal can offer you for your journey, you shall have. May we meet again, Alexander Tork.”


  Alex bowed low to the King of Sorelderal and exited the tower. He caught sight of Prince Rigal and the four unicorns and strode over to them.


  Kaz, my friend, we could use your help, if you are willing.


  You shall have more than you bargained for, my friend. Egam has been by and taught us some new spells. Well, they are new to me, but he said they were common spells for my people at one time. We are going with you to Edona.


  You are going with us to Edona? What of your people? You are Shamta.


  Your quest...our quest is of the gravest concern to my people as well as yours, Alex. That is why Egam taught us the spells. They will aid us on the journey. We now have the ability to hide our horns when necessary, but we also have an ability much more important.


  Kaz snorted and a magnificent set of wings appeared on the unicorn. Alex stood transfixed in amazement at the beauty of Kaz and his large windswept wings.


  If you don’t close your mouth, Alex, you will rid Sorelderal of all the flying insects.


  Alex laughed and ran to get Jenneva. Alex, Jenneva and the two Princes mounted their unicorns and literally took off. Alex was tempted to grab Kaz’s mane when they lifted off the ground, but he steadied himself and peered at the quickly receding ground. Kaz led the group in an ascending spiral around the Tower of Peace while the elves below all shouted in enthusiasm and pointed. King Solva and Queen Alysa waved to them from the top of the tower as they passed and Kaz turned and headed northward.


  Alex had been impressed at the view from the Tower of Peace, but Kaz now had them much higher so they could pass over the mountains and the view was breathtaking.


  Kaz, how does it feel flying? I mean, are you really in control? I know you couldn’t have had much practice at this.


  Kaz snorted his musical laughter and answered. I don’t blame you for having a little concern, Alex. Grab my mane, it won’t bother me. Actually, though, it feels quite natural, like I was born to travel this way. The others are holding on, especially Prince Tergota. I don’t think he cared much for riding when we had our feet on the ground. I feel sorry for him, but this will cut our travel time tremendously.


  Thanks, Kaz, but I think I should learn to balance without holding on. I may need to use weapons in both hands and I would rather learn to balance now rather than later. You will detect me off balance, though, won’t you?


  You won’t fall, Alex. Not from my back.


  Alex watched as the mountains rose up to meet them and disappeared behind them. Off in the distance the desert shimmered under the falling sun. Alex started looking for an uninhabited stretch to set down for the night. Kaz led the group to a lower altitude and glided along the edge of the desert, finally setting down on the northern fringe of the sandy wasteland. Alex figured they were somewhere south of Southland in the Edona Universe.


  How do you feel, Kaz?


  Not bad, Alex. The only strain was in getting high enough to go over the mountains and that was similar to galloping for a while, only different muscles were used.


  Alex dismounted and ran over to Jenneva and helped her down from Yorra’s back. “At this rate,” he said, “we will make the Junction tomorrow. How do you feel?”


  “I feel fine, Alex,” she responded. “How did you like first flight?”


  Alex looked at her queerly and quickly realized that she had flown before. “I forget,” laughed Alex, “that I’m married to an eagle. What would that do to our son?”


  “Oh,” Jenneva giggled, “I can see that you are going to make an excellent father. Trust me, Alex, I will do nothing that endangers her. No eagle trips or battling with Sarac until she’s safe.”


  The group settled in for the night and Alex took turns standing watch with the two Princes. The next morning they were off in the predawn light so they would make the Junction before nightfall. Kaz had assured Alex that he could fly at night if they needed to, but Alex was glad when they touched down in the mountains before sunset. Rather than risk an attack by the Dielderal, the group passed through into Edona and made camp for the night.


  In the morning the group mounted the unicorns and set off for Talman, which was not far off. Kaz had the unicorns hide their horns and Prince Tergota directed the group to a cave entrance to the dwarf’s realm. Shouts rang out through the tunnels as the dwarves noticed Prince Tergota’s return and sent runners to inform King Tugar. By the time the party entered the King’s chamber, the King and Queen were seated and a large assemblage of dwarves filled the room.


  Prince Tergota bowed and knelt before his parents. “King Tugar, Queen Gilas, your son has returned and brings greetings from King Tring of Dorgun, a nation of dwarves that live in the Universe of elves. The theories of Universes are true and we have visited with elves and dwarves that live in close peace, helping each other and trading with one another.”


  King Tugar motioned that the party should be seated. “Greetings, my son. Greetings to his fellow travelers. The news you bring is most welcome and I will hear all of it.” He signaled his attendants to bring food and drink.


  “Father,” Prince Tergota interrupted, “time is precious for my companions. They need to embark on another journey with great haste and we have not yet journeyed to Glendor. The royalty of Talman and Glendor agreed to meet in peace if we returned victoriously. May I suggest that we journey immediately to Glendor and allow for the telling to both nations?”


  King Tugar seemed offended that his son should suggest sharing this moment with the elves. It would mean that he would have to take the first step towards his enemies. Queen Gilas motioned the food bearers away and leaned to her husband’s ear.


  Prince Rigal recognized the stubbornness to think of the elves as allies that Prince Tergota had originally exhibited on the journey. He thought of his own reluctance to accept the dwarf as a friend and rose to speak.


  “King Tugar,” the Prince of Glendor began, “I feel that a joint hearing would be very beneficial to both races and ask leave to return to Glendor immediately to inform my parents of our arrival. I shall say no more than what has been said here and urge King Gondoral to meet you half way. Glendor has both open areas for our human friends and cave accommodations for our dwarf friends. That is the only reason that Glendor has been chosen by our group’s leader to hold the discussion.”


  King Tugar looked at the group and seemed to notice Egam’s absence for the first time. He stared at Alex and nodded. “I would be ill advised to reject the invitation of those who have risked their lives for the benefit of Talman, Prince Rigal. Go in peace. The party from Talman departs within the hour. We shall use the tunnels that have long connected our two realms. We will wait between the lands for King Gondoral’s offer of entry into Glendor.”


  Prince Rigal bowed and departed at a run. Two dwarves accompanied him as far as the boundary of Talman. King Tugar ordered preparations for the journey and asked Doryelgar, the dwarf magician, to accompany them on the trip to Glendor. He did not ask any further questions of the returning party, knowing that they would be reluctant to divulge any information before the gathering.


  The enlarged group worked their way through the myriad of tunnels that connected Talman and Glendor. Eventually, they entered a large chamber and were met by King Gondoral, Queen Gelfora, and Prince Elgorn.


  “King Tugar, Queen Gilas, greetings,” the elf King greeted. “Today both of our nations have cause for celebration. I bid you and your party, welcome to Glendor.”


  “Your invitation is well received, King Gondoral,” replied the dwarf King. “I accept your invitation and assurance of safety for my party. Please, lead the way.”


  The large party made its way to Glendor and the story telling began. The tales were told well into the night and Alex, Jenneva, Kaz and Yorra left in the morning for Atar’s Cove via the Door in Egam’s cave. The other two unicorns remained in Glendor where they delighted the elves with short flying trips over the forest.


  Shanor was delighted to see them return. “Jenneva! Alex!” she bubbled. “I’m so glad to see you back. Was the trip fun? Tell me all about it. Where is Master Egam?”


  Jenneva laughed at the little girl’s enthusiasm. “Has Uncle Oscar been checking up on you?” she asked.


  “Oh, yes,” Shanor replied. “He comes at least once a day. Aunt Callie sometimes comes with him and stays for several days. They offered to take me to Targa, but I would miss my friends here.”


  Tofu, the large tiger came into the room and curled up at Shanor’s feet. Alex laughed and gently scratched Tofu’s head. “I will tell you all the tales of our journey, Shanor, but, first, we need to get Jenneva to bed so she can rest. Why don’t you take Kaz and Yorra on a tour of the island? The three of you share some talents that you will find interesting.”


  Shanor was a little surprised when the two horses walked out of the room, but she quickly followed them to find out about their talents.


  Chapter 12


  Dark One


  Campfires littered the landscape in Sarac’s unnamed Universe, ogres spread out over the plain like an invading army grabbing their final respite before battle. Lattimer stumbled wearily, zigzagging between campfires trying desperately to tune out the grisly, munching sounds that accompanied their eating. He tried to concentrate on getting to Sarac and not let his mind pause on the thoughts regarding the creatures the ogres were eating. Lattimer sighted the tower that marked the exit from the Universe and veered towards it.


  A long, low wooden building sat next to the stone tower and Lattimer recognized it as Sarac’s warehouse for gold and weapons. That is where Sarac’s office would be and he would not be permitted to rest until he reported in. The Black Devil did not look forward to Sarac’s displeasure when he heard that an ogre that knew the path to their location was left behind in the ogre Universe with Alutar.


  Lattimer reached the wooden building and leaned up against it, panting deeply. He took a few moments to capture his breath before opening the door and stepping inside. Row after row of chests lined the floor of the long building. Piles of broadswords and battle-axes on one side, shields, helmets and chests of gold on the other, Lattimer walked down the pathway to a small enclosure where he could see three people talking. As he neared the small office, Lattimer could see Sarac talking to Alon and Frej. Sarac was probably questioning them about Lattimer’s whereabouts.


  Lattimer walked into the office and met Sarac’s icy stare. The Master of the Black Devils waved his two subordinates off and dismissed them, waving Lattimer to one of the vacated chairs.


  “Welcome back,” Sarac greeted his head henchman. “I can see from your condition that your escape did not go as planned. Tell me about this demon, Alutar.”


  Lattimer told Sarac what had happened, starting with the details that he was sure Alon and Frej had just recounted. When Lattimer reached the part about his ogre escaping he felt his eye twitching and fought to bring it under control.


  “I searched for him,” recounted Lattimer, “but he was nowhere to be found. It is possible that I got him lost by detouring on my escape route or he might even have been destroyed by Alutar.”


  “Or Alutar has hired him as a guide,” spat Sarac. “I ought to make you go back in there and get him.”


  Lattimer finally placed his hand over his twitching eye and tried to appear as if he had dust in it. Sarac sat quietly gazing at the wall and his henchman recognized his plotting pose and knew that Sarac was deciding what step to take next. Just then, a Black Devil came in and interrupted Sarac’s concentration.


  “We just received a messenger from Sordoa,” the Black Devil said. “Aurora is now the Empress and Ali Kasim is dead. Borundi requests directions as to the attack on Targa. He also added a note to let you know that your child by Aurora will be born any day now.”


  Sarac sat up straight and stared at the messenger. “My child?” he queried. “Why didn’t anyone tell me of this before?”


  After a moment of silence, Sarac relaxed and smiled. “Well, Lattimer, if looks like you will soon have a new student. I expect you will strive to bring him to greatness.”


  Turning to the messenger, Sarac added, “Tell Borundi to attack whenever it is convenient for him. There is no need to coordinate the attack with Cordonia as long as he is not defeated quickly.”


  The messenger turned and left the office while Sarac continued his plotting. “Lattimer, get some sleep. You are starting to look as ugly as the ogres outside. I will expect you in here first thing in the morning so we can determine what steps must be taken to keep Alutar out of my way.”


  Lattimer dragged himself out of the office and headed for the stone tower. As he mounted the stairs he couldn’t help noticing the shoddy workmanship of the tower. A stone mason in Targa would be flogged and driven out of town for this quality of work. Lattimer reached the top of the stairs and passed through the unseen Junction into a room in the Dusty Trail Inn. The room looked much like any other private room in a Targan Inn. He opened the door into the hallway and descended the stairs.


  The Black Devil approached the innkeeper and requested a private room and ordered a dinner sent up to it. Lattimer looked over the crowd in the common room and smiled as it appeared similar to any inn he had frequented. He stumbled up to his room and passed out on the bed before his dinner arrived.


  Lattimer arose refreshed and noticed the sun had not yet risen. He grabbed a hard piece of bread from the dinner that had been delivered, but pushed the cold stew off to the side. He sat on the bed eating the bread, oblivious to the crumbs dropping to the floor, and thought about his encounter with the demon. He was surprised that he had slept without nightmares and tried to remember the story that concerned Alutar. With power like what he had seen demonstrated, Lattimer found it hard to imagine the power of the Mage who banished him.


  Lattimer descended the stairs and sat himself in the common room. There were only a few travelers up this early in the morning. The Black Devil ordered some food and sat watching the sky start to lighten. Unconsciously, he found himself listening to the conversation at the next table.


  “The priests in Klandon were talking about the end of the world,” one man was saying. “Some old prophecy about false kings and the return of some demon. I’ve got to tell you, the people were taking it seriously. Some items like food were so expensive I couldn’t afford to get provisions, but other items like jewelry and fragrances were a real bargain. Imagine children’s stories determining the economy.”


  Lattimer stiffened as the prophecy flowed into his mind. The battle between Alutar and the Mage was not the only reference, which Lattimer had read that mentioned a great demon. The prophecy of the Dark One slowly flooded into Lattimer’s consciousness. He remembered back to discussions he had had over the prophecy when no one understood anything about Universes. What Lattimer had seen over the past few years brought new meaning to the ancient prophecy. He hastily finished his breakfast and dashed up the stairs to the Junction.


  When the Black Devil arrived at Sarac’s office, the Master was already there. Lattimer unceremoniously walked in, sat in a chair and proceeded to tell Sarac what he remembered of the ancient prophecy.


  “Lattimer,” praised Sarac, “you have an amazing talent for remembering items that you have read. Things begin to make more sense now. I thought this Alutar was getting in my way with his astoundingly bad timing, but it would appear that fortune smiles on me after all. Send a message right away to Mitchel. Tell him that I have waited long enough for him to locate Jenneva’s hideout. If anyone has the Book of the Beginning, it will be her and I want that book. I’m going to have a chat with Alutar.”


  Lattimer stiffened. “You can’t be serious, Sarac. The demon has powers that we can only imagine. He will crush you, for sure. I beg you not to go.”


  “Lattimer,” soothed Sarac, “do not be ridiculous. How can I become the Dark One unless I strike a deal with Alutar? He may be very powerful, but I hold the key to his escape. Don’t forget that the demon seems to be unable to move between Universes without someone to show him the way. I would think that I am in an excellent position to bargain with him.”


  “But what about the imprisonment portion of the prophecy?” questioned Lattimer.


  “We don’t have to worry about it,” chuckled Sarac. “Modify the message to Mitchel. Have him get word to Borundi that Aurora and her child are to die, but not until she has issued orders for Sordoa’s army to attack Targa.”


  Lattimer smiled as he went off to find a messenger. He had never cared for Aurora or anyone else who got close to Sarac. Sarac called for an ogre cart and set out for the Junction to the ogre Universe. At the Junction he got out of the cart and told the ogre to wait for him no matter how long he was gone. Sarac walked a short way up the path and halted. The sky was covered by a dark, menacing cloud and he remembered Lattimer’s warning that anything under the cloud would die. While he doubted that piece of wisdom, he erected a shield, just in case, and headed towards his old castle.


  Sarac gazed around and saw no living creatures, but the stench of decaying flesh got stronger as he headed towards the castle. The landscape was dark and the Black Devil realized that he did not have an idea of what time it was or how long he had been walking. He took a vial of fragrance from his pouch and inhaled deeply, trying to drive the putrid smell from his nostrils, but within moments the stench was back.


  Sarac began seeing decaying ogres littering the ground and wondered out loud why they were dead instead of walking around like Lattimer had described.


  “Their usefulness has ceased to amuse me,” boomed a dark, gravelly voice. “What kind of fool are you, magician?”


  Sarac turned in a complete circle searching for the source of the voice, but all he could see were dead and mutilated ogres marching slowly towards him, their outstretched arms aiming to snare him. No matter which direction Sarac turned to flee, the decaying ogres were heading towards him, but still he could not find Alutar.


  The ogres continued to close on Sarac and he realized that he did not have much time left, when the deep voice boomed again. “A fool on an errand who has no voice? Speak quickly, magician, or you will be today’s entertainment.”


  Still, Sarac could not detect the direction of the speaker, but he shouted, anyway. “I have come to offer you freedom, Alutar.”


  The mutilated ogres continued to advance as the voice of death laughed heartily. Just as the ogres were close enough to grab Sarac, he was lifted up into the air, suspended over the heads of the dead ogres who crashed into each other.


  “Why didn’t you attack them, magician?” the demon questioned.


  Sarac turned and saw Alutar sitting suspended over the ground as if on some unseen magic carpet. “To attack them would have been to supply you with sport,” the Black Devil answered. “I have come to offer you freedom, not entertainment.”


  “So,” Alutar offered, “you thought I would save you to satisfy my own curiosity. Clever for a mortal, but I do not need your help. I have freedom already as you can see.”


  “I think not,” declared Sarac. “You have escaped your imprisonment, but all you have to play with are some dead ogres. I doubt that you will find them amusing for long.”


  “Then I shall play with your kind,” laughed Alutar. “Perhaps they will provide better amusement.”


  “Ah,” retorted Sarac, “but that will not be possible without my help. I know the Mage took away your ability to sense the Junctions to other Universes.”


  Alutar scowled and Sarac tumbled through the air to land in the middle of a bunch of ogres. The ogres turned to attack Sarac, but his ward kept them at bay.


  “So, you cheated, magician,” grumbled the demon. “You had a ward all the time. It would seem that you are not to be trusted, but your ward cannot last forever and time is not important to me. I will wait to see you die.”


  “Time may not seem important to you, demon,” chuckled Sarac, “but every day brings the Mage closer to you.”


  “Do not take me for a fool, mortal,” scolded Alutar. “It was with the Mage’s dying breath that he imprisoned me and that was merely a stroke of luck on his part.”


  “Not true,” Sarac bluffed. “The Mage still wanders the Universes doing his good deeds while you sit and play with dead ogres.”


  Alutar tilted his head and considered the puny human for a moment and then pointed his finger at the Black Devil. A brilliant flash of lightening erupted from the demon’s finger and hurtled downward to explode in a blinding display of light and smoke. Sarac winced as he looked around at the waterfall of blood and ogre body parts showering to the ground around him.


  “Go, human,” Alutar roared. “I tire of playing with you. Leave my Universe or you shall die.”


  Sarac laughed loudly. “Nice try, Alutar. Do you really think that I will just lead you to the next Universe? No, demon, I have come to inherit my rightful place in the prophecy that is unfolding.”


  “I know nothing of this prophecy, magician,” stated Alutar, “and I grow tired of dealing with you.”


  “Of course you know nothing of the prophecy,” declared the human. “The Mage has had you locked up for too long. The ancient prophecy states that when certain conditions occur, you will be freed. I have set the conditions leading up to your freedom, but there are several that I will need your help on. The prophecy states that you will send forth a powerful magician before you to destroy the Universes and return you to power. I am to be that powerful magician. I have already disposed of all the kings of the lands, but you are to endow me with greater powers.”


  Sarac could see that he had Alutar’s attention now. The Black Devil did not know if the Mage still existed, but it was clear that neither did Alutar know and the demon’s one weak spot was his desire for revenge on the Mage.


  “What powers do you seek?” queried the evil demon.


  “Several,” demanded Sarac. “First, I want eternal life, so you will not dispose of me once I secure your return. I also like your ability to bring warriors back from the dead.” Almost as an afterthought, Sarac added, “The black cloud could also be useful. How does it work?”


  “You are a presumptuous fool, magician,” Alutar laughed. “The cloud is mostly useful for fear. It stifles plant growth and is very acidic, but it is nothing special. As far as Revenants go, I can give you the power to have select individuals come back to life, but their usefulness depends upon the original stock used. As you can see, these ogres are not worth using, but ones like the first magician to see me, they would be valuable.”


  Sarac thought of the description of Wasar’s death and understood what Alutar was saying. The reborn ogres were slow and easily avoided, but if his Black Devils could be brought back to life they would be weapons of torment. The cloud would keep the people under control, an ever-present reminder of who controlled their destiny, not to mention the fact that it would keep life miserable for the masses.


  “Immortality,” continued Alutar, “I cannot give you, but it pleases me that you ask. You show the proper amount of fear and respect and your asking shows me that you do intend to bring me back, after all. If you did not, you would have no need of protection from me.”


  “What do you mean, you cannot give me immortality?” exclaimed Sarac. “The prophecy states that I will rule for a thousand years or until some condition is met, which I plan to avoid.”


  “That is not a problem,” chuckled Alutar. “You did not ask for a thousand years, you asked for immortality. I have been imprisoned for longer than a thousand years and it seems like nothing to me.”


  “So,” offered Sarac, “everything is agreeable then?”


  “I have no problem with your requests,” stated the demon, “but I warn you. Trick me or deceive me and I will give you a thousand years of torturous death. For a thousand years you will scream in agony with every breath and I will deny you death until the term is completed.”


  “Fair enough,” Sarac stated quickly so that Alutar would not detect a moment’s hesitation. “There is one other condition, though. You have guarantees that I will not deceive you, but I have none that you will do likewise. The last condition is that after you have given me what I need, you will withdraw into your old Universe and take your cloud with you. Only then can I be assured that you are not trying to trick me into showing you the entrance to my Universe.”


  Alutar laughed. “If your skills were not so puny and feeble, you would make an admirable adversary. Your terms are acceptable, only if I am to be released within a year. If you require more time than that, I will not bargain with you.”


  “A year is fair and acceptable,” conceded Sarac. He still had to get his hands on the Book of the Beginning, but at least he had an idea of how it could be found. It would not be as difficult a search as the Origin Scroll had been.


  Alutar cast a spell and the black cloud began to dissipate. Sarac drew large breaths of air into his lungs in an attempt to expunge the acidic residue from the black cloud. With the coming sunlight, Sarac could more clearly see the blight of the land. While Lattimer had been wrong about the cloud causing death, the plant life had withered and wilted under the opaque darkness.


  Sarac still had to contend with the smell of decay, which not only emanated from the dead ogres, but also seemed to linger like an aura around Alutar.


  Alutar and Sarac spent several days getting the Black Devil prepared to venture forth as the Dark One, before Alutar reluctantly retreated into his Universe prison to await the destruction of the Universes.


  Sarac walked back to the Junction happily blasting ogres with Fireballs along the way. Just before he reached the Junction, he came across the ogre that had deserted Lattimer.


  “Where have you been?” Sarac demanded.


  “Lattimer was going the wrong way, Lord”, the ogre grunted. “I only left him to find the way to the stone tower myself.”


  “I have told the ogres many times,” scolded Sarac, “that my word is to be obeyed without thinking. You have disobeyed and your actions could have brought dreadful harm to my plans. I want you to dwell on this while you die.”


  Sarac smiled as he watched the fear etch into the ogre’s face. The fear was followed by hatred and the ogre charged Sarac hoping to catch him off guard. Sarac tossed a Freeze Ball at the ogre and laughed at the contorted image of the ice statue. He panted from exertion as he dragged the body over to a tree and leaned it against the trunk. Sarac ripped the shreds of clothing off the ogre and used the cloth to bind the creature to the tree.


  Sarac sat and watched as mutant ogres started to wander over to investigate. The errant ogre started to thaw and saw the hideous creatures that used to be his kin approaching. He let out a wail of despair as they noticed him and started to approach his tree. Sarac sat and watched the pathetic ogre being devoured by his long dead brothers. When the group had destroyed the deviant ogre, Sarac burned the entire group with fireballs and continued his journey.


  Sarac crossed through the Junction to find his ogre and cart waiting. The ogre seemed relieved that he would not die waiting for his master to return. Sarac seated himself in the cart and the ogre took him back to the warehouse. Sarac entered his office and called for Lattimer.


  “Sarac,” exclaimed Lattimer, “I am so glad to see you back. Is Alutar still there or has he traveled elsewhere?”


  “Where else can he go?” laughed Sarac. “Actually, I sent him back to his prison. I have bargained well, Lattimer. You may now officially call me the Dark One.”


  “You have gotten Alutar’s acceptance?” asked Lattimer incredulously.


  “Indeed I have,” boasted Sarac. “He taught me new spells of great power and has given me one year to accomplish my goal. The Dark One will reign for a thousand years.”


  “What are these new spells?” quizzed Lattimer.


  “Find me a Black Devil who wishes to be immortal and does not mind dying to obtain his status,” ordered Sarac. “I wish to try my new spell and create a Revenant.”


  “Do you mean like the ogres were?” queried Lattimer.


  “No,” answered Sarac. “The ogres were poor stock for that spell, but they were all that was available to Alutar.”


  Sarac followed Lattimer out of the warehouse and called his men to gather around. He explained to them his new status and proposed his experiment. One individual immediately stepped forward to volunteer and Sarac cast a spell upon him.


  Sarac walked back into the warehouse and came out with a sword. While the group of Black Devils looked on, Sarac thrust the sword into the volunteer’s heart. The Black Devil fell to the ground bleeding and the crowd murmured.


  After just a few moments the deceased Black Devil rolled over and pushed himself off the ground. He rose to a standing position and faced Sarac.


  “Your will, Master?” the Revenant asked.


  Sarac gazed at his creation. The Revenant appeared normal except for his eyes, which were monotone white orbs that gave him an eerie appearance. Sarac pierced the Revenant again and once more the deceased Black Devil stumbled and fell to the ground. And once again he rose back up.


  “The only true death of a Revenant,” lectured Sarac, “is removal of his head or the death of his Master. This concludes the demonstration. I must have dinner now but afterwards you are all summoned back here to receive the spell so that you will be better equipped to serve me.”


  Sarac smiled as he mounted the stairs in the tower and passed through the Junction into the Dusty Trail Inn. He was in a jovial mood as he went downstairs and ordered a large dinner. Only then did he realize that he had not eaten in three days but, then, some things are more important than food to the Dark One. After all, he was guaranteed that he would not die of hunger, at least for a thousand years.


  Chapter 13


  Secor


  John Secor was in the back room of his shop having a bit of tea when the bell from the front door sounded. John rose and set his cup on the table and moved to the black curtains that divided the two rooms. John reflected on earlier times when he would have just walked into the showroom, rather than lurk behind the curtain to see who was entering. The memory of the three Black Devils who had come to kill him here at his shop still lingered painfully.


  John peered through the gap in the curtains and saw his son-in-law. Brushing aside the curtains, John rushed into the showroom and embraced the Targan Prince.


  “Oscar, you old sea dog,” greeted the painter. “How good is it to see you. How are my Callie and the baby?”


  Prince Oscar returned the embrace and smiled broadly. “They are fine, John. They are both in much better shape than they were at your last visit. You must come down and visit again. I know Callie would love to see you soon.”


  John broke the embrace and guided Oscar into the back room. “Tea?” he asked.


  “Thanks,” answered Oscar absentmindedly. “John, we are fast approaching troubled times again. Truthfully, I have come at the request of King Byron. We need for you to talk with General Fernandez about Mitchel.”


  “You mean President Mitchel,” corrected John. “I still can’t believe President Suarez was voted out of office. He was a good man, Oscar.”


  “I know, John,” the Targan Prince replied. We think we know how Mitchel got elected. The chest of gold that was supposedly from King Byron was planted to make Suarez look bad. We also think that Alvira and Rivera were killed before they dropped out of the race. Do you remember how Mordac portrayed King Austin? We think that Mitchel has done the same with the other two candidates.”


  “You think President Mitchel has ties with magicians?” queried Secor.


  “Not ties with magicians, John,” sighed Oscar. “Mitchel is a Black Devil and not just any Black Devil either. He is one of Sarac’s Inner Circle. Sarac has found a way back and he’s planning to destroy Targa. Do you remember Aurora?”


  John slumped into a chair and stared at Prince Oscar. “Yeah, I remember her. What has she got to do with this?”


  “She is now the Empress of Sordoa,” sighed Prince Oscar. “Ali Kasim died. Sarac seeks to use the armies of Sordoa and Cordonia against Targa once again.”


  “What can I do?” asked John.


  “I think General Fernandez is a straight arrow,” speculated Oscar. “If he knows that Mitchel stole the election and plans to use Cordonia’s army for Sarac’s needs, he may be able to get the army to refuse. I don’t know for sure, John, but it is worth a try. I have something that may help.”


  Prince Oscar removed a vial from his pouch and set it on the table and then proceeded to answer Secor’s unasked question. “It is a very strong acid, John. I think Sarac brought gold from the other Universe to bribe officials and voters. The fake gold has a slightly different composition and will be destroyed by this acid, while regular gold will not be harmed. I don’t know if this in itself will convince the General, but it may help. I would also have him look for the bodies of Alvira and Rivera. I suspect that the candidates are long dead and the bodies should get his attention.”


  “Oscar,” promised John Secor, “you know I will do whatever I can. Too many people -- good people -- have already died because of this maniac and his lust for power. Do you want to come with me?”


  “I don’t think it would help General Fernandez see the truth if it was presented by the Crown Prince of Targa,” replied Oscar. “I am going to stop and see Alex, Jenneva and the baby on my way back to Targa. I have a feeling that we are going to need Alex’s skill before long.”


  “Very well,” John said, “but let him have as much time with his family as you can. His task is likely to be deadlier than ours. Did they have a boy or a girl?”


  “I’m not sure,” Oscar replied. “Jenneva wanted a girl, but I think Alex had his heart set on a boy. I’ll let you know.”


  Prince Oscar left Secor’s shop and headed back to his Door. After passing through Egam’s cave, he entered Jenneva’s study and found Shanor reading. “Hello, Uncle Oscar!” she exclaimed.


  “Hello there, squirt,” the Prince greeted. “How about a ride to wherever Alex is?”


  “Sure!” the little girl said as she scampered onto Oscar’s shoulders. “He’s outside with the unicorns.”


  “Unicorns?” questioned Prince Oscar as he made his way outside through the back door.


  Alex looked up at the sound of Oscar’s voice. “Oscar!” he exclaimed. “Boy, is it good to see you.”


  “I came as soon as I could,” apologized Oscar. “I was out at Dalek taking care of Callie and the baby and I didn’t get Lord Habas’s message until today. I stopped by Kantor to get John Secor going on trying to inform General Fernandez about Mitchel, but...I’m sorry, I know I’m going too fast and talking about things you are not even aware of.”


  Alex looked over at Shanor who had climbed down off Oscar’s back. “Shanor, see if Jenneva needs any help with the baby.”


  Alex led Oscar over to a bench by Kaz and Yorra. “I know more than you think, Oscar,” sighed Alex. “Somehow Egam knew of events here and warned us of Sarac’s moves. What is more important than Targa’s troubles right now is getting Callie and your baby to safety.”


  “Targa’s troubles and mine are the same,” declared Prince Oscar. “What do Callie and the baby have to do with anything?”


  Alex told Oscar about the ancient prophecy and Alutar. “So you can see why it is important to make sure that your family is safe.”


  Oscar looked drawn and nodded. “I will send her and the baby to Grakus. We just bought a nice villa there and I don’t think anyone knows about it yet. I’ll make sure that no one does.”


  “You should go with them, Oscar,” clarified Alex. “There is nothing you can do in Targa to stop the prophecy.”


  “I may not be able to change the prophecy,” explained Prince Oscar, “but I can still minimize the unnecessary loss of Targan lives. If Sordoa and Cordonia are willing to be puppets for Sarac, it will be their blood that is left on the battlefield, not ours.”


  “You’re right, of course,” accepted Colonel Tork. “I have been waiting for Jenneva and the baby to feel better before starting out myself, but I guess I have no time left. I have to go to Trekum and make sure Aurora’s child is kept safe. I don’t know how I can accomplish that. I know she will recognize me the moment she sees me, but Jenneva is not yet ready for travel.”


  “Trekum is a long way off, Alex,” ventured Prince Oscar. “Why don’t you let the Spiders handle it?”


  “I can be in Trekum before you get a message to the Spiders,” offered Alex. “Time is very important now. Things are progressing faster than I thought. Still, I should have time for my manners. Let me introduce you to Kaz and Yorra.”


  Alex stood and pulled Prince Oscar over to the unicorns. “They can mind speak, Oscar. The black one is Shamta Kaz and the white is Yorra. Shamta is their title for Prince, so you too have something in common.”


  Kaz, Yorra, this is my friend, Prince Oscar of Targa.


  Prince Oscar, it is a pleasure to meet a friend of Alex and Jenneva.


  Oscar bowed to the unicorns and felt slightly silly, not knowing what the proper protocol was for addressing a unicorn Prince. Shamta Kaz, Yorra, your greeting warms my heart. Indeed, it is my pleasure to meet you.


  We do not stand on ceremonies, Prince Oscar. Yorra and I greet you as a friend. Perhaps one day we will have time to become better acquainted.


  Prince Oscar smiled as Alex pulled him back towards the building. “You really have no time left, Oscar. Go and get your family to safety. We can talk later.”


  “Amazing creatures,” commented Oscar, “but how do they help you get to Trekum quickly? Are they that much faster than horses?”


  Alex chuckled. “They can fly, Oscar, but yes, even on the ground they are considerably faster than horses. Now, get moving.”


  Prince Oscar stared at the unicorns and waved goodbye even as Alex was pulling him back towards the study.


  “We have a Door to Trekum now,” remembered Oscar. “I can get word to the Spiders through it, or rather, Larc can. He has access to the Royal Palace now through a contract for supplies.”


  Alex skidded to a halt. “That’s great!” he exclaimed. “I really didn’t feel very good about leaving Jenneva, anyway. Shanor is a great help, but I just feel better being here myself.”


  “Okay,” smiled Oscar, “but I still have to be moving. I will call on you after I get Callie and the baby off to Grakus.”


  Oscar disappeared through the Door and proceeded to Dalek. There he hastily packed traveling bags and bundled his family through the Doors to Tagaret. Callie and the baby rested while Oscar arranged passage on the Princess Lidia, the Targan Royal Yacht. He also ordered a Door placed on board the ship. On the way to the ship, Prince Oscar explained the prophecy to Princess Callie. Callie’s eyes welled up with tears as she clutched her baby closer to her.


  “Nobody is going to use my child as a tool for their own ends,” she declared.


  “Nobody knows of our villa in Grakus,” soothed the Crown Prince. “You will be safe there. I will join you when I can, but first I must do all that I can to provide for our people.”


  Oscar kissed his child and embraced his wife, holding her for a long time until the Captain coaxed Callie on board. Oscar stood and watched the ship sail out of the harbor, hoping that it would not be too long before he was reunited with his family. With his thoughts as dark as the western sky, Prince Oscar of Targa shuffled his way back to the Royal Palace to begin preparations for the coming war, wondering which neighboring country would be the first to attack.


  Once through the gates of the Palace, Oscar hurried to the King’s Study and ordered a meeting with General Gregor, Lord Habas, and Larc. It took nearly an hour for the group to assemble and Prince Oscar spent the time studying the wall map. When everyone was present he told of his conversation with Alex and the details of the prophecy. While he trusted every person in the room, he told them only that he had sent his family away and did not mention their destination. The fewer people who knew where to look for his child, the better he felt. Only Alex and the Captain of the Princess Lidia would know where they were and even they would not know of the exact location. Grakus was a very large island.


  After the situation was laid out for the members of the group, Prince Oscar instructed Larc to get someone to protect Aurora’s child. King Byron ordered the recall of General Clark to help map out battle strategies and General Gregor canceled all military leaves and ordered the army to standby for deployment.


  



  John Secor entered the Office of Military Intelligence and asked for General Fernandez. Within moments he was shown into a lavish wood paneled office that was lined with bookshelves and told to take a seat. Instead of sitting, John walked around the room browsing the many volumes of books. The General appeared to have practically every book ever written on military strategy and tactics.


  The door opened and the General marched in and greeted John. “John Secor, the painter. Welcome. Please have a seat.”


  The General positioned a chair for John and then set himself behind the desk. “Are you interested in military strategy, John?”


  “Not really,” admitted John. “I am amazed at your book collection, though. I was not aware that military strategy was such a lengthy topic.”


  “Ah,” smiled the General, “but the man who refused the Throne of Targa has not come to my office to discuss military strategy, have you? I also doubt that you desire to paint a portrait of me at my President’s request, so perhaps you can enlighten me?”


  John detected the innuendo regarding the President and could tell that the General was not entirely happy with the peoples’ vote. “No, General, I am not a painter today, but a patriot of Cordonia. As you are aware of my refusal to wear the Crown of Targa, you should also be aware of the reason. I am a painter and my home is here in Kantor. I am Cordonian and while I may have close ties to Targa, my concerns today are centered on the welfare of Cordonia’s citizens.”


  “As are mine,” interrupted the General.


  “I am sure that they are, General. That is what brings me to your office. I hope that I may speak confidentially.”


  The General nodded and John Secor continued. “As I stated, I have close ties to Targa, the Crown Prince being my son-in-law. I have received disturbing information from Targa regarding our new President.”


  General Fernandez straightened in his chair and struggled to hide his interest. “And what does Targa think about our elections?”


  “A number of things,” John offered. “They believe that President Mitchel will force Cordonia to declare war against Targa. A war that will be devastating to both countries.” John watched for a reaction from the General, but the Intelligence Officer did not flinch. “They also believe that President Mitchel stole the election.”


  General Fernandez’s eyes grew wide. “And what makes them think that?” he asked calmly.


  “A number of reasons,” John stated, “For one, Mitchel is a known Black Devil, a member of Sarac’s Inner Circle.”


  “I was led to believe that the magician’s chosen few were banished along with him?” queried the General.


  “Indeed they were,” remarked Secor. “It would appear that Sarac has found a way back. His plans include the takeover of both Cordonia and Sordoa. It would seem that he has accomplished both.”


  General Fernandez could no longer hide his interest. He had heard reports of Ali Kasim getting married and declaring himself the Emperor, but he also knew Ali Kasim was no magician. “So Ali Kasim is a Black Devil, too?”


  “Not at all,” answered John Secor, “but Ali Kasim does not rule Sordoa. He died quite recently and the nation is ruled by the Empress, a woman who was one of Mordac’s closest associates. She calls herself Miriam Rakech, but we know her as Aurora.”


  General Fernandez stared at John Secor for a few long moments. He had not received any word of the Emperor’s death, but he had known of Miriam Rakech and could find no records of anyone with that name. He was aware that Aurora had not been killed in the raid on Mordac’s castle, but that proved nothing. “How can they be sure that Sarac is free?”


  John reached into his pouch and extracted the vial of acid and a piece of gold that he had already tested and placed them on the General’s desk. “This is a piece of gold from my shop. The vial contains a strong acid, but it will not harm the gold, not this gold. Sarac financed his campaigns using gold from his Universe. The gold appears to be identical to our gold, but it is not. One drop of this acid and his gold will dissolve.”


  The General rose and strode over to a cabinet and grabbed a tray and placed it on his desk. He picked up John’s gold and fondled it. He placed the gold on the tray and picked up the vial. He dropped a small amount of acid on the gold and watched it drip onto the tray. Next, he opened a desk drawer and removed a small pouch. He withdrew several small pieces of gold from the pouch and lined them up on the tray. Moving from piece to piece, he placed a small drop of acid on each gold piece. Out of the six gold pieces, two disintegrated.


  The General pushed the vial of acid back to John Secor. “This is not really proof of your claims,” he said. “Even if President Mitchel bought things with fake gold, it is not really a matter for Military Intelligence.”


  “How about the murders of Alvira and Rivera then,” suggested the painter? “Do you really believe that those two candidates would back Mitchel? Where are they now that the election is over? Please, General Fernandez, do not forget the ability of a Black Devil to assume another person’s identity after their death.”


  The General cleaned up the tray in the sink and returned the gold pieces to his pouch. He laid John’s gold piece on the desk and pushed it towards the painter. These actions bought him a little time to digest what Secor was telling him. He had tried to locate the two missing candidates and they could not be found, but he had no indication that they had been murdered. Still, Fernandez had never bought the idea of them willingly backing Mitchel.


  “John,” the General probed, “even if I believe everything that you have said. What do you expect me to do?”


  “I don’t know,” John sighed. “I have every trust in Suarez, but no one would believe this information if it came from him. I don’t know who I would even trust other than yourself. My main fear is the starting of another war. I don’t want to witness the deaths of thousands of soldiers on both sides. Perhaps I thought you could avoid that somehow. Either ignore the orders or delay the deployment of forces or something.”


  General Fernandez stared at John Secor. “Do you know that what you are suggesting is treason?”


  “It is not a treason against the country or the people,” declared Secor. “You’ve been very good with your emotions, General. You haven’t in any way indicated that you are readying for war, but I know you are. Targa knows you are. Can you really sit there and allow thousands of good men to die because you fail to see the truth when it is staring you in the face?”


  General Fernandez smiled sadly at the painter as he rose from behind the desk. “John, do not speak of this to anyone else. I promise you nothing, but I know that you care for the Cordonian people. If you care equally for the Targans, I cannot fault you for that. Know that I care for the people, too. Go now, get back to your shop and keep quiet.”


  The General showed John Secor to the door of his office and returned to his desk to dwell on matters of treason.


  John was frustrated. He knew General Fernandez was a good man, but he also knew that he was a loyal military officer. John could not figure out which way he would go. Before John reached the Palace gates, two soldiers intercepted him. They told him that the President wished to see him. John had no choice but to follow. He couldn’t believe that Fernandez had betrayed him. He didn’t know if the General eventually would, but John could have been seized in the General’s office if that was the case.


  John had been in the Presidential Palace many times and knew the layout fairly well. The soldiers were not taking him to any of the rooms where the President could normally be found. Indeed, the soldiers escorted John Secor to a cell in the dungeon and locked him in bracelets and anklets.


  John did not have long to wait before President Mitchel showed up. What made John shiver, though, was the President’s companion. Dalgar produced a set of keys and entered the cell before the President.


  “You seem to work for a great number of rulers these days,” spat John.


  “I’m a popular man,” snickered Dalgar. “You avoided the Black Devils fairly well the last time, but now it is different. We have come to ask you a few basic questions. Answer them and maybe you’ll go free. Refuse and you will wish the Black Devils had killed you long ago.”


  “You might as well kill me now,” braved John. “I will tell you nothing.”


  Mitchel pulled a stool out of the corner and made himself comfortable. Dalgar flashed a knife off of his belt and laughed.


  “I want the Book of the Beginning,” began Mitchel. “Tell me where I can find it and you can go free when we have retrieved it.”


  John clamped his mouth shut and refused to talk. Dalgar took his knife and, starting at John’s neck, sliced the length of John’s arm, slicing clean through the fabric of the painter’s tunic and slightly into his arm.


  John gritted his teeth to ease the pain. Mitchel repeated the question and Dalgar repeated the cutting on John’s other side. John’s tunic slid to the floor as blood dripped down both arms. John clamped his mouth shut so tight he felt his teeth would shatter, but he refused to utter a syllable.


  “John, John,” whispered Mitchel, “it’s only a book. We know Jenneva has it. Just tell us where we can find Jenneva and we can stop all of this pain.”


  John remained silent and Dalgar cut a deep slash across the captive’s bare chest. Mitchel was amusing himself by going through the contents of John’s pouch and picked up the vial. He held the vial up to the torch and gazed at it. He removed the stopper and cautiously sniffed the contents. He almost dropped the vial as the acid fumes seared his nostrils. “Well, well,” he chuckled, “what have we here?”


  He handed the vial to Dalgar and the Black Devil torturer smiled. He took the vial and stooped to John’s feet. Slowly, he allowed a drop to fall on one of the painter’s toes and John screamed as the acid ate through his flesh. The second toe started John babbling and the third caused him to faint.


  When John came to, Mitchel and Dalgar were waiting. The pain was still incredibly intense and Dalgar stooped at John’s other foot.


  “When Dalgar is done with your feet,” whispered Mitchel, “he will begin on your hands. After that, who knows. Where does Jenneva live?”


  Several hours later, the trembling mass of flesh that used to be John Secor, babbled answers to any question that was asked of him. Mitchel smiled as he rose from the stool.


  “Take three men and go,” ordered Mitchel. “I want that book back here by tomorrow. And, Dalgar, don’t come back without it.”


  Chapter 14


  Trouble


  “We still haven’t heard back from John Secor,” Prince Oscar said. “We don’t know if the Cordonians are going to coordinate their attack with Sordoa.”


  “Do you really think the enemy will tell Secor what they are planning?” quipped General Clark.


  “I don’t look at General Fernandez as the enemy,” interrupted Prince Oscar. “He is truly Cordonian and wouldn’t hesitate to attack Targa if he thought we meant harm to his country, but I think he is fair and open-minded enough to listen to John. John certainly will present enough information to cause the General to rethink his orders.”


  “Even if he does,” added General Gregor, “he can not arbitrarily ignore his President’s orders. He is a military officer and has been trained to execute his orders, even if he disagrees with them.”


  “General Gregor,” asked King Byron, “if you were in his exact position, what would you do?”


  General Gregor pondered the Cordonian’s position. He had, in fact, been in a similar position when he learned of the fake King Austin. “If I was sure that the ruler was not entitled to his position, I would do what I thought best for the country, what I think the real ruler would want. I should add, though, that I would have to be convinced of the facts before I would ever even contemplate such a move.”


  General Clark looked at General Gregor and his face flushed. “I have to apologize for my statements. General Gregor is correct. We both faced that decision not long ago. The real question is whether or not Secor managed to convince General Fernandez.”


  “Well, it bothers me that John hasn’t gotten back to us,” said Prince Oscar. “John is a very capable man, but his words could be taken as treason if the wrong person heard them. I think I need to return to Kantor and check up on him.”


  “Absolutely not!” exclaimed King Byron. “The Crown Prince does not go traipsing around in a foreign capital when the two nations are about to go to war. You wouldn’t even make it to the Royal Palace.”


  “Alex had a very good rapport with General Fernandez,” stated General Gregor. “If any man could get to speak with the Cordonian General, it would be Colonel Tork.”


  “I can’t say that I care much for the idea,” offered Prince Oscar, “but I would value his opinion on the Sordoan troop movements and other things that we are facing. Let me go get him. I’ll be right back.”


  Oscar walked down the stairs to Lord Habas’s laboratory and through the Door to Egam’s cave. From the cave he passed through another Door to Jenneva’s study and found it empty. He looked out the window and saw Shanor playing outside with a monkey. Figuring that Alex might be out back again, he trotted down the steps and out the back door.


  Alex and Jenneva were walking along the path and Oscar waved to them. “So, how is the new mother feeling?”


  “Great, Oscar!” Jenneva answered. “The baby just fell asleep and I figured I would steal a walk with this handsome fellow who has been prowling around in the backyard.”


  Oscar laughed. “It’s that handsome fellow whom I came to steal. The Sordoan Army is on the move and we could use Alex’s input. We also haven’t heard back from John yet.”


  Alex frowned. “I don’t think General Fernandez would have imprisoned him. The General struck me as an intelligent officer. He may not have believed John, but he wouldn’t harm him for making statements and if I know John, he wouldn’t do anything but talk.”


  “I agree,” replied Oscar. “I’ll try to get him back as soon as possible, Jenneva.”


  “Hang on, Oscar,” halted Alex. “I am going to bring Kaz in case I need to get somewhere quickly.”


  Alex kissed Jenneva goodbye and called Kaz. Together with Oscar they started for the building when Jenneva called to him. “What about Aurora’s baby?”


  “The Spiders still haven’t been able to get near her,” called back Oscar.


  Oscar, Alex and Kaz went through the Doors to the Royal Palace. Alex told Kaz where the stables were so that he could view some Targan horses and see what they were like. Alex and Oscar proceeded up to the meeting room.


  When they arrived, Larc was drawing a map of the Sordoan forces and marking the location of the Targan forces as well. Alex greeted everybody and focused on the map. There didn’t appear to be any feint this time. The mass of the Sordoan forces were heading for Melbin. “What is their Navy like?” Alex asked.


  “Not much to speak of,” answered Larc. “They have pressed a few freighters into service like we did in the last war, but I don’t see them launching a large naval attack.”


  General Clark nodded approvingly. “The worst they can do is hide out and disrupt our Navy if we should attempt to sail south towards Trekum. This is going to be a land battle all the way.”


  Just then Jenneva bounded into the room. “Oscar, you can’t just leave the problem to the Spid...I mean, Aurora is a magician. It will take a magician to get close to her.” Jenneva’s face reddened. She hadn’t thought that everyone present might not know about the Spiders.


  “Jenneva, you need to be home with the baby,” argued Alex.


  “Alex,” Jenneva retorted, “if you remember, a great deal rides on keeping her baby alive. You can stay with the baby while I go to Trekum. I won’t be long, but we cannot take the chance of something happening to her baby. Too many lives depend on it.”


  “Let me go and get your baby,” offered Oscar. “I’ll come back here and nobody will be left alone. I’ll bring Shanor, as well. Jenneva is right. She is the only one who stands a chance of getting close to Aurora. I should have realized that right away.”


  “Okay,” agreed Alex, “I don’t like the idea of you going to Trekum alone though, Jenneva.”


  “Where does the Door come out down there?” asked Jenneva.


  “At the Continental Shipping Company warehouse,” answered Larc.


  “Okay, Alex,” decided Jenneva, “come with me as far as the warehouse and we’ll see what the situation is like. While it may not be safe for an armed man to walk around the city, no one will question a woman walking alone, but I will feel better with you nearby.”


  “Well, you two had better come along, then,” stated General Gregor. “It is starting to get dark out and I think we are due for a storm. There is no sense in walking around in Trekum on a rainy night. The Door is in my office.”


  “You’re right about the storm, General,” offered Jenneva. “It passed over Atar’s cove a couple of hours ago and it was heading this way.”


  Alex and Jenneva followed General Gregor to his office and Prince Oscar left for Lord Habas’s library. He wondered how they could accomplish anything without the Doors.


  



  Dalgar and his men lay in the bushes of the tropical jungle, the ground soaking wet and the leaves still dripping from a storm that had passed over not long ago. The Black Devil was clearly uncomfortable in the muggy atmosphere. He hated the jungle and cared even less for the animals that roamed through the dense foliage. After a while they had found the path lined with shells and coral and followed it towards the large structure, which appeared to be set in the side of a mountain. Somewhere in that structure Dalgar knew he would find the Book of the Beginning.


  A young girl came skipping down the path and Dalgar motioned for his men to stay hidden. Just as she came abreast of Dalgar, he leaped up and swung his sword, slicing open her young throat. Before the girl’s body hit the ground, Dalgar heard a growling sound rushing towards him through the bushes. He called to his men and they jumped onto the path just as a large tiger came leaping out of the woods. The tiger connected with one of Dalgar’s men and both man and beast went flying into the jungle on the other side of the trail.


  At that moment, Oscar walked through the Door into Jenneva’s study and heard the man’s scream. He ran to the window and peered out. Seeing Shanor’s bleeding body lying on the path, Oscar’s fist clenched in rage. She was obviously dead and Oscar’s attention was drawn to a human body falling out of the jungle onto the path, his throat ripped out and his body landing limp.


  The tiger leaped out of the jungle and attacked another man. Prince Oscar did not waste any more time watching. He raced down the stairs to Jenneva’s bedroom and grabbed the baby. Even as he was hoisting the sleeping baby into his arms he heard the footsteps on the stairs going up towards Jenneva’s study. He had recognized Dalgar as one of the men and knew he could not use the Door. He would have little chance of getting to it. Frantically, he grasped for a solution to his dilemma. Prince Oscar turned and raced out the back door searching for Yorra. Alex had said that the unicorns could fly. Prince Oscar intended to find out how well they flew.


  The back yard area was rather large with many paths and pools interspersed with jungle. He ran along the main path and tried to send a mental message to Yorra. He rounded a bend in the path and Yorra stood before him. Without further thought, he grabbed Yorra’s mane with one hand and threw himself on the unicorn’s back.


  Fly, Yorra, fly. There is trouble here and we must get the baby to safety.


  Yorra needed no further instructions. Her wings popped out and Yorra leaped into the air.


  Where is Alex and Jenneva? Why are they not here?


  They are on their way to Trekum to rescue Aurora’s baby. I came to bring their baby and Shanor to Tagaret so they would not be left alone. Black Devils have already killed Shanor and I think they are looking for the baby.


  Oscar pointed eastward and Yorra followed his direction. Within an hour they caught up to the storm and the turbulence was unsettling. The sun had already set and Oscar realized that neither he nor Yorra would ever know when they were over land, not to mention that the rain was soaking all three of them.


  Yorra, swing to the left. There is land much closer in that direction and we need to get the baby out of the rain. We will need to be careful, though, because the people there are not friendly to us. See if you can find a desolate stretch to set down in.


  Yorra turned towards the Cordonian coastline and eventually passed out of the storm. Neither Oscar nor Yorra had any idea where they were, but they saw lights of towns and campfires between the towns. Finally, they set down in the darkest area they could find. They had seen no campfires or torches for a good distance around their landing site. Oscar removed his vest and stripped his purple tunic with gold stitching off of his body. The tunic was not exactly dry, but it was the driest piece of cloth that he had. He wrapped the baby in the tunic, trying to keep the wettest parts away from the baby’s skin. Oscar vacillated over starting a fire. They could all use the warmth of the fire to remove the chill brought on by flying through the storm, but he did not want to alert anyone of their presence.


  Finally, he compromised by gathering as much dry grass as he could find and heaped it over the infant. It probably wouldn’t do much for warmth, but it would act as a wind block and trap some of the body heat, as well. Yorra and Prince Oscar agreed to take turns keeping watch during the night. Whoever was not on watch would sleep close to the baby and try to keep the infant warm.


  Sometime during the night Prince Oscar heard the twang of a bow just before he felt the arrow strike his back and the world turn black.


  



  Dalgar rummaged through the bookshelves in Jenneva’s study, searching for the Book of the Beginning. His last remaining Black Devil stood watch in the hall in case there were other people about on the island. The tiger managed to kill two of his men before he hit it with a Freeze Ball. He had no idea why some young girl was living on Jenneva’s island and he didn’t really care. He just wanted to find the Book of the Beginning and get out of there before Jenneva showed up. Dalgar would feel more comfortable with a few more men around if he was going to have to face her skill.


  After he finished trashing all of the bookshelves, Dalgar started going through the desk. In the bottom right-hand drawer he found what he was looking for. He grabbed the book and headed out of the house, his remaining henchman close behind.


  



  Alex and Jenneva stepped through the Door into the Continental Shipping Company warehouse. Eddie, an old friend of Alex’s from Lavinda, came over to greet them.


  “Well, aren’t you a friendly sight!” exclaimed Eddie. “Congratulations on your marriage.”


  “Thanks, Eddie,” greeted Alex. “What is the status on our magical Empress?”


  Eddie did not take offense at the brevity of Alex’s greeting. He knew that Alex was always short on speech when he had a job to do. “She hasn’t been out of the Royal Palace since she buried the Emperor. We can’t get anyone near her. We sent a man over the wall and heard his screams less than an hour later. We sent a woman in through the front gate posing as an emissary from Lanoir. We never heard from her again. If the woman knew we were trying to protect her child, maybe we would stand a better chance.”


  “I don’t know,” mused Alex. “That woman is so cold-hearted, I think she would only care for herself. Heck, if she knew that killing the baby would help Sarac, she might even offer her child up.”


  “Don’t say such a thing,” scolded Jenneva. “I don’t care how callous the woman is, she can’t help but love her baby. She wouldn’t let Sarac harm her child any more than Kirsta would have.”


  Alex flushed and averted his glance from Jenneva’s eyes as he remembered how Jenneva’s mother gave her up so that Sarac would never find her.


  “I’m sorry, Jenneva,” apologized Alex. “Now you know why I keep my mouth shut. Whenever I open it something foolish comes out.”


  “I’m sorry, too, Alex,” soothed Jenneva. “You are the finest man I have ever known and I know what you meant. I have never met a woman as foul as Aurora is and she certainly is no Kirsta. Who really knows what she would do?”


  Eddie had grown rather uncomfortable during the verbal dueling and made himself busy setting up some mats for the couple to sleep on. “I’m afraid our accommodations are not the best in town, but you’ll be warm, safe, and protected while you’re here.”


  “What we really need, Eddie,” Jenneva began, “is some way to get to Aurora. Who runs the Black Devils in town?”


  “Best we can tell,” Eddie answered, “would be a guy named Borundi. He was supposed to be Stafa Rakech’s right-hand man in charge of keeping Miriam safe and in luxury. What we think he was really doing was setting Ali Kasim up for the fall. He seems to be at the heart of the Black Devil resurgence and also organized the Servants of Sarac.”


  “Where can he be found?” asked Jenneva.


  “He purchased a mansion directly across the street from the Royal Palace,” Eddie replied, “but he spends an awful lot of time at the Palace. His schedule is unpredictable. He may stay in the Palace all day and leave in the middle of the night. There is absolutely no pattern there to follow.”


  “Eddie,” Alex ordered, “get Jenneva settled in. I’m going out to see things for myself. Maybe I can pick up some information.”


  Alex slipped out the door and disappeared into the night. Eddie helped Jenneva get settled and turned to leave.


  “Eddie,” queried Jenneva, “why did you get nervous as soon as Alex left. Are you afraid to be alone with me? I promise I won’t melt you.”


  “No, Jenneva,” Eddie answered, “I just fear for Alex. I have always looked up to him as my hero and each time he goes into battle I get a little nervous.”


  “Eddie,” giggled Jenneva, “he’s only gone to check things out. He’s not going into battle.”


  “You forget that Alex has been here before, Jenneva. He’s probably already over the Palace wall.” Eddie regretted saying it almost as soon as it was out of his mouth.


  



  The Sordoan warship cruised the dark waters of the Grakus Strait watching for signs of the Targan Navy. The Sordoan Navy was reduced to only four ships and all of them prowled the waters between Targa and Sordoa. The Captain knew his ship would be no match if the Targans decided to come down in force. The best he could hope for would be to harass as many ships as he could before they sunk him. Still, the situation was not as dark as the night. The last he heard, Targa was not even aware that war was coming. Perhaps the Army would overrun the Targans before their Navy knew what was going on.


  “Lone ship approaching!” came the cry from the rigging. “Off the starboard fore-quarter.”


  The Captain strained his eyes and still could not see anything in the darkness. Even so, he readied the crew with a barrage of orders. He cut speed and angled to starboard. A lone Targa warship would be a welcome surprise for the crew and, if properly done, the Targans would never know they had already lost one to the Sordoan Navy.


  “Where away?” the Captain shouted.


  “Off the bow, Captain,” came the shout from above. “A sleek craft she is, but not enough light to mark her yet.”


  The Captain maneuvered his dark ship further to starboard. He would take no action until he was sure she was a Targan vessel.


  “Do you see any others?” shouted the Sordoan Captain.


  “Not unless they’re running without lights like we are,” came the reply.


  The Captain continued straining for sight of the mysterious vessel and finally spied its distant light flickering in the haze. The Captain started to make plans for his attack. He could not afford to light fires for flaming arrows without giving away his own position and he had no idea of the forces which might be present on the other ship. He remembered the devastation the Targan ships had caused in the last war and he was not about to give the enemy a fighting chance.


  More softly than before, he called to the crew. “Archers, make ready. No fires. We’ll take them by hand if we have to.”


  From overhead the voice sounded again. “She’s Targan, alright, Captain. The vessel was in Trekum port during part of the last war. I recognize her, I do.”


  The Captain smiled broadly. This was one Targan ship that would never attack Sordoa again. The Captain angled more to starboard and gave orders to pick up speed. He could see the other ship now and the enemy vessel was considerably smaller than his warship. “Stand by to ram,” he warned.


  The dark Sordoan warship picked up speed and headed directly for the side of the other ship. The Targans spotted him now and he could see figures scurrying around her deck, trying in vain to maneuver out of the way of the larger Sordoan ship. He smiled when he realized that their efforts were futile.


  With a grinding screech the Sordoan warship slammed into the side of the Princess Lidia. The Sordoan archers let arrows fly at any figure who was available and the Captain saw Targans falling to the decks from bow to stern. The two ships were mangled together and the Captain saw that the Targan Royal Yacht could no longer float. He ordered his ship away from the sinking vessel before his own ship became entangled and drawn into the murky deep.


  The Sordoans watched from a safe distance as the Princess Lidia listed and slipped beneath the waves. After the troubled waters subsided the Captain moved closer to the scene of the sinking.


  “See any signs of survivors?” he shouted. “Look keenly, we don’t want the Targans to know that they’ve lost their precious ship.”


  “There’s one off portside,” came a shout from the bow. “Thrashing like he can’t swim,” the man laughed.


  The Sordoan ship swung to port and circled until the survivor was along-side the ship. “There he is,” shouted the Sordoan Captain. “Mate, show the Targan some Sordoan hospitality, will ya?”


  The Mate scurried down the deck to where the survivor was floundering. A group of seaman followed the Mate to the rail. The Sordoan Mate pulled an arrow from his quiver and sent it flying into the Targan’s body. The Targan survivor stopped splashing his arms and passed under the Sordoan warship.


  “I thought we was going to bring him up?” questioned one of the seaman.


  The only good Targan is a dead one,” cackled the Mate.


  “All of you, listen up,” shouted the Captain. “No Targan can be allowed to live to tell of the sinking. Our Army is just days away from attacking Targa and they need surprise if they’re going to succeed. I’ll have no more crying out of ya. Get back to watch and look for more survivors.”


  The seamen returned to their tasks, grumbling under their breath. They didn’t care much for leaving sailors to the fate of the sea when it could be helped, but they knew the Captain well enough to keep their complaints to themselves. Still, they didn’t have to like it much.


  The Captain was pleased with himself and hoped he could find another lone Targan vessel before the sun came up. If there were any more survivors, he knew they wouldn’t last the night.


  Chapter 15


  Dusty Trail Inn


  Alex silently slid into the shadows as the Sordoan patrol emerged out of the garden and marched along the path that ran along the wall. The Sordoan Royal Palace was well prepared for intruders, having learned a deadly lesson during the last war with Targa. Alex had made his way undetected to the Palace and over the wall into the garden. Unlike his last attempt to penetrate the Palace’s defenses, the Royal Guard was prepared this time. Colonel Tork had not been able to get past the garden and risked detection with every passing moment.


  Instead of six hundred men waiting in the barracks for the call to duty, clearly half of them were already assigned throughout the Palace grounds. Alex waited until the patrol passed down the path and stealthily stole his way back to the Palace’s outer wall. Alex clawed his way up the wall and lowered himself down the other side. Checking the tower guard, Alex made his way across the grass and into a ditch. He crawled his way down the drainage ditch until he was hidden from the tower, ever thankful of the heavy rain that had cleared most of the refuse out of the ditch.


  Silently, he crept out of the ditch and pressed his body against a building and melded with the shadows. Even the streets of Trekum were well patrolled this night and for a Targan Colonel to be caught skulking around the capital of Sordoa, there would be an instant death sentence. Several times on his way back to the warehouse of Continental Shipping, Alex encountered roving patrols. Each time he managed to hear them coming and was able to slide into the shadows before they passed.


  Alex slid up to the back door of the warehouse and knocked. Seconds later the door opened and the Targan Colonel slipped inside. With a sigh of relief he slumped down on the mat next to Jenneva.


  “We need to find a better way,” Alex announced. “There must be three hundred men on patrol duty at the Palace tonight. Even the streets are crowded with soldiers. The Royal Guard does learn from their mistakes and I doubt that we could get in to see Aurora and get back out again. One-way, maybe.”


  “One-way is not acceptable, Alex,” declared Jenneva. “There are too many variables at play here. Aurora’s child may not even be with her when we get inside.”


  “Why don’t we sleep on it?” suggested Eddie. “Tomorrow may bring another opportunity and haste could ruin our chance.”


  Jenneva and Alex nodded their approval and drifted off to sleep. Morning came much too soon for Alex’s liking, but he scrambled to his feet and saw Jenneva and Eddie peering out the door. “What’s going on?” he asked.


  “Not sure,” whispered Eddie. “There is some commotion at the Royal Palace. Sounds like fighting.”


  Alex pushed the door open and stepped outside, straining his ears to determine the nature of the fighting. He heard the bang of explosions and witnessed the sight of a fireball soaring to one of the guard towers. He reached back and grabbed Jenneva by the arm.


  “Let’s go,” he urged. “There is definitely fighting and magic use at the Royal Palace. Someone is killing the Royal Guards.”


  Jenneva needed no further urging. The two Targans ran towards the main street of Trekum, which was the most direct route to the Palace gates. Alex and Jenneva screeched to a halt before they reached the main thoroughfare. Aurora, clutching her child, was running away from the Royal Palace surrounded by a dozen Royal Guards.


  “Go that way!” Alex instructed Jenneva, indicating a street parallel to Aurora’s escape route. Turning towards Eddie, who had retrieved his sword and just caught up to the couple, he shouted, “Follow me, Eddie. It looks like the Royal Guards could use some help.”


  Jenneva took off at a run, trying to get herself to a position in front of Aurora, while Alex and Eddie headed for the main street of the city. Even before they reached the intersection they saw fireballs slamming into the Royal Guard escorts and watched several of the bodies fall to the ground in flames. Just as they reached the corner, a group of black-robed magicians appeared chasing Aurora. Without hesitation, Alex drew his sword and waded into the Black Devils, slashing magicians left and right. Eddie put his back to Alex and started attacking the evil magicians, as well.


  All along the street, merchants and citizens came running out of shops and houses carrying anything they could grab to use as a weapon. The crowd converged on the Black Devils and tore into them with sticks, shovels and bare hands. Alex eased his way out of the crowd and headed after Aurora. As soon as he cleared the human wall of citizens, he saw Jenneva and a Black Devil in magical battle. Aurora’s body lay flaming in the street alongside her remaining bodyguards. There was no sign of the baby.


  Alex charged towards the Black Devil and the magician’s attention was drawn away from Jenneva, who continued to pound him with fireballs. The crowd surged away from the two magicians and the flaming projectiles.


  “It’s Borundi,” screamed Jenneva, “be careful.”


  Borundi tossed a fireball at the charging Targan Colonel and Alex deflected it with his sword. Three more strides brought Alex within range of Borundi and his sword easily sliced through the Black Devil’s neck, severing his head. Jenneva ran to Aurora’s body and extinguished the flames with Aurora’s discarded cloak.


  More Royal Guards arrived on the scene and surrounded Alex. Alex saw Eddie coming and waved him off. The Guards stood menacing with their swords drawn and advanced on Alex. Almost immediately, the citizens fought through the ranks of the guards and surrounded Alex themselves, facing outward towards the Royal Guards.


  “Come on. Clear the way,” one of the Guards shouted. “Let me get the Targan pig so he can die properly. You’ll get your chance to watch the hanging.”


  “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” spat an old woman holding a rake. “This Targan did more to try and save the Empress than the whole lot of you fancy-dressed boys.”


  Jenneva left Aurora’s side and merged into the crowd of bystanders.


  “The Targan is a Colonel in the Rangers,” the Guard spat back. “Do you remember who killed the Sultan? This man is an enemy in time of war. He probably was chasing the Empress to kill her himself. Get out of the way or we’ll carve our way through you.”


  “We care little for who killed the swine of a Sultan,” shouted an old bald man. “If you fancy boys don’t go back to your Palace, we’ll kill you like we killed the magicians that was chasing our Empress.”


  The Guard who had assumed command looked around at the angry crowd that had grown to hundreds of citizens shaking their fists and crude implements. Gruffly, he ordered his men to retreat and was heard to issue orders to seal off the city so they could apprehend the Targan when he tried to leave.


  The Guards left and the crowd relaxed and spread around their fallen Empress. Alex thanked them for saving him, but the only acknowledgment he received were a few nods. Jenneva was working the crowd trying to find out what became of the baby, but everyone she talked to remembered seeing Aurora carrying the baby and no one saw what happened to her child.


  Eddie pulled Alex out of the crowd and told him to return to the warehouse before anyone arrived to follow him. Jenneva and Eddie spent the rest of the day talking to the citizens trying to find out what became of the baby. Whatever happened to the child, no one was talking about it.


  



  Oscar awoke with his face resting on a goose feather pillow. He tried to turn over and a searing jolt of pain shot up his spine.


  “Easy there, fellow,” soothed an elderly man’s voice. “You’ve got quite a hole in ya.”


  Oscar reached for his sword and found it missing. “No need for that now,” continued the soothing voice. “No one here will harm you. You can have your sword back when you’re ready to leave. Here, now, I’ll help you sit up so you can see we are not a threat.”


  The old man’s hands grabbed Oscar’s shoulders and gently twisted him into a sitting position. He grabbed the pillow and stuffed it behind Oscar and leaned him backwards against the wheel of a wagon. Oscar looked up and saw the wise eyes of a traveling gypsy. Across the field Oscar could see several men digging.


  “The baby?” Oscar croaked, his throat feeling raw.


  “There’s no baby,” declared the gypsy. “You’re friends must have taken the baby with them. Must have left you for dead, though.”


  “What friends?” quizzed Oscar.


  “The friends that killed all of those bandits,” frowned the gypsy. “Surely, you didn’t kill them yourself, did you?”


  “I didn’t kill anyone,” Oscar said, struggling to sit more comfortably. “I remember the sound of an arrow and the pain in my back. Then...nothing, just blackness.”


  “Well, you must have had friends with you then,” stated the gypsy. “They left twenty dead bandits, they did. My boys have spent all morning burying the bodies.”


  Oscar was confused and could make no sense of what the man was saying. He gazed over the field and saw the white form of Yorra lying still with a body atop her head.”


  “What about my horse?” he asked.


  “Dead, I’m afraid,” sighed the old man. “Quite a shame, too, she was a beautiful animal. Can’t imagine bandits doing such harm to a defenseless animal. Must be six arrows in her and sword slashes, as well. She must have tried to protect you.”


  Yorra, I’m so sorry to have gotten you mixed up in this. Forgive me.


  It’s not your fault...Oscar. There were...too many.


  “Yorra,” shouted Oscar as he tried to get up. The sharp pain ripped through his back and he tipped over onto his side.


  “Easy, young man,” scolded the gypsy. “You’ll kill yourself that way and waste all the time I’ve invested in you. Your horse can be replaced, if that is who Yorra is.”


  Oscar gritted his teeth as the gypsy eased Oscar back to a sitting position. “Perhaps I should lay you back down, if you’re going to get emotional. You still need a great deal of rest.”


  “No,” sighed Oscar. “You don’t understand. Yorra is not dead. She needs help, but she is not dead. Please, I beg you, help her.”


  Just then, one of the gypsy’s sons lifted the bandit’s body off Yorra’s head and gasped. Ora! Ora, come here! It’s not a horse, it’s a unicorn.”


  The gypsy looked queerly at Oscar and trudged across the field towards Yorra. He kneeled down at Yorra’s head and gazed at the bloodied horn and shook his head. He looked into Yorra’s staring eye and started shouting orders. The gypsy’s boys all ran over to the unicorn and a woman came out of the wagon and hurried to Yorra’s side. For over an hour the gypsy family hovered over Yorra. Occasionally one boy or another would run back to the wagon for something or be directed to get water or heat implements over the fire.


  Oscar drifted in and out of consciousness several times. Eventually, Oscar awoke to the tangy aroma of a venison stew. He opened his eyes and Ora knelt beside him with a bowl of stew and a cup of goat’s milk. “It is good that you rest, young man. Here is some of Beka’s famous stew. Eat, it will work wonders on your tired body.”


  Oscar looked frantically around the campsite for Yorra. “Don’t worry,” Ora whispered. “Your unicorn is safe. She is a very healthy animal and beautiful. My boys did not believe the unicorns existed, but I told them that the old stories are true and they should believe them all. Still, they have to actually touch the horn before they believe. I don’t understand young people today. They have no faith. Anyway, I ramble on like the old man that I am. Your Yorra will be fine. She is in much better shape than you are. Tomorrow she will be ready to dance on the rainbow again, but you will have to watch from here.”


  Oscar reached out and laid his hand on Ora’s arm. “Thank you,” he croaked. “Thank you for Yorra.”


  “People must always help each other,” offered the gypsy. “The only thanks you owe me is your story. You must tell me of the unicorn and how you came to be here and why the bandits wanted to kill you and what baby you were looking for and how you knew the unicorn was alive and...“


  Oscar coughed up a laugh and squeezed the old gypsy’s arm. “I will tell you everything, Ora, but first you must help me eat. It pains me to raise my arm.”


  



  Alex and Jenneva passed back through the Door to Colonel Gregor’s office, weary and depressed over losing Aurora’s baby. They walked down the corridor in silence and entered the King’s Study. King Byron, Lord Habas, Larc, and the two Generals were present and the King stopped speaking in mid-sentence. Everyone stared at them and the feeling made Alex suspect something ill.


  “Aurora is dead,” offered Jenneva, “and her baby is missing. Black Devils chased her down the street and killed her and the baby disappeared in the crowd. Whether the baby’s disappearance is magical or not, I don’t know.”


  Alex watched the expressions on their faces and thought that their news was worse. “What is it?” he demanded. “You have the look of mourning on your faces.”


  Everyone looked at King Byron and finally the King spoke. “Prince Oscar never returned from Atar’s Cove. Lord Habas went to check on him and found dead Black Devils on the island. Shanor is dead and Prince Oscar and the baby are missing.”


  Jenneva screamed and ran through the door with Alex right behind her. They raced down the stairs to Lord Habas’s library and through the series of Doors that took them to Jenneva’s study at Atar’s Cove. The study was trashed with books lying in heaps on the floor. Together they raced down to the bedroom and confirmed the baby’s absence. Despair overtook Jenneva and she threw herself down on the bed crying. Alex left the building and walked along the path to where Shanor’s body lay.


  Tofu lay curled around the young girl’s body and stood up when Alex approached. Alex gently picked up Shanor’s body and carried it into the garden at the rear of the house. He laid her down on a bench as he dug a grave for the young girl.


  When Alex was finished with the grave he returned to the path and knelt over the dead magicians. He tore open their pouches, dumped the contents on the path, and proceeded to sift through the pile. He hastily dug a pit for the two bodies in the jungle and covered them up.


  Alex walked the paths of the island, his rage building with every step, and searched for any signs of the baby, Oscar, or Yorra. Finished with his inspection, he returned to the house and gathered together a bunch of supplies before he went upstairs and found Jenneva cleaning up the study.


  “Leave it,” he snarled. “It doesn’t matter any more.”


  Jenneva looked up and saw the fury and rage in Alex’s eyes mixed with despair. It was a look she had never seen before and one she hoped she would never see again. “They didn’t come for the baby, Alex” calmed Jenneva. “They came for the Book of the Beginning. That’s why the study is a mess. No other rooms were searched. Perhaps Oscar got away with our baby somehow.”


  “Or they may have taken Oscar, as well,” he snapped. “Yorra’s gone. Tofu is alive and the only thing left on this island that is worth anything. Leave it and let’s go.”


  Jenneva stared at her husband and realized that something inside him had died. He stood there with coils of rope, large metal hooks, and weapons of every type strapped onto his body in every conceivable place. Before her stood a one-man army without a heart, looking for someone to kill. “Where are we going?” she whispered.


  Alex tossed a gold coin onto the desk and walked towards the Door as it spun on the polished surface. “You’re going to the Royal Palace where I know you’ll be safe,” he ordered as he walked through the Door.


  Jenneva looked at the coin as it stopped spinning. The distinctive mintmark of Cordonia told Jenneva what she wanted to know. Alex was going to kill President Mitchel. Jenneva ran through the Door after Alex.


  “Alex, you can’t go without me,” she shouted. “The Presidential Palace will be loaded with Black Devils.”


  Alex ignored her and walked through the Door to the Royal Palace. Jenneva quickly followed and continued shouting. “You’ll need magic to survive! You can’t do it alone.”


  Jenneva followed him all the way to the King’s Study, pleading for him to come to his senses. When they entered the room the conversation stopped and everyone stared at Alex. Alex looked into the King’s eyes and spoke in a clear metallic voice. “My wife is in your protection, King Byron. I would advise you to keep her in this room until I return. I will hold you personally responsible for her safety.”


  Alex turned and left the room calling for Kaz to meet him at the wizard’s library. Jenneva slumped into a chair and placed her head in her hands.


  “What was that all about?” asked General Clark. “Are you going to let him threaten the King and walk out?”


  Larc gave the General a scornful look. “A threat it was,” stated Larc, “but one that will never be carried out. By making the King responsible for Jenneva’s life, he has made Jenneva responsible for the King’s life. He knows all too well that we could not keep Jenneva here if she was determined to follow him, but she cannot risk harm to herself for fear of harm to the King. She knows that if he harms the King it will result in his death, so Jenneva is chained by her love for Alex.”


  “Where is he going?” asked King Byron.


  Jenneva raised her head and answered. “He found Cordonian coins on the dead Black Devils. He is going to kill President Mitchel. A trip that means almost certain death.”


  “He is not even aware that the war has begun and that Cordonian forces have already attacked Targa,” sighed General Gregor. “The Presidential Palace will be sealed up tight now.”


  “Why don’t you follow him, Jenneva?” asked Lord Habas. “He would no more harm King Byron than he would you.”


  “There is no point,” conceded Jenneva. “If I defy him and try to help him, he will stubbornly defy me and counter my help with more brazen acts until he dies.”


  “Why?” questioned the King. “Why throw his life away on such a worthless piece of trash?”


  “I have seen it a few times before, Your Highness,” replied General Gregor. “The bigger the heart, the harder it snaps. Alex’s whole life has been fighting those monsters who serve misery on innocent people. He has had enough of it and plans to strike a blow to the enemy before they cause more misery. It hardly matters that the blow is only symbolic. What matters is that he strikes savagely and ruthlessly at the deliverers of misery and death. President Mitchel’s death is Alex’s cure.”


  Larc walked over and laid his hand on Jenneva’s shoulder. “Have faith in him, Jenneva. Alex is a man of many talents. While you also have many talents and could do more damage than he, this is one task that you cannot help him with. This one he must do alone.”


  



  The old man sat in the dark corner of the common room at the Dusty Trail Inn eating a plate of pork and beans and sipping occasionally at his mug of ale. He had been as solitary as a piece of the furnishings for the better part of the day. The common room still held the scent of fresh pine even though the smells of food, drink and smoke permeated the air. Other signs proved the thought that the inn was a relatively new structure. The tables held few of the dents and scratches that collect over a period of years and the benches had no noticeable wear. The mugs were not chipped and the curtains showed no fading.


  The old man nibbled on another piece of pork and savored the flavor, watching the comings and goings of the establishment’s staff. He long ago gave up watching the patrons. They held no special appeal rather, they were like travelers the world over, tired and hungry when they came in, tired and drunk when they retired for the night.


  The traveler pulled his hood low around his face and stood, dropping a few coins on the table. The ringing sound of the coins brought the innkeeper over quickly. “Sir? I hope your meal was satisfactory?”


  “I am weary and require a room for the night, a private room where I can sleep in solitude.”


  The innkeeper looked down at the coins and smiled. “Yes, sir. Right away, sir. Top of the stairs, first door on your left. No one will disturb you tonight. No, sir, they won’t”


  The traveler pressed another coin into the innkeeper’s hand. “I’m sure they won’t.”


  The old man hobbled up the stairs and found his room. For several hours he rested comfortably and rose in the middle of the night when the inn had gone silent. He grabbed his few belongings and stepped out into the hallway. Stealthily moving towards the door at the top of the stairs, he kept his ears alert for any sounds that would indicate human movement. Satisfied that he was alone, he slowly opened the door, which he had seen the Black Devils using from his position in the common room.


  The private room looked very similar to his own except for the additional door on the far wall. He quietly closed the door to the hallway and crossed the room to the other door. Gently pulling the door open, he peered into the gloom. Seeing no activity beyond the door, he slipped through and started down the stairs of the stone tower. As he emerged out of the tower he reflected on the bitter taste of the dusty wind-blown soil. The land around the Dusty Trail Inn had been quite green and lush when he entered.


  Satisfied that he had entered Sarac’s Universe, the old man moved off towards the lone creature, which appeared to be awake. Pulling his hood tightly around his face as if to ward off the wind, he walked over and sat in the ogre’s cart. Seeing the numerous ruts of the carts leading off in one particular direction, the traveler pointed in that direction and grunted to the ogre. The ogre picked up the cart and started moving across the barren landscape.


  Several hours later the ogre stopped the cart and the old man got out. “Which way is the Junction?” he asked.


  The ogre looked quizzically at the black robed figure, but still he pointed the way. The old man raised his hand and pointed at the ogre and the creature fell down and appeared to sleep. The traveler marched up the path the ogre had indicated and passed into a Universe that had recently been green and lush, but now was withered by some unknown blight.


  Chapter 16


  Penetration


  Alex peered out of the warehouse in the waterfront area of Kantor and watched while the Cordonian patrol marched past the Harbormaster’s office. There were far too many soldiers on the streets and Alex reflected on the tight security he had run into in Trekum. He could not see the Presidential Palace from this vantage point and he needed to get away from the docks in order to mount his attack anyway, but he had to avoid the patrols or he would lose the battle in the opening skirmish.


  Kaz, I need a diversion. I want you to hide your horn and run down the street. Make a lot of noise and let the soldiers follow you, but don’t let them catch you. I am going to head in the opposite direction and find a place to hide. Come to me when you are no longer being followed.


  Kaz nodded his large head and pranced proudly out into the night, neighing loudly. Alex considered what a beautiful horse he appeared to be, a prize for any man. Kaz moved to the main street of Kantor and began gathering the attention of the patrols. Alex could hear the shouts and cries emanating from the soldiers, each of them scrambling to be the one to capture the prize. The noise started to fade into the distance and Alex stepped out of the warehouse and quickly made his way across the main street.


  Alex heard the soldiers returning to their proper sectors by the time he reached Secor’s shop. Alex tried the rear door to the shop and found it locked. He rapped lightly on the door and got no response. Checking the surrounding buildings for stray eyes, he knocked louder. Still no response. Alex produced a slim dagger and froze as he heard noise at the end of the alley. Quickly he shifted into the shadows and waited. The noise, still indistinct, halted as if it, too, was waiting to pick up a sound. The air was damp and low clouds of mist floated through the alley obstructing Alex’s vision, still, he remained motionless, his breath shallow.


  One noise, just a single thump, and it was closer now. Something was definitely in the alley. Kaz?


  Yes, Alex.


  Alex stepped out, saw his friend, and waved him to his side. Quietly, he returned to the door and worked his dagger into the slit in the wood. With a gentle snap, the door swung slowly and Alex let Kaz and himself into the painter’s shop. Alex looked around and noticed a pastry on the table. Hard as a rock, it had been sitting there for several days at least. He stuck his finger into the cup of partially devoured tea and felt a covering of mold.


  Kaz, this shop belongs to a friend. His name is John Secor and I believe that if he is alive we will find him in the Palace. If he finds you, get him to safety. Now, I am going to need a ride through the night sky. I want you to drop me on the roof of the Presidential Palace. Stay there while it is safe or until John finds you. If you are noticed, leave and don’t come back. Understand?


  Perfectly, Alex. Your instructions are always clear. Good luck.


  Alex led Kaz back out into the alley and closed the door. Gracefully, he leaped up onto the unicorn’s back and Kaz quietly took to the dark sky. Alex shook off an eerie feeling as the dark shapes of rooftops silently slid by. He soundlessly tapped Kaz on one shoulder or the other to guide him to the Presidential Palace.


  The black shape of a rooftop gave way to a large, open area and Alex could see the torches lining the driveway of the Palace. The grounds were well illuminated and he would never have been able to sneak in as he had done in Trekum. Alex had a very limited knowledge of the interior of the Palace. He had only seen a half dozen rooms the last time he was here, but it was enough to give him a general layout of the Palace. He knew of at least two staircases and he was sure which wing the President stayed in.


  With a tap, Kaz brought them lower until he was able to stand on the roof of the Palace. Alex gently lowered himself to the roof and crouched near the edge of the inner courtyard. Two soldiers stood on one side of the open courtyard talking. They would become a problem if Alex could not find an access door to the floors below. Slowly, he moved in a crouch towards the President’s wing of the building. Alex positioned himself over the area where the staircase should be if the two wings of the Palace were of the same design. For Oscar’s wedding he had slept in the other wing and knew the general layout fairly well.


  Getting down on his hands and knees he felt the roof for a seam. A few feet to one side his hand ran over a rough spot. Alex pulled out a dagger and sliced diagonal lines across the rough spot and heard the clink of metal on metal. He dug with his dagger and unearthed a round ring attached to the roof. Alex removed a coil of rope from his shoulder and tied one end to the ring. He motioned Kaz over and held the section of rope up so Kaz could get a bite on it.


  Gently and slowly, Kaz.


  Kaz put tension on the rope and slowly started backing up. The roof started to creak and Kaz froze. Alex ran his hands over the roof and felt a large square section of the roof that was slightly higher than the rest, but Kaz was in the wrong position to open the hatch. He motioned for Kaz to move to a different position in relation to the ring and continue. Kaz put more pressure on the rope and the hatch produced a loud sucking noise as the cover broke free from the rest of the roof. Kaz halted again and Alex stuck his hands into the crack that had appeared at the edge of the hatch. The hatch had not been used in many years, but once the seal was broken it came up easily.


  Alex raised the hatch cover and peered down into the darkness. He could barely make out the dim outline of the hall and the stairway. In the other wing, there had been a ladder going up the wall to what Alex had recognized as a roof access. Now he knew why this hatch had been so tight, access to the roof was gained by the other wing. Alex removed his large hooks and laid them on the roof keeping only one small one with him. He measured off a short length of rope and handed it up to Kaz. Kaz took a bite on the rope and Alex lowered himself into the Presidential Palace.


  Kaz, I am leaving the hatch open. If someone notices it, take off. Pull the rope up when it goes slack. I’ll tell John, if he is here, to mentally call to you. If he comes, lower this rope back down. Goodbye friend.


  Not goodbye, Alex. I’ll be waiting for you.


  Alex lowered himself to the floor below and released the rope. He crouched and gathered up the debris that had fallen from the hatch and shoved it into a pouch. With a piece of cloth he whisked the small pieces around so they would not be evident. Unless somebody looked directly up or it started to rain, no one would notice the hatch was open. Alex worked his way down the hall checking each room for any signs of life. When he reached the end he returned to the central staircase and started down the hall in the other direction.


  The first room had a body in the bed and Alex crept across the carpet to stand next to the bed. On the chair next to the bed was the distinctive black cloak used by the Black Devils. Alex placed his hand firmly over the man’s mouth and plunged his dagger into the man’s heart. As soon as the body went limp, Alex grabbed the black cloak and threw it over the man’s chest to cover the seeping wound. Continuing down the hallway, Alex found three more rooms occupied by Black Devils and dispatched each in a similar fashion.


  Creeping down the stairs to the second floor, Alex realized that there must be quite a few Black Devils in residence at the Presidential Palace for Mitchel to be housing them in the President’s wing. The other wing had ten rooms on each of the three floors, allowing for housing thirty Black Devils if they were all one to a room. Alex’s eyes widened before he reached the second floor. This floor had only one door, directly opposite the staircase, and there was a soldier sitting outside of it.


  Alex let his legs go out from under him and lowered himself prone on the staircase. Peering through the railing, he could see that the soldier was barely awake, struggling in the dim corridor to keep from falling asleep. The torches provided enough light to navigate to the staircase, but not enough to really see anything. Alex reached for a reed and a myric quill and silently shifted his weight so that he was lying on his left side. Breathing softly, Alex let fly with the quill, sending it across the corridor into the soldier’s throat. Quickly, Alex scrambled to his feet as the soldier’s body began to list to one side. The Ranger Colonel reached the soldier just as he started to slide off the chair.


  Alex repositioned the man in his chair and moved to the door. Gently trying the door handle, he felt the plunger depress and cracked the door slightly open. Peering through the crack, he opened the door just enough for him to slide into the room. The room was massive and two men slept on couches next to one of the doorways. Alex stealthily walked over to them. With two more myric quills he extinguished both Black Devils at the same time. The suite branched off in two directions and Alex guessed that the President lay beyond the two sleepers, so he went the other way first to make sure he was not surprised from behind.


  It turned out to be a sound strategy as the next room held four more Black Devils. Alex frowned when he saw that there should be five men. One of the beds was mussed up but held no magician. There was another door at the other end of the room and Alex kept an eye on it as he used myric quills on the sleeping men. He was on the third man when the Black Devil walked through the doorway. He quickly tossed a Lanoirian Star at the walking man and pulled his dagger with his other hand. The Lanoirian Star sailed true and struck the Black Devil in the throat and his gurgle was loud enough to alert the last sleeping man, who rolled off his bed and came up off the floor with a sword.


  Alex rolled across the bed and brought the dagger up under the man’s sword arm and pierced his heart. Alex froze and listened for any other sounds as he lowered the magician into the bed. After a few moments, the Ranger moved to the doorway and peered in. The room was a small kitchen and nobody else seemed to be in the mood for a late night snack.


  Retracing his path to the center of the suite where he had entered, Alex peered through the last doorway. Sprawled on an enormous bed was a figure who had to be President Mitchel. Alex stepped over to the figure and drew his sword, placing the tip snugly against the man’s throat.


  “You will be able to breathe lightly and live for a while longer, but a deep breath or a loud voice will end your life quickly,” Alex whispered.


  Mitchel’s eyes popped open in fear and Alex saw his arm move.


  “I should also point out that any movement, like flexing a finger, will cause me to push this sword clear through to your pillow. It won’t be very pleasant.”


  “What do you want?” the Cordonian President whispered.


  Alex saw the President’s eyes dart towards the door. “Nobody is coming. They are all dead. Their magic failed. Where is John Secor?”


  “Cell in basement,” Mitchel whispered. “Who are you?”


  Alex ignored the question. “Your men took something that belongs to me from Atar’s Cove. Where is it?”


  “You’re Jenneva’s boyfriend?” breathed the President and Alex put more pressure on the sword. “All right! I sent it to Sarac already...by courier.”


  “What did you send to Sarac?” demanded Alex.


  The President’s eyes were puzzled. “Book...the Book of the Beginning.”


  “What about the baby?” gritted Alex.


  “Baby?” rasped President Mitchel. “No baby...only the book...Dalgar did not mention any baby.”


  “How do I get to the basement and unlock the cell?” inquired Alex.


  Alex saw the President’s eyes flash at the desk next to the bed. “Straight down the stairs,” pleaded the President. “I will take you.” When Alex followed his gaze, Mitchel tried to bring his other hand up.


  Alex shoved his sword through the President’s throat and pillow and into the bed. He wiped his sword on the sheets and went over to the desk. In the drawer was a set of keys. Alex pocketed the keys and made his way to the stairway. Peering down the stairs to the first floor, Alex detected no movement. Slowly, he descended the steps to the first floor and continued down to the basement.


  The door at the bottom of the stairs was probably locked and surely would have a guard on the other side who could use the peer hole to see who was coming. Alex backtracked to the Presidential Suite and liberated a black robe and hood. He quickly donned the garments and quietly returned to the basement door. In another hour it would start to get light and he was taking too long to accomplish his task.


  Alex pulled the hood down to hide his face and examined the keys for one the same size as the lock. Not wanting to sound like someone who was unfamiliar with the keys, he held the three possible keys between different fingers so that he could try them all in a short period of time. The second key clicked in the lock and Alex let the door swing open.


  Suddenly, the guard pulled the door open and peered into Alex’s face. Using the only weapon he could quickly utilize, Colonel Tork shoved the key into the guard’s eye and pushed the man into the basement wall. The guard was stunned as Alex pulled a dagger and sliced the man’s throat.


  Alex stiffened at the sound of the voice. “Bravo, Colonel Tork. You do not earn your reputation from idle boasting. Welcome to Kantor.”


  Alex looked up and down the corridor and could not place the voice. Finally, he looked deep into the shadows of the nearest cell and saw the man near the rear wall. Alex turned and closed the basement door before anyone noticed it open. Returning to the cell he peered into the darkness.


  General Fernandez rose and walked to the bars. “You have managed well getting in, but how do you manage to get out?”


  “What are you doing in a cell?” queried Alex.


  “I’m afraid I was too much of a patriot,” grinned the General. He nodded towards the next cell. “I am afraid our friend, John Secor, has not fared as well.”


  Alex moved to the next cell and peered in. John Secor hung from chains, appearing more dead than alive. Alex unlocked the cell door and entered. He looked at John Secor and was horrified. Mitchel should not have had such a quick death, but Alex knew he could not redo it. He walked back to General Fernandez’s cell. “General,” Alex inquired, “if I let you free how do I know that I can trust you?”


  “Our friend, John Secor, trusted me,” offered the General. “That is why I am in this cell. He came to me about the treachery that got Mitchel elected. Before I was able to act upon it, I was arrested. They tortured him for information and some of that information included his having talked to me. When they realized that I did not have him arrested, they arrested me.”


  Alex unlocked the General’s cell door and returned to John Secor’s cell. The General walked up behind him. “Alex, call me Julio. Anyone that I owe my life to gets to call me Julio.”


  “Well, Julio,” ordered Alex, “hold John up while I undo these cuffs.” Swiftly, they had John unshackled and laid on the cot.


  “You still haven’t answered my question,” Julio said. “How are we getting out of here?”


  “I noticed your Army is on alert,” mentioned Alex. “Are they planning on attacking Targa soon?”


  “I don’t know where you have been, Alex,” answered Fernandez, “but the war has already started. Mitchel ordered the attack yesterday.”


  “Can you stop it?” inquired the Ranger Colonel.


  “Not while Mitchel is in office,” declared the Cordonian General. “In fact, I will be killed if I am found loose.”


  Alex turned and faced the General. “Mitchel is no longer President. His closest twelve Black Devils are with him.”


  General Fernandez whistled softly. “I have many things to learn from you, my friend. I would not have believed it humanly possible. You must have many of your Rangers with you.”


  “I came alone,” replied Alex impatiently. “Can you stop the war?”


  “I will give you my life trying, friend,” answered Julio solemnly. “How do you plan on getting out of here?”


  “With your help,” offered Alex. “Grab his arm and help me get him up the stairs.”


  The three men exited the basement and climbed the stairs. At the first floor they had to wait for a guard to pass through the hallway before they could continue up. When they reached the third floor General Fernandez saw the opening in the roof.


  Kaz, lower the rope.


  General Fernandez watched in fascination as the horse on the roof lowered a rope. “You will never cease to amaze me, Alexander Tork. I won’t even ask how you got the horse up on the roof, just tell me how much time you need to get safely away. The only way that I can realistically claim to be free is to concoct a story about President Mitchel releasing me when he realized his mistake. Even then, the story will only hold if I give everyone something more important to worry about, such as an escaped prisoner and a dead President.”


  “As soon as I get John safely on the horse, you can scream all you want, Julio,” Alex replied and climbed up the rope. “Tie the rope around his waist and hold it taut so he doesn’t hit the side of the opening.”


  General Fernandez did as he was instructed and they soon had John Secor up on the roof. Alex lifted him up and placed him on Kaz’s back. John was awake, but anything he said was incoherent.


  “I am afraid he is asking you to kill him,” suggested General Fernandez.”


  “If he dies, he will die in Targa where he belongs,” declared Alex.


  “I cannot argue with that,” the General replied sadly. “For what it is worth, Alex, I am sorry for what has happened to John. The Cordonian people loved him and he loved them in return. He will be missed.”


  “I’m sorry, Julio,” sighed Alex. “My anger should not be directed at you or the Cordonian people. Targa had the same problem with Mordac posing as King Austin. Farewell, my friend. May we meet again.”


  General Fernandez waved as Alex hopped on his horse and trotted across the roof. He was not in a position to see Kaz’s wings come out and the unicorn lift off into the dim sky. The General turned and proceeded down the stairs. He entered the Presidential Suite and reviewed the carnage. Curious, he paused at one of the bodies with a quill sticking out of it. He removed the quill and examined it. Smiling broadly, he moved through all of the rooms and collected all the quills he could find and stuck them in a flower box.


  He moved down to the first floor and stood in the middle of the hallway and started shouting for the guards. The first guards skidded to a halt in amazement at seeing the General, but he quickly issued orders to them and they did not have time to ponder the General’s change in favor. The rest of the soldiers to arrive already saw others following the General’s orders and did not even consider the problem. Within moments the entire Presidential Palace was awake and searching for the intruder.


  Shouts erupted from the second floor announcing the death of the President. General Fernandez marched up the stairs to the second floor and entered the Presidential Suite. A crowd of soldiers was gathered in the President’s bedroom when the General arrived. The crowd parted for the senior officer and General Fernandez paused an appropriate amount of time before speaking.


  “The President is dead. I am assuming Command of the country until an emergency election can be held. You and you, get runners to notify all Troop Commanders of the President’s death and my Command. The rest of you scour the Presidential Palace. I want the assassin apprehended or you’ll all be marching to the Front. I’ll be in my office.”


  General Fernandez turned and stormed out of the room. None of the soldiers detected his smile.


  



  Kaz carried Alex and John Secor over the rooftops heading southeast. They circled back over the water and Kaz set down on the end of the dock where the Dalek Shipping Company was located. Kaz automatically launched into his horse impression and walked down the dock to the warehouse. Alex jumped off and opened the warehouse door and led Kaz through. He closed the door and headed for Oscar’s private office and the closet within. Quickly, he maneuvered through the Doors to Lord Habas’s library. Lord Habas was waiting and helped Alex dismount John Secor. Lord Habas laid John on a cot and told Alex to summon the King’s Physician.


  Within minutes the Physician arrived and the King and his party were not far behind. Jenneva ran and threw her arms around Alex and cried. King Byron walked over and laid his hand on Alex’s shoulder.


  “We are glad to you have back, son,” the King whispered. “Was there any sign of Oscar?”


  “No,” Alex answered. “President Mitchel seemed unaware of any baby or anything other than the Book of the Beginning.”


  “You spoke to the Cordonian President?” gasped General Clark.


  “Just before I killed him,” replied Alex coldly. “General Fernandez was in jail, as well. I freed him and he helped me get John up to the roof. He promised to try and get the Cordonian troops recalled from the war. I believe he will try.”


  “General Gregor,” ordered King Byron, “send word to the Front. If the Cordonian troops withdraw, they are not to be chased.”


  “Yes, Your Highness,” saluted General Gregor.


  “Dalgar commanded the raid,” spat Alex, “and the Book of the Beginning has been delivered to Sarac.”


  “You two need to get some sleep,” King Byron said to Alex and Jenneva. “I am sorry to say it, but Targa is going to need some more of your help and you will need to be fresh. Use Prince Oscar’s room. I don’t think we will be seeing him today.”


  Jenneva pulled gently at Alex’s sleeve and led him down the corridor. “Don’t ever let me doubt your abilities again, Alexander Tork. And don’t you ever exclude me again. Waiting for you not to return is the worst feeling you could ever imagine.”


  Alex swept Jenneva up into his arms and carried her down the corridor. “You won’t ever find me away from your side again.”


  Chapter 17


  Tower of Destruction


  Lattimer marched into Sarac’s office and sat in a chair waiting for Sarac to notice him. Several minutes went by and still Sarac seemed to be so engrossed in the Book of the Beginning that he failed to notice his visitor. Lattimer loudly cleared his throat and Sarac’s eyes rose over the top of the large tome.


  “Ah, Lattimer,” greeted the Dark One. “I trust the release of the ogres has gone well. Have you directed them to push south into Targa?”


  “They are already on their way,” clarified Lattimer. “The castle atop Kalas Mountain was also completed ahead of schedule.”


  “Excellent!” exclaimed Sarac. “Make arrangements to have my goods moved immediately. You were correct in advising me to use ogre labor on that project. You are to be commended.”


  “Your belongings are already on the way,” offered Lattimer, “but there are some problems with the plan.”


  “It appears that everything is progressing satisfactorily,” commented the leader of the Black Devils. “What type of problems do we have?”


  “The Sordoan Army is bogged down,” reported Lattimer. “The Targans have thrown everything they have against the Sordoans and the leadership of the Sordoan Army has little enthusiasm for the fight.”


  “Are you saying that Borundi doesn't know what he is doing?” inquired Sarac.


  “Borundi is no longer a factor,” stated Lattimer. “Borundi was killed in Trekum. From the reports, I believe it was done by Jenneva and her boyfriend, Alexander Tork.”


  “That woman is becoming a thorn in my side,” spat Sarac. “What about Aurora and the baby?”


  “Aurora is dead, but the baby cannot be found,” admitted Lattimer. “The populace prevented the guards from capturing Jenneva and Alex, as well. I’m not sure the Sordoan Army will prevail.”


  “The Sordoan Army is of little consequence,” pondered Sarac. “The ogres will distract the Targan Army, but the child must be found and destroyed. I should have commanded Mitchel to make sure that Jenneva was killed at Atar’s Cove, though.”


  “Mitchel is also no longer a factor,” declared Lattimer. “Someone broke into the Presidential Palace and killed Mitchel and twelve of his devotees.”


  Sarac smashed his fist on the desk in rage. “Someone broke into the Presidential Palace and killed the President of Cordonia?” shouted the Dark One. “You can’t be serious? How does someone break into a Palace with a thousand men guarding it and kill my President?”


  “They came in through the roof,” replied Lattimer sheepishly. “There was an old roof access hatch that was not guarded.”


  “That certainly does not clarify how they got on the roof in the first place,” scolded Sarac. “Who would devise such a suicide mission? Was there anything on the bodies of the attackers that we can use to identify them?”


  Lattimer gazed at his boots uncomfortably and shifted in his seat. “There were no bodies of attackers found. No one even saw them. I think the enemy was gone before the body of President Mitchel was discovered.”


  “Incomprehensible!” exclaimed Sarac. “Someone waltzes into the Palace, kills the President and leaves. No one sees them come or go, but they find a hole in the roof, a roof that they could not get onto or off of. I think not, Lattimer. I think it was somebody already inside the Palace and the hole in the roof was made to mislead us.”


  “I don’t agree, braved Lattimer. “John Secor, the rightful heir to the Throne of Alcea, was imprisoned at the time. Whoever killed Mitchel made off with John Secor. I think it was the Targa Rangers because one of the deaths was by a Lanoirian Star and others exhibited signs of poisoning. The Lanoirian Star and poisoned quills are known tactics of Tork’s Rangers.”


  Sarac slammed his chair back into the wall and started pacing. Abruptly, he turned and slammed his balled fists onto the desk, staring directly into Lattimer’s eyes. “Let me see if I understand you, Lattimer. Aurora gets killed, but my heir is lost somehow and we lose Borundi in the process. Then somebody kills Mitchel and makes off with the Alcean heir. The two absolute chances we have of making sure that the prophecy goes my way are lost to us. That is what you are telling me, isn’t it?”


  Lattimer started trembling and attempted to steel himself against Sarac’s gaze. “Even with John Secor free,” he postulated, “I don’t think he will last long. Mitchel tortured him close to death. I think we may be fortunate in another regard, though. The Sordoans sunk the Princess Lidia, the Targan Royal Yacht. My sources say that Princess Callie and her child were on the ship when it went down and there were no survivors.”


  The Dark One straightened up and resumed pacing. “Presumed dead is not good enough,” spat Sarac. “I want proof that they are dead. I want their bodies found. You see that their bodies are found, Lattimer.”


  Sarac returned to the desk and sat back down. “Why are these messages not coming directly to me?” he questioned. “Why do you think it necessary to intercept each of these messages? Is there something you’re hiding from me?”


  “Not at all, my Lord,” Lattimer quickly answered. “I have stopped all traffic coming in from the Dusty Trail Inn because we have had an infiltrator. My men are still trying to track him down and I did not want to take the chance of any of his associates getting through. My actions are not meant to keep the couriers from you, only a security measure.”


  “An infiltrator?” puzzled Sarac. “Why would anyone want to come here?”


  “Not here,” corrected Lattimer. “Someone took a room in the Dusty Trail Inn and during the night, came through to this Universe. Whoever it was, commanded an ogre to carry him to the ogre Junction. Once there, he set the ogre to sleep. When it came time to move the ogres through the Junction to Targa, we noticed the cart missing and started investigating. Even if this person discovers some information about our plans, he can no longer get out.”


  The Dark One sat silently for a long time and Lattimer shifted nervously in his chair. Finally, Sarac sat erect. “Someone is trying to get to Alutar!” he exclaimed.


  “Why?” questioned Lattimer. “There is nothing to be gained by someone talking to Alutar unless...“


  “Unless they seek to become the Dark One?” finished Sarac.


  “That’s not exactly what I was going to say,” clarified Lattimer. “Alutar has already proclaimed you the Dark One. What if someone was seeking to imprison Alutar again or stop him from proclaiming a Dark One?”


  “The Mage?” queried Sarac. “I thought he hasn’t been heard of for a thousand years?”


  “Neither has Alutar,” reminded Lattimer. “You know that if the Mage was to imprison Alutar again, you would still be the Dark One and you would not have to contend with the demon getting in your way. Perhaps we should let the Mage succeed.”


  “Are you forgetting Alutar’s threat?” asked Sarac. “I do not treasure the thought of his punishment.”


  “Ah,” explained Lattimer, “that was only if you failed to deliver on your part of the bargain. You have no control over the Mage.”


  “I don’t think Alutar would make the distinction,” sighed the Dark One. Sarac sat tapping his fingers on the Book of the Beginning. “I had planned to lead Alutar into this Universe and proclaim my part of the deal completed. I cannot do that with the Mage and the demon in battle. I can, however, free Alutar and fulfill my bargain and still leave the Mage to imprison him.”


  “How can you do both?” quizzed Lattimer.


  “We can assume that either the Mage and Alutar are already in battle or they soon will be. We need to relocate to Mount Kalas immediately. Once we are there we will destroy the Universes. The Mage will then imprison Alutar and everything will be as I wish.”


  “How does destroying the Universes free Alutar?” questioned Lattimer.


  “According to the Book of the Beginning, when you destroy a Universe you merge its contents with the one you are in. If I destroy all of the Universes, everything will merge with the one that I am in when I cast the spell. That is why we travel to Mount Kalas. That is the Universe I wish to survive.”


  “But why destroy the very Universes that you wish to control?” inquired Lattimer.


  “What does it matter whether the peoples whom I wish to control are in one Universe or seven?” offered Sarac. “I will still control them all and I can create more Universes as I need them, just like the Mage will do to imprison Alutar. In fact, only one Universe in the beginning will make it easier for me to control. I can create lush new Universes and use them as rewards. Those who do an especially worthwhile deed will be allowed to enter a new Universe.”


  “Brilliant!” conceded Lattimer. “I will issue the orders immediately.”


  



  The old man continued his search for Alutar in the ogre Universe, Sagina. For three days he searched by following the path of greatest destruction, but there had been no sign of the demon. With night coming on, Egam decided to make a camp for the night. The camp would be a cold camp, one without a campfire, so that Alutar would not find him while he was not expecting it. The Mage selected as pleasant a site as he was likely to find in this devastated Universe. By the side of a once flowing creek under what must have been a beautiful orchard, Egam spread out a cloth to keep the morning dampness off and laid his pack down for a pillow.


  Egam lay resting, sleep not yet within his grasp, when he noticed a pair of eyes staring at him from above. Egam remained still for a long while watching the twin lights in his peripheral vision. When he detected no change in the dual beacons, he called out. “Are things so bad here in Sagina that the fairies no longer welcome a friend?”


  The eyes darted quickly away to another position, but did not leave the campsite. “The fairies no longer have friends,” came the tiny voice. “Only ogres and magicians inhabit this land.”


  “Oh,” Egam queried, “then I am wasting my time searching for the demon, Alutar? I see the destruction of his presence everywhere.”


  “Only one magician has sought the demon,” came the diminutive response, “and he is evil. Are you one of his magicians?”


  Egam realized that the fairy was speaking of Sarac and knew that Sarac had already made his bargain with Alutar. So the prophecy had begun, for sure. “No, friend,” he called. “I am the Mage and I have come to imprison Alutar so that his destruction goes no further.”


  “You cannot be the Mage,” offered the little fairy. “The Mage has been dead for a thousand years.”


  “No,” corrected Egam, “I have been away, but clearly I am not dead. A thousand years ago I imprisoned Alutar yet you have seen him lately. Did you not believe that the demon was dead, as well?”


  “Well, yes,” faltered the fairy, “but I have seen the demon and know he is not dead.”


  “So you have,” laughed Egam. “You are also looking at the Mage, but do not realize that I am not dead. What will convince you?”


  The tiny voice was silent for a long time and finally said, “The Mage can make things well again. Restore this orchard and I will believe you.”


  “Very well,” obliged Egam, “but do not be frightened away.”


  Egam rose and brushed off his clothes. What he was about to do would alert Alutar if he was near, but he thought that the fairy would be more nervous if the demon was anywhere in the vicinity. Raising his arm skyward, Egam cast a spell and the orchard burst into a brilliant sunlight. The light was contained within the orchard, but it could be seen for miles around.


  Next Egam knelt next to the largest apple tree and placed his hands on the charred trunk. The fairy could hear Egam muttering and moved closer to hear the words.


  By the Light


  Like Sun and Moon


  Relieve this Tree


  Of Dark and Gloom.


  Within moments the tree shuddered and the charred bark began to fall from the tree and pile up around its base. Dead branches cracked and dropped to the ground. A thin layer of wrinkled bark formed on the remaining branches and seemed to flow along the branches and down the trunk.


  Egam smiled as the tree branches sprouted green leaves that started to sing in the light breeze of the evening.


  “Wonderful!” sighed the voice of the fairy.


  Egam laid his palm on the large, rejuvenated apple tree and a small blossoming branch fell to the ground.


  “Oh,” cried the fairy, “it’s dying again.”


  Egam bent and picked up the sprig and gently held it in his cupped hands. “No, it is not dying again. The father tree has offered his small limb for you. Come, take this twig and present it to the other trees in the orchard. I have done my part, but you shall restore the rest of the orchard.”


  The fairy flew down and hovered just out of Egam’s reach, obviously hesitant to approach the Mage.


  “You must make a decision,” instructed the Mage. “Believe in me and restore the orchard or let your fear keep you imprisoned in a black, charred wasteland.”


  The frightened fairy flew over and landed on Egam’s cupped palms. Gently, he lifted the twig and bowed to Egam. “I am called Midge, one of Queen Mita’s sons. I am pleased to meet you, Mage. After I have restored the orchard I will herald your return.”


  Egam nodded his head and the fairy lifted off to restore the apple trees. Egam sat cross-legged and watched the life return to the trees as Midge flew from one to another. When all of the trees were restored Midge returned the twig to Egam and fluttered off into the night. Egam scooped a small depression in the soil and planted the twig.


  A few moments later dozens of little fairies, not much larger than Egam’s longest finger, fluttered into the orchard and landed a few paces away from Egam. Midge and a lone female fairy flew over to Egam and alighted upon his knee. Midge, his green face aglow, bowed obsequiously.


  “Oh, great Mage,” offered Midge, “may I present Queen Mita, ruler of the fairies?”


  Egam nodded to Midge and bowed his head to Queen Mita as low as was possible from a sitting position without moving his knees. “It is with great pleasure that I make your acquaintance, Queen Mita. I am pleased to know that the fairies have survived Alutar’s wickedness.”


  Queen Mita bowed in return. “Many years we have wished for the return of the Mage. My people stand in your debt and wish to be of assistance in helping to restore our world.”


  “The help of the fairies will ease my burden, I am sure,” replied Egam. “My task, however, is to imprison Alutar, the demon, so he may cause no further grief. My travels have failed to disclose his location. Is this knowledge that fairies possess?”


  Midge looked towards his Queen and she nodded her approval for him to speak. “I do not know of Alutar’s location,” offered Midge, “but I do know the path he took when he disappeared. Will that be helpful?”


  Egam smiled and nodded. “Yes, Midge, that will be most helpful. If you can show me the path in the morning, I will be able to find the demon. For tonight, however, you must tell me all that has happened to the fairies in the last thousand years.”


  Into the night the fairies celebrated and told tales of old, bringing Egam up to date on the happenings within the fairy realm. The ogres created by Alutar had discovered the fairies and sought them out for food, devouring whole colonies. The fairies eventually resettled in large trees and for the most part avoided contact with the huge creatures. The blight and fires of Alutar’s coming cost many more fairy lives and the remaining colony had almost given up hope in despair. Queen Mita had sent out fairies all over the land to find someplace still green, but the search had been fruitless until Midge returned with word of the Mage.


  After many hours of talk, Egam begged leave to retire for the night. When he awoke, hundreds of fairies labored in the orchard, moving their colony to the new green, lush land. All sorts of little furniture was being carted into the orchard and small ropes, like strands of thread, hung down from the trees. The furniture was hoisted up into the trees with fairies hovering alongside steadying the ropes.


  Egam smiled and walked over to the dry stream bed and knelt on the bank. Laying his hand on the smooth stones of the creek he took a pinch of a powder from his pouch, spread it over the stones, and recited a spell.


  Dust shall blow


  And rocks will quiver


  Water shall spring


  To feed this river.


  Immediately a gust of wind blew down the ravine creating swirls of dust. A deep rumble echoed up and down the stream bed and the stones started vibrating. The fairies crowded around Egam and even hovered over the dry stream. Egam waved them back behind him just as the roar of a torrent reached their ears. Egam stood up and watched as a great wall of water appeared around the bend upstream. The fairies stared in fascination as the wall of water approached and continued downstream. Within a few moments the great torrent of water subsided and a clear, cool stream flowed through the river bed.


  The fairies jumped for joy and hugged each other and swung partners around and around in circles. Little buckets dipped into the flowing stream and were carried back to the center of the orchard.


  When all the commotion subsided Egam was approached by Queen Mita and a troop of fairies. Midge stood at the head of the column of little armored warriors, each resplendent in shiny chain mail and small shiny helmets covering their green heads. Half of the fairy army carried sharpened spears and the other half carried tiny bows with little quivers slung over their backs between their wings.


  Queen Mita hovered before Egam’s face, her blue body shimmering in the morning light. “Great Mage,” she began, “my warriors stand ready to accompany you on your long journey to conquer the evil demon, Alutar. My son, Midge, shall lead our warriors and is at your command.”


  Egam smiled at the Queen and nodded his head. “Your Highness,” thanked Egam, “your warriors are, indeed, very brave and noble to undertake such a journey. My task, however, requires only a guide as my battle with the demon will not be solved by simple warfare. For you to risk your son on my behalf speaks very highly of the fairies and none may say that Queen Mita shirks any responsibility. If you would offer only your son to guide and accompany me, your contribution to the imprisonment of Alutar would be great and wondrous.”


  The Queen of the Fairies smiled at the Mage. “You are a wise and wondrous man. Many would have spurned my offer because my warriors are tiny, others because their egos would not allow them to require help, but you seek that which will aid your cause and yet not more than is needed to perform your task. My son, Midge, is yours to command. May you both be victorious and return to us unharmed. The gods go with you, Mage.”


  Egam smiled and bowed to the Queen. He tapped his shoulder and Midge flew to alight on his chosen spot. With cheers and jubilation the two warriors moved out of camp to track down the demon, Alutar.


  “Thank you for allowing me to accompany you, Mage,” beamed Midge.


  “No, thank you Prince Midge, for allowing me your company,” replied Egam. “Which way do we go?”


  



  Sarac stood in his new study readying himself for the incantation, the Book of the Beginning laid open to the proper page. Sarac’s castle had been hurriedly built atop Mount Kalas, the tallest peak in the world. At the very top of his castle was a tall tower with a barren, round floor. It was from this tower that he wished to incant the spell and view the transformation of the Universes. At this very moment Lattimer was calling on the Inner Circle to assemble on the tower to bear witness to the beginning of the Dark One’s reign.


  Sarac walked to the closet and withdrew his new outfit, a long, flowing, black velvet robe edged with wide, golden brocade and gold fringe. He jubilantly donned the robe and reached for his specially made gold crown inset with an amethyst, onyx, emerald, ruby, diamond, opal and a sapphire to represent his reign over the seven Universes. A long, gold scepter, also inset with the seven jewels, completed the wardrobe of the Dark One.


  Sarac returned to his desk to reread the spell one last time and ascended to the top of the tower. The Black Devils of the Inner Circle were ringed around a pulpit set in the center of the floor of the tower.


  Sarac rotated himself, gazing once on each member of his chosen followers, pausing only slightly at the empty spots in the rank, which signified the lost members of his troop of magicians.


  “Welcome to my tower, which shall hereafter be referred to as the Tower of Destruction,” the Dark One began. “We have waited long for this moment and you have all earned the right to be here and witness the destruction of the Universes and the birth of the Dark One. Each of you, the chosen of my Inner Circle, shall kneel and swear fealty to the one true Lord of the Universes, Sarac, the Dark One.”


  Lattimer started the ritual and each member of the Inner Circle kneeled in turn and swore fealty to Sarac, the Dark One, Lord of the Universes. Sarac turned and nodded to each devotee as his or her pledge was made, savoring the headiness of true power. When the rituals were completed Sarac gazed out over the Boulder Mountains and viewed his future domain. After a long prolonged silence Sarac bade his Black Devils to rise and pay witness to the birth of a new age.


  “Devotees, observe the power of the Dark One!” commanded Sarac.


  Seven Universes were created


  A home for every race


  Seven Stones it was stated


  To signify each place


  Separated they remain


  Since the start of time


  Until they’re called asunder


  By reciting this short rhyme


  By the Light of the HEAVENS


  I hereby command


  The end of the Universes


  By my own hand.


  At the last of the verse, Sarac raised his scepter high and lightning flashed from it to the far corners of the world. The ground shook with a gigantic rumbling that seemed to shake the very foundations of life itself. The sky flashed from black to blue to green to red and, finally, to a searing white. The clouds rushed by at an ever-increasing speed until they appeared as a ring around the globe, stretching from horizon to horizon. The world seemed to shiver and tilt and right itself again, like a top leaning into a spin and coming upright again.


  When the world began to stabilize and the Black Devils’ vision cleared, Sarac again raised his scepter and incanted another spell. This time the ring of clouds darkened through the shades of the rainbow until it was a dark, murky black. The ring expanded on each side and the black cloud spread to encompass the world, blotting out all but the brightest sun.


  “Behold!” shouted Sarac, “The Dark One joins with the Lord of the Universes and becomes one.”


  “May his reign last forever!” Lattimer shouted.


  Chapter 18


  Collapse


  “What is it that you are looking for, Mage?” asked Midge, the fairy Prince.


  “Alutar’s hiding place,” answered Egam. “There are places where the Universes combine called Junctions. I am seeking for these Junctions as you trace the path the demon took. Alutar entered Sagina somehow. It is possible that he returned along the same path and passed back into his own prison.”


  “If he is back in his own prison, will you still have to battle him?” queried the tiny warrior.


  “As long as he has a Junction to get out, I must fight to banish him,” Egam replied.


  “The trail turns here, Mage,” warned the fairy. “Watch your step. This is where I lost him.”


  Egam turned the bend and cast the Path Finder spell again. Directly ahead of him, a shimmering of the air indicated a Junction. “This is as far as you go, Midge,” ordered the Mage.


  “But I wish to go all of the way with you,” Midge protested.


  Egam stopped and took the fairy in his hand. “If I remember correctly, Queen Mita left you in my command and it is my order that you proceed no further.”


  The fairy warrior was about to protest again, but he knew that arguing with the Mage would not accomplish anything.


  “Look, Midge,” Egam explained, “Alutar is a demon of great power. The last time I battled him it took me a thousand years to recover. I am willing to take that risk again because it is necessary, but it is not necessary to squander your life. Your people have much to do to rebuild your civilization and Queen Mita will need every fairy she can find. I do not doubt your abilities or your devotion and courage; however, life is sacred and it should not be wasted by foolish displays of bravado. Wait one day for me here. If I do not return by then, I will not be coming and the task of containing Alutar will fall to someone else. You must be available to guide that person to this place.”


  “How will I know this other person when he arrives?” inquired Midge.


  “You will know,” declared Egam. “The person will be seeking Alutar.”


  Egam placed the fairy Prince on a rock and turned to pass through the Junction. Egam started through the Junction and faced Alutar waiting for him. He did not expect Alutar to be standing at the very Junction to his old prison and jumped back to prepare his wards. As Egam jumped back through the Junction, the ground began to tremble and rocks began to slide. The path in front of him broke away and shattered into a newborn crevice. Egam felt the funny sensation of falling through the air, but his feet never left the path.


  The sky began to twirl and Egam felt dizzy. He placed his hand on the large rocks next to the path and watched the brilliant display of colors that danced across the sky. The clouds began to race across the sky combining together like a wide river reducing for passage through a narrow chasm. The clouds turned black and began to refill the sky. Within moments the sky was black and the rumbling ceased.


  “What was that?” shouted Midge.


  “That,” explained Egam, “was the sealing of Alutar’s prison, but it is not a cause for celebration.” Egam cast the Path Finder spell and found no Junctions visible. He sat down on the path and drank a bit of water.


  “Someone,” the Mage continued, “just destroyed your Universe and I believe it was Sarac, the Dark One.”


  “Then my Queen and her colony are...“ began Midge.


  “No,” clarified Egam. “your people are as safe as any others. There will be great damage around the world because of conflicts between Universes, but destroying a Universe by itself does not necessarily mean death for its inhabitants. The inhabitants of a destroyed Universe will merge with the inhabitants of the Universe in which the spell was cast. The problems that arise are because no two things may occupy the same space at the same time. If there was a rock where you are standing in the other Universe, you and the rock would merge. I presume that I do not have to explain that it would not fare very well for you in that example.”


  Egam picked up the little fairy and placed him on his shoulder. “The different Universes have pretty much the same geological features, but there are differences. The crevice that opened up before us is an example. I believe that some other Universe had that crevice and this one did not. See, the bottom of the crevice is flat as if it was the beginning of a dwarf tunnel. The rocks that now fill it were part of this Universe, but they no longer had anything to rest upon, so they fell. If the spell was cast from this Universe, the tunnel would probably no longer have an opening.”


  “Why would someone want to destroy a Universe?” asked Midge.


  “Power and greed, Midge,” answered Egam. “The ancient prophecy foretold of this destruction and it is not limited to your Universe. Your people must be very cautious from now on. More than magicians and ogres will inhabit your world. Peoples and creatures of all sorts will now live together under the cloud of the Dark One.”


  “Then Alutar is still alive and can come back?” worried Midge.


  “No,” answered the Mage. “Originally there were seven Universes and in their place there is now one. The Universe that I created for Alutar’s prison was not one of those seven, nor was the Universe that the magicians were in. Those two Universes will still exist separately. What this means is that Alutar is stuck back in his prison again, but a new evil is upon the land and must be dealt with.”


  “Can I help fight that evil?” inquired the fairy Prince.


  “We must all fight it, Midge,” sighed Egam, “but I cannot rid the world of the evil’s source. There are others who will be called on to perform that task and all you and I can do is to try to help.”


  Egam began walking back to the orchard where Queen Mita and her colony of fairies would be.


  



  King Solva and Queen Alysa were sitting on a bench overlooking one of the many decorative pools that dotted the City of Sorelderal when the ground began to rumble. He looked curiously as the surface of the pool began to ripple like a bowl of water that had just been set down on a table. The trees started swaying as the rumbling intensified and the sky began to dance with colors like a thousand intersecting rainbows competing for their position in the heavens. Dazzled by the display of colorful brilliance in the sky, he almost missed the tremors that shook the Tower of Peace. Leaping to his feet, he gazed at the great tower and shook his head as if to clear his vision. Everywhere he looked around Sorelderal, the scenery was changing. Trees were disappearing or appearing in odd places. One tree materialized in the pool that he and Queen Alysa had been sitting by. The lengthy tree bridges that connected structures in the trees above were crumbling down onto the paths below.


  The most shocking sight of all, however, was that large trees had materialized in the base of the Tower of Peace. Three large trees became part of the base of the tower, replacing the blocks of stone that had been laid to support the huge stone structure. He reached back and grabbed his Queen’s hands and hoisted her to her feet. The base of the great tower started to crumble and the newly materialized trees shattered with the sound of an explosion.


  The Tower of Peace, symbol of harmony between dwarves and elves, started tilting towards Sorelderal’s monarch and he quickly lead the Queen to safety. With a peal of thunder, the mighty tower crashed to the ground sending massive blocks of stone hurtling off in all directions. King Solva hurried Queen Alysa to the ground and covered her body with his own.


  When the shaking subsided, King Solva surveyed the damage. Sorelderal was clearly destroyed. The Tower of Peace was nothing more than a fallen column of rubble. Bodies lay crushed under its massive stone blocks. The stream that ran through the city now ran through in an entirely different path, leaving a dry gully were it used to flow and flooding the area that it now ran through. King Solva could not see a single tree structure still standing in the stately trees. Most of the ground buildings were either completely destroyed or, at least, heavily damaged.


  Even as he stood surveying the damage, the sky began to turn black and King Solva had an enormous foreboding of evil times ahead.


  



  General Fernandez was running along the main street of Kantor with six of his officers getting his daily dose of exercise when the rumbling began. He abruptly stopped and spun in a complete circle seeking the origin of the disturbance. The rumbling increased and horses along the street started bolting, throwing their riders or taking their carriages on a wild path through the city. One of the General’s companions pointed towards the sky and the General looked up to see a dazzling display of fireworks on a scale so massive that it dwarfed anything he had ever seen.


  The trembling of the ground became so severe that the General found it hard to keep his footing. Shouting drew his attention toward the Presidential Palace and General Fernandez stood transfixed, as the Palace became host to a large mountain. It was not like the mountain growing from beneath the Palace, the mountain was replacing the Palace, or most of it, anyway. The mountain towered over the city of Kantor and a small, corner section of the Presidential Palace remained.


  More shouts from behind him caused the General to twirl towards the harbor. A large section of the harbor that used to serve the local fishing fleet was now dry land, complete with trees and grass as if it had been there for hundreds of years. Most of the fishing fleet was gone, but, here and there, General Fernandez could detect masts sticking out of the ground and he could almost determine which boats they were from their position in what had been the harbor.


  People were running and screaming in every direction, but General Fernandez knew that it was just a human reaction. Without being able to detect the origin of the threat, it made no sense to run in one direction or another; besides, he surely must be having a nightmare. There was no other explanation.


  A mighty roar from the direction of the mountain that had replaced the Presidential Palace caught the Cordonian’s attention and General Fernandez turned to watch a massive flying beast burst out of the cone of the new mountain and rise up into the darkening sky. He stood gaping, somehow unafraid, as the magnificent dragon hurled itself skyward. Finally, the sky completely darkened and General Fernandez knew that there were entities much more powerful than Cordonia and Targa at play here.


  He gathered his six officers together and started issuing orders. Within moments he would have a brief outline of the damages that the city had incurred. He would need a plan, possibly involving relocation of the capital city, to stop widespread panic. Certainly, if the dragon returned, nobody would want to live in Kantor. Whatever the outcome, the Cordonian people would need someone like himself to guide them.


  



  Alex and Jenneva were on their way to the stables at the Royal Palace in Tagaret when the rumbling started. Alex picked Jenneva up into his arms without breaking stride and headed directly for Kaz. He placed Jenneva on Kaz’s back and leaped up behind her.


  Into the sky, Kaz, quickly. Hover over the top of the Royal Palace so we don’t get replaced by any trees or other items.


  Soldiers turned to stare as the unicorn lifted Alex and Jenneva off the ground and high into the sky. The soldiers’ attention was soon occupied by other more dangerous sights as the rumbling increased and the landscape of Tagaret began to change.


  Alex watched, trying to picture the layout of the City of Elderal, as trees started sprouting through rooftops. The worst problem for Tagaret, he knew, was going to be the large trees. The problems for Elderal would be more severe, as Tagaret had many stone buildings that would probably take precedence over the wooden huts of the elves.


  The swirling colors of the sky proved to be a tempting distraction, but Alex kept his eyes on the city below him. Small elf huts appeared in clear areas and streets, trees much older than those of Targa rose throughout the city, the river changed course almost imperceptibly, and a shower of wood splinters shot up from the Palace. That was what Alex feared the most, the combining of the two Palaces would certainly be devastating for Elderal. The rumbling subsided and the sky darkened as Jenneva shouted.


  “The elves, Alex, look! What will happen when the two peoples meet unexpectedly?”


  Alex directed Kaz down to the Red Sword courtyard where a small band of elves had just appeared. One of them was the familiar figure of King Galever.


  “Sergeant,” shouted Alex, “the elves are friendly. Send runners to inform the townspeople that the elves are not to be harmed.”


  Kaz landed just as the sky went black and Alex and Jenneva dismounted. The elves were huddled in a circle, backs together with bows and spears ready, while the Red Swords encircled them with swords drawn.


  “Fergy, King Galever,” Alex called, “have your men lower their weapons. We have no need of hostilities today.”


  Alex and Jenneva walked over and greeted the elf King. He explained as quickly as possible that their Universes had combined and that if they did not take quick action, fighting would break out between the two frightened peoples. Jenneva suggested that each Red Sword take an elf on the horse with him and that they ride together to calm the people. When the elves and Red Swords had paired up, Jenneva suggested that King Galever accompany Alex and herself in seeking King Byron.


  They entered the Royal Palace and started down the corridor. Several sections of the corridor were completely blocked by a wooden wall and Alex decided to retreat and try a different entrance to the Royal Palace. The third entrance the group tried got them through without encountering any remnants of the Elderal Palace. They quickly made their way to the King’s Study and entered.


  King Byron looked up as they entered and stared at the elf King. “I think these two will be able to offer some explanation,” King Byron stated.


  “The short version,” began Alex, “is that Sarac has destroyed the Universe called Aquina, home of the elves. King Byron, this is King Galever, King of Elderal. King Galever, this is King Byron, King of Targa.”


  When the two monarchs had exchanged greetings, Alex continued. “The City of Elderal and Tagaret now occupy the same geographical area. There are sections of the Royal Palace that are impassable because of the structure of the elves Palace. The real problem lies in the fact that two nations now occupy the same space.”


  “I doubt that Sarac chose only the Aquina Universe to destroy,” added Jenneva. “I would expect him to consolidate all of the Universes into one. If I am correct, the problems of elves and humans occupying the same area will appear to be a minor inconvenience. I think we should be prepared for the emergence of Yaki, goblins, ogres, and dragons, as well as some friendlier races, to pop up almost anywhere.”


  King Byron introduced King Galever to the rest of his staff and ordered a chair for the elf King. “We have already had reports of ogres in the North,” stated King Byron. “The Cordonians turned back as you predicted, Alex, and we moved our troops south to deal with the Sordoans. We did not expect the ogres and they are tearing through the countryside.”


  “It will get more interesting than that,” added Alex. “The Dielderal have been at war with Elderal for a long time and they will probably appear somewhere between the Cordonians and the ogres. They may actually slow the ogres down and give you more time to react.”


  King Galever was staring at the wall map with great interest. “My people will need a place of their own while we sort out this mess,” he declared. “There is probably nothing left of the City of Elderal, so I suspect that we will be the ones moving on.”


  “This is a problem for all of us to solve,” suggested Jenneva. “Borders will have to redrawn, new countries established, or both peoples will have to learn to live together.”


  “That may indeed happen in the future,” replied King Galever, “but if it does, it will be because we wish it, not because we were thrown together accidentally. I recognize the features on your map and the indications of your cities. I will move my people north of the river to a sparsely settled area and start rebuilding. Any humans we find there will be sent to this city. When we are both settled we can talk again.”


  “I think you are being a little brief with our problems,” retorted King Byron. “I am sure that we can come to some agreement, but just arbitrarily relocating Targa citizens will not happen peacefully. The people whose land you plan to take will fight to keep it. I think we need to talk more before we take action.”


  “King Byron,” stated King Galever, “we do not have the time for talk. If I understand your situation correctly, Targa is currently at war with both of its neighbors and I do not wish my people to get involved. At the same time, my people are at war with the Dielderal and I doubt that you wish to have yet another army against you. It is best that we split nations immediately and talk about peace later. I do not think your settlers will wish to fight with thousands of elves seeking a place to rebuild their city. As it stands right now, fighting will break out here as soon as both sides realize that they are going to lose their homes to the other group. That is what I seek to avoid.”


  “Your Highness,” interrupted General Clark, “if the elves will not fight with us, then I agree that it would be better to remove them from Tagaret. Perhaps if we send a letter with King Galever telling the settlers to relocate to Tagaret it would keep most of them from fighting the elves.”


  King Byron stared at his Military Advisor and knew that he wasn’t saying everything that he wanted to. It was clear that General Clark wanted the elves out of the city, but not because he felt sorry for them. Suddenly, King Byron realized General Clark’s fears, that the elves might join the enemy forces and try to keep Tagaret for themselves. That would prove disastrous for Targa.


  “Very well, King Galever,” King Byron offered, “I will issue a proclamation that will notify Targan settlers in the area you have chosen, however, when our war with Sordoa comes to an end, you and I will sit down and discuss long-term arrangements that will ensure peace between our two peoples.”


  “As you wish,” concluded King Galever. The elf King departed to start the journey with his people, wondering if he would get them resettled before war came to them.


  “At the very least,” General Gregor offered, “the elves may provide a barrier to the ogres coming down from the North. Still, I am not happy having another nation in the middle of Targa.”


  “Frankly,” Alex admitted, “I don’t expect Targa will come out of this with its borders intact. The enemies and perils brought on by Sarac’s sorcery almost guarantee the end of Targa as we know it. The Elderal are not the only group coming to Targa and each group will think of it as their home.”


  “Then we have to finish these Sordoans quickly,” suggested General Gregor. “Can we expect the Sordoans to be having surprise visitors, as well, Alex?”


  “I don’t really know,” Alex answered. “In Aquina, there was very little population between where Melbin would be and the Southern Mountains, but I don’t know about the other Universes.”


  “We can tell you when we get back from Lanoir,” suggested Jenneva. “That is, if the war is not over by then. Alex, we must go now. If Sarac has already destroyed the Universes, we must retrieve the spell that binds him quickly.”


  “True,” sighed Alex. “May the gods preserve all of us and may we meet again. Farewell.”


  



  Oscar looked out of the wagon at the sound of approaching horses. He had witnessed the ground rumpling and the colorful display in the sky, but the geography around him had not changed at all, so he was unaware of any catastrophic calamity approaching. Only the black sky held the ominous tone of danger. The horses could spell disaster for him if he was identified as the Crown Prince of Targa, so he remained hidden as the Cordonian soldiers drew nearer.


  The Cordonian Cavalry drew up alongside the gypsy wagon and the Sergeant halted while the others kept on going.


  “Gypsy,” the Cordonian Sergeant greeted, “you had better turn that wagon around and follow us if you value your life.”


  “Does the enemy attack us?” queried the gypsy. “Would they have a grievance against a humble gypsy?”


  “If it was Targans chasing us,” retorted the Sergeant, “I would let you ride on, but the enemy is not Targan. There are about a thousand elves coming this way and they are not friendly.”


  “Elves?” the gypsy questioned unbelievably. “You’re not telling me the Cordonian Army believes in elves?”


  “Don’t make sport of me,” scolded the Cordonian. “If you don’t believe in elves then I guess you won’t be dead when their arrows pierce your ugly hide. Don’t say that I didn’t warn you, gypsy.”


  The Cordonian Sergeant prodded his horse to catch up with the rest of the soldiers.


  “Do you think he is serious?” the gypsy asked Oscar.


  Oscar, elves are not fictitious beings. We would be best to heed his advice.


  “Ora,” Oscar sighed, “we should turn around. I can’t be sure of there being elves ahead, but I do know that the Cordonian Cavalry does not normally run from a fight. Let us be safe and head west until we know more of what is going on. I will be leaving you in the morning, in any event. I think I healed enough to stop being a burden to you. I will always be indebted to you and your family.”


  “Well,” Ora laughed, “the one good thing about being a gypsy, is that we don’t really care which direction we go. West is as good as east.”


  Ora turned his wagon around and followed the Cordonian Cavalry.


  Chapter 19


  Cave of Winds


  Kaz carried Alex and Jenneva easily, winging through the dark sky over the Sordoan coastline. Alex peered through the inky mist at the Sordoan Army troops below. The Spiders’ intelligence reports were correct about the deployment of the Sordoan troops, but that thought gave Alex little comfort as the Targan Army was spread too thin to properly repel the invaders. He knew that Tagaret would probably be sacked before the Targans pushed the Sordoans back into the desert and even then, only if the ogres didn’t get to the Targan capital first.


  Alex was depressed. He would much rather be down there with his men helping to repel the invasion, but Sarac had to be imprisoned quickly before he found a way to alter the odds of the prophecy going in his favor by killing the children who could ruin him. Alex silently willed Kaz on faster to the Cave of the Winds on the Sordoa-Lanoir border.


  Kaz circled wide around the Southern Mountains as they approached the Cave of Winds and Alex saw the devastation that had befallen Sorelderal, the destroyed Tower of Peace representing the shattered hopes of two peaceful races. Kaz dropped lower and landed in an open field near the headwaters of the Toulane River. Alex and Jenneva dismounted and set up camp. There was no way to determine how long they needed to search the Cave of Winds before finding the Sword of Heavens and they decided that they would leave the campsite well rested and fed.


  Alex retrieved two rabbits and handed them over to Jenneva for the stew and then headed to the waterfall to check for the entrance to the Cave of Winds. Alex returned an hour later and the couple had a quiet meal, then Alex spoke.


  “The entrance to the Cave of Winds is not difficult, but the cave is rather small and I couldn’t find any sword or scrolls in it.”


  Jenneva’s mind drifted back to the cave where Uncle Hasra had died. “There is probably a magical entrance,” suggested Jenneva. “We will investigate it thoroughly in the morning.”


  Morning came quickly, but Alex knew the time of day more from his internal clock than from appearances. The black cloud blocked the beauty of the sunrise and only a pale glow in the sky signified that there even was a sun. He turned to wake Jenneva and found her already sitting up.


  “I don’t think I will ever get used to not seeing the sun,” she sighed.


  “Then we will look forward to the next sunrise together,” promised Alex. “Our efforts are the only thing that will bring the sunrises back and we must never falter along the way. Come, let us find the Sword of the Heavens.”


  After a bit to eat, Alex and Jenneva walked to the cave entrance and lit a torch. After walking around the circumference of the cave Jenneva closed her eyes and muttered something that Alex did not understand. Slowly, she rose and walked to the rear of the cave and placed her hands against the stone. The stonewall shimmered and a wide tunnel appeared in its place. Alex moved forward and entered the tunnel with Jenneva right behind him.


  The tunnel sloped downward and was large enough to drive a wagon through. The walls were smooth and even, making Alex realize that someone had created the tunnel and he instinctively drew his sword. Not more that fifty paces into the tunnel, Alex detected a decaying smell as if some small animal had starved and died in the underground corridor.


  After a hundred paces, the smell grew stronger as did the wind. A few smaller tunnels led off into the darkness on both his left and his right, but Alex continued into the head wind down the large tunnel. Alex walked slowly his sword in one hand and Jenneva holding his other. The tunnel started bending, first one way and then the other, but it never narrowed nor bent sharply.


  After half an hour of walking, Alex halted. The wind was now so strong it threatened to extinguish the torch and the smell was becoming nauseating. Alex no longer thought the source was a small, dead animal, but thousands of dead animals all decaying from a recent death. Perhaps the collapsing of the Universes had killed and entombed a large number of rats or maybe even dwarves.


  Alex stepped into one of the smaller side tunnels and pulled Jenneva with him. “Do you have any idea where we should look for the Sword of Heavens?” he asked.


  “No,” admitted Jenneva, “but I’m inclined to keep following the large tunnel to its end.”


  “I am, too,” agreed Alex, “but if the wind gets any stronger it will extinguish our torch.”


  Jenneva nodded and played with her ring. Muttering some mystical enchantment, her ring began to glow brighter and brighter until the light it produced outshone the brilliance of the torch. “Extinguish the torch,” she ordered. “Save it for later, this spell will only last for a few hours.”


  Alex snuffed the torch and placed it in his pack. The couple entered the large tunnel and continued their downward trek. After another half an hour the wind’s intensity made further progress difficult. Coupled with the growing stench of decay was the rapid rise in the air temperature. Alex was sweating and the wind rushing past him created a weird feeling of roasting, alternating with the feeling of freezing. He dragged Jenneva into another small tunnel and pressed his soaked back against the cool stonewall.


  “Now we know why it’s called the Cave of Winds,” commented Alex. “Pretty soon the only progress we will make will be crawling.”


  “If we have to crawl,” stated Jenneva flatly, “then we shall crawl. I only wish I had been better prepared for Sarac when I banished him. If I could have killed him, none of this would be happening.”


  Alex looked at the coldness in her eyes and realized that she was blaming herself for all of the ills befalling the Universes. He looped his arm around her and drew her close and kissed her. “No, Jenneva, that is not true. The Dark One could just as easily have been Mordac, or Mitchel, or Dalgar, or anyone for that matter. The prophecy would still unfold no matter what you did. Our job is to imprison the Dark One and safeguard the children. We will succeed.”


  “Succeed?” cried Jenneva. “We can’t even find the children we are supposed to be protecting. Even our own child is lost, Alex. How can you have such a positive attitude?”


  “Because I have you, Jenneva,” embraced Alex. “You have always taught me to never doubt my abilities. Is the lesson any less appropriate for you? We will succeed or die trying and we’re not ready to die yet. Let’s go find the sword.”


  Alex and Jenneva pressed back out into the wide, sloping tunnel and worked against the wind and the stench. The tunnel bent slightly again and as the couple rounded the bend, Alex halted and grabbed Jenneva’s hand tightly.


  Before them the tunnel opened up into a massive chamber with tunnels running off in every direction. Directly in the center of the chamber was the gigantic form of a monster that Alex had only seen from a great distance once before. Alex stared in awe at the huge mass of a dragon that lay before him. The dragon’s body was curled over a large mound of gold, silver, jewels, and bones, its head resting comfortably on the top of the mound. Its eyes were closed and it appeared to be asleep, but every few seconds, a puff of black smoke emanated from its nostrils and was quickly carried away by the tremendous winds coming down from some opening above the dragon’s head.


  Jenneva dragged Alex back around the bend in the tunnel and into one of the smaller tunnels. “I think I could leave my breakfast here and no one would notice,” she quipped.


  Alex laughed softly and nodded. “Do you think the Sword of Heavens is under the dragon?”


  “If it is,” she answered, “it could take us a week to find it in that pile. Hold still while I fashion a Fire Ward.”


  Alex loved Jenneva, but he had no concept of her magic. She certainly possessed a mastery of her subject, as comments from other Master Magicians had proven, but Alex could not comprehend how even the simple mind speech worked. Still, he was wise enough to know that if Jenneva said something would work, it would.


  “This should keep us from getting severely burned, at least for a while,” she declared. “Still, keep using your shield to deflect as much of the fire as you can.”


  “You sound like you have a plan,” questioned Alex. “What is it?”


  “No,” smiled Jenneva, “I have no plan. I just don’t think we can afford to wait for the dragon to decide to leave before searching for the Sword of Heavens. I figure we will just go down and look.”


  “Now you’re talking with the dedication of a Ranger,” admired Alex, “but I will feel better if you remain here while I go down and look.”


  “Alexander Tork!” scolded Jenneva. “I am quite capable of taking care of myself. Your leaving me in Tagaret while you went to Kantor was forgivable, but I will not be treated like some frail wife.”


  “Frail wife?” laughed Alex. “That could not be further from the truth. I went to Kantor alone because that was the best way to accomplish the mission with the least chance for casualties. If anyone in the Presidential Palace detected your use of magic, we would have both died. I want you to stay here now because here is the best place for you. Two of us digging through the pile under the dragon is foolish. One of us should be keeping an eye on the beast while the other digs around.”


  Alex placed his hands on Jenneva’s shoulders and looked her in the eye. “If you have something to prove here, you can go down and dig around while I stay here and watch, but when I threaten the dragon with my sword and he laughs, you better be able to run real fast. I was kind of hoping that if he cornered me going through his pile, you could distract him from here while I got away.”


  Jenneva’s face flushed with embarrassment. “I’m sorry, Alex. I guess I get a little defensive at times. Your plan is sound and I will create any diversions you need. Let me give your sword the same treatment that I have given my ring, in case we get separated.”


  With his sword aglow, Alex stole into the massive chamber. He walked silently around the perimeter of the chamber until he was behind the dragon and then approached the huge mound of treasure. The treasure consisted of kitchen knives and hammers as well as gold crowns and scepters. Shields, swords, helmets, and rings lay side by side with door hinges, barrows, and hoes. The dragon seemed to hoard anything metal, whether it was valuable or not did not appear to have any significance.


  Alex started searching the pile behind the dragon where he was out of danger from a casual flick of the tail or claw. The stench this close to the dragon was almost unbearable. Several times Alex had to fight to keep the contents of his stomach from spilling onto the pile he was searching.


  Alex was overwhelmed by the number of items in the pile and the amount of time it would take him to dig through the mound even if the dragon decided to go away for a while. Alex decided to quickly scan the surface of the mound and not bother digging until he had checked the entire surface.


  When Alex reached the area where the dragon’s tail was curled, it moved towards him slowly, but still caught him unaware until it was too late. Alex quickly reached up and grabbed onto the tail as it swung lazily around. The dragon’s thick scales felt like a moldy metal, thick and sturdy, but also slick and slimy. Alex felt himself slipping and he dug his fingers under the scales to hold on better.


  The dragon’s tail started twitching nervously, tossing to and fro as Alex struggled to hang on. Alex climbed higher on the dragon’s tail as it began to smash into the mound of treasure, seeking to dislodge whatever was clinging to it. Suddenly, the dragon’s eyes popped open and it turned its head towards the source of its discomfort. When it finally spotted Alex, the dragon cruelly opened its mouth, showing rows of black chair-sized teeth surrounding a tunnel that emitted the foulest odor Alex had ever inhaled.


  The dark tunnel of the dragon’s mouth spat a long tongue of flame towards Alex and the Ranger scampered higher up the dragon’s back, seeking to conceal himself between the large scaled fins that adorned the beast’s back. The dragon rose up on its hind legs and twirled around trying unsuccessfully to snare Alex with its front claws or knock the human from its back with a swipe of its tail. Finally, the dragon backed itself into a corner and sat down.


  “Okay, thief,” bellowed the dragon, “I’ll offer you a moment’s reprieve to try and talk your way out of this.”


  “A moments reprieve?” Alex laughed. “The only reason you stopped fighting is because you cannot reach me here on your back. Your own scales protect me from yourself. It looks to me like all I have to do is wait for you to fall asleep again.”


  The dragon roared with laughter. “An amateur! A thousand years since I was last awakened by a thief and I have to get disturbed by an amateur.” The dragon shook his massive head and chuckled. “Let me explain something to you, thief. I can sleep for years and I can also abstain from sleep for years. Did you happen to bring a bag of food with you? A very, very, large bag of food?”


  Alex threw a quizzical look at Jenneva who was still standing near the entrance to the chamber. Jenneva shrugged and smiled.


  I don’t know, Alex. This is new to me, also. The last thing I expected was a talking dragon with a sense of humor. Do you think he would really hurt you?


  Jenneva, didn’t you see those flames? Trust me, if this creature can get his fangs into me, he will.


  Don’t be too sure, Alex. Try reasoning with him. I’ll stay unobserved in case you really need my help.


  Alex looked around the cavern and realized that he could never leap off the dragon and run for cover before he would be incinerated. “Okay, so I’m an amateur with dragons, but I am no thief. Tell me, are dragons edible?”


  “Edible?” roared the dragon. “Are you serious? Do you really think your puny sword is going to stand a chance at hurting me? My scales are better than any shield you may have faced.”


  “Ah, but this is no ordinary sword,” teased Alex as let his sword point lower to one of the dragon’s scales. Holding the sword with both hands, Alex carved his initials into one of the dragon’s scales.


  “Hey, what are you doing?” bellowed the dragon.


  “You said that I might need some food while I wait here,” retorted Alex. “I figure I could probably nibble on you for a couple of years before you decided to let me go.”


  The dragon became rather fidgety and tried moving his body closer to the wall, trying to crush or dislodge the thief on his back. When it became apparent that Alex was not going to be dislodged, the dragon laughed. “You know, I think I like you, thief. Perhaps I will let you go free for showing such good spirit.”


  Alex scanned the dragon’s body looking for any section that might be vulnerable to a quick sword thrust, but finally figured that only the head would serve his purpose and that was not very likely to happen. “Oh,” quipped Alex, “so I should just slide off your back and walk merrily out of the cave, right? Of course, you wouldn’t think of roasting me on the way across the floor now, would you?”


  “Okay,” sighed the dragon. “Look, you don’t want to be here and I don’t want you here. If you promise to take nothing and to never return, I will really let you leave. If not, I will have to eat you.”


  “Foolish, maybe,” commented Alex, “but I actually believe you. I can very easily agree never to come here again, but there is something that I must take with me, something that is worth more than my life.”


  “Don’t be foolish, thief,” scolded the dragon. “If you die, you won’t be taking anything with you. What do I have that is worth so much to you?”


  “The Sword of Heavens,” declared Alex.


  The dragon’s body convulsed and gyrated in fury. “Never,” roared the dragon. “Now you must surely die, thief. The Mage, himself, entrusted the Sword of Heavens to me and I pledged my life to protect it. Only one of us will leave this chamber alive.” The dragon started twirling his body furiously back and forth, smashing into the walls of the chamber.


  “Stop!” shouted Jenneva. The dragon halted, searching for the source of the new voice. Jenneva walked into the open and faced the dragon. “It is under orders from the Mage that we have come for the Sword of Heavens. The Ancient Prophecy requires it to remove the Dark One.”


  The dragon’s eyes narrowed at the small form of Jenneva. “So, thief has an accomplice. Why should I believe that the Mage sent you? Why would he not come himself?”


  “The Mage is busy with Alutar,” answered Jenneva. “If he asked you to guard the Sword of Heavens, then he must have also told you that someday it would be needed. Today is that day.”


  The dragon tilted his head toward the diminutive form of Jenneva. “He told me that it would be required one day,” admitted the dragon. “He also told me how I would know that day. Do you know?”


  “The seven jewels will be gone,” answered Alex as he slid off the dragon’s back and joined Jenneva. “Look, if the Mage trusted you with the Sword of Heavens, then I can trust you with my life. The Ancient Prophecy has begun and the Universes have collapsed. The Sword of Heavens will be naked. If it is not, you may eat me.”


  Alex sheathed his sword and grabbed Jenneva’s hand. The dragon peered at the two figures for a long moment and finally spoke. “Lay your sword on the ground and go up the small tunnel on my right. There is a single chest at the end of the tunnel. Bring it down here.”


  Alex did as the dragon ordered and returned with the chest. He laid the chest on the ground and opened it. The top item in the chest was the Sword of Heavens and the jewels were missing.


  “I am glad that I did not eat you,” mused the dragon. “I am Wyka, Keeper of the Sword of Heavens. How can I aid the friends of the Mage in their quest?”


  “I am Jenneva, student of the Mage,” replied Jenneva, “and this is my mate, Alex. You have already helped us, friend of the Mage. We need to study the scrolls in the chest and then we must locate the Dark One so that I may imprison him.”


  “There is one who can tell you where to find the Dark One,” stated Wyka. “The Oracle of Estara will know. I will take you there when you are ready.”


  Alex and Jenneva decided to go through the chest outside the claustrophobic cave and agreed for Wyka to meet them there the next morning. They both inhaled deeply after clearing the cave entrance and informed Kaz of what had happened and about the dragon’s planned arrival for the following morning. Jenneva found and memorized the imprisonment spell while Alex hunted up some dinner.


  Jenneva was fascinated at the remaining contents of the chest and Alex could hardly drag her away long enough to sample the roast grouse that he had prepared. After dinner Jenneva remained isolated with the chest until she couldn’t keep her eyes open any more.


  In the morning Wyka appeared at the mouth of the cave and Alex handled the introduction with Kaz. Alex hoisted Jenneva onto Kaz’s back and then scrambled to a position on Wyka. Wyka took to the sky heading northward and Kaz and Jenneva followed. Wyka flew gracefully and Alex actually felt rather comfortable, which surprised him. They flew over the entire length of Sordoa and the central valleys of Targa before approaching the Boulder Mountains. Wyka started dropping altitude and mountain peaks started sliding by on both sides of her. Suddenly, Wyka swooped up and landed on the very peak of one of the mountains.


  “If you climb down my tail,” Wyka instructed, “there is a small path. Follow the path to a cave opening. You will see nothing abnormal about the cave itself and the only way to speak with the Oracle is to introduce yourself first. I will wait here for you.”


  Alex climbed down and followed the path to the cave entrance. He waited there until Kaz and Jenneva landed and together they entered the cave. Alex whispered Wyka’s instructions to Jenneva to let her handle the introductions.


  The cave was not very large and it appeared empty. They walked around the entire cave and could find no sign of any life. Jenneva stepped to the center of the cave.


  “Greetings, Oracle of Estara,” she called, “I am Jenneva, student and friend of the Mage. I seek your enlightenment.” After several seconds with no response, Jenneva continued. “I have brought my mate, Alexander Tork, and our friend, Kaz, with me.”


  “Greetings, Jenneva and friends,” echoed the cave. The rear wall of the cave shimmered and turned translucent. A figure appeared in the new section of the cave, which was bathed in blues and greens dancing together. The figure appeared to sit cross-legged, but its image was hazy and indistinct. “What do you wish of the Oracle?”


  “We seek to fulfill the Ancient Prophecy by destroying the Dark One,” replied Jenneva. “At this time I am empowered to imprison him, but I do not know his location.”


  “The Dark One dwells on Mount Kalas,” revealed the Oracle. “The way will be difficult and treacherous, but he has built a castle atop the tallest mountain.”


  “What of the children?” asked Jenneva. “Can you tell us where to find them or what has become of them?”


  “The children are alive and well, but not where they belong,” answered the Oracle. “I cannot tell you where they are, but the Dark One also seeks them and he does not know, either. You are few and he is many. Even if he is imprisoned, still he will search. Your task is long and arduous. May fortune smile upon you, for I can offer no more help.”


  The blue and green lights winked out and the cave wall solidified. Gone was the image of the Oracle of Estara and the echo of its voice.


  “Thank you, Oracle,” sighed Jenneva as they left the cave.


  Chapter 20


  Spell of Binding


  As Yorra circled over the Targan Royal Palace, Prince Oscar gazed down at the destroyed city of Tagaret. Most of the city was ablaze with fires devouring whole city blocks and bodies were strewn throughout the four quarters of the once proud capital of Targa. Spirals of black smoke rose from every section of the city and merged with the inky black mist that covered the world. The river and harbor were littered with half-sunken remains of the merchant fleets and the small Targan Navy. Off towards the southern horizon, the remnant of the Targan Army was chasing the fleeing Sordoans.


  Oscar tapped Yorra and the magnificent white unicorn circled, lowered and landed in the Red Sword courtyard of the Royal Palace. The Red Sword barracks and stables were completely burned and nothing moved in the normally busy courtyard. The Prince left Yorra and ran into the Palace. Many of the small rooms off the corridor that had been used for offices were now being used as infirmaries with wounded men laid across the floors of the small rooms. Oscar continued past with hardly a glance at the wounded soldiers as it became obvious from the piles of dead Sordoans that the battle had also been fought within the Palace walls.


  The Royal Prince raced towards his father’s study, a growing feeling of dread coursing through his mind as the signs of fighting continued upstairs. Prince Oscar ran through the door to King Byron’s study and skidded to a halt. The body of General Clark lay tossed at the base of the large desk like a discarded toy, broken and limp. The study’s floor was sprinkled with dead Sordoans and Red Swords. Looking to his left, Oscar saw Lord Habas pinned to the large wall map with a Sordoan spear.


  Prince Oscar ran to the far side of the room and threw open the door leading to King Byron’s reading room. As Prince Oscar entered the room, General Gregor spun around, his sword unsheathed and pointed towards the door.


  “Prince Oscar!” shouted the General. “You’re alive!”


  Oscar peered at the General’s bloodied uniform and noticed the cloth wrapped around the soldier’s waist and the gaping rent in his uniform. Behind General Gregor stood King Byron brandishing his rapier and guarding the Queen who was sitting in a high-back leather chair. The Prince sheathed his sword and, laying his hand on General Gregor’s shoulder, nodded to the King’s protector. Walking past the soldier the Prince embraced his father tightly before dropping to his knees alongside his mother’s chair and kissing her gently.


  “I am so relieved to see you all well,” the Prince sighed. From above it appears as if the entire city was totally destroyed.”


  “It may as well have been,” declared King Byron. “Targa as a nation no longer exists as it used to. The Army has been decimated and now resembles a city garrison more than a nation’s army. Most of the reports from the North indicate total destruction of the outpost garrisons and the villages around them. I’m afraid that I am the last King of Targa. Perhaps I should be called the King of Tagaret. That would be more appropriate because this ruined city is all that is left of Targa.”


  “Alcea,” Prince Oscar sighed sitting on the table. “Tagaret is the ancient city of Alcea. Alex and Jenneva told me of the ancient prophecy and it foretells of the future King of Alcea. Father, you need to reform your kingdom into the Kingdom of Alcea and the Red Swords as the Knights of Alcea. The Kingdom must survive at all costs if the prophecy is to be fulfilled favorably.”


  Queen Marta started crying and the room fell quiet. King Byron’s eyes saddened and softly he addressed his son.


  “Oscar, the Princess Lidia was sunk on its way to Grakus. There were no reports of survivors.”


  The Prince slumped to the floor and stared off into space. For a long time the room remained silent, each of its occupants lost in their own thoughts of despair. Finally, Prince Oscar rose from the floor and gazed out the window at the ruins of the city. Queen Marta rose from her chair and embraced Oscar.


  “Oscar,” she whispered, “we don’t know for sure that they died on the voyage. Perhaps they were saved somehow.”


  “They must have survived,” braved Oscar. “I will search for them and I will find them. Do not worry for me, Mother. Help Father rebuild the Kingdom.”


  The Prince kissed his mother and embraced the King. “Father, take care of my mother and our Kingdom. I may not return, but the Heir will come to rule Alcea. I promise you that. General Gregor, you will be the first Steward of Alcea. See that the Crown remains available for its Rightful King. If my parents die before the Heir returns, it will be the task of the Steward to maintain the Kingdom until he returns.”


  “Won’t you be coming back after you’ve found Callie and the baby?” asked Queen Marta.


  “It would not be safe to do that,” answered Prince Oscar. “Sarac will be searching for the True Heir to the Throne of Alcea. Neither of you will be in danger from the Dark One, but Callie and the baby will be. I will send Yorra back to Glendor. Tell Alex and Jenneva to go there. Yorra will know where I can be found and can tell them what happened to Jenneva’s baby. The Heir can only return when the prophecy is to be fulfilled.”


  Prince Oscar turned and left the Royal Palace in search of Yorra. Together they ascended into the murky sky and headed for the Isle of Grakus.


  



  Alex mounted Wyka and Jenneva climbed onto Kaz. Together they headed westward towards Mount Kalas and the castle of the Dark One. Their plan was fairly simple. Jenneva would use showy bursts of magic on the lower slopes of the mountain, drawing as many of the Dark One’s forces towards her as she could. Once the enemy started to counterattack, Alex and Wyka would keep them busy while Jenneva and Kaz slipped away to position themselves near the castle. Jenneva had to cast the spell without being distracted by the Black Devils trying to attack her.


  Jenneva and Kaz swept down to the beginning of the mountain path that led to Sarac’s castle. Half a dozen ogres stood on the path and watched the woman and unicorn drift down out of the sky. Jenneva remained on Kaz’s back as she tossed several fireballs at the ogres. The flaming ogres began to scream and charged towards their tormentor. The base of the mountain path was not visible from the castle, but Jenneva had little doubt about the castle’s ability to hear the screams.


  The six ogres never made it to Jenneva as they succumbed to the inferno she had cast onto them. Soon the path was alive with ogres rushing down the mountain to attack whoever they found there. Jenneva kept the fireballs flying into the charging ranks of ogres and soon the path was a solid wall of flame. Still the ogres charged through it in a feeble attempt to reach the female magician.


  Alex and Wyka circled high in the sky, keeping a constant vigil on the mountain path. Alex saw the ogres swarming down the mountainside and Jenneva incinerating them when they reached the bottom. Soon Alex saw scores of Black Devils leaving the castle and charging down the path, as well. Alex knew his time to attack was near. He could not allow the Black Devils to get within striking range of Jenneva because their combined power would overwhelm her.


  As the Black Devils closed on Jenneva’s position, Wyka soared down on the castle and proceeded down the path following the Black Devils. Wyka hugged the trail and Alex drew his sword in one hand and fisted a Lanoirian Star in the other. Wyka swept along the path so quickly that Alex fought to keep from getting dizzy. As they rounded a bend, Wyka stretched her claws before her and flew into the ranks of the Black Devils at shoulder height. The first two Black Devils were impaled on Wyka’s claws and dozens more were knocked to the ground or off the path to tumble down the rocks.


  The screams from the rear alerted the evil magicians and soon Wyka was soaring into their upturned faces. Alex managed to get off a few Lanoirian Stars, but his sword could not reach any of the enemy as those that were not pitched off of the path directly had flattened themselves to the path.


  Jenneva took her cue and Kaz leaped into the air and away from the mountain path. Wyka and Alex soon shot through the flames of Jenneva’s barrier and took up her previous position at the base of the mountain pathway. Confusion took hold of Sarac’s forces, but eventually they continued their downward charge. Alex threw Lanoirian Stars as the ogres continued to flood through the fiery barrier. Wyka’s claws shred any of the ogres that survived the fire and Alex’s sharp missiles.


  Kaz positioned Jenneva on the opposite side of the castle from the path and hovered patiently while she incanted her Spell of Binding.


  The Black Devils advanced towards Alex and he deflected their missiles with his sword and shield while Wyka backed up to the limit of their range, hovering over the canyon alongside the path. One of the Black Devils tossed a spell that split the air above Wyka and she plummeted towards the canyon floor. Alex grabbed the dragon’s scales and hung on as Wyka dropped downward dangerously out of control. Wyka managed to spread her wings enough to glide away from the mountain just as her claws scraped the edge of the cliff.


  With Alex and the dragon out of the way, the Black Devils noticed that Jenneva was missing. As if under orders from the Dark One himself, the Black Devils turned and raced back up the mountain path towards the castle. Sarac saw his men returning and smiled, confident that his foes had finally been vanquished.


  Sarac’s smiled faded as he saw Lattimer round the bend and wave at him. Sarac, you are in danger. The witch is missing. I think she has come to imprison you.


  Sarac wheeled around and saw Jenneva sitting on Kaz, concentrating on her spell. The Dark One hurled a projectile at the female mage, but Kaz deftly slid sideways avoiding the missile without jostling his passenger. Sarac prepared to toss another spell at Jenneva when the sky split and an enormous flash of brilliant light enveloped the castle. The stone blocks of the castle radiated an intense white light that was as blinding as the sun. The Black Devils halted on the path as the castle burst into a red flash and the very foundation of Mount Kalas rocked and swayed.


  Sarac was tossed to the floor of the tower as the structure turned an icy blue and a freezing cold wind swept through the castle and down the path. The mountain trail turned to ice and the Black Devils slipped and lost their footing, clamoring to grab a handful of the mountain before they slid into oblivion.


  With another wave of her hand, Jenneva watched the Dark One’s sanctuary turn brown as dust and all of the surrounding plant life withered and died. With a final touch of the Binding Spell, the castle turned deathly black and slime oozed from between the stone blocks.


  Jenneva had Kaz maneuver around the castle to the path that approached its front door. The Black Devils were in disarray as they fought for a handhold on the pathway that was now an aqueduct for the flowing slime. Kaz hovered again as Jenneva cast a spell on the pathway. The Black Devils knew what was coming and they scrambled for safety. A few managed to gain entrance to the castle, while most of them went screaming down the path. A few tried to magically attack Jenneva, but most were smart enough to know that there wasn’t time for anything but escape.


  Jenneva finished her incantation and the path erupted into a thousand showering meteors. Those magicians who chose to attempt an attack on Jenneva were thrown into the air along with tons of rock and soil. Those who managed to escape were now starting to retaliate against Jenneva and her unicorn and Kaz quickly soared away from the mountain.


  Alex and Wyka joined the retreat and the four fighters glided over the Boulder Mountains and settled near Egam’s cave. Alex quickly jumped off Wyka and ran to Kaz to help Jenneva dismount. Jenneva passed out, her strength depleted, and Alex laid her gently on the ground. After he revived his wife he lifted her head and carefully fed her the elixir she had prepared for this moment.


  “Is it done?” Alex queried.


  “Yes,” replied Jenneva. “Sarac is imprisoned until one of the possible branches of the prophecy is fulfilled. Get me to Egam’s cave where we can rest for the night. In the morning we will start our search for the children.”


  “Why did you destroy the pathway if Sarac is locked up in the tower?” inquired Alex. “You could have been killed confronting all of his magicians at once.”


  “Sarac is imprisoned,” answered Jenneva, “but people may still enter and exit his castle. He will be issuing orders to his unholy troops and I wanted to make it a little more difficult for his Black Devils to get in and out of his prison. Besides, I didn’t allow them enough time to react. Hopefully, we killed quite a few of them today, but I fear that he will just create new ones as he needs them.”


  “And the ones he creates, will be looking for the babies,” sighed Alex.


  “Yes,” conceded Jenneva, “we will just have to find them first.”


  



  Oscar and Yorra swept over the Grakus coastline and the Prince guided the unicorn towards his villa, which was perched on the side of a mountain overlooking the craggy coastline. The building had a very modest exterior as the bulk of the residence extended into the mountain. From a distance the villa appeared as not much more than a well-kept artist’s home and the people in the only village within walking distance believed it to be just that.


  Yorra set down on the path where it widened as it approached the home and Oscar ran to the door hoping to find Callie and the baby safely inside. He quickly raced through the house and verified that Callie had never arrived. Laden with despair, Oscar retired for the night and slept fitfully, tossing and turning. By the time the sun rose, Oscar gave up trying to ease his exhaustion and mounted Yorra for a ride into the village.


  Oscar entered the village inn and ordered breakfast. While he waited for his meal, Oscar opened the locket that John Secor had given him as a gift. On the inside of the locket, John had painted a portrait of Callie and Oscar fought back his tears as he gazed at the picture. He realized he would gladly give up his riches and his kingdom just to have Callie back with him. He left his locket on the table as he ate his breakfast in silence, oblivious to everything around him.


  The food and coffee revitalized Oscar and he mentally promised himself that he would not give up the search until he brought Callie or her body back to the villa. When he had finished eating he spoke with everyone in the inn and showed them the picture of Callie. No one had seen her and he left to canvass the entire village.


  Once again he mounted Yorra and headed down the trail to the coast. He rode along the coast road searching the beach and surf for wreckage that might belong to the Princess Lidia. Several times he spotted debris and stopped to check it out, each time verifying that the wreckage was not from a Targan ship. When he reached the first village on the coast he dismounted and opened his locket. Methodically, he canvassed the entire village asking about shipwrecks and inquiring about any stranded women or children.


  By sunset he had covered five leagues of coastline and three villages and there had been no sign of Callie or the baby. He acquired a room for the night and finally got some decent sleep. The next morning he was up at sunrise and back to searching for his lost family.


  After several weeks of searching, Oscar was no closer to finding his family than when he started looking. He was also not the same person as when he started his hunt. Oscar didn’t cry anymore, nor did he laugh at the tavern jokes or performers. He didn’t smile or scowl, but went through each day like some lifeless animated doll performing a well-rehearsed play, stopping at each piece of sea wreckage, questioning every villager.


  The first spark of life that returned to the Prince of Targa was in a tiny fishing village well down the coast of Grakus. An old fisherman stared at the locket that Oscar held forth and rubbed his jaw.


  “Well, I can’t say that I ever saw a woman as beautiful as this one,” the old fisherman drawled. “I ain’t seen her, that’s for sure, but I did hear tale of a netter rescuing a damsel from the drink not long ago. Might be her. Might not.”


  Oscar immediately perked up. “Which fisherman? I need to talk with him. Where can I find him?”


  “Don’t really know,” pondered the fisherman. “He’s not local, you know. Not from around here. He comes in about twice a year to buy supplies. He likes the quality of netting material that Jacob has.”


  “Where can I find this Jacob?” Oscar asked impatiently.


  The old man turned and pointed to a shack just down the coast. “Jacob’s is that building right there, but he gets a lot of customers in from all over the place. Don’t know if the netter said anything about the woman to him.”


  Oscar thought frantically as the old fisherman turned towards his boat. He reached out and grabbed the old man before he could cast off. “Wait!” Oscar cried. He reached into his pouch and pulled out a large gold nugget. “You can share this gold with Jacob if you can describe the netter to him and he can tell me where to find him.”


  The gold nugget was more money than the old fisherman had ever seen before and his eyes lit up. “What if Jacob don’t know where this netter lives?” he asked.


  “The gold is for me finding the woman,” replied Oscar. “If you and Jacob can’t point the way to me, then there is no gold. If you try to cheat me and send me on some fool’s errand to get my gold, I’ll come back for you.”


  The old man looked queerly at Oscar and finally nodded. “Fair enough, stranger. I won’t cheat you and neither would Jacob. Let’s go earn some gold.”


  The fisherman led Oscar to Jacob and questioned him about the netter. Jacob remembered the man, but could only be vague about his home port. All Oscar could find out was that the netter was named John and was from one of the Pebble Islands. Oscar gladly gave up the gold nugget and rode Yorra up the coast and away from the village. Once he was clear of people, Oscar instructed Yorra to take to the air. Within a couple of hours they arrived over the first of the Pebble Islands. The island chain was sparsely populated and the villages were tiny.


  Oscar thought about how he should approach John the Netter. Jacob and the old fisherman did not really know John well and it was not clear to Oscar how John would react to someone claiming the woman he had found. The Pebble Islanders were a curious bunch and didn’t have much use for outsiders or laws. John might have rescued a damsel in distress or he might have claimed a prize from the sea. Oscar intended to leave with Callie either way if, in fact, it was Callie, but he also wanted to make sure that he didn’t walk into a trap.


  Yorra set down on the first island and Oscar left her hidden as he walked into the village. He didn’t want to try to explain how he had ridden a horse to the island. Hopefully, everyone would assume that he landed his boat on the other side of the island. There was no inn in the village as no one really traveled through the Pebble Islands, but like remote villages on the mainland, there was always one house that would accept visitors if any should arrive. Oscar rode straight to the waterfront and inquired about John the Netter. The fishermen were not very forthcoming about their knowledge of John, even when Oscar assured them that he meant the man no harm. Seeing that he would get nowhere with the fishermen, Oscar headed into the village and sought out the visitor’s house.


  An old grandmother type woman welcomed him into the house and asked about his business in the village. Oscar explained that he was searching for John the Netter and the woman continued working over her stove as if Oscar hadn’t spoken. Finally, Oscar produced the locket and confessed that he was looking for his wife and baby who had been shipwrecked and that he had heard that John had rescued a woman. The old woman sat down and took the locket, eyeing it lovingly.


  “She’s a right handsome woman, she is,” smiled the grandmother. “I know the John that you want, but you won’t find him here on this island.” She stared into Oscar’s eyes as if measuring his honesty and worth. Finally, she broke out in a smile. “I believe you, son,” she chirped. “I’m a good judge of people and I can see the heartbreak in your eyes. You love her dearly, you do. The John you want is a good man and if he has your wife, she’ll be properly cared for. I can tell by the way you asked, you aren’t sure of that. John has his own wife and while she isn’t the pretty you have, he loves her dearly too. The western most Pebble is where you need to go. You tell John that Sarah sent you and he won’t be wondering if you’re there to kill him.”


  Oscar hugged the old woman and thanked her. He pressed a gold coin into her hand as he left and ran as fast as his legs would carry him. He leaped onto Yorra and the unicorn shot into the air. Oscar hoped that John the Netter had indeed found the right woman as Yorra carried him across the sea. It was beginning to get darker as Oscar and Yorra set down on the last of the Pebble Islands. Again Oscar hid Yorra and walked into the village.


  The village was a little larger than Sarah’s village, but still it was small by Kingdom standards. Oscar bypassed the docks this time and sought out the visitor’s house. The petite woman who answered the door was clearly flabbergasted as she welcomed Oscar into her house.


  “Dear me,” she exclaimed, “I don’t know as what I’m to do with you. Don’t often get visitors here. I suppose you’re looking to spend the night? Of course you are. Why else would you be standing there? Come in, then. Sit down, now.”


  Oscar was confused by the woman’s reaction and couldn’t get a word in as she fretted and mumbled to herself. A small boy came into the house and the woman grabbed him and instructed him to get his father.


  Oscar fondled his necklace and called to Callie. Callie, I love you!


  There was no reply to Oscar’s Mind Speech and a moment later a tall muscular man with a dark beard entered the house and gazed at Oscar.


  Oscar rose and greeted the man and began to speak, but the woman interrupted as she whispered to the man. “I don’t know what to do. Heavens, I would never have expected...“


  The man put his arm around the woman and comforted her. “Don’t you worry none, Abigail. I’ll bunk in the boat this evening and you can share the room with our other guest. I’m sure she won’t mind.”


  “Excuse me, “ interrupted Oscar. “I don’t want to put you out. I can sleep outside. I really don’t mind, but there is someone I need to talk to first and I was hoping that you could direct me. I’m looking for John the Netter.”


  The couple glared at Oscar and the man spoke first. “What does a Kingdom man want with John the Netter?”


  Oscar produced his locket and held it out for the couple’s inspection. “Sarah told me that John was a decent man and I believe that he may have rescued my wife from a shipwreck.”


  The man picked up the locket and peered at it and then gazed at Oscar. “It’s a nice locket, but how do I know she’s your wife?”


  Abigail walked over and looked at the locket. “Heavens, John, sometimes you can be a little too protective! Do you think the young man would carry around a picture of a stranger?”


  Oscar was elated. He knew he had found John the Netter and he knew that Callie was the woman the fisherman had found.


  Oscar ran and embraced John and thanked him profusely. He spun and kissed John’s wife and ran into the visitor’s room and knelt by Callie’s side and kissed her. John and his wife started to follow Oscar into the room, but when they saw Callie’s reaction to seeing Oscar, they retreated to the kitchen and left the couple in privacy.


  “Oh, Oscar, I knew you would come,” cried Callie.


  Oscar embraced Callie. He noticed that her necklace was gone and understood why she had failed to answer his call.


  Callie related the tale of the shipwreck and the loss of their baby. Callie had been badly hurt in the sinking, but had managed to grab onto some floating timbers. She wasn’t sure how long she had been adrift, but she recounted her rescue by John and the care that the netter and his wife had given her. John and every fisherman in the village had gone out searching for her baby or any other survivors for three days, but they had not found anyone.


  Callie started to sob as she told the tale and by the time she got to the fishermen’s inability to find the baby, she was crying hysterically. Oscar comforted her and promised that their baby would be found.


  



  “Can’t we use Galdan’s Crystal Ball to find the babies?” asked Alex.


  “No,” answered Jenneva, “the Crystal Ball would only help if we knew where to look.”


  “What about the Oracle of Estara?” prompted Alex.


  “It’s worth a try,” replied Jenneva.


  Wyka had returned home, so Alex and Jenneva mounted Kaz and flew to the Oracle’s cave. Once again they entered the small cave and Jenneva called upon the Oracle for help.


  “Oracle, we need to know about the babies of the Prophecy.”


  “There is little that I can tell you, friend of the Mage,” replied the Oracle. “The baby of Sarac and Aurora is alive and well, but I cannot see where. The baby of Oscar and Callie is alive and well as are the parents, but Callie can bear no more children.”


  “What of my own child?” whispered Jenneva.


  “Your child is well cared for,” answered the Oracle, “but like the others, I cannot see where.”


  “Are there no clues that you can give to help us locate the children?” asked Alex.


  There was a long pause before the Oracle answered. “No, if it was possible to see the children’s location by magic, then magicians would be able to locate them. Sarac would also have that ability. You must search by using whatever skills you possess. I can tell you that the Sword of Heavens will not function until it is touched by one of the Prophecy Children. Abandon your search for the jewels until you have found at least one of the children. I have nothing more to offer.”


  Jenneva thanked the Oracle and the group returned to Egam’s cave. When they got to the cave Jenneva slumped to the floor in despair. Alex slid down next to her and put his arm around her.


  “Don’t despair,” he offered. “We have stopped Sarac and Alutar from destroying the world. The children are all safe and he is imprisoned. We have many resources to help with the search for the children and Oscar and Callie are safe. In fact, we have done the impossible. All that is left is a simple search mission and we have the skills to accomplish the task.”


  Jenneva looked at Alex and smiled. “You always were an optimist,” she grinned, “but you left out the brightest point, we have each other.”


  THE END
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