Ages ago, dves and dwarves unknowingly migrated between Universes viaa Junction. Jennevaand
Egam believe they have found a Junction and plan atrip with Alexander to test the theory and investigate
the origins of the elves and dwarves. Because they believe that the perennia animosity between the two
racesis due to misunderstandings about their histories, the mages include the prince of elvesand the
prince of dwarvesin the group.

Trouble begins at the very start of the journey as Egam faters going through the Junction, awakening an
old nemesis, the evil demon, Alutar. It gppears that the excurson will not just clarify history, but dso
actudly changeit.

Asthe group discoversthey are trapped in the new Universe, the shocking truth of theredl history of the
racesis overshadowed by impending doom as an ancient prophecy beginsto unfold.

Meanwhile, the evil sorcerer, Sarac, not only gains freedom from hisimprisonment, but lso gainsthe
blessing of the evil demon, Alutar. With the blessing, Sarac is given new powers and is promised areign
of athousand years.

Theraceisonto prevent Sarac from unfettered control of the Universes, as our trio stands incapable of
atering the prophecy of destruction.
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Theworldisin peril again as Mordac, Sarac's assistant gathers the forces of evil to free Sarac from his
imprisonment. Mordac calsfor agathering of Black Devils and instructs them to obtain every book ever
written. Plans to cause havoc and destruction are aso undertaken to soften the world'sarmiesin
preparation of Sarac's return.

Two especidly devout followers of Sarac, Auroraand Dagar, riseto prominence as nations topple and
mayhem runs rampant. Armies stand poised to obliterate each other and thrones are stolen by magic and
cunning.

Follow the tales of our young trio as Alex is accused of assassinating the king and an arrest warrant is
issued for Jenneva

Back

Ages ago the peaceful continent was invaded by savage conquerors. The invading army sought not only
to rule and own the land, but to exterminate the indigenous peoples. Survivors of the peace-loving
inhabitants of the continent escaped the daughter and reformed their meager civilizationsto learn the arts
of war and magic awaiting word from the gods to extract their revenge and retake their homelands.

The series startsin the country of KhadorawithYoung Lord of Khadora in which the son of adave



seeksto reform agovernment bent on feudal wars and disrespect for mages and the indigenous peoples.

Star of Sakovatakes placein Omunga, aneighboring country to Khadora and features ayoung femae
mage student who is suddenly and brutdly thrust into a position of leadership of a strange indigenous

people.

Web of Deceitis centered in Fakarathe third country of the continent and features ayoung man whose
destiny isto creste afinancia empire that will aid in overthrowing the invaders.

The serieswill be seven volumes dternating between the three countries with the find volume drawing
them dl together.

Back

Theworldisin peril. The Evil sorcerer, Sarac, seeks an ancient document entitled, the Origin Scroll.
This ancient tome contains the knowledge to control the very existence of the Universes.  Sarac will stop
at nothing to obtain the Origin Scroll and the fate of the Universes rest with three unknown children.

Alexander Tork, afifteen-year-old boy, is an apprentice lumberman learning the trade from hisfather in
asmdl namdessvillagein thefrontier region of Targa

Oscar Dalek, afifteen-year-old boy, lives with his widowed mother in atown on the Targa-Cordonia
border. Thefamily’ssurviva restswith the boy’ s abilities to savage whatever he can from the caravans
crossing the border.

Jenneva Roth, afifteen-year-old girl who lovesto read, lives with her aged uncle in western Targa.
Unfortunately, her uncle shedthisfalling and she must travel acrossthe country to live with rdatives she
has never seen.

Origin Scrollby Richard S, Tuttleis afantasy novel about three formerly ingignificant young people who
will meet and unite their specid abilitiesto chalenge the evil sorcerer, Sarac, before he destroysthe
Universes.



Origin Scrollisthefirg volume of the Targa Trilogy. Dark Quest andAncient Prophecy complete the
TagaTrilogy.
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Sapphireof the Fairies
Chapter 1

Lorgo

The woman' s scream echoed through the Fisherman’sInnin Lorgo. Lorgo was once part of Sordoa
before the Collgpse of the Universes ageneration ago. Now, Lorgo isin one of the many unclaimed
aress of the continent, which hasn't recelved the attention of any of the marauding armiesyet. EstaTern,
the innkeeper, told the young boy sdlling rabbitsto wait and hurried his bulky frame up the sairsand
along the corridor to the room at the end of the hal. Esta knew which room the scream must have come
from because he had only one female customer this morning and he didn’t stland for unregistered guestsin
hisrooms. Estabanged loudly on the door. “Innkeeper! What'sthe problem in there? Open the
door.”

The door opened and the female traveler, dressed in afine white robe, pointed towards the window.

“ Somebody was trying to comein through the window,” she shrieked. “What kind of an inn are you
running when decent people don't even have privacy in their room?’

Estatrudged over and leaned out the window, looking in both directions. Only askinny strip of wood
ran dong thissde of the building and abandit would have to be crazy to attempt moving dong it, thefal
could kill him. Down below in the street nobody was moving. The only movement visblewasdownin
the harbor areawhere the last of the fishermen were putting out to sea. Estawatched the small, drab
boats heading seaward under the dim light of morning before closing the shutters and turning to the
woman.

“| don’'t see anything out there,” he stated. “Don't think anyone could walk on the little strip of wood
out there and there aren’t any laddersin sght.”

“Areyou caling mealiar?’ shedemanded. “I tell you, someone was out there and | shouldn’t have
to pay for aroom that' s not private.”

Esta made a motion to smooth hair on the top of his head, hair that had disappeared years ago. He
had long demanded that rooms be paid for in advance and occasiondly ran into customers who would
find fault with roomsjust to get their money back. Placing hisfists on his hips, he scowled at the woman.



“Look,” he gated, “thisisaprivate room, just what you paid for. 'Y our door locks and the windows
have shutters. 'Y ou want to go parading yourself around in front of an open window, that’ s your
business, but if your screaming wakes any of my late deepers, I'll haveto kick you out.”

Estastormed off, leaving the woman complaining as heleft. Everyonelooked towards Estaas he
reached the ground floor and the innkeeper just waved them off to indicate that there was nothing to
worry about. Back in the kitchen, he returned his attention to the young boy who was sdlling rabbitsto
theinn.

“Sorry, Arik,” hesighed. “That’s one crazy woman. First she travels around without a decent
bodyguard, or as part of acaravan, and now shetriesto deep for free. She wouldn’t even get to keep
her coinsif | did refund her room price. The banditswould get her for sure. How many rabbits do you
havethismorning, Arik?’

“Six good-sized onesthismorning, sir,” Arik replied. “What was the screaming about?”

Estalooked up at Arik and rubbed his chin. “Nothing, | suppose. Whereisyour friend, Tedi, this
morning? Haveyou seen him?’

“No, gr,” the boy answered. “| suppose he' sdeeping latetoday. | should hurry dong, though, if I'm
going to fish with my father today.”

“Sorry, Arik,” theinnkeeper apologized. “I saw him leaving while | was upgtairs. | shouldn’t have
kept you so long.”

“It' sokay, Master Tern,” Arik said. “He doesn't redlly need my help anymore. The fish keep getting
smaller and less plentiful each season. Pretty soon, some of the fishermen are going to have to find other
work.”

“Wall, it sagood thing you' ve decided to branch out then,” chuckled Esta. “Thisisafinemorning's
work, Arik, the best batch of rabbits you' ve brought in this month.”

“Thank you, Sir,” beamed Arik as Esta counted out the coinsfor the young hunter. “Do you think the
banditswill attack Lorgo again?

Estaleaned his bulky frame againgt the long wooden table that was the centerpiece of the kitchen. “I
suppose they will,” he answered. “Ever since the Collapse, the world has been avery unsafe place. The
banditswill keep attacking and raiding until one of the great armies wipesthem out.”

“Do you think we could send a message to one of these great armies and get them to come help us?’
quizzed Arik.

Estalaughed and scowled at the sametime. “Lad, the only difference between the bandits and the
great amiesisthat thearmiesare bigger. They'll loot and plunder us as sure asthe bandits. The only
reason that they will kill the banditsisto get rid of the competition.” Theinnkeeper’sbrow knotted with
concern. “Sooner or later some of them are going to come, though.”

Arik gazed at the innkeeper trying to gauge hismood. For once Master Tern seemed to be talkative,
but none of the townspeople seemed to want to talk about the days before the Collapse. Hestantly,
Arik broached the unspeakable topic. “What wasit like before the Collapse? Could you redly seethe



un? Were there bandits then also?”

Egtajolted upright and hurriedly glanced around the room before turning afrosty glare at Arik. His
fistswere clenched and he appeared to be struggling with himsdlf to avoid striking the boy. Arik stood
toe-to-toe with the innkeeper and didn’t flinch. Although he was considered a boy in the town, Arik was
aready ayear past Forgeno, the age when young men started their apprenticeships. Forgeno didn’t hold
much meaning in Lorgo anymore, astrade with other citieswas limited to an occasiond merchant or
caravan because of the bandits. Most merchants refused to travel except with therare caravans. Asa
result, most tradesin Lorgo were of asmilar natureto asmall village instead of the bustling segport town
it used to be and most young men became fishermen.

Esta s composure softened and the large man relaxed histense stand. “Y ou should know better than
to talk of times before the Collapse,” headmonished. “Itissaid that to wish for the old timesout loud is
to bring down the wrath of the Dark One on you and your kin.”

“But you don't believe that, do you?’ pressured Arik.

“Of coursenot,” blustered the innkeeper. “Still, if anyone heard me talking, the town would boycott
my inn. There aren't enough travelersto survive on. | depend on the townspeople coming in and eating
and drinking. | can’t afford to dienate anyone.”

“I won't tel asoul,” promised Arik.

“Wall, truth be told, you are of the age to be making up your own mind now and soon you' |l be taking
awife,” whispered Esta. “1 suppose you have the right to know the truth for what it’ sworth.”

“I reckon | do,” smiled Arik, “but I'm not making promisesto any girls.”

“A smart lad,” laughed Estawhile glancing around to make sure that they were fill done. “It’' strue
enough, itis. When | was ayounger man, Lorgo was afinetown, amogt acity. It wasatowninthe
great nation of Sordoa, which was so large that it would take amonth on afast horse to go from border
to border and everywhere that rider went, the sun would shinedl day long. At night you could look up
and see the heavens, athousand twinkling lights dancing around the black sky. When the moon wasfulll,
you could read abook by itslight and it used to cast along swath of golden light over the seq, cdlling
lovers down to the beachesto marve &t itsreflection.”

“I’ve read about the moon, but it's hard to imagine the sght you describe,” sighed Arik. “Werethere
bandits back then, too?’

“No,” reflected Esta, “bandits didn’t last very long back then. The army would hang them and the
army was afriend of the peoplein Sordoa, not like the armies of today. People call them great armies,
but they' rejust alarge band of ruffians. The Sordoan Army wasared army with uniformsand
discipline. 1t wasthe most feared army in the world, but the citizens of Sordoadidn’t have to fear them.
The merchants used to kill bandits, too. Some young boy from Targa, probably not much older than
you, made aname for himself and afortune by becoming the first merchant with his own army of
bandit-killers. It got so abandit would only attack alone stranger in the woods.”

“Wouldn't dl that sun burn al the crops?’ asked Arik.

“Glory, no,” chuckled theinnkeeper. “The plants need the sun. The dark sky iswhy the crops get
smaller and fewer every year. The animals aso suffer without enough food to survive on. No, lad,



sunshineisawonderful thing. What I’ d give to see another sunny day.”

Arik sensed the innkeeper’ s despair and knew his questioning would soon be over. “What caused
the change and when will it change back?’ he asked.

Estafrowned and chewed on hislower lip as he answered. * Some say that a great demon escaped
hisimprisonment and collgpsed the universes. A god came aong and imprisoned the demon again, but
not before the demon found the world' s greatest magician and made him the Dark One and commanded
him to rule over the world for athousand years. It issaid that the Dark One abhors the sun and ordered
it to remain hidden and never show itsface again.”

“Youmeanthat I'll never get to seethe sun?’ exclaimed Arik.

Approaching footsteps warned the innkeeper of the pending interruption and he rounded on the young
hunter. “Y ou won't get to see tomorrow if you don’t get about your business and leave meto mine.”

Arik walked out the back door of theinn, jiggling the coinsin his purse, pondering aworld without
bandits and an inky black sky. As heturned the corner of the inn, ahand reached out and grabbed him.

“Tedi!” Arik exclamed.
“Shhh,” whispered Tedi. “1 don't want old man Estato hear you.”
“Soitwasyou,” chuckled Arik. “What did you do to make the woman scream?”’

Tedi pulled hisfriend down the dusty dley and away fromtheinn. “I wasjust making rounds of the
empty roomsto seeif anybody left something behind. How was | supposed to know that some woman
would be getting dressed?’

Arik shook hishead. “1 don’'t know what’sgoing to kill you firgt, falling off aroof or getting best to
death by your father when you get caught.”

Tedi frowned at the mention of hisfather. “If he bests me again, it will be the last time that he does.
He nearly broke three of my ribslast time. 1I’m not going through that again. |’ d rather take my chances
in the woods with the bandits.”

Arik remembered the last time that Tedi was beaten. Arik was concerned that Alan Markel might kill
his son oneday. Heknew it wouldn’t be on purpose, but Tedi’ s father was drunk most of the time and
Arik suspected the fisherman didn’t redize how strong he was or how hard he could hit. Alan never
recovered from the loss of hiswife and had spent the last three years going from bottle to bottle. Arik’s
father, Konic Clava, and Alan used to be best friends and used to take their boats out together. Tedi
and Arik used to go dong and help. Three years ago, bandits raided the town and both of the boys
mothers had been taken. When the two fishermen and their sonsreturned from the seathat day, Alan
started drinking. He hasn't been sober aday since.

“Why doyou doit?" Arik asked. “Why don’t you take your father’ s boat out and fish or come
hunting with me? There are lots of waysto make money without stealing it. | just sold six rabbitsto Esta
and he'll take alot moreif | can get them.”

Tedi kicked astone down the dusty dley. “1 don’'t know,” he admitted. “I never was much good at
fishing and there aren’t that many fish left, anyway. | guess| like the adventure, the chance of getting



caught and the thrill of getting away with something. | was never as good a shot with abow asyou,
ayway.”

“We could go hunting together,” offered Arik. “We Il split everything we get no matter who bagsit.”

“Y our father needs the money as much asmine does,” submitted Tedi. “He saways having to buy
thingsto fix hisboat and nets. He s hardly making enough to liveon asitis”

“That doesn’'t matter,” declared Arik. “My father and your father have been friendsalong time. I'm
sure that he would give whatever he could to help your dad.”

“Your dad isthe only friend my father has,” admitted Tedi, “and my father doesn’'t evenredlizeit.
Beddes, anything my father getsis going towardsthe next bottle. No, I'll try hunting with you, but Il
only keep whét | actudly get mysdif.”

“Y ou’ re agood enough shot to bring in plenty of game,” cheered Arik. “Let’sgo by my placeand I'll
show you theanimal trap | made. I’m hoping that | can catch something redly big withiit.”

The smell of fish and sdlt air increased as the boys sauntered down the aley towards the dock area
where both of the boyslived. Arik laid hisbow and quiver on the stoop of hishouse and led Tedi
around to the back yard. Proudly, Arik picked up his homemade trap and presented it to Tedi.

“It lookslikeametd jaw,” commented Tedi. “How doesit work?’

“Well, it doesn't redlly work yet,” conceded Arik. “I used oarlocks for the jaws and filed them into
teeth. They’ll hold tight whatever gets between them, but | need to find a couple of stiff springsto put
some pressure on them. |"'velooked everywherethat | can think of, but | can’t find any. See, the
springswill goinright here”

Tedi wasimpressed. “I’ll check around and seewhat | can find,” he offered.

“Wdll, if you find anything, let me know,” smiled Arik. “And don’t sted them. I’ ve got enough
money to pay for them.”

“I don't stedl,” replied Tedi angrily. “Taking stuff that people leave behind before the innkeeper gets
it and keepsit for himsdf isnot seding.”

“Alright,” conceded Arik, “1 just don’t want you getting beat again.” Arik wanted to believein Tedi’s
honesty, but still he wondered how Tedi could find al of the things he had claimed to find. 1t was mostly
the thingsthat Tedi found that kept some food on hisfather’ stable and drink in hisfather’ s cup. What
amazed Arik the mogt, was the gold necklace that Tedi wore dl of thetime. It certainly wasavery
expensive piece of jewdry with sx strands of delicate gold woven in an intertwining fashion that
culminated in asmal golden heart. Certainly, no goldsmith in Lorgo had the skill to create such apiece
and the thought of sometraveler leaving it in aroom at the inn was preposterous. The necklace was
probably vauable enough to buy anew home, but Tedi never gave any inclination to part with it even
when he and hisfather had no food to eat. In any event, Tedi stormed off angrily whenever Arik
mentioned the necklace.

“Why don’'t we go out to the woods and try getting some game,” offered Arik.

“Later inthe day would be better,” Tedi replied quickly. “There are banditsjust outside of town and



the way they were carrying on last night, they won't be getting up early.”
“How do you know about the bandits?’ asked Arik.

“I overheard Egtataking to atraveler yesterday,” responded Tedi. “They were talking about a
merchant coming down from the North. | was hoping to find their campsite and hear tales of the outside
before the townspeople dl crowded around. 'Y ou know how nobody will talk about the old timesand |
figured if | shared acampfire with him, he would fed better about talking. The only thing | found werea
group of bandits, though. | don’t suppose alone merchant will survive to even get here now.”

“You're crazy going out in thewoods at night,” exclaimed Arik. He wanted to add in a statement
about what they would do to get their hands on Tedi’ s necklace and decided not to let Tedi end the
discussion and storm off. “What if the bandits saw you? Nobody would even know what happened to
you? You would just end up dead and rotting in the forest.”

Tedi looked down sheepishly and shuffled hisfeet like asmall boy being scolded by his mother.
Sowly, though, his shame turned to anger and he thrust his chin up and hislipstightened with
determination. “1 am not alittle boy anymore, Arik,” he shouted. “I know how to take care of myself.
Infact, they did see me and they did try to kill me and they didn’t succeed.”

“What happened?’ Arik asked camly. “How did you get away?’

Tedi stood silently for amoment and camed himself. He reached into his pouch and brought out a
small metal disk painted black with sharp pointson it like an artist’ sdrawing of asunburst. *One of them
threw thisat me. | never even saw it coming, but it missed and struck atree. | grabbed it and took off.”

Arik reached over and took the small disk, fegling the sharp points. Murmuring to himsdlf Arik said,
“I| wonder if they are planning to attack the town again. Maybe we should aert somebody. How many
bandits were there?’

Hisanger disspated, Tedi replied softly. “1 didn’t get achanceto find out. | wanted to sneak back
after they chased me, but | couldn’t chanceit. | don’t know how that one bandit knew | wasthere. |
pride mysdf on being able to sneak up on people, but | didn’t even get close before he hurled that thing
a me. | guess|’m not as courageous as| like to pretend.”

“Not courageous!” Arik exclaimed. “Nobody | know would intentionally sneak up on agroup of
bandits. What wereyou tryingto...”, Arik stopped. It suddenly dawned on him why Tedi was
sneaking up on bandits. Tedi’swholelife had falen apart the day their mothers were taken from them by
bandits. He wondered how long Tedi had been sneaking into the forest at night in an attempt to find his
mother again. Arik talked admiringly as he gave the small weapon back to Tedi. “Y ou have more
courage than any ten men in thistown, Tedi. Only afool would have attempted that camp twice. You're
pretty quiet when you want to be, but that bandit must have pretty good hearing. Y ou're used to
sneaking around people, not animals. 1I've learned afew tricks about being quiet in the woods from old
man Grein, the trapper. 1 could show them to you if you want.”

“I would likethat,” beamed Tedi. “And I'll let you practice throwing this nasty little thing at trees. |
don’t know how we are going to dert the townspeople, though. My father has warned meto stay out of
the woods a night and you know what he'll do if he finds out.”

“Egtaknowsthat | hunt in the woods,” offered Arik. “1 cantell him that | saw the bandits and you
won't get introuble. Tell me exactly where you saw them on the way back to theinn.”



Arik went back to the front stoop to retrieve hisbow and quiver while Tedi ran next door to get his
own. Theboyswalked aong the shore to the quay, lost in conversation of bandits and battle and the
town findly standing up to the thieves. The problem, of course, was that most of the able-bodied men
were out to seatrying to haul in meager catches of fish. At the quay, the boys turned up the broad street
heading for the coastal highway that ran through the town of Lorgo. Many of the shops were abandoned
and boarded up. Arik, once again, began to think of what the town must have been like before the
Collapse. He pictured al of the businesses open and people bustling about with gaily wrapped packages
under their arms. He imagined grand carriages bearing nohbility up and down the street with their footmen
keeping pace and their mounted guards fore and aft. He fantasized columns of Sordoan soldiers
marching along the coasta highway on their way to afrontier fort, their uniformsall with matching bright
colorsand gilded with gold. It took him amoment to redize that Tedi was no longer beside him. He
looked up and down the street and the only person moving was a sturdy woman in along green dress
and wearing afelt hat with an embroidered strip of flowersaround it. She waswalking down the center
of the wide avenue and staring at him. Without knowing why, Arik turned and dashed between the two
closest buildings and turned down the dlley towardsthe sea. Arik was hafway down the aley when Tedi
caled to him. Arik stopped short and peered around. Tedi was hiding beside some old crates behind
oneof the buildings.

“Why did you leave me?’ panted Arik.

“I had my reasons,” laughed Tedi, “but I’m not running like | just saw arevenant. What areyou
running from?’

Arik winced as he thought of overheard stories of revenants, beings brought back from the dead that
could not be killed. Suddenly he broke out laughing. “1 don’t know,” he offered. | guess| was
daydreaming on the way to the inn and looked up to see thiswoman walking towards me. At least |
thought she was heading towards me. It fdlt like her eyeswere burning into me. | don’t know why, but |
just started running. Pretty stupid, | guess.”

“If shewaswearing green,” Tedi laughed, “it wasn't so stupid. That was the woman who screamed
thismorning at theinn and she saw uswalking together before | took off running. | don’t know if she
saw me through her window earlier, but I’'m not about to take any chances. Best off if wejust avoid
I,.H.ll

“I wonder what sheisdoingin Lorgo,” Arik mused. “Her dressisone of thefinest I’ ve ever seen and
Estaremarked about her traveling without a bodyguard. | can’t see her getting past al of the bandits
aong the highway and if she had family here, shewouldn’t be staying at theinn. It just doesn’t make any
m.”

Tedi stared down the aley and tugged at his woolen breeches. “Y ou know,” he began, “indl the
time |’ ve been checking out the Fisherman’ s Inn, there has never been alone woman staying there. In
fact, | don't remember any woman ever staying there. Most of the women who come through town stay
at one of theinnsdong the highway. That’sapretty fine dressto be heading for the quay. Wdll, a least
we know shewon't see uswhen wetak to Esta. Come on, we'll go up the dley to theinn.”

The boys were laughing at being so skittish asthey proceeded up the dley, but, ill, they each turned
and looked towards the street as they passed any opening that afforded aview. Asthe boys neared the
Fisherman’s Inn, the distinctive sound of atraveling merchant trilled the air. The two boyslooked at each
other with their mouths hanging open and raced between two buildingsto the street. Where the street
met the coagtal highway, alone merchant's wagon was just pulling into asmal courtyard. The boys



forgot dl of their thoughts regarding bandits and finely dressed women and raced towards the courtyard.

Sapphireof the Fairies

Chapter 2
Witch

Arik and Tedi screeched to ahalt just asthe old merchant was climbing down from the driver’ s seet
of thewagon. The old man was dressed in drab gray woolen breeches and matching tunic. His garments
were clean, but had obvioudy been mended many times over the years. A gray woolen cap was
stretched over his head and he moved asif he had been stting too long on the wagon. A young boy,
smilarly attired but in brown, was aready bringing oat buckets from the rear of the wagon for thetwo
old horses that stood quietly at the front of the wagon. The old merchant moved to the rear of the wagon
and lowered asmall gate that kept parcelsfrom faling off.

“Say, old timer,” hailed Tedi, “what news do you bring from the North?’

The young boy had returned for a couple of bucketsto get water from the well for the horses.
Hearing Tedi’ sremark, the young boy shot a disgpproving glare a the two town boys, but |eft to
accomplish histasks. Tedi knew that they only had momentsfor any news before the townspeople
started gathering and then there would be no talk of old times.

The old man turned towards Tedi and looked him up and down before answering.

“The news from up North, child, isthat their children are better mannered. The namel useisBoris
Khatama. That meansthat you will address me as Magter Khatama and if it’s news you want, then you
will wait for the townspeople to assemble and hear it with therest.”

“Forgive my friend'slack of manners, Master Khatama,” offered Arik. “We are eager to hear of
news that the townspeople never speak of. Lorgo isasmall town and most people refuse to discuss
thingsthat Tedi and | read about in books. | hope you will forgive our poor manners.”

Master Khatamafocused his attentions on Arik as he pulled down small crates of goods from the
wagon. “Andwhy should | talk of thingsthat your own parents would rather not have you hear?’

“Oh, it'snot that they don’'t want usto hear,” Arik responded quickly, “but | fear that they ill think
of usas children and too young to hear such stories. Why just thismorning a theinn .. . . afriend was
telling me about the old times, but he had to return to work. Our fathers are fishermen and they are gone
most of the day and tired at night. Besides, what they know isvery limited asthey have not traveled far
and wide as|’m sureyou have.”

Magter Khatama peered at the boys again asif measuring them. The clatter of approaching footsteps
announced the coming townspeople. “We'll see,” Boriswhispered. “Y ou go help Tanyabrush the
horses, while your friend here hel ps me unload the wagon and you two can join usfor dinner. | will
congder then what | will speak of.”



“Yes, Sir,” replied Arik.

“Tanya?’ questioned Tedi looking at the young boy watering the horses. “I mean, yes, Sir. Right
away, Sir.”

As Tedi moved to help the merchant unload the wagon, Arik walked to the front to help with the
horses with Tedi’s comment ringing in hisears. As he approached the merchant’ s helper, he looked
more closaly. While her face still sported the glare given to Tedi for his comment, Arik could now see
that she wasindeed agirl, arather beautiful girl if she had not been dressed in thoserags. “Pardon me,
Tanya,” Arik greeted the girl, “but Master Khatama requested that | offer you assistance with brushing
the horses.”

“Asif | required assstance,” snapped Tanya. “Y ou can only brush the horsesif you know what
you'redoing, fisherboy. And if you have any more 9y comments about my uncle, you'll lose your teeth.”

Arik stepped back and raised his hand to ward off the expected attack. “Tanya, please,” he said
soothingly. “Tedi did not realy mean anything disrespectful. Hejust hasabrash way of talking. He
thinksif he actstough, tough people will leave him be. | am no horseman, but | do occasiondly help out
at Master Tern'sstables. | do know how to brush ahorse.”

Tanyatossed abrush to Arik and began using one herself. The pair worked on in slence for some
minutes before Arik spoke again. “Tanya, | redly do apologizefor Tedi’ sremarks. He was anxious
about hearing some news of the old times and he knew the townspeople would be arriving soon.”

After afew more minutes of slence, Tanyafindly asked, “What’ s your name, fisherboy?’

Arik looked over the horse a theyoung girl. “1 am Arik Clava,” hefinaly answered. “And | would
prefer that you do not call mefisherboy. Y ou makeit sound like aderogatory term and my father isa
fisherman. | find nothing dishonest or unsavory in his character because of his professon. He provides
the best he can and I’m proud to be his son.”

Tanya stopped brushing and gazed at the village boy. “1t would appear that | dso owe you an
apology, Arik Clava,” the merchant’s niece responded. “It was meant as a derogatory term and |
gpologizefor it. Why areyou so interested in the old times? | thought al of you Sordoans feared the
Dark One coming in the night if you spoke of them.”

Arik dropped his brush and started. “Y ou know about Sordoa?’ he exclaimed. “I never heard it
mentioned until earlier today. I’ veread alittle about it, but only of timeslong gone. Do you know about
the Collapse and what happened?’

“Did thisMaster Tern teach you how to do that with the brush?” Tanya smirked.

Arik apologized profusdly and retrieved the brush, once again applying long strokes to the horse.
“What can you tell me of the Collapse?’ he questioned.

Tanya stopped brushing the horse and stuck out her hand for Arik’s brush. Y ou did good enough
foraf ... boy whoisnot used to taking care of horses,” she quipped. “I will tell you nothing of the
Collapse or the old times. If your townspeople found out, my uncle would be driven out of town and
times are poor enough asit iswithout losng some trade here.”

“I won't tell anyone,” Arik promised. “1 won't tell asoul. We could just befriendstalking. No one



will suspect what we are talking about.”

“Youwon't tell asoul because you will have nothing to tell,” she stated. “And | don't have friends.
Friends cause you pain and grief and | don’'t need anymore of ether, thank you very much.”

Tanyadisappeared around the side of the wagon and a befuddied Arik headed towards Tedi, who
was now standing with the crowd of townspeople that had gathered to hear the latest news. Tedi noticed
the woman in the green dress on the other side of the crowd and she seemed to be trying to dide through
the group nonchaantly. After fifteen minutes of tales of bleakness and starvation, bandits and rogue
armies, the two boys | eft the gathering with the mysterious woman only severd feet away. People sarted
crowding around the merchant and picking out smal itemsfrom arather poor selection of goods. Tedi
pulled anxioudy a Arik’ s deeve and started to run towards the harbor.

When the boys reached Arik’ s home, they leaned against the back of the housein silence. Findly,
Tedi turned towards Arik. “Did you see her trying to get closer to me,” he wheezed.

“I’d say it was your imagination,” offered Arik, “but she sure didn’t seem to be interested in anything
the merchant had to sell. What didtheold . . . Master Khatama have to say after | 1eft?’

“Not much,” Tedi replied. “He griped alot about youngsters today and their lack of respect for their
elders. He dso asked our ages about three different times. | guess my big mouth got us off to arather
poor gtart.”

“I'll say,” chuckled Arik. “The merchant’ s niece practicaly bit my head off for that one comment she
overheard you say. She' sabitter one, sheis. You hear peopletalk about bitter old maids, well, thisgirl
isaround our age and she already has the demeanor to put those old maidsto shame.”

“Wadll, I guesswe won't have to bother going back for dinner, then,” Tedi laughed. “The chance of
ether one of them knowing anything useful, or tdling usif they did, is probably out of the question.”

“I don’'t know about that,” remarked Arik. “Even the girl knows about Sordoa and the Collapse.
Shewouldn’t talk abouit it, but | could tell that she knows.”

“If 1 didn’t know better, | could dmost be suspicious of you liking Tanya,” chuckled Tedi.

“Forget it!” exclamed Arik. “She doesn’'t even want friends. | tried to be friendly with her and | had
to keep an eye on her handsto seeif shewould pull aknifeon me. That girl ispoison and will never
have any friends, never mind boyfriends. Still, she does possess knowledgethat I'd liketo have. I'm
willing to go back and talk aslong you come and keep an eye on her hands.”

“Heck, if nothing dseit'safreemed,” smirked Tedi. “Why are you interested in the Collgpse so
much dl of asudden?’

“I don’'t know,” replied Arik. “Latdly, I’ ve been having dreams of what | think the old times must
have beenlike. | guessit may just be not knowing what al of the older people know and frustration at
their stubborn refusal to talk about it.”

“Y ou mean you are not afraid of caling down the Dark One on your family?’ asked Tedi.

Arik combed backed his shoulder length brown hair with hisfingers and sat on the back stoop.
“How are we supposed to believe that story about the Dark Oneif nobody is even willing to talk about



him?’ he quizzed. “Y ou know, Tanyalaughed about the Sordoans believing in that story. She called us
Sordoans. She knows an awful ot about what | want to know. 1I’ve got to get her to open up and tell
rre”

“Y ou have a better chance of her opening up acut on your lip,” laughed Tedi. “Why don’t we go out
in the forest and see what game we can find. | doubt the bandits are till around if the peddler got
through, but we can go out the south end just in case.”

The boys headed aong the shore towards the south end of Lorgo. When they reached the quay, the
woman in the green dress stepped out in front of them. Tedi grabbed Arik’s deeve and the boys ran out
to the end of one of the docks. The woman dowly marched after them and paused not ten feet from the
end of the dock where Arik and Tedi stood with no escape. The woman stood staring at them, her long
black hair twisted into asingle braid asthick as an oar shaft. “Who areyou?’ she demanded.

For several moments, the boys pondered their position. Certainly they could legp into the seaand she
wouldn’t follow or maybe they could just run past her. When they refused to answer and the woman
realized that they till planned to evade her, she moved her hands and the boys were frozen in place from
the neck down. Arik tried to move hisarmsand legsand failed. Hisbody refused to listen to his
commands and it tingled like he was just doused with a bucket of ice-cold water. Only his head moved
and heredlized that it was swesting. Looking at Tedi, he redized that his friend was experiencing the
same thing with sweet pouring down hisface.

“I’'m sorry if we ve offended you, Mistress,” Arik croaked. “Whatever it isyou think we ve done, |
apologizefor it. If you could just seeit inyour good graceto release us, | promise we won't bother you
anymore.”

“Shut up!” she shouted. Lowering her voice as she came closer, she stared Arik inthe eyes. “What
isyour name, youngling?’ she demanded.

“Arik Clava, Midtress,” Arik whispered, “and my friend is Tedi Marke.”

“Tell me how old you are,” commanded the witch as she came toe-to-toe with Arik, her bregth
amdling strongly of onions.

“Fourteen years,” wheezed Arik trying unsuccessfully to lean back away from the strong odor. “And
s0isTedi,” he quickly appended.

“Y ou look much older than fourteen,” she scowled. “Perhapsyou need alessonin truth telling. How
old are your parents and where do they live?’

Sweat was dripping into Arik’s eyes and his nose was garting to twitch. Arik wasfocusing on the
woman'sfacewhen al of asudden, sheliterdly rose up and was tossed into the sea. The moment she
hit the water, the spell binding the two boys broke and they took off running down the dock. They didn’t
stop running until they entered the woods at the south end of town. They both collgpsed into agully and
turned to watch the path from town. Long minutes of silence passed before either one talked.

“What was dl that about?’ asked Tedi. “And why did you lie about our ages?’
“I don't know,” answered Arik. “Nothing about today makes much sense. When shetrapped us, |

thought she was after you because of the incident at the inn this morning, but she seemed to be more
interested inme. | guess| figured if she thought we were younger, the punishment for whatever it was



that | was supposed to have done would be less because we were younger. | don’t know why, but |
don’'t mind telling you that | was scared like I’ ve never been scared before.”

Tedi nodded in agreement and wiped the swesat from his short black hair. “Why iseveryone
interested in our age dl of asudden? First the merchant asks me three times and now this. . . witch.
Thiswitch uses magic on usin broad daylight and demands to know how old we are. How did you
manage to trip her anyway? | was frozen solid except for my head.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Arik quivered. “Somebody €l se tossed her into the sea.”

“What do you mean someone else?’ quizzed Tedi. “Therewasn't anyone else around. Nobody in
sght anywhere”

“I know,” Arik grimaced, “but | was looking at her face when it happened. She was more surprised
than we were. Someone used magic on her like shewasusing on us. She may even think it was one of
us. Onething I know for certain. | am not going to be anywhere where she can get ahold of usagain.
That woman would kill usas soon astalk to usagain.”

“But you gave her our real names,” Tedi objected. “Even if we can stay safely hidden, what about
our fathers? She'll have no trouble finding out where the Clavaand Markel homes are.”

Arik pondered for awhile as his breathing s mmered down and his heart started beating regularly
again. Hereached into his pouch and extracted some coins and pressed them into Tedi’shand. “Get to
your father as quickly asyou can. Tell him that theinnkeeper at one of the inns owes you afavor and he
can drink for freedl day if he hurries. Pick any inn but the Fisherman’sInn. Givethe coinstothe
innkeeper. 1t should be enough to cover hisdrink and aroom for the night. 1’m sure your father will
need the room before he’ sdone.”

“You know | don't like him drinking,” spat Tedl.

“I know, Tedi, but you won't like him any better dead. Let him drink today. Tomorrow we can
come up with abetter plan. That woman will be soaked and she' Il have to return to the Fisherman’s1nn
to get changed, so we don’'t have much time. When you get done, meet me back here.”

“Okay,” Tedi agreed, “but what about your father?’

“I"'m going to send a message out to him by one of the old fishermen who repair netsnow. I'll have
my father bring his boat in down here away from the docks.”

“What if heignoresthe message?’ asked Tedl.

“Hewon't,” stated Arik. “After my mother wastaken, | was pretty upset and frightened about the
bandits coming back. | refused to acknowledge that she wasredlly gone and my father had some harsh
wordsfor me about lying. Then | was afraid they would come back for my father or me and that my
father wouldn't believe meif | told him | wasin trouble. He promised methat if | ever swore on my
mother’ slifethat | wasin trouble, he would believe me without question. If anything can be said of
Konic Clava, itisthat heisaman of hisword.”

The boys split up to seeto their fathers and returned an hour later. Tedi was frowning when he
arrived. “Thegreenwitch isonthe prowl again,” Tedi scowled. “I heard her asking Master Tern about
our fathers and mothers and where they lived. He asked her if she had a problem with either of usand



when she didn’t answer hetold her to get out and let him get hiswork done. That put her in aright nasty
mood asif shewasn'tinonedready. Incidentaly, she' swearing ablue dressnow. Then she Sarted
going down the street towards the quay and stopped in each building. | didn’t see any smilescrossing
her face, so | guess nobody was willing to talk to astranger.”

“Sooner or later somebody will answer her,” Arik sighed. “Who is she and what does she want with
LS?!

“I don’'t know, but | suspect that she won't leave town until we answer her questions,” mused Tedi.

Arik sat drawing picturesin thedirt with astick and finadly jumped to hisfeet. “I’'vegotit!” he
exclaimed. “Let me sneak back into town and tell everybody that we' ve decided to go seek our fortune
up north somewhere and left town. Whatever she wants, she' |l have to head north to find us.”

“That sounds good,” admitted Tedi, “ but why north?’

“The bandits you saw in theforest,” beamed Arik. “With any luck at all, they’ Il take her captive
before she getsto the next town.”

“I'likeit,” Tedi readily agreed. “I'll tell everybody down by the quay. Y ou get yourself up to the
Fisherman’sInn and tell Master Tern. He likes you for some reason and the witch hasto end up back
there sometime.”

Arik dashed up dleys and did between buildings until he was behind the Fisherman’sinn. It was
gpproaching late afternoon and fairly soon the dinner hour would be upon him, making Master Tern
unavailable without entering the common room. He till hadn't figured out away to get Master Ternto
believe hisstory. Arik quickly dipped in the back door to the kitchen and caught Master Tern entering
from the door to the common room. The kitchen help didn’'t even blink as Master Tern strode across the
room and swept Arik out the back door.

“What kind of trouble have you gotten yoursdlf into?” demanded the innkeeper. “Y ou should know
by now that the Markd boy is nothing but trouble.”

“I don't know, Master Tern,” Arik quickly offered. “We didn't do anything, but that witch means us
harm. | canfed it.”

“This hasto do with thismorning and her window, doesn't it?’ Esta scolded.

“I don’'t think so, Master Tern,” confided Arik. “Tedi was up on the roof this morning, but she seems
moreinterested in me and it does’t have anything to do with her window. She'sbeen stalking usall day
and finally trapped us on one of the docks. She threatened us and demanded to know about our ages
and our familiesand where welived.”

“I figured that Tedi would be the one on the roof thismorning,” growled Magter Tern. “ She probably
knows it was ayoung boy but not what he looks like and she is picking on you because you ook older.
It isavery seriousthing to be pushing women into the sea, young man, and | expect to be talking to your
father about this matter.”

“Wedidn't push her,” pleaded Arik. “We couldn’t push her. We couldn’t even run away, Master
Tern. She had us frozen from the neck down with magic. Somebody el se tossed her into the water and
they had to have used magic, too, because there was nobody elsein sght.”



“Arik,” sghed the innkeeper, “1 am very disappointed in you. Ever sncel watched you and Tedi for
weekswhile your fathers went hunting for your mothers, I’ ve had the feding that you were avery good
lad and I’'ve grown to like you, but | will not accept such rubbish from your mouth. Now, you will march
ingde and gt in the common room until the woman comes back and we will get to the bottom of what
you have doneto her. I'll send someone down to the docksto wait for your father.”

Estagrabbed Arik by the shoulders and started pushing him into the inn.

“No, Magter Tern,” Arik dmost shouted. “By my mother’slife, | swear that I' m telling the truth. The
woman isawitch and she means me harm. | redlly don’t know why, but I know it well enough to have
sent anote to my father to meet me in the woods and for him not to go home.”

Master Tern stopped abruptly. “I was present when your father made you that promise, Arik, and |
will act as| know your father would. | will tell you, though, | don’t put much store in stories of magic
and you would be thefirgt to admit that your story seemsrather unbelievable.”

“I do understand, Master Tern,” Arik sighed with relief. “1 wouldn’t believeit mysalf except that | felt
it. I couldn’t move anything but my head and she stood toe-to-toe with me and demanded to know all
about me, and her breath reeked of onions. | waslooking right into her eyes when she was tossed into
the seaand she was very surprised. As soon as she hit the water, it was asif someone untied me. Tedi
and | took off running.”

“WEéll, there is no doubt about her breath,” chuckled Esta. “That woman eats more onions than are
good for aperson. I'll let you go meet with your father, but | want to know what is going on.”

“Master Tern,” Arik began, “the reason that | cameto you isto lead her away from us before she can
do any harm. We know that she has been asking everyone in town where we live and she seems
determined to get her questions answered. Tedi and | plan to spread the word that we |eft town to the
north to seek adventure. We hope that she will try to follow usand leave Lorgo.”

“You'redill abit thisside of aman to be adventuring off,” scolded the innkeeper.

“Wedon't plan onredlly leaving, Master Tern,” Arik added quickly. “We ve had enough adventure
aready. Wejust want to get rid of the witch before she captures us or our fathersin that spell again.”

“That cuts pretty closeto alie,” admonished Esta

“Itisalie” admitted Arik. “1 also lied to her about my age. | told her | wasfourteen. | don’t know
why, but | get thefeding of just wanting to berid of her. Master Tern, | redlly don’t know what to do
about her. | know she means me harm and I’ ve never done anything to her. I’ m hoping that my father
can help mewhen he arives.”

“I’'m not surewhy, Arik,” responded Master Tern, “but | believe you think what you're saying is
true. 1 won't liefor you, though. The woman started questioning me and | refused to answer her. | will
do that again. Y ou run aong and meet with your father and tell him that | want to know what isrealy

m' rg m.”

“Certainly, Magter Tern,” replied Arik. “You could honestly tell her that | said we were leaving
town. If sheisnot redly after me, shewon't follow. | will go to my father and he will let you know what

isgoingon.”



Arik hurried down the dleys and between buildings to return to the woods at the edge of town just as
the sky was getting darker. It could hardly be called asunset by aboy who had never seen the sun, but
it wasthe time of day that the fisherman planned to be back in port. Hopefully, he would makeit to the
woods without running into the witch.

Sapphireof the Fairies
Chapter 3

M er chant

Konic Clavawas alarge, square-shouldered man with heavily muscled arms and hard calluses from
many years of plying histrade asafisherman. His short brown hair and square jaw gave hisfacethe
hardened look of afrontier soldier. Hiswell-proportioned frame gave the impression of someone who
could handle himsdlf in abrawl without working up asweet. Yet, for al of hishard looks, Konic'seyes
spoke of akind gentleness beneath hisimposing figure. Hisgray tunic was accented at thewaist by a
broad |eather belt with loops and notches designed to hold various implements of afisherman. Theonly
tool currently hanging from the belt was along, sharp knife. When Konic spoke, his voice waslow and
gravely, yet his soft, sure tone was soothing and comforting.

“You ladsdid right well under the circumstances,” Konic was saying to Arik and Tedi, “adthough |
would prefer asolution that didn’t involve forcing drink on Master Markd. Still, your solution did keep
him safely away from thewitch.”

“Thenyou believe us, Dad?’ smiled Arik.

Konic eased himself to the ground and leaned hisback against alargetree. “Of course| believe you,
son. If either one of you ever lied to me, you' d have to spend nights on your belly for amonth. Arik, |
told you oncethat if you ever used that oath | would believe you without question. | meant it and | know
you did, too. Most of the villagerswould probably believe that you were lying because nobody believes
inmagic anymore. Most of them have not been outside the town in their entire lives. When Alanand |
were searching for your mothers, we saw and heard things that we would not have believed possible
before. | believe you saw awitch and | don’t think she would risk exposing hersalf because somebody
looked in her window.”

Tedi winced at theimplied insinuation in Master Clava sremarks. “Magter Clava, | wasnot trying to

Konic waved the boy to sllence. “Tedi, whatever the reason for your little journey up on the roof, it
was not the reason the witch was questioning you. Arik, | want you boysto move down to thelittle
clearing just south of here, the one we used to picnic in with your mother. Start acampfire but keep alert
for bandits. I’m going into town to get Master Markdl and we' [| meet you there.”

“Magter Clava,” Tedi interrupted, “are you sureit’sagood idea bringing my father out here? | mean
with hisdrinkingand dl, hemight . . .”



“Tedi,” Konic began softly, “your father isagood man. Never forget that. He has had aproblem
coping with theloss of your mother and heisnot thefirst man to try to drown hisgrief. | think histime
for mourning isover now. | probably should have forced it to end sooner but, in away, | could amost
joinhiminabottle. Y ou know the man as your father and that is a pretty narrow scope of perception.
I’ve known your father for over thirty years and thereisn't afiner person I’ ve ever known. If thereis
going to betrouble, heisthe oneman | would cal on to guard my back. Y ou boys get going and we'll
meet you there soon.”

“Becareful, Dad,” Arik called after the retreating figure.

The boys moved to the clearing and gathered wood for afire. “Do you believe those things your
father said about my dad?’ asked Tedi.

Arik turned and looked at Tedi. “If my father saysit, thenit’ strue,” Arik replied. “I don’t know
what he can do for your father that hasn’t aready been tried, but if anybody can help, hewill.”

Tedi nodded solemnly. “I guesswhat he said about my view being too narrow is probably true. |
guess I’ ve been more trouble than help to him. | just thought he didn’t care about me. Y ou know, the
times he beat me, | deserved to be beaten. | just don’t think he knew his own strength.”

“Wél, maybe everything will turn out for the better,” hoped Arik.

“Yiked” exclamed Tedi. “I forgot about the merchant. We were supposed to eat with him tonight
and find out the secrets of the outside world. If we don’t show, helll start looking for us and he may run
into thewitch.”

“Forget him,” responded Arik. “The secrets of the Collapse can wait awhilelonger. We'll talk to
the next merchant to cometo town.”

“You don't understand,” argued Tedi. “I told him our real ages and wherewelived. If he goes
looking and runsinto the witch, she'll know everything. I’ll run up and tell him that we haveto leave
towninahurry and he'll point the witch northward.”

Before Arik could protest, Tedi legped over asmall bush and disappeared into the forest. Tedi ran as
fast ashislegswould carry him. The sense of urgency in arriving at the merchant’ swagon before the
witch wasthe only thought on hismind. When he arrived a the wagon, neither the merchant nor his
niecewasvisble. Tedi ran around to the rear of the wagon and leaned in to peer into the darkness.
Roughly, two hands seized his neck from behind and hurled him to the ground.

“We don't give our goods away, ruffian,” snarled avoice.

Tedi rolled over onto his back and gazed up to see the old merchant standing over him. “Master
Khatama,” he groaned, * | was not trying take any goods. | wasjust coming to talk with you and thought
you might be in the wagon.”

The young girl came towards the wagon and lowered atorch so that Tedi’ sface wasilluminated.
“It' sone of the young bucks that was coming for dinner,” she announced.

“Soitis” growled the merchant while extending ahand to the boy. “Sorry about the toss, lad, but |
don't take kindly to townspeople rummaging through my wagon.”



Tedi was amazed at how firm the old man’s hands had felt. When he reached up to rub his neck, he
redized that his necklacewasmissng. He started looking around frantically when the merchant moved
tohim.

“No need to be looking for your gold, lad,” hewhispered. “I’vegot it here. Must have got stuck on
my ring. I’'m afraid the clasp is broken, though, but | canfix that right up. Youwait hereand I'll beright
back.”

Before Tedi could respond, the merchant had climbed into the wagon and was lighting acandle. Tedi
watched him gently lay the necklace on atable and smooth out the two unconnected ends.

“There ssomedinner left,” offered Tanya, “if you truly cameto eat.”

Tedi turned towardsthe girl. “Actualy, Arik and | got oursdlvesin abit of afix and | was coming to
tell you that we weren't going to makeit.”

“Why am | not surprised,” she quipped. “You two looked like trouble since | first laid eyes on you
thismorning.”

“Weare not trouble,” Tedi retorted angrily. Histone softened as he delivered the message he had
cometo say. “Wedo haveto leave town, though. Arik and | are going north at first light to seek our
fortunes”

“Y ou may find adifferent fate than fortune if you plan on traveling done,” the merchant said from
behind Tedi. Tedi twirled and the old man was standing there grinning and holding out the repaired
necklace. “Theclaspisfinenow, lad. Asgood asit wasnew. | seethat you had broken the clasp once
before and it hadn’t been properly mended. No matter, though, no one could tell it was ever broken
now. Itisabeautiful piece. Wheredid you get it?’

Tedi reached out and took the necklace. Refastening it around his neck he answered the merchant.
“I didn’t gedl it, if that’ swhat you mean. It was my mother’sand the only thing | have to remind me of
her.”

The merchant gently patted Tedi’ s shoulder. “Isthat true, son? | don’t mean the part about you
gedingit. | mean about the only thing sheleft you. It seemsto mefrom our earlier conversation, that
sheleft you something she loved awhole lot more than that necklace. It also seemsthat both you and
your father have forgotten that. Taking care of hispainisyour job now and yours, his. Tak to him
before you run away, lad.”

Tedi gazed at the merchant’ sglistening eyes and nodded. “1 will, Master Khatama, | will.” Tedi
turned and ran back to the clearing getting there just moments before his father and Master Clava
arrived. Hisfather waswalking unsteadily and mostly supported by Arik’ sfather. Master Clavaadso
had along duffel bag dung over his shoulder by astrap. The bag was stuffed solid and herolled it off his
shoulder and onto the ground.

“Tedi,” Magter Clava ordered, “thereis a pot and some coffeein there. Get some water from the
stream and make a pot of it. Arik, forage through those provisions and round up something to eat for the
four of us”

Arik’sfather eased Master Marke to astting position with his back against atree. Konic sat next to
him and talked quietly. Arik could not quite hear what was being said, but Tedi’ sfather stiffened and his



eyes opened wide and he started nodding hishead. The only word Arik thought he heard was Empress
and it made no senseto him. Tedi finished with the coffee and took two cups over to the men. Konic
sat his on the ground and held the other to Alan’slips.

“What were they talking about?” Arik whispered to Tedi when he returned from ddlivering the coffee.

“I don’'t know,” Tedi softly replied. “They stopped talking as soon as | approached them.” After a
few moments Tedi continued. “Y ou know, Arik, I've been afool for three years. It took an old
merchant to show mewhat wasin front of my face the wholetime. I’ ve been so sdfish and fedling sorry
for mysdlf over my mother’ s disgppearance that | couldn’t see how much hewas hurting. At first, |
thought my mother’ s disgppearance was just an excuse for him to start drinking and after awhile| just
mentally beittled him for not being able to control himsdlf. The old man made meredizethat I'm part of
the reason that he till drinks. | shut him out of my life and made hisloss twice as bad and my own, as
wdl.”

Arik looked across the campfire and saw thetearswelling up in Tedi’ seyes. “Y ou really ought to tell
himthat, Tedi. | can keep my father busy for awhile” Arik stood up and called across the clearing.
“Dad, | need you for amoment.”

Magter Clava stared at the two boys near the campfire wondering what was so urgent that Tedi
couldn’'t help Arik with. He saw Tedi hesitantly start to walk over to where he and Alan sat and decided
tofind out. By thetime he got to the campfire, he looked back to see Tedi kneeling next to hisfather.
“What isit, son?" he asked Arik.

Arik walked over and hugged hisfather. “I just want to thank you for being herefor me,” he
choked. He smiled when he looked past hisfather and saw Tedi and Master Marke doing the same.

“I'll dways betherefor you, son,” Konic replied. “As| know you will aways be there for me.”
Konic turned to see what Arik was staring a and sghed softly. “Now that isasight | havelonged to
see, Arik. Whatever trouble this witch has brought, she has brought some good, too.”

Breaking the embrace and tending to the boiling pot, Arik asked, “What are we going to do about
her, Dad? What isit she wants?’

Konic poured himsalf another cup of coffee and sat on alog staring into thefire. “I don’t know, son.
| asked around about her and determined that she did find out wherewelive. | didn’'t get much of an
ideawhy sheissointerested in us, though. | did have many people offer their sympathies about my boy
running away up North, though,” he chuckled.

“It seemed to be the best way of getting rid of her,” admitted Arik. “1 hopeit works. It lookslike
you brought enough stuff to stay out here amonth.”

“Always be prepared, son,” Konic smiled, “aways be prepared. I'll check inwith Master Tern later
tonight and firgt thing in the morning. We Il know if she takesthe bait.”

Konic lgpsed into silence and Arik tried to pick up traces of Tedi’ s conversation. The only things that
Arik could out pick between the cricket chirps and the wind fluttering the leaves was the word necklace
and an admonishment for Tedi to promise something.

Eventualy, the weak soup was ready and Tedi and his father came over to the campfire. Master
Markel looked steadier and more determined than anytime that Arik could remember. There wasn't



much talk around the campfire, but Arik noticed the two Marke s sitting closer and more comfortably
than he would have imagined before tonight.

After awhile, Konic Clavarose and walked silently out of the campground. He returned about an
hour later wearing aamile. “Shedready left,” he declared. “Master Tern said shewasin such ahurry
that she didn’t even ask for arefund for the room she had aready paid for.”

“Wadll, that' sardief,” Master Markel sghed. “Konic, | would like to go fishing with you for afew
daysif you will have me, sarting tomorrow.”

Konic smiled at hisold friend as he eased himsdlf to a seet by thefire. “Y ou are dwayswelcomein
my boat, Alan. | have anew spot | would liketo try.”

“Itisgood to have such afriend,” Alan said warmly. “That will give Tedi enough timeto earn what
we need to fix my boat properly so | may begin getting my life back together.”

Tedi touched the necklace around his neck and his father shook hishead dowly. “No, Tedi, you will
go with Arik hunting. When we have enough money, we will rebuild our boat together.”

Tedi beamed as hisfather put his shaking arm around his son and hugged him. Master Markdl’s
brown eyes shone with a determination that had been absent for too long. Tedi knew the next few days
would be very hard on hisfather and being out a seawith Master Clavawas just what his father needed.

Everyone sat around the campfirein silence, lost in hisown thoughts. The sounds of the waves
lapping steadily at the shore and the crickets melody in the woods were peaceful and calming.

Konic wasthefirst to stir as he went to the long duffel bag and pulled out some blankets. He handed
oneto each of the group and rolled hisinto apillow. “Not much sense going back to town tonight,” he
announced. “It'sbeen awhile since | camped out, but the night isfair and | amtired. First up should put
on apot of coffee” With that he stretched out on the ground and went to deep. Everyone soon
followed.

Arik awoke to the smell of coffee and oatmeal. He sat up and looked around. It took awhile for him
to get hisbearings and redlize where hewas. The two men were quietly cleaning up the campground.
The only things not packed in the duffel bag were two cups and bowls and the oatmeal and coffee pots
that were on thefire aswell as the two blankets that he and Tedi were using. Arik leaned over and
shook Tedi, who groggily awoke.

Konic looked over at the two deepy-eyed boys. “Morning comes early and the fish won't wait,” he
chuckled. *Y ou boys clean up and store the gear somewhere safe before you go off hunting. | think we
will spend afew more days camping out if that is not objectionableto anyone” Master Markd was
whigtling atune gaily as the two men headed towards the boat.

Arik got himself some coffee and filled acup for Tedi. “Y our father sesemsin agood mood this
morning,” heremarked. “What did you say to him last night?’

Tedi rubbed his eyes and reached for the cup. “Just something the merchant made meredize,” he
answered softly. “I think your father had already softened him up by thetime | spoke to him, though.
Whatever the cause, it sure makes mefed good. 1I’'m not going to be getting into any more trouble.”

The boys cleaned up the camp and stowed the bag before taking off in search of game. They hunted



for acouple of hours and finally decided to head back to town. Arik had caught five rabbits and Tedi
three. “I said we could be partners and split the take,” Arik began, “and | meant it.”

Tedi shook his head and laughed. “No way, fisherboy,” he chuckled. “Y ou may have out-hunted me
today, but tomorrow it will be my turn.”

The boys laughed al of theway to the Fisherman’sInn. Master Tern wasin agood mood this
morning aswell, dthough it was dready later than when Arik usually showed up and customerswere
aready eating breskfad.

“So, we have two hunters now, eh?’ quipped Esta Tern. * Show me what you' ve brought for my
guests. That bag doesn’t look big enough to hold a deer.”

While Arik dumped the contents of the bag and talked with Master Tern, Tedi strode over to the
doorway to the common room. He began gazing at the strange and different costumesthe travelers
wore, wondering where they were coming from and where they were going. So little was known about
the outside world and mogt travelers were not the talkative type. His eyes settled on adark figureinthe
dimly lit corner of the common room. Tedi focused hiseyes at the dark warrior image hiding in the
shadows. The stern, cold face had icy blue eyesthat seemed to be constantly scanning every personin
the room without seeming to move. Hewas dressed entirely in black and his outfit ppeared to have
pouches sewn into it everywhere. The man could probably carry the contents of acampsitein those
pouches and not even need apack on hisback. Hislong hair was jet black and bound into atail that
was draped over one shoulder. The black hilt of amassive sword strapped to his back protruded over
the other shoulder. Across his midsection was awide black belt with many loops for implements, but
only alone black knife was present now. Hiseyesturned on Tedi and stopped in recognition. Tedl
turned and ran out of the kitchen without stopping.

Arik looked up from his conversation with Master Tern as Tedi flew through the kitchen and out the
door. Theinnkeeper looked shocked at Arik and then quickly pressed some coinsinto hishand. “You
need to tame that boy down, Arik,” the innkeeper stated. Arik nodded and took off after hisfriend.

When Arik reached the dlley, Tedi was nowherein sight. He ran dongside the inn to the street and
saw Tedi just disgppearing into the woods where the merchant had been the night before. Arik took off
running for the woods and started calling Tedi’ s name when he entered the forest, but he could find no
ggnof hisfriend. After half an hour, Arik decided to give up and return to town. Ashewalked dong an
anima path he heard alarge sound and froze, an arrow fitted to his bow without thinking. Arik lowered
himsalf to acrouch, eyesfollowing the sound, which seemed to be coming nearer. After afew seconds,
which seemed an eternity to Arik, Tedi walked onto the path.

Arik lowered his bow and stood, scaring Tedi into producing aquiet gulp. “Okay, Arik, soyou are
quieter than mein thewoods,” Tedi sghed withrelief. “1 promise!’ll let you teach meif you don't scare
melikethat again.”

“Actualy, you were pretty quiet, Tedi,” remarked Arik. “1 wasonly derted by that one sound. If |
hadn’'t heard that one crack, | would never have picked you up and | can detect anyone in the woods
within one hundred paces.”

The two boys sat on the path and talked.

“Why did you run from the Fisherman’sInn,” Arik inquired.



Tedi breathed deeply and replied. “1 saw the bandit in the common room. The onewho tried to kill
me with that black sunburst thing and he saw me. He recognized me, too. | could tell as soon ashis
eyesset onme”

“What is he doing in town?’ questioned Arik. “We had hoped the witch in the blue dresswould
sumbleinto them when sheleft thinking she would follow us north. Now she may come back when she
finds out we didn’t leave town.”

“1 don't know,” pondered Tedi. “I just got frightened and took off. Still, I think I’ d rather face some
bandit killer than that witch with her magic and questions about our age.”

“Maybe we should just go spend the day at our campsite until our fathersreturn,” suggested Arik.

“I think that isagood idea,” responded Tedi. “I don’t want that bandit to know anything about us.
He might even gart asking questionslike the witch did.”

The two boys rose to continue along the path, oblivious to the man dressed in black that had been
Squatting not ten paces away.

The boys crossed over the coastal highway and reentered the woods to make their way to their
campsite. Once dong the way, they heard rabbits and managed to bag two of them for dinner. Arik
laughed. “ See, when you are quiet enough, even the animals don’'t know that you arethere. Maybe we
can spend the afternoon by me teaching you some of thetricks | learned from Trapper Grein.”

The manin black smiled dightly as Tedi agreed to the lessons and the boys continued down the path.
It took longer getting to the campsite through the woods, but the boys felt safer keeping out of sight of
anyone in the town who might be looking for them. When they reached the campsite Arik retrieved the
hidden duffel bag and started afire. The manin black crept off as Arik started teaching Tedi histricks of
quietness.

When the men returned from fishing, the boys had adinner of rabbit stew waiting for them. Master
Markel walked over to the pot and inhaled deeply. “That smells mighty good, boys,” he remarked.
“Masgter Clavaand | have kept some of today’ s catch for dinner, but what you have smells abit more

opetizing.”

“| think we can have the stew and the fish,” added Konic. “It’snot right to waste good food. Did
you have agood day hunting?’

Arik and Tedi had agreed to be honest with their fathers and explained about running into the bandit
at theinn. Tedi went on to explain how he had run into the bandits camp two nights ago and the bandit
had hurled the deadly little star a him. The boys continued talking over dinner and their fathers seemed
content to listen. Tedi had expected his father to be furious, but Alan’sfacid expression was one of
concern.

After dinner, Alan and Konic sat talking quietly while the boys cleaned the dishesand pots. Tedi
thought hisfather looked happier than he had at anytime in the last three years. When the boyswereall
donewith their chores, Alan spoke. “We are going to post aguard tonight and every night until things
quiet downin Lorgo,” he announced. “Tedl, give that star wegpon to Master Clava. Arik, you are going
to have the last watch, so you should get to deep right away. Tedi will wake you when it isyour turn.
Everyoneisto be awakened if you even think there may be a problem. | will take first watch.”



Tedi handed the star to Konic. Alan indicated that Tedi should sit next to him so they could talk
without disturbing Arik. Konic stuck the wegpon in his pouch and started walking towards town.
“WhereisMagter Clavagoing?’ Tedi inquired.

“Heisgoing to tak with your bandit,” Alan said quietly.

Arik shivered as he watched his father walk away from the campsite.

Sapphire of the Fairies

Chapter 4
Bandit

Konic Clavawalked into the common room at the Fisherman’s Inn and looked around. It did not
take him long to pick out the man in black seated by himself in the corner, nor did it surprise him thet the
man had aready inspected the newcomer. Konic understood why the man was seated alone. No one
who vaued their lifewould voluntarily sit with aman whom so obvioudy reeked of desth, at least not
while there was another open seat in the common room. There were other open seats as the number of
travelersto Lorgo had steadily decreased since the Collapse, asthey had everywheredse. Still, Konic
marched over and sat across the table from the mysteriouskiller. And akiller he surely was. Konic
could see death in the man’sicy blue eyes. The man’s hands carried the caluses of both sword and
bow, aswell as somethat Konic could not identify. The bandit sat, bowstring taut, ready to spring in any
direction a amoment’ s notice, yet he gave the casuad appearance of relaxing with hisdrink. Theman
might not be abandit at al, Konic pondered, more likely an assassin.

A young town girl came over to take hisorder. “Good evening, Magter . . .”
“Jugt ande, girl,” Konicinterrupted. “And I’ll sgnd if | wish another.”

Thegirl left with a puzzled look and Konic turned his attention back to the mysterious man who was
looking out towards the rest of the common room, though K onic was sure that the man was watching his
every move.

“Can | get you adrink when the girl returns, stranger?” Konic asked.

“I amwell cared for, fisherman,” the bandit smoothly replied.

The bandit’ s accent was dight, but obvioudy not Sordoan. “Y ou are not Sordoan, | see,” he
remarked.

The bandit blinked at him before replying. “No oneis Sordoan anymore,” he stated flatly. “Andif |
came from anywhere around your town, you would surely aready know me. What isit you wish to ask
me that comes so dowly to your tongue?’

The man was no fool, but Konic had dready determined that. The problem would be getting any
useful information from him. Konic was sure that the man could lie with as straight aface asif he were



telling thetruth. 1t was also clear from the man’s behavior that he did not consider Konic as athredt,
only adigtraction from watching the other peoplein the common room. “I am just curious whét brings
someone of your obvious kill to such asmall town asLorgo,” Konic finally asked.

Thegirl brought Konic’smug of ae and gave him a puzzled look but did not say anything.

“I amjust traveling through,” smiled the bandit. “Who can say what makes aman travel any particular
road any more than what makes a soldier settle down and take up fishing?’

Konic was startled. Not many townspeople even knew that he had been in the Army when he was
younger. Surely the sword calluses were long gone and covered by years of fishing. How could this
smple bandit know that? Then again, thiswas no smple bandit, Konic reminded himself. The man had
all the poise of aperson who had spent hiswholelifeinthe Army. Perhaps heisaforward scout for one
of the many warring armies ravaging Sordoa. Then again, most of the bandits plaguing the world had
been soldiers at onetime or another. “We ve had trouble with bandits invading the town before,” Konic
findly said. “If that isyour intention, | would like to dissuade you from the thought.”

“If that isyour true purpose,” the bandit smiled, “you can leave now, satisfied that you have
accomplished your mission. | have not seen much in your town that would interest a group of bandits.”

The bandit’ s smile told Konic that the man had not bought his story, but surely he could not know
why Konic was here. Even Konic was not sure exactly why he was here. He wanted the boys safe and
he suspected that this man might be harmful to them, but why? What did the bandit want here? How
could hefind out? Findly he decided, as he did most other times, that the truth was usualy the best
course. “I lost my wifeto banditsthree years ago,” Konic declared hitterly, “and dl | haveleft ismy
son. If you are hereto harm him or hisfriend, | will kill you.”

When the bandit made no comment, Konic shakily continued. “1 know you are aman of great kil
and you think my threat idle and boastful, but | assure you that | will not rest until your bonesare
scattered to the vultures.” Konic took the star wegpon out of his pouch and dammed it on the table. All
eyes in the common room turned at the sound and the bandit swept the star up and out of sight before
Konic could see the man’ s hand move.

The bandit rose and gently touched Konic'sdeeve. “Let uswak,” he smply whispered and strode
out the door of theinn. Konic rose unsteadily and followed. The man could easily kill him outside and
be out of town before anyone even noticed, but Konic had a duty to his son that nobody would frighten
him out of. When Master Clava had gone through the door, he saw the bandit leaning lazily againgt a
post asif he had not acarein theworld. Hewas holding the star wegpon in hisright hand.

“Was this given to you by your son?” the bandit asked.
“Hisfriend,” Konic responded. “The son of my friend. He saysyou dmost killed him withiit.”

The bandit just nodded and before Konic redlized it, the man in black had three of the starsin his
hands. He turned casually and nodded at a sign acrossthe street. The bandit threw the three stars, one
a atime, at thesgn. All three of them landed insde aletter O inthesign. “If | had wanted to harm the
boy, rest assured that you would not now be talking to me about him.”

Konic followed the bandit across the street to retrieve the stars with his mouth hanging open. “The
boy was attempting to sneak into my campsite and thought no one could hear him. | scared him away.
That isdl thereistoit.”



Konic nodded as the bandit pried the three stars out of the sign. He handed one of them to Konic.
“Return thisto Tedi, that it might remind him to never underestimate his opponent. Itiscaled aLanorian
Star and it is a potent weapon in experienced hands. Perhaps he will learn how to useit.”

Konic gared at the bandit. “How isit that you know the boy’ s name?’ he demanded.

The bandit sat on the stoop of the building, the other two stars aready put back wherever they
belonged. “I overheard him and Arik, who | suppose isyour son, talking in the woods about some witch
inabluedress. They were on an animd path just west of the coastal highway. Arik wastrying to find
Tedi and findly succeeded. Do you know who thiswitchis?’

Konic was stunned with the amount of information that the bandit possessed. The man would make
an excedlent spy. He had been in town lessthan aday and dready knew more than most of the
townspeople. Master Clava sat next to the bandit and shook hishead. “No,” hereplied, “but whoever
sheis, she hastoo much interest in the boys for my taste. How do | know you are not alied with her?’

“If 1 was,” the bandit smiled, “she would still be here instead of chasing your boys up North
somewhere. Shewill return, you know. Whatever sheis after, shewill know by tomorrow night that the
boys did not go north.”

“How do you know so much?’ Konic frustratingly asked. “Just who are you?’

The bandit stared at hisfeet asif debating with himsdlf asto how muchto say. “My nameis Garth
Shado,” the bandit finally stated, “and | mean no harm to you or your boys. Asto thewitch, | saw her
passlast night. Shetravelsin the company of Dark Riders, about twenty of them. How old arethe

boys?”

Konic'shead jerked upright. The boys had told him about everyone wanting to know how old they
were. Heturned and stared into the bandit’ sicy blue eyes. “Y ou will explain your need to know their
ages,” Konic demanded with atone of challenge.

Garth raised hishands asif to fend off an imaginary attack and smiled. That smile was beginning to
get on Konic'snerves. “There are the Prophecies of the Collgpse,” Garth said softly. “The Prophecies
foretell of the children who will rise up to day the Dark One. Although the Prophecies don't specify
when the children will be born, many believe that those children were born in the year of the Collapse.
There are rumorsthat the Dark One has ordered the death of any child born that year. The boysare
close enough in ageto draw alot of attention, even if they are not the children of the Prophecies. | am
afraid that people will beinterested in their age aslong asthey live. Some people, like mysdf, will only
be curious. Otherswill have amore serious agenda.”

Konic was not sure that Garth had put himsdlf in the right category, but at least he now knew why
everyone wanted to know the boys ages. “How do you know that the witch will be back?’ Konic
asked.

“Because the Dark Riderswill fan out and check everyone heading north,” Garth replied. “Shewill
soon know that she has been duped. Itisonly logical for her to return to the last place she sighted them
to try and pick up atrail.”

Konic stood and faced the bandit. “Thank you for sharing your knowledge with me, Master Shado,”
Konic said formdly. “1 will digest what you have told me, but know that | am sincere where the safety of



the boysis concerned. If you have duped me with your intentions towards them, it will not diminish my
resolve to protect or avenge them.”

Garth only nodded as Konic strode down the street towards the quay. Konic was shaking with fear
and he was determined that no one would notice. He barely held his body back from running al of the
way to the campsite. Instead of returning directly to the campsite, Konic waved to Alan and continued
down to the shoreto St and think. After afew moments, when Alan redlized that K onic was not coming
back to the campsite, he walked down to join Konic. Konic was Sitting on the sandy beach and didn’t
even gppear to notice when Alan walked up and sat beside him.

“What isthe matter, friend,” Alan asked cautioudy. “Areyou dl right?’

When Konic looked over at hisfriend, Alan could see that he was shaking and his eyeswere moist.
“It isworse than we expected,” Konic replied with an unsteady voice.

Alan wondered what had happened to make hisfriend afraid. Konic had aways been the steadfast
one, never shaken, never fearful. Hewondered if the bandit had harmed him in someway. Alan could
not see any bruises, but he knew aman could be broken without any marks. “What did the bandit do?’
demanded Alan.

Konic gazed at therolling surf, heard the waves crashing against the shore. Strange, he thought, how
some violent actions were o soothing, while others so unnerving. “Itisn't what the bandit did that
bothersme,” confided Konic. “It iswhat he said that upsets me.”

Konic relived the meeting with the bandit for hisfriend, leaving no detail unspoken. “Then, eveniif
these rumors are untrue,” Konic concluded, “our boyswill never know peace or safety in their lifetimes.”

“Surdly, if we explainit dl to the town council,” Alan offered, “the whole town would stand behind the
boys and help protect them.”

“Would they?’ queried Konic. “Would thistown redly stand against twenty Dark Ridersand a
witch? How about the next time when it was two hundred Dark Riders and a dozen witches? What if
one of the townspeople was a Black Devil and nobody knew it? All it would take is one arrow, or one
knife, or some damn spell.”

Alan recdled stories of the Black Devils from before the Collapse. The group was a society of
magicians devoted to awizard known as Sarac, the same Wizard who supposedly had been chosen by
Alutar, the Great Demon, to be the Dark One and ruletheworld. If the storiesaretrue, it was Sarac, as
the Dark One, who had caused the Collapse of the Universes. “Y ou know that | will stand with you until
the end, Konic. No matter what the end may bring.”

Konic looked over and gave aweak smileto hisfriend. “I know that, Alan, without asking. Itisnot
youor | that | amworried about. | would gladly trade my life for the boys, but even that will not help.
The only thing that | can think of isto send the boys away.”

“How will that help?’ Alan asked. Hewasjust finally reunited with his son after three yearsin abottle
and hewasn’'t too happy to even think of sending him away. “They will bein danger no matter where
they are. Why shouldn’t they stay here?”

Konic rubbed the tearsfrom hiseyes. “Becauseif they stay here, the townspeople know how old
they are. Someplace else, they can lie about their age and perhaps survive until the rumors go away.”



“Well, why can't we go with them, then?’ asked Alan. “That way, we could get them away from the
townspeople who know them and still be close enough to protect them.”

“I thought about that,” replied Konic, “but we would stick out like asmall bandit gang and, sooner or
later, one of thelarger gangswould eiminate al of us. If the boys go aone, they can make their way to
another town or city and become apprentices without raising too much suspicion. If they lie about their
ageswhen they first arrive, everyonein their new town will vouch for their ages becauseit will be asthey
awaysknew. Itistheonly solution that | can think of and | am going to miss them both very much.”

Alan could only nod in agreement because his throat was too choked up to speak. Konic reclined on
the sand and afew moments later was deeping soundly. Alan figured the stress of the day had findly
taken itstoll on hisfriend and reclined to ponder the dilemma, hoping to discover some solution that was
more pal atable than losing the son he had just rediscovered. 1t was not long before Alan was also adeep
and nobody woke Tedi to take histurn at watch.

Garth climbed the stairs of the Fisherman’s Inn and opened the door to hisroom. Sitting in achair
reading was a beautiful woman in along, black dress and long, flowing black hair. “Did you learn
anything interesting?’ she asked.

“Quite abit,” Garth smiled. “Thefather of one of the boys cameto confront me. Even though most
of the peoplein town say that they are younger than what we are looking for, | believe they aredl lying.”

“What makes you think the townspeople would dl lie to save two sons of fishermen?’ she queried.

“The townspeople are very hesitant to talk about the boys, but quick to tell me their ages,” Garth
answered. “Thefather’ sface when | told him about the Prophecieswasthered teller. At least one of
those boys was born in the year of the Collapse, maybe both. | am sure of that.”

“Couldn’'t the father be a better actor than you think?’ sheteased. She knew Garth did not offer an
opinion asfact unless hewas redly confident about his conclusion.

“Thefather isashonest aman as|’ve ever met,” Garth laughed. “He had the chanceto lieto me
about their ages and he couldn’t bring himsdlf to utter that lie, even when he knew the dire
consequences. | likethe man, Kadina. He knew mefor the type of man that | am and he till had the
spunk to stand up to me and even threaten to kill meif | harmed either boy. He meant it, too. | have no
doubt that if he thought | had harmed his son, he would spend the rest of hislife tracking me down and
killing me. 1 think you should meet the boys socidly without the fathers around.”

“Do you know wherethey are staying?’ Kaina asked.

“Of course, my pet,” Garth smiled. “Did you think for amoment that such asmall detail would
escape my grasp?’

“Certainly not,” she responded, “but if | don't keep asking, you will get lax. How are you going to
get rid of the fathers?’

Garth’sface grew serious. “I will never belax about this matter,” he protested. “Normally, they
would go out fishing for the day, but | doubt those two will be fishing tomorrow. They will react quickly.
Arik’ sfather used to be asoldier. A long time ago, perhaps, but histraining will take over and he will



start to make decisions like he was on a battlefield. We have aday at the most before the boys are sent
ontheir merry way. I’'mafraid | told him about the Dark Riders.”

“That is probably for the better, Garth,” Kalinaresponded. “In the morning you will show mewhere
they are staying. Whenthetimeisright, I will move and you will remain hidden. Now, we should get
some deep. Fishermen are known to be early risers”

To the north two Dark Riders cameto a halt.
“Thereisno way that they went north from the town,” the older rider said.
“As she haf suspected,” sighed the younger rider.

“That will mean afast ride back to the town and the men are beat now asitis. Let’srest the men until
morning and then decide that the boys didn’t comethisway,” ordered the older rider.

“You will get no argument from me or the men,” answered the younger rider. “In the morning, we will
be surethat they did not come thisway.”

Tedi woke asthe sky lightened somewhat and looked around the campsite. Fear set in when he
could not see either of the two men and he quickly shook Arik awake.

“What isit?’ Arik asked groggily. “Isit my turn for watch already? It fedslikel just got to deep.”

“It ispast thetimefor your watch to end,” snarled Tedi. “Nobody woke me for my watch and
neither of our fathersare here.”

Arik jumped to hisfeet and grabbed hisbow and quiver. Tedi also grabbed hisand the two boys
looked for signs of astruggle. Arik quietly motioned to Tedi to search the inland side of the camp while
he went towards the sea. When Arik reached the beach he saw the two bodies sprawled on the sand
and shouted for Tedi to comerunning. At the sound of his shout, both men legped to their feet and
looked around in confusion. Seeing no danger, the men sat back down as Tedi came running out of the
woods.

“What isit? yelled Tedi. “What happened?’

“That iswhat | would liketo know,” demanded Arik. “Nobody woke either of usfor our watch.
When | got here | thought you both were dead. Why are you here on the beach and why weren’t we
awakened for our watches?’

“Y ou will make afine officer someday,” Konic laughed. “I fed asif my Sergeant hasjust caught me
adeep at my post.”

“That isexactly how you should fed,” Alan stated, “except it was my respongbility to wake Tedi. It
ismy fault, not yours.”

“Let usnot start thisday off withill fedings,” Konic decreed whilelooking at Alan. “1 wanted to think
last night and | like smdlling and hearing the seawhen | think. I'm afraid that | enticed Alan down here.
That isnot what’ simportant though. Y ou two boys get breskfast started. Master Markel and | will be



aong shortly and explain everything.”

Arik looked a Tedi and shrugged. He certainly was not about to argue with their fathers and
breakfast sounded like afineidea. Arik and Tedi went back to the campsite and Arik arted afire while
Tedi got acouple of pots of water from anearby stream. Within minutes the coffee was underway and
the two men showed up with handfuls of clams. “I think these will stretch that oatmed alittle bit.” Alan

quipped.

Konic fished in his pouch and brought out the Lanorian Star. He handed it to Tedi ashe began to
relate the basics of the story of the previous night. Both boys sat listening as Master Markel took over
the cooking. When Konic had finished the story, he asked the boys what they should do next. Alan
handed out the bowls of breakfast and sat studying the boys.

“Why did he givethis Lanorian Star back to you, Master Clava?’ Tedi asked.

“He sent it back with amessage, Tedi,” Konic began. “It isamessage that you both need to hear
and remember. Hewanted it to be areminder to you that you should never underestimate your
opponent. He demonstrated quite adequately that he could just have easily put that between your eyes.”

“So you think he might be afriend?’” asked Arik.

“I don't know what hisgameis,” admitted Konic, “but | know akiller when | see oneand thismanis
avery capablekiller, probably the most capable that | have ever seen. He actslike he hasno interest in
you two, but | know that isalie. Still, he could easily have killed you both when you were in the woods
talking about the witch.”

“What do you mean?’ asked Arik. “When did he see usin thewoods? If you mean thetimethat |
think you mean, thereisno way he could have been around. | would have heard him.”

“Son,” soothed Konic, “he said you were on agametrail looking for Tedi and finaly found him. He
said you were talking about awitch in ablue dress and that you each addressed the other by name. He
said that was how he learned your names.”

Arik turned beet red as he redlized that the bandit had been close enough to hear the conversation
and he hadn’t even heard him. He blushed further when he remembered his boasting about how good his
hearing was and how he would be able to detect anyone within one hundred paces. “His advice about
overconfidence will bewd| taken,” admitted Arik.

Tedi, who had been quiet and reserved during the previous exchange looked sadly at hisfather. “The
only proper course of actionisfor Arik and | to leave Lorgo. If we stay, we endanger both of you and
the rest of thetown.”

Alan started to protest and Konic laid ahand on hisarm to quiet him. Arik looked up, hisface till
red, and nodded. “If we can get anew dtart in another town, we can . . . sorry, Father, but we can lie
about our ages and try to establish new lives.”

Konic went over and hugged hisson. “Don’t be sorry, son,” he soothed. “1 have dwaystold you
that the truth will never hurt you. | waswrong. Y ou should waystry totell the truth, but thisisonelie
that we can livewith.” He pushed his son to arm’ slength and looked him intheeye. “Butitisthe
exception, mind you. Don't let me catch you making ahabit out of it just because | excuseyou onelie”



Arik laughed and hugged hisfather. “I will missyou, Father.”

“I will missyou, too, son,” Konic cried, “but not today. Today we have much to teach you and many
thingsto get ready before you leave. | dso think it ishigh timefor you to cal me Konic. From now on, |
will think of you as my friend and should we meet again, that iswhat you will beto me.”

Nearby in the woods, two black clad figures watched the emotiond scenein silence. Aspatient as
trees, as quiet asthe earth, they stood and waited.

Sapphireof the Fairies

Chapter 5
Departure

The boyswere gtill having a hard time getting accustomed to using their fathers' names, but nobody
spoke of it. Konic waslaying out the plansfor theday. “1 figurethat if you two leave tomorrow
morning, that should be soon enough. What we need to do today is get everything organized for your
departure. Alan, your first task will beto seeif the bandit left town or if the witch hasreturned. | will go
round up whatever money | can find so that you will not have to be beholden to anyone until you find a
placeto settle down. 'Y ou two will talk and try to decide whereit isthat you are going. Y ou will not tell
anyone where you are bound for, not even Alan or mysdlf. If nobody knows, there will be no chance of
anyone discovering it. Wewill be back in acouple of hours.”

AsKonic and Alan turned to leave, Kdinatapped Garth on the arm and he turned soundlessy and
moved along a path back to town. Once hewas out of hearing range, he brokeinto arun. Hewould be
back at the inn well before Alan could make it walking through town.

Kainawaited slently for over ten minutes after everyone had left and then she noisily started aong the
path that would enter the clearing. Almost as soon as she started walking, Arik started and turned
towards her. Kainacould hear the two boys talking quietly, but could not make out what they were
saying. Shewaved to them as she got closer and called to them just as she entered the clearing. “Hello
there! | seemed to have gotten lost on my morning walk.”

Neither boy called back to her, but she could see one eyeing his bow and the other looking around
for the best escape route. When she got dl the way into the clearing, she realized that the two boys had
intentionally divided themselves so that her attention would be split between the two. She wondered
whether it was the result of talking or they had done it subconscioudy. She waked right up to within ten
paces of Arik and stopped. “Good morning,” shebegan. “I am stayingin Lorgo and | wastaking a
morning hike. | fed silly admitting thisto two boys, but | have becomelogt. Can you point the way back
to town?’

Both boys spoke at the same time and pointed to the path that their fathers had taken. “ Thank you,
kind Sir,” she said to Arik and turned towards Tedi. “And you, aswdll, Sir. That isamost beautiful
necklace that you have,” she said as she walked closer. “Would you consider sdlling it?’

“No,” Tedi dmost shouted. More reservedly, he continued, “1 mean no, | would not consider parting



withit”

“Wdll, | don’'t blameyou,” Kainacooed. “Itisvery beautiful. Y our mother must have been a
Princess. Wéll, thank you both again for the directions.”

Kalina headed aong the path that the boys had pointed out and returned to her room at the
Fisherman’sInn. She paid no atention to Garth sitting on the front stoop or the fisherman acrossthe
dreet watching him.

“Well, what did you make of that?’ Tedi asked.
“What do you mean?’ questioned Arik. “She seemed to be what she said to me.”

“Perhaps,” Tedi pondered, “but it isnot every day that a beautiful woman comeswalking through the
woods into this particular clearing. And why does everybody eye up my necklace?’

“Itisabeautiful necklace,” commented Arik. “I never knew it was your mother’s. | dways
wondered why you didn’t sdll it with money being tight likeitis. Now | understand.”

“Does this necklace mean anything specia to you?’ Tedi asked.

“Specid?’ quizzed Arik. “I guessitisvery specid if it wasyour mom's. | wouldn't part with it either
if itwasmy mom’'s”

“Y eah, well, we better get back to making plans,” Tedi said suddenly. “I was pretty surprised when
our fathersdidn’t object to our leaving. Itisto protect them, but | till thought they would argue.”

“We areto think we are doing it to protect them,” chuckled Arik. “If you had seen your father’ sface
a thetime you suggested it, you would probably recognize the truth.”

“What do you mean?’ asked Tedi.

“They were both glad when you started to suggest usleaving,” explained Arik, “but my father had to
restrain your father when you gave your reasoning. | suspect they sat and talked for along time on the
beach last night and came up with the same solution. | aso suspect they have adifferent motivation for
usleaving. For some reason they fed that they would endanger usif they cameadong. Neither man
would subject usto harm to save himsdlf.”

Tedi nodded dowly as Arik’slogic sunk in. What he didn’t understand was hisfather’ slogic, but he
could ponder on that later. Right now they needed to plan their journey. Arik started gathering up the
bel ongings that were scattered around the campsite and came to ahalt by his blanket. He bent down
and picked up agold ring that hadn’t been there before. Tedi looked over and asked, “What isthat?
Wheredid you find it?’

“It was on top of my blanket,” Arik stated. “It must be that woman's. Did she say what inn shewas
daying a?’

“Don’'t beafool, Arik!” Tedi scolded. Y ou can't possibly bethinking of returning it? What better
way to lure usinto her trap then to make usfed obligated to cometo her?’

Arik at first thought that Tedi was just arguing to keep the ring, but by the time Tedi stopped



speaking, heredlized the truth of hisfriend’ s statements. “You'reright,” Arik agreed. “We can leaveit
with our fathersand if sheistill intown after we leave, they canreturnit to her. | havetolearn to Sart
thinking skepticdly likeyou.”

“You'redarn right about that,” laughed Tedi. “If what your father said wastrue, everybody isout to
kill usand your father doesn’'tlie”

“All right,” Arik said while dipping the ring on hisfinger, “let’ sfigure out where we are going before
our fathers come back and we can't talk about it.”

Garth entered the Fisherman’s Inn and walked up to hisroom. Kainawas sitting at the small table
garing a her hands. “1 think | gave him enough of aviewing that heis convinced that I'm not up to
anything today,” Garth stated.

“That'sgood,” Kdinareplied, “because they are heading south &t first light. They plan to travel dong
the beach asfar asthey can becauseit will below tide and their tracks will be washed away in the course
of an hour. Neither of these boys are stupid, Garth. They both show aremarkable intelligence and a
strong determination. Our own plans must be fool-proof.”

“They may be smart,” agreed Garth, “but they are fill boys. | suspect that the Black Riders might be
here as early astomorrow morning.”

“Wewill leave here this afternoon and camp afew miles south tonight,” Kaina ordered.

“Asyou command,” chuckled Garth, “dways as you command. Y ou shall make afine Generd
someday.”

“One doesn't need to be a great Genera when you know what your opponent is going to do next,”
chuckled Kdina “That damn Arik was actudly going to try to find me so he could return thering. They
planto leave it with their fathers, but if you read Konic properly, he'll insist the boys keep it asareserve
in casethey run out of money.”

“That hewill do,” smiled Garth.

“Thereisaso alLocating Spell on Tedi’snecklace,” frowned Kdina. “I can senseit, but | cannot
break it. Aslong as he wearsthe necklace, the caster will be able to find him and thereis not much we
can do about it.”

“Doyouthink itisWolinda s spe|?’ asked Garth.

“Thereisredly no way of knowing,” admitted Kdina. “Wewill just haveto be prepared for
whatever comes.”

“You fools!” shouted the witch. “I don’'t care how tired your men were, you are to follow my
orders. Perhapsyou would prefer taking orders from an ogre.”

The Dark Rider shuddered at the thought of taking ordersfrom an ogre. There were too many stories
about what happened to a person who disobeyed an ogre order and most of them centered on being
eaten by the ogre. “A thousand pardons, Mistress Wolinda,” bowed the Dark Rider. “I wanted the men



intop form to assure your success. Wewill ride like the wind to make up for lost time.”

“That you will,” scolded Wolinda. “Wereturn to Lorgo immediately. | want those two boysand |
will havethem if | haveto tear thetown gpart. And | will accept no more disobedience from you.”

“I hear and obey, Mistress,” the Dark Rider submitted as he bowed hisway out of the tent.

“The bandit rode out of town about an hour ago,” Alan Markd reported. “Hedidn’'t ssemtobeina
hurry.”

“WEell, that’s one less problem to worry about,” remarked Tedi. “1 think we areall set for our journey
tomorrow morning.”

“Alanand | will go fishing early,” stated Konic. “No one should suspect that tomorrow is any
different from any other day. | did check al of theinnslooking for your mysterious woman, Arik, but she
was not to befound. Master Tern said there was awoman staying there last night who fit your
description, but she left around noon. Keep thering asareserve of money. If you run out, don’t hesitate
to sdl it and use the proceeds. If the woman comes back here for her ring, Alan and | will promiseto
make amendsto her. | shouldn’t worry about it, though. Thering probably haslittle sgnificanceto her.”

“I suggest we dl get afull measure of deep tonight,” Arik declared. “It' snot likely anyone will bother
us. Everyone who has been interested in us hasleft and we will dl have afull day ahead ustomorrow.”

Everyone agreed and dept without aguard. Alan and Konic were up before thefirgt lightening of the
sky and had breakfast ready by the time the boys awoke. Farewells were short but sentimental and the
two fishermen | eft the clearing before the boys had finished breskfast.

Arik and Tedi each sported along duffel bag aswell astheir bows, quiver, and knife. Each wore
gray woolen breeches and a hooded tunic with a brown leather vest over the top. Short soft-soled
boots, newly resoled, completed their outfits. The boyswaited until Konic’' s boat disappeared in the
distance before heading south along the beach. They walked where the sand was il dry, but close
enough to the surf that they knew the prints would be washed away within the hour.

The coastline wove out to points and in to create bays, greatly shortening the distance along the coast
that one could see at any particular time. The boys did not see any other people, yet they walked onin
slence, each lost in his own thoughts. There had been no opportunity to say goodbyeto their friendsin
the town because they could not chance the possibility that someone might come looking for them. Each
of the boys dedlt with the departure in hisown way.

Around midday the coastline started to turn rocky and the boys chose to turn inland and seek a path
through the forest. The further filtering of sunlight made the dense forest dark and foreboding. Neither of
the boys had ever been thisfar from Lorgo and emotions of excitement mingled with the fear of the
unknown. The birds chirped and sang merrily seemingly unaware of the troubles that plagued the world.
Twice the boys sdetracked to the sound of smal animals and ended up with aquail and arabbit for
dinner later that day. Thetrail started dowly climbing and when the boysfindly entered asmdl clearing,
it was dready well past the last light of day. The darkness of the forest had obscured the setting of the
light. Wearily and without comment the boys set about starting a fire and cooking dinner. Arik could
hear the pounding of the waves, but the sound was distant and below them. Quietly the boys ate and
went to deep.



Wolindarode into town wearing ared sk riding dress and surrounded by twenty Dark Riders. This
time she didn’t plan on being subtle with the townspeople. She would not pose asatraveler and she
would not ask her questions dyly. She wanted the two boys and no townsperson was going to deny
her. Thefew peoplein the streetsimmediately fled as she rode into town. Business doors closed and
shutters were flung shut. Mothers dragged their youngstersinto their houses. Within moments, Lorgo
very much gppeared a ghost town; the only sound was hooves echoing off the buildings.

Thefirst stop was the Fisherman’sInn. Esta Tern saw them coming and ordered all of the workers
out the back door. There were no customers in the common room as the midday meal was an hour past
and when Wolinda.and her group stormed into theinn, only Estawas there to greet them.

Wolinda stood in the common room glaring at Esta. “Where are the two runts?’ she demanded.
Esta swallowed deeply, sweat aready forming on hisbrow. “I don’'t know, Mistress,” he croaked.

At asignd from Wolinda, two Dark Riders moved towards the innkeeper. One grabbed hisleft arm
and twisted it behind Esta’ sback. The other produced alarge hunting knife and held it to Master Tern's
neck, the point drawing asmall pinprick of blood. “I don’'t know is not good enough, innkeeper,”
Wolindascowled. “I want the two boys and you will tell me wherethey are”

“I can not tell you what | do not know, Mistress,” pleaded Master Tern. “If | knew, surely | would
tell you. The boys mean nothing to me.”

Wolindasmiled as she nodded to the Dark Riders. The Dark Rider pushed up on Esta’sarm and the
sharp crack of bones reverberated through the room. Esta howled with pain and his movement caused a
cut on his neck from the knife blade being held by the other Dark Rider.”

Master Tern's eyesrolled with pain and his legs weakened, even as hetried to remain till to avoid
further damage from the knife. He gritted histeeth as he grunted hisreply. “Aswdl | know they have
left thetown. | heard stories that they went north for adventure, but | do not know for sure. Thetall boy
brings rabbits every morning, but the last two days he has not come around. Sometimes he goesfishing
with hisfather, but | know he did not today or yesterday. | know nothing further. My only association
with the boy isbuying rabbits. The other boy isalay-about and | have no association with him. Kill me
if you must, but | know nothing more.”

Wolinda scowled and stormed out the door into the street. The Dark Ridersfollowed after tossing
Edtato thefloor. Hisscream of pain could be heard clearly in dl of theroomsintheinn. When the
customers were sure that the Dark Riders had |eft they dowly filed down to the common room to help
the innkeeper.

Wolindaled the Dark Riders down to the waterfront. She sent six into Arik’shouse and six into
Tedi’ shouse with ordersto find anything that might indicate relatives other than the fathers. With therest
of her henchmen, she strode dong the waterfront looking for anyone that she could squeeze information
from. The only person visble was awoman trying to drag her toddler into the house. Wolindasignaled
two of her men and they swept the child up and seized the mother.

“I amlooking for Arik Clavaand Tedi Markel,” Wolindaspat. “Y ou are going to tell me where they
are or your child will try taking its next step on the bottom of thesea” Taking Wolinda s statement asan
order, the Dark Rider with the child marched out onto asmall dock and held the child over the edge.



The woman and the child starting crying together. “1 know the boys,” blubbered the mother, “buit |
don’'t know wherethey are. | haven't seen them for days.”

The Dark Rider holding the child by its feet started lowering the body towards the water. When the
child’shair got wet, the mother started babbling. “I do know something that might help,” she screamed.

The man stopped lowering the child’ s body and Wolinda snapped,” Well, out withit! 1 don't have dl
day towait.”

“I think they are planning on leaving,” she shouted. “Master Clava has been going dl over town trying
toraise money. Herefusesto say why, but he normally has no use for money other than food and taking
care of hisboat. The boyshaven't beenin town for days and the fathers have been deeping in the
woods. I’ ve seen them coming and going down that path over there. And they were gathering things
that people would want on atrip. Last night, they hauled al of the stuff into the woods and came out this
morning with nothing. That'sdl | know.”

Wolindacdled to her men and headed towards the woods. The Dark Rider with the child let go and
the child went head firgt into the water. The mother ran screaming out onto the dock to retrieve her
child. Wolinda sent two Dark Riders ahead of her down the path. Eventudly, they cameto the clearing
where the boys had camped.

“They camped herefor severd days,” one of the men stated. “The only useful tracks are back the
way we came and towardsthe sea. Whatever tracks there were by the sea have been washed away.”

“They think they are being clever,” chuckled Wolinda. “Letting the sea cover their trackswould be a
good trick if the choice of which direction they went was greater than two. If they went north, they
would end up back intown. Get the rest of the men and the horses, we head south.”

“We will not make good time on the beach,” mentioned one of the men. “Why not send a couple of
trackers down the beach and the rest of us can use the coastal highway. If they left this morning, we will
not catch them today, but the trackers can tell us where they I€eft the beach. Tomorrow we will have
them located and captured.”

Wolinda gave the man an gppraising look. “Seetoit,” she dated, “and seeif anyonein thistown has
amap.” Wolindaturned back down the path towards town.

Garth finished his exercises and wiped the sweat from hisbody with atowd. Exercisng by himsdlf
was never as satisfying as sparring with a partner, but Kalinawas not one for svordplay. Still, Garth
needed to keep fit and every night he exercised at least an hour. He turned towards the wagon and
campfire and saw Kdinadill stting by thefirewith afrown on her face. “What' sthe matter?’ he
quizzed. “Surdly itisnot red trouble or you would be more agitated, but something is bothering you.”

“You will get no observation awardsfor that guess, Garth,” she amiled. “It'sthering. | had hoped to
find out more of their plans, but they haven't said two words the entire day. Wherever they are, | can
hear the surf. From the sounds of setting up camp, | gather they walked on into the night, but that does
not give me agood ideawhere they are.”

“Doesthe sound get louder when you get closer?” Garth inquired. “If it does, perhaps we can move
around until we draw nearer to them.”



“No, it doesn’t work that way,” shereplied. “The sound varies depending on the distance the sound
isfrom thering, but it does not matter how far from thering we are. If | could just hear something
digtinctive, we would have some idea of wherethey are. | don't like not being nearer to them.”

“Perhaps| can hear something that you don't,” Garth offered. “It isworth atry.”

Kainanodded and removed her earring, handing it to Garth. He held it up to hisear as he sat down
next to thewoman. For severd long moments, he said nothing. Eventually, he smiled. “Thewavesare
breaking on rocks,” he uttered. “Wavesrolling into shore collapse on themselves, but these waves are
crashing againgt the rocks and creating a spray. Isthe sound you hear the same sound we would hear if
we were standing where thering is?’

“Yes” responded Kalina. “Just asif your ear werethering. Doesthat help at al”?”

“Certainly,” smiled Garth. “I cantell you that they are not right at the rocks where the waves are
crashing. They are maybe eighty to one hundred feet away. They areaso at least thirty feet away from
the nearest trees. 'Y ou can hear the wind blowing through the trees, but it isnot close. | can aso hear
the occasiond flutter of bats, more than one. My guessisthat tal outcropping we passed a couple of
hours before stopping. It'slikely to have nesting spots for bats and it is one of the few places with rocks
right uptothesea. Andthey areinaclearing. Itisjust aguess, but | would think it enough to go on.”

Kainalaughed. “I wonder how you would look in earrings,” she giggled as she reached to retrieve
her earring from Garth. “Y ou may beright or wrong, but | do fed better having some idea of where they
areevenif itiswrong. Tomorrow | would liketo camp alittle closer to them if we can manage that.”

“1 could track them down and keep them in sSight if you like,” offered Garth.

“No,” Kalinaresponded, “we can not take the chance that they might seeyou. Thelast thing we
want to do right now is spook them. They are so skeptical of strangers that we would lose them for
sure. Especidly that Tedi. | don’'t think he even trusts himself. We need to let them get themsalvesin
trouble so we can cometo their aid. 1t isthe only chance of drawing them closeto usand eventhatisa
dim chance”

“I would be more tempted to just grab them and bend them to our will,” commented Garth. “I think
we take too many chances letting them run free. They need to bereeled in and put under yoke.”

“Y ou do have abruta way of expressing your gentleness,” she chuckled. “Isthat how you handle
me? Have you got me sufficiently harnessed?’

Garth reached over and grabbed Kainawith hisarm, drawing her nearer. A strong scent of jasmine
caressed his nose as he hugged her. “You know,” he cooed, “this could be one of the last times we have
donefor alongtime”

Kalinaleaned back and kissed hislips. “Whilethat istrue,” she smiled, “you smell morelikeamule
than aman. Perhapsatrip to the stream will make you more desirable or do you prefer deeping with the
anmas?

“Am| gill here?” helaughed as he headed for the stream. Kalinawatched his muscular form as he
walked away. So much of life had changed since she met Garth, but hewasright. 1f everything went
according to plan, they would not have much time adone together for along time. Perhaps tomorrow the
planwill gart faling into place.



Sapphireof the Fairies
Chapter 6

Forgum

Niki Forloe watched the short, wiry boy approaching the shack with a self-assured saunter, his dark
brown hair blowing gently in the breeze. Hisbrown eyes darted left and right, not for fear of anyone
snesking up on him, but asif to assure himsdf that the rabble kept itsdistance. Niki laughed to hersdlf.
Fredrik Wason was the rabble as far as anyone el se was concerned, but Fredrik always maintained the
air of being superior. The buxom young girl hoped that His Highness managed to stedl somefood this
time. Any lessto eat and Niki would start losing her figure and that was unacceptable. If Fredrik
couldn’t start taking care of her like the Princess she should be, she would find somebody who could.
Niki waved her hand in the air and the door to the shack did open smoothly alowing the young boy to
enter. Fredrik glided in and placed aturkey on the table.

“A twelve pound tom,” Fredrik proudly exclaimed, “and aready stuffed and cooked to perfection.”

“What about vegetables?” complained Niki. “Mest by itsalf isnot good for the digestion. Honestly,
Fredrik, you promised that we would be living like royaty and dl you can do is pinch aturkey.”

Fredrik turned and frowned at the young redhead. Her curly hair was nestly combed, but the blue
satin dresswas obvioudy apoor fit. “Y ou shouldn’t be using magic for such mundane things as opening
doors,” he scolded. “One of these days somebody will detect you using magic and there will bethe
demon to pay for it. If you must use magic so often, why don't you useit to make your dressfit better.”

“The nerve of you ordering me around,” she protested. “1’m not abloody seamstress. |I'm aprincess
and | demand to betreated asone. Look at thisshack! Isthisthe type of palace that a princess belongs
in? If | didn’t usemy magic, | wouldn’t even have adressto need dtering.”

“Quitetrue,” Fredrik laughed, “but you didn’t have to leave the poor woman in the street naked, did
you?”

Niki laughed too. “Probably not,” she admitted, “but it certainly made a convenient diversion.
Nobody was watching us get away. Reslly, though, Fredrik, this placeisnot to my liking. | deserve
better, much better.”

“I couldn’t agree with you more,” conceded Fredrik, “but isit my fault that Forgum has been overrun
by rogue armies? Too many people knew usin Trekum and you got us run out of Caldar by tossing all
of those guardsmen around like toy soldiers.”

“They weretoy soldiers,” Niki indsted. “Besides, | refuseto put up with their insolent behavior. Just
because I'm smdler than them, they think they can have their way with me. Well, they hadn’t reckoned
withwho I am. They’ll think twice a accosting awoman again.”

“I'm sure they will,” sghed Fredrik. Niki was Fredrik’sonly friend, but there were timeswhen he



wondered why women had to be so pushy. She seemed to delight in impressing people with her magic,
mindless of the possible repercussionsif the wrong people knew of her ability. Theonly placefor a
magician today was in the Black Devils serving the Dark One and Fredrik had no desireto serve
anyone. Anyone found with the ability was given a choice of joining the Black Devilsor dying. The only
exception might be to endear yoursdlf to one of the great armies. They would welcome the skill and give
some messure of protection againg the Black Devils, but that option aso entailed serving someone.
Fredrik wished Niki wouldn't live so dangeroudly.

“What are you thinking about?’ quizzed Niki as she cut dabs of turkey to put on the two plates.

Fredrik snapped his head around and reslized that his mind had been far away. “Oh, | wasjust
thinking that maybe we should head for the next town north. Perhapsit will not be destroyed like this
one. Cidal isagood-sized town and should present some better opportunities.”

“Isthere apadace there?’ Niki inquired. “Y ou haven't forgotten your promise to make me aqueen
haveyou?’

“I didn’t promise to make you aqueen,” Fredrik reminded her. “1 said | could seeyou in apalace
someday.”

“It' sthesamething,” ingsted Niki. “Let’seat thiswhileit’ shot, but next timetry to remember some
vegetables”

“All right,” Fredrik agreed, “but in the morning we travel north again. Maybe Cidal doeshavea
palace” Niki actually brightened up at that statement and was eager to get to bed early so they could
leavefird thing inthe morning.

The gray sky of morning came too soon for Fredrik, but he did into hisbrown leather pants, tan
woolen shirt, and brown leather vest. Quietly he stepped outside and strode down an alley that ran
behind the businesses dong the coasta highway. 1n ashort time, he came to the stables behind one of
theinns and spoke to the stable boy as he walked past.

“Canyou believeit?’ heasked. “After dl these years, wefinaly have an Emperor again.”

The stable boy started running to catch up to him. “What do you mean, an Emperor?’ he inquired.
“Y ou mean herein Forgum?’

Fredrik stopped and turned towards the boy. “Why, yes, haven’t you heard?’ Fredrik asked in
mocking shock. “He s entering the town on the coastal road from the south at this very moment. Word
ishe slooking for people to serve him in the new palace they are going to start building tomorrow.
Forgum isgoing to bethe capitd. 1'd liketo stay and tell you more, but word isthat only the first few to
greet him will get the high-paying postions and | want to be one of them.”

“But you' re not much older than me,” protested the stable boy.

“The new Emperor likes his people to beyoung,” Fredrik inssted. “ Sorry, but I’ ve got to be moving
ddg_”

Fredrik snickered to himself as he watched the stable boy’ sreaction. The boy was|ooking around
franticaly to seeif anyonewould notice if heleft hispost. Fredrik continued sauntering down the alley
and caught aflash asthe stable boy went running between buildings to the highway. Thefact thet he



didn’t run down the dley past Fredrik indicated that he was willing to take the extra chance of getting
caught by the innkeeper to beat Fredrik to the Emperor. Fredrik smiled as he turned around and entered
the stables. He quickly threw saddles on the two closest horses and led them along the alley back to the
shack.

Although he hadn’t awakened her before dipping out, Niki was aready packed and ready to go.
“We need to hurry,” Fredrik smply said.

Niki needed no explanation and mounted one of the horses. Fredrik mounted the other horse and
they headed out of town to the north. “How much of alead do you suppose we have?’ Niki camly
inquired as she inspected her facein asmall round mirror that she had acquired in Trekum and greetly
treasured.

“The boy won't be too eager to admit he was so stupid,” Fredrik commented dryly. “ Still, we will
have an hour at the most, much lessif the owners of the horses decideto leave. If we hear anything
coming, we' ll cut into the woods and watch them pass. We can determineif they’re looking for us
before we need to take a different path to get to Cidal.”

Fredrik looked admiringly at the dark green lesther outfit that Niki woretoday. Unlike the dress she
wore lagt night, the leathersfit her exceedingly well. Of course, they should fit well consdering the price
hepaidin Trekum. Fredrik had enjoyed lifein Trekum, gambling with groups of guards and mercenaries
who had too much pay to know what to do with. They had always considered Fredrik to have too much
luck, but they enjoyed his company and they always liked it when he brought Niki along. Fredrik
enjoyed the lifestyle of the old capita city, evenif there were occasiona times when someone got an
overheated temper during agame. It had been one of those occasionsthat had forced them to leave
Trekum. The guard had accused Fredrik of cheating again and Fredrik had laughed a him as he dways
did. Theguard drew adagger and was threatening Fredrik. All of this had happened before and Fredrik
aways dedt with it usng words, but Niki had been along at that game and she did not redlize that the
threat was just the guard' sfrustration at losing. She reacted ingtinctively and forced the guard’ s dagger
into hisown stomach. The rest of the guards had |egped to their feet in anger and magic wasthe only
way that Fredrik and Niki could survive long enough to get out of the city.

Then there wasthe incident in Caldar. Niki again had used magic to attack guards that she thought
were getting overly friendly. Niki always seemed to resort to magic before trying any other way of
handling things. 1t wasahabit that Fredrik had to break her of if they were going to survive.

Fredrik’ s thoughts were disrupted by the sounds of galloping horses coming from behind. “No
illusions,” Fredrik warned as he and Niki turned quickly into the woods. They had no sooner secured
cover, when adozen Dark Riders appeared around a bend in the road and went thundering past. The
pair sat slently for several long minuteslistening as the sound of the galloping horsesfaded away.

“They certainly weren't after ahorsethief,” Niki whispered.

“No, they weren't,” agreed Fredrik. “I’m glad | mentioned noillusions. Niki, I’ ve been thinking
about the dangers of using magic too quickly. Itissurely going to get uskilled. | think thisincident helps
toillustrate how easily we could dip up. We were expecting someone after us because of the horses, so
we had timeto hide, but we cannot aways expect to be lucky. We have to start being more careful.”

“Careful?” snorted Niki. “Do you mean like being careful when the guard in Trekum was going to gut
you? Magicisaskill just likewiglding asword. Itisonly being smart to useit when you are
endangered.”



“But sometimes using it can endanger you,” Fredrik inssted. “I only ask that you think of some other
waly before you resort to magic. Detection can mean death.”

Niki sniffed and turned her horse towardstheroad. Fredrik clenched hisfists and gritted his teeth,
but he followed her and soon the pair were back on their way to Cidal. They rode on in silencefor
severad hours, encountering no other traffic on theroad. Eventudly, they decided to stop early for the
night and worked their way down to the coast where they found a quiet clearing closeto beach. Niki
jumped off her horse and announced that she was going for aswim. Fredrik quickly grabbed the reins of
her horse and sighed.

Fredrik went about taking care of the horses and setting up the campsite before he decided to check
out thebeach. Niki wasfrolicking naked in the surf, but what caught Fredrik’ s attention was the
beautiful, wide beach. Therewas apoint sticking out directly to hisright, but on hisleft was aswesping
wide, white sand and shell strip stretching northward for miles. Thelines of shells stretching along the
beach culminated in alarge mound of shells near the point. The beach in Trekum was much narrower
and people walking on them congtantly crushed any shellsthere.

Fredrik walked down to the point and saw another long, uninhabited stretch of beach with palm trees
leaning over it asif trying to reach the sea. He started poking the piles of shellsand marveled at al the
different types. For alongtimedl of his problemswere nonexistent as he examined shdl after shell, until
Niki's scresmsrang through the air.

Fredrik jumped to hisfeet and looked around the shell pile. Niki was standing waist deep inthe
water and using magic to deflect arain of arrows heading towards her. Across the white strand of beach
near the tree line were four men with bows sending arrows at Niki asfast asthey could load. Niki was
too busy deflecting arrowsto cast any other spell at the men. Fredrik stood tall with his hands
outstretched and felt the power begin to wel up. The power filling him had an intoxicating effect and he
had to focus his mind back on the men. He had aready soaked in enough power to obliterate them
severd timesover. Without further thought, he flicked hiswrists and the sky crackled open and ahuge
stresk of lightning arced down and struck in the middle of the four men.

Niki stopped screaming and came out of the water and Fredrik ran to her. Together they stared at
the massive crater that marked the spot where the men had stood. There was nothing left of the men.
Where they had stood was a glowing depression with walls of heated glass. The pam trees on elther
sde of the hole were scorched black and the fronds were burning brightly and dropping to the ground.
Several coconuts hissed and burst gpart, throwing chunks of coconut mest flying.

“Get dressed,” Fredrik ordered. “We need to get out of herenow! Theforce | used was too much
by far and it could probably befelt for milesaround. | don’t want to be anywhere near here when
someone decidesto investigate.”

Niki got dressed while Fredrik swept up the campsite and hastily packed it away. When Niki
mounted, Fredrik handed her the reins for two of the horses the men had ridden. He took the other two
and they headed north by way of atrail through the woods.

After they had ridden for awhile, Niki brokethe silence. “Y ou killed them, Fredrik. You didn't try
to stun them or freeze them; you just killed them. | didn’t know you had such power.”

“I didn’t know, either,” admitted Fredrik. “I’ ve never used magic that powerful before. | only
planned to stun them, but | couldn’t stop drawing power. | was so angry that | just grabbed for the



power andit. . . it felt good. Sort of like warmth flowing into your body on acold winter night. | had to
work at it to sop drawing the power and start using it. | was more surprised than you with what

happened.”

They were quiet for awhile with only the sounds of |apping waves off to their right and the birds
flitting around overhead, chirping and cawing. “I didn’t mean to kill them,” Fredrik continued, “but |
couldn’t let them hurt you. “Besides, thereisno undoing it now. | do think that we need to practice our
magic more, though, and we cannot do that in acity. Without practice we will not have the proper
control we need to measure our responsesto threats. | think we have probably gone far enough away
from the crater to safely camp for the night.”

Niki just nodded and started looking for aclearing. Fairly soon, she found a suitable one and
dismounted. Thistime she helped Fredrik set up the campsite and take care of the horses. They dined
on some of the leftover turkey and sat quietly across the campfire from each other. “What did you mean
before when you talked about drawing the power?’ she asked. “Drawing it from where?’

Fredrik got up, walked around the fire and sat next to her. “When | was younger and realized thet |
had a specid gift, | used to useit for pranks. | didn’t know much about what | had or how to useit, so
most of the time the prank ended up being on me. One day | heard some men talking about the
magicians of the Black Devils, so | followed them. They had a house on the edge of Trekum that they
used for ameeting place and a spot for them to practice. For months, | used to go to the house before
light came and climb up ontheroof. | would watch them al day and listen to their meetings until well
after dark. That iswherel learned most about magic.”

“It’' s probably where you gained your didike for the Black Devils, too,” guessed Niki.

“Yes, that too,” admitted Fredrik. “They al talked boldly about how greeat they were when no one
was around, but as soon as somebody important showed up, they were al down on their facesin fear,
bowing and scraping. There didn’'t seem to be any purpose in belonging to the Black Devils except to
learn and | was getting that anyway. The only thing they seemed to do in an organized fashion wasto
send out teams to punish selected people or go in teams on the Great Hunt.”

“What isthe Great Hunt?” interrupted Niki.

“That wasthe worst part,” sighed Fredrik. “The Great Hunt was an edict handed down by the Dark
One. TheBlack Devils are supposed to be looking for children who were born in the year of the

Collgpse”
“But that’ swhen we were born,” stated Niki. “What did they want with kids our age?’

“Death, mostly,” answered Fredrik. “It seemsthereis some old, moldy prophecy that the Dark One
wants fulfilled and it requires the death of a couple of kids bornin the year of the Collapse. Not just any
kids, but two particular kids. The members of the Great Hunt were to determine the parentage of the
individuals found. If they had a certain parentage, they were to be captured dive. If not, they wereto be
murdered, just in case they might missthe real onesthat they were searching for.”

“Now | know why you are dreadfully afraid of being discovered by the Black Devils,” interjected.
“Why didn’'t you tell methat before? At least your demand that | not use magic so frivoloudy would
have made sense”

“Would you have stopped using it?’ he asked.



“Probably not,” she conceded, “but at least your request would make sense. That still doesn’t explain
about drawing power and why you never taught meto doit. Y ou taught me everything ese”

“Exactly,” Fredrik laughed, “and look what trouble that has brought me.” Fredrik ignored her hurt
scowl and continued. “One of the thingsthat | learned up on the roof, was that power existsin
everything, not just oursalves. Y ou can use the power within yoursdf to accomplish something, but it
diminishesyou like running makes you tired and requires that you rest. 1f you can draw your power from
other things, you can use your power longer and moreforcefully. 1 didn’t fed right teaching you about it,
because |’ ve never redly learned to useit mysdlf. | tried it once and it wasfrightening. | thought | was
going to burst open likearipe melon.”

“But if we are going to have to defend ourselves againgt the Black Devils, we will need every edge we
can get,” Niki stated.

“It'snot that smple, Niki,” Fredrik declared. “Not every magician can draw on the power of other
things. Itisadmost like another gift in addition to the magicd gift, but I'm not sure. | do know that most
of the Black Devils were unable to attain any power outside themselves, at least the bunch that |
observed. What we redlly need to find isatutor who is not connected with the Black Devils.”

“Fat chance of finding one,” she said disgppointingly. “Still, you could teach me or test meto seeif |
have the potentid.”

“No,” Fredrik said too loudly. Softer, he continued, “1 don't fed safe using it, Niki. | would not
forgive mysdf if | taught you and you blew up. After we get settled in Cidd, we will put feders out for
tutors, but in such away that will not lead back to us.”

“You just don’'t want me being as powerful asyou,” she berated, “ . . . or more powerful. Well, if
you won't teech me, I’ll just find someone who will.”

Niki went and lay down on ablanket to go to deep, covering herself with her old cloak, awhite cloak
with gold trim and a sunburst upon the left breast. Within moments shewas adeep. Fredrik sat staring at
her for along time. Shewasavery beautiful girl with her flaming red hair and pert nose, but sometimes
he wished he were traveling alone. She never seemed to listen to reason and never missed an
opportunity to punish him with silence at some unseen offense he was supposed to have committed.
Eventudly, Fredrik went to bed gtill mystified about the ways of women.

The next day the pair wound their way back to the coastal highway and towards Cidal. Therewas
very little traffic on the road and the people they passed did no more than acknowledge the couple.
Severd dayslater they reached the outskirts of Cidal and immediately proceeded to alesstraveled
street. Like most towns, there were some abandoned houses and Fredrik picked the one that seemed to
be in the best shape and yet out of theway. They did pick up afew strange glares entering the house,
but most people were afraid to say anything to strangers. Still, they could not stay herelong before
somebody reported their presence in the house to whoever passed as the authoritiesin Cidal.

After they got settled in, Fredrik went out aone to see what the town waslike. Cida wasin much
better shape than Forgum as no army had yet ravaged it. There wasafair amount of people and the
businesses seemed to be doing rather well. Fredrik visited some of the inns, always blending in and
keeping to the shadows, and picked up the locd rumors. Therewas aloca organization of mercenaries,
which probably accounted for the fact that Cida had not been plundered yet. The most important piece
of information was of the Black Devilswho had |eft town thismorning. They had obvioudy killed an old



sea cgptain and taken over hismansion whilein Cida. Fredrik learned the name of the sea captain and
hurried back to Niki. Within moments, Fredrik and Niki were back out of town in the woods where
they dressed in their finest outfits. Fredrik was dressed in gray flannd breecheswith afine white shirt
whose wrinkles were covered by agray flannd vest. Niki donned aviolet silk dresswith whitefrilled
deeves and alavender sash around her waist.

Once auitably attired, the pair strode into town with Fredrik leading thetrain of six horses. Thistime
everyone turned and stared at them asthey waked aong the coastal highway. Niki waked right uptoa
group of mercenariesthat seemed to include an officer or a least someone whom the others deferred to.
The men al stared at her and she had to push back images of drooling dogs € se she would ruin her
entrance.

“Excuseme, kind Sir,” she cooed, “but we are just in from Trekum and | am seeking my uncle, Amos
Alrecht. “Could you possibly direct me? We ve had such adreadful journey with the wagon burning
and dl and | redly wish to make an early night of it.”

The smiling faces al grew dim at the mention of the old sea captain and most of the group melted
away. The authoritative man remained and gppraised her. “Your uncle, you say?’ heasked. “Old
Amos never mentioned any kinto me.”

Niki had to strain her neck to look up at the man. “Well, that is quite aminor problem, Sir. | can
assureyou that | am hisniece as| am sure he will also attest, but that is no concern of yours. | am
merely asking for directionsto hishome so | might settle in with my brother.”

The man appeared suitably rebuffed, but eventudly nodded. “All right, Mistress Alrecht, | can show
you to hishome, but you won't be finding old Amosthere, I'm afraid.”

“Wadll, if heisnot in, | am sure hewill return soon, Sir,” shesmiled. “Heis, after al, expecting us.”

“Itisnot that heisout, Migtress,” the man frowned. “Old Amoswaskilled afew days ago by Black
Devils. They claimed he was a sorcerer. When we found out, it wastoo late to do anything for Amaos
and it didn’t make much senseto start awar with the Black Devils over something that could not be
undone”

The man lowered his head sheepishly; obvioudy ashamed of |etting the Black Devils have their way
within hisdomain. Niki collapsed in the street and Fredrik let go of the horses and rushed to her aid. He
frowned up at the mercenary, but nodded at the man. “It'sal right, Sr,” Fredrik added. “ Similar
tragedies have occurred in the South aswell. 1I'm sure you and your men would have done something if
you had known before it happened. Could you have some of your men grab our horses and help usto
his house?’

The man was only too eager to help Amos' kin after not avenging hisdeath. Fredrik and Niki
alowed the men to fawn over them and see them safely put into Amos mansion. The head mercenary
introduced them to the servants and scowled at any objections to the youngsters moving in. By thetime
the mercenary |eft, the servants were satisfactorily cowed to accept their new Lord and Lady.

Sapphireof the Fairies



Chapter 7
Escape

Arik and Tedi rose at first light and surveyed the areathey had chosen to camp at the night before.
“It' sagood thing wedidn’t try to roam around last night,” Tedi commented, looking over the cliff to the
sea. The promontory they were on was about eighty feet above where the waves crashed into the rocks
below. The view was spectacular with long vistas of beach, both north and south. Thiswas clearly the
highest point for some distance and afforded glimpses of the coastd highway farther inland where the
trees were sparse enough to see through or the view was not blocked by the plateau itsdlf.

Arik fixed breakfast while Tedi stood inhaling the strong sdt air. After aquick breskfast Tedi cleaned
up the campsite while Arik checked out the surroundings. “Hey, Tedi,” Arik called. “I think | see
something coming down the beach.”

Tedi ran over and looked northward. “I don't see anything,” he remarked. “It'stoo far to see
anything, anyway. Maybeit’sjust someone out for amorning walk.”

“Could be,” Arik muttered straining for a better view, “but not unless they’ re on horseback and it
looks like two people. Wait, they’ ve stopped.”

Tedi looked once again, trying to make out what Arik waslooking a. “1 don’t know about seeing
people or horses,” he commented, “ but that |ooks like the area where we | eft the beach yesterday.”

“Yeah, well, they are, too,” Arik said hurriedly as he watched the tiny dots disappear into the forest.
“I think someone might be tracking us. If they are on horseback, they’ll catch usfor sure.”

“How do you know they are on horseback?’ Tedi asked. “I can't see anything at that distance.”

“By therelative Sze of thetwo dots,” Arik answered. “| think one of them got down for some reason
and led hishorse. | could be wrong, but can we afford to take a chance?’

Tedi thought for awhile and said, “ Horseback won't help them that much on the trail we took
yesterday. It was hardly more than an animal trail and not often used, at that.”

“Unlessthey swing out to the coastdl highway,” declared Arik. Arik swung his eyes back to the only
major road in the areaand froze. “Tedi,” hewhispered. “Look down at the road.”

Tedi joined hisfriend and looked where he was pointing. A large group of riderswas gathered milling
around, not traveling. “Thetreesareintheway,” Tedi frowned. “I can’'t quite make out who they are or
how many of them there are, but | am beginning to not like this.”

“l likeit evenless,” added Arik. “It looks like more than ten, but worst of al, one of them isamost
assuredly awoman.”

“Okay, let’ skeep cam,” ingtructed Tedi. “If they knew right where we were, we would have been
dead on our blankets this morning.”

“Y ou have agreat way of making mefed cam,” Arik quipped. “We can’t outrun them if they have



even onefairly decent tracker. We can’t go out to seaor to theroad. A couple of them are comingin
from the North. Weredly don’'t have much of a choice on which way to go.”

“We do have the option of staying right here,” declared Tedi. “Thisplaceis pretty defensible.”
“I don’'t think I’ m ready to start killing people even if they turn out to be Dark Riders,” frowned Arik.

“Wdll, you better get ready, Arik,” Tedi scolded. “If they comefor us, it won't be to take us home to
our fathers. Even if thewitch iswith them, Dark Riders don’t openly track someonejust to ask
questions. Oh, she may ask some questions before she kills us, but you better believe that we'll end up
dead no matter what. The Dark Riders don’t normally leave anything dive behind them.”

Arik stood staring at the milling riders on the road for severd minutes. “Okay,” Arik findly said,
“we |l shoot if we haveto, but staying hereissuicide. We may kill some of them before they get us, but
there are too many of them for ustowin. We will head south trying to avoid them. If it comesto afight,
we'll fight, but we' Il hide and avoid it if we can. We may kill fewer of them with this plan, but how many
of them are dead will matter little to usif we are dead, too.”

Tedi nodded his head in agreement and they both began gathering their gear. Quickly, they started
southward down the steep path. When they reached the bottom, Arik stopped suddenly. “1 have an
idea,” he declared excitedly. “Follow me.”

Arik broke through the forest undergrowth with no regard to hampering the trackers and headed for
the sea. When they reached the beach he was panting, but he did not stop. Arik waded right on out in
the surf while continuing south. “Isthisyour good idea?’ asked Tedi franticaly. “We drown ourselves
and deny the Dark Riderstheir fun?’

Arik stopped and smiled. “Okay, now that they are convinced that we hope to erase our tracks the
sameway we did at Lorgo, we wak north through the water until we reach the rocks below the
promontory to our north. We can circle the bluff behind them and crossthe coastal highway.”

Tedi smiled at theideauntil he looked towards the rocks that he had seen the surf crashing on from
up above earlier. “You want usto crossthose rocks?” Tedi blurted out.

Arik nodded. “Haveyou ever spent the night with Dark Riders?’

Tedi didn’'t even bother to answer, but started wading towards the rocks. The rocks were dippery
and coated with sometype of green dime wherever they had remained submerged for long periods of
time. The sdt spray here was intense and soon the boys eyeswere smarting. Severa timesthey dipped
and were submerged. Once Arik had to grab Tedi by the collar to keep him from being swept away or
dashed ontherocks. Slowly the boys made their way to the base of the promontory and rested on the
rocks. Theeffort of forcing their way through the surf had tired both boys. “Why did you head here
instead of continuing around the North side of the rocks?’ asked Tedi.

“Two reasons,” panted Arik. “One, we have to be sure that the two riders we saw aong the beach
have dready passed before we try to get behind them and two, look at the cliff face. It ishollowed out
enough that we can stay here and rest and we can’t be seen from the shore either to the North or the
South. Three, | could usetherest.”

Tedi chuckled and leaned back againgt the cold stonewall. The boyswiggled asfar back asthey
could go so they could remain dry. “We can stay overnight back hereif we haveto,” remarked Tedi. “I



think it isabout high tide now. Thisfar back would only get wet on amoon tide.”

“If we get some degp now,” commented Arik, we can move out at low tide and it will be dark.
Wherever our pursuers are they will be camped for the night and we should be able to avoid them fairly
essly.”

Tedi agreed and the boys were tired enough to doze off.

“Where arethey now?’ asked Garth laying his bow on the seet of the wagon.

“They are deeping at the foot of the dliff,” Kalinastated. “They are hoping the Dark Riderswill pass
them by and | think they might. Then they plan to cross over theroad and lose the Dark Riders.”

“Niceif it worked,” Garth said smply. “The problem isthe Dark Riders are not totally stupid. They
will redlize that they have been duped and that will lead them back to the cliff. It soundslike the boys
have a defensble position, but they aso have no reconnai ssance capability. If they decideto leave their
hole whilethe Dark Riders are near the cliff, they will bevishle”

“We could lose them before we can react to save them,” summarized Kdina. “Thisisnot
acceptable.”

“| agree,” Garth declared as he started moving. The bandit grabbed a coil of rope off of the wagon
and retrieved hisbow. “I want you to get the wagon about a half mile into the woods west of the coastal
highway just north of the cliff. Avoidthe Dark Ridersat dl codts. If you are not there when | need you,
| will move directly south from that spot until we meet.”

“Where are you going, Garth?’ she demanded.

“Me” helaughed. “Why, | am going hunting. There are a couple of pigeons on the rocks, and |
understand they arein season.”

Wolinda screamed at the men, “What do you mean, they didn’t come thisway? Areyou trackers or
dackers? You told methey came south. Y ou said that they hadn't eft the water and now you' re saying
that they didn’t get thisfar. Explain yoursdlf.”

The head Dark Rider stepped between the two scouts and faced Wolinda. “What they are saying is
that the boys headed back north, Mistress. They must have doneit very soon after they entered the
water or we would have caught them already.”

“Now you' ve become atracker, Klarg,” spat Wolinda. “I thought these two fine specimens were the
trackers.”

“Enough, Wolinda,” Klarg cautioned as his men gathered around. Klarg was dressed like the rest of
the Dark Ridersin dark brown leathers with spurs on his boots and bands of metal spikes on their lesther
gauntlets, but he was also amassive hulk of aman. Hisimposing figure towered over the hardy witch.
“My men wanted to check the area where the boys entered the water, but you were adamant about them
heading south. 'Y ou have no one but yoursdlf to blamefor thisdelay.”

Wolindawas stunned. She led thisteam and the stupid Dark Riders should know better than dispute



her authority. She could destroy every man here with her power and their leader hadn’t even addressed
her as Mistress. *Y ou should have better control over your emotions, Klarg. | may beforced to punish
you if you continuein thisinsolent manner.”

“Do not beafool, Wolinda,” Klarg asserted, “and do not take me for one, either. You arein charge
of this expedition and we have followed you without question, but it isthe Dark One whom we both
serve. If your actionsjeopardize thismisson, | would be within my rightsto diminate you, witch or no. |
aso have nineteen men to back my play. 1f you managed to kill dl of us, you would till fail inyour
mission asyou did back in Lorgo. And I’'m sure you know that failureisdesth. My menand | are
willing to follow your orders to accomplish our task, but do not blame them for your actions. If we must
backtrack to capture these boys, let’ s be about it without recriminations. 1f you are acceptable to our
agreement, we are ready to serve.”

The color drained out of Wolinda sface. She burned with the desireto kill every one of these
maggots, but Klarg wasright. Without them shewaslikdly to fail and one did not fail the Dark One.
“Lead the men north, Klarg,” she ordered.

Klarg dapped hisfigt to hischest inasalute. “I hear and obey, Mistress.”

Arik and Tedi awoke to the sounds of horses not far off. Quickly, the boys sat up and tried to
determine which direction the horses were coming from. It was aready dark out and the water was at
low tide, but the sounds echoed off thewalls of their little hideaway and determining direction was
impossible. The boys hefted their duffel bags and readied their bows. Arik did down the rocks away
and tried to pick up the sounds again. It had gone deadly quiet and he stayed perched on the rocks
waliting without movement. When hefindly heard a sound, it was the sound of men wading through the
water from the South. “There are men coming through the water,” Arik whispered. “We need to move
now or we will betrapped.”

Tedi wasdready at Arik’sside asthetaller boy started edging across the rocks to the north. Asthe
boys stepped into the water, they could hear shouts coming from behind them. Arik could digtinctly hear
aman bellow the order, “ Take nine men with you over the top and cut them off.” Franticaly, Arik tried
to run through the water, but succeeded only in kicking up more water.

“Wearen't going to makeit,” Tedi shouted. “They will have us between them.”
“Just keep going,” demanded Arik. “Don’t ever give up.”

Asthe boys struggled through the thigh-high water, ten horsemen galloped up the southern incline and
across the plateau towards the northern path that led down to the other side of therocks. The chargeto
encircle the boys quickly turned to chaos as the first four riders succumbed to arope stretched acrossthe
path at neck height, right where the path started down the northern dope. Therest of the group of Dark
Riders reacted quickly enough to avoid the unseen rope, but confusion reigned as the forward riders
turned their horses aside and the following riders smashed into them. While it might have been expected
that severd riderswould fal from their saddles during such a collison, no one could mistake the sound of
abowdtring snging asthoseridersfell.

“Bowmen towards the sea,” shouted one of the Dark Riders. “Dismount and take cover!”

One of the Dark Riders dismissed the orders and charged towards where he thought the bowmen
must be hiding. A black shape hiding behind abush near the cliff’ sedge hurled a Lanorian Star, which



struck therider’ sforehead. The horse continued to carry the dead rider and plunged off the cliff striking
the rocks below.

Garth took stock of hisstuation. Two of the lead riders were down and unmoving. Two were
down, but writhing in pain. Three had fallen to arrows and one had charged over the cliff. That left two
healthy Dark Riderstrying to kill him and two who would regain their wits and functionality al too soon.
Garth gtrained to see the two hedthy riders, but the fool who had charged had distracted him and now
they werewel| hidden. Garth crawled dowly dong the edge of the dliff towards the two fallen riderswho
had hit the rope. He caught amomentary glance of one of the hedlthy riders doing the same, but heading
for the point. Hefroze for a second to make sure that the other man had not spotted him and then
continued on.

Garth reached the last bush before the northern path where his rope had hel ped even the odds. The
two wounded men lay curled in fetal positions holding their faces and howling in pain. Garth knew he
had to find the last hedlthy man before risking exposure of himself in the open to finish these two
wounded men. Laying aLanorian Star in the dirt before him, Garth stole aglance behind him to seeif the
point man had decided to come back thisway. Satisfied that he had afew momentsto complete his
task, Garth reached into along narrow pouch and extracted along tube and two dender myric quills.
The myric quills were poisonous and taken from an animdl that inhabited marshlands. Their useasa
weapon was pioneered by the Targan Rangers, agroup of dite soldiersin Targa before the Collapse, but
most bandits and mercenaries shunned their use because obtaining the quills often led to the desth of the
gatherer. The poison in the quills was so strong that it produced instant death and many agatherer failed
on their firg atempt.

Garth fed aquill into the long blow tube and raised it to hislips. Steadily, he sighted on the farthest
man and blew. He reloaded the tube as quickly as he could because he knew that the cut off of the
man’' s screamswould bring his enemy running towards him. Garth sent the second dart into the closest
man and shoved the tubeinto its pouch as helifted the Lanorian Star he had placed in the dirt with his
other hand. Thetwo remaining Dark Riderswere charging his position, one from the point behind him
and the other from across the clearing by the south path. Had Garth been visible, arrowswould be
coming hisway instead of charging men. Garth leaped to hisfeet and hurled the Lanorian Star at the man
coming from the point. Even as he watched the man clutching his bleeding throat as he tumbled off the
cliff, Garth pulled hislarge sinuous sword from the scabbard on hisback. Holding his great sword with
both hands, Garth twirled just in time to dice through the last Dark Rider’ s midsection.

Garth ran to the four dead men by the rope and cut off two of their scabbards before wiping his blade
clean on one of the dead men and sheathing it. He grabbed the two Dark Rider swords and ran down
the path to the North.

Arik and Tedi heard the shouts and screams from above and hurried on. Tedi continuoudy turned his
head to look behind himself for any signsthat the men were getting closer. He never caught sight of the
men, but he gasped when he saw the Dark Rider and horse plummet over the cliff to the rocks below.
The boys had just made it to shore when another Dark Rider bounced off the side of the cliff and landed
on hisback in front of them, aLanorian Star buried in histhroat. The boys leaped over the body and
continued running though their legsfdlt like they were about to give up.

Trying to run through the undergrowth was dmost as difficult as running through the water and both
boys were getting very tired. Asthey broke through the bushes to the path that paralleled the seacoast,
they both cameto an abrupt halt. The bandit from Lorgo stood directly in front of them holding the reins
to three horsesin one hand and two sheathed swordsin the other. “Why am | not surprised that it isyou
two who are causing so much fuss?’ chuckled Garth.



The two boys|ooked at each other and started dowly backing up. “Let me guess,” Tedi spat, “you
expect usto beievethat you aren’t one of the Dark Riderswho are chasing us. We give you our
weapons and you escort us back to their camp so they can torture us before killing us.”

Garth just smiled and tossed the two sheathed swords at their feet. 1 would hardly welcome your
company, fisherboy, but Kalina thinks you are worthy of rescuing from the Dark Riders. Y ou can have
the swords and two of their horsesto do with what you want. 1f you come with me, | can offer you
safety. If not, then take the horses and get going where you will, but make your mind up now because |
am not waiting. I’ vekilled ten of them up on the plateau, but there are ten more coming as we speak, as
well asawitch, and | am getting tired of killing men for the sake of boys.” Garth stepped forward and
shoved the reins of two of the horses towards the boys. Arik stepped forward and grabbed the reins.
Garth twirled and mounted his horse as soon as Arik had taken thereins.

The sounds of men shouting behind them indicated that the Dark Riders pursuing them had found the
body that had fallen from above. “Time sup, fisherboy,” Garth whispered. “Follow or flee, | head
west.” Garth took off heading for the coastal highway.

Arik and Tedi exchanged glances and quickly picked up the swords and mounted their new horses.
“| don't suppose being hung as horse thievesis any worse than being killed for no reason at dl,” Arik
remarked as he turned his horse westward.

“Surely you don't believe hisstory,” Tedi quipped as he turned to follow. “You don't redly think one
man could have killed ten Dark Riders by himsaf? And who isthisKaina?’

Arik sighed as he followed the path that the bandit had made through the bushes. “1 don’t know if he
did it by himsdlf,” stated Arik, “but | have no doubt that the Dark Riders died up there on the plateau.
These scabbards have been cut off somebody’ s body and there was blood on the blade that cut them.
These horses didn’t just wander in from the road and the Dark Riders who were supposed to be coming
over thetop of the plateaul never madeit. Think what you want, but | am inclined to follow this bandit, at
least until | learn more of what isgoing on.”

“I think heis one of them and that this Kainawhom heistaking usto isthe witch who held us on the
docksin Lorgo,” Tedi declared.

“Wadl, my father said that thisman was akiller,” argued Arik. “He certainly just had the chanceto kill
uswithout anyone finding out and he didn’t. That means, to me, that we can trust him to some degree. |
don’'t mean to trust him very far, but right now we need a safe place to hide and figure out what is going
on. | don’'t know of any other solution, Tedi.”

The boys soon came to the coastal highway and crossed over it. A short way into the woods they
cameto asmal clearing with the bandit and two horses standing in it. One horse was the one the bandit
hed |eft the battle on. The other was alarge, beautiful black stallion. “1 had to stop and get my own
horse,” explained Garth. “If you boys have decided to accept our safety, just continue heading west. |
will follow and make sure that no Dark Riders are tracking us.”

Arik smply nodded and continued across the clearing and westward.

Klarg was studying the placement of the bodies and the method by which each waskilled when
Wolindareached the plateau. “What happened here?’ she demanded.



“It would appear that our little boys had some help thisevening,” Klarg explained. “Severd very
skilled assassins, if you ask me.”

“Why assassins and not mercenaries?” inquired Wolinda

“The weapons and methods used, Mistress,” Klarg answered. “Perhaps severd mercenaries and one
assassn. That ispossible. Lanorian Stars are used by some very skilled mercenaries, but myric quills
are used only by highly skilled assassins. They are extremey dangerousto use. A single prick while
loading one will lead to ingtant death. No mercenary would risk ending his career with such adubious

wespon.”
“Areyou sure that they were here to help the boys?’ Wolinda asked.

“No,” replied Klarg, “1 am not. The rope was meant to create akilling ground and alow for a
daughter during the confusion. Bandits have used such tricksin the past to snare aquarry, but it normally
requires horsemen traveling at great Speed to have any red effect. That iswhat puzzlesme. Why put
such atragp on this plateau? | would expect bandits to target the coastal highway, not some seldom used

path.”
“Could it have been the boys, themselves?” Wolinda queried.

“Not achance,” laughed Klarg. “Thiswas professionally done. If it was doneto aid the boys, it was
very lucky. |, mysdf, did not know that | would send riders aong this path until | actually did so. No,
Midtress, | think we may have just ssumbled into abandits den by accident. The rope was probably
part of astandard campsite protection and they were only aerted by the noise from down below when
we spotted the boys. That isthe only scenario that makes any sense.”

“What does that mean for our mission, Klarg,” Wolindainquired.

“Unfortunately, our two trackers were among the ten dead men,” Klarg responded. “ The spooked
horses have |eft so many trails through the bushes that we will not find the proper trail until we have more
light. | suggest that | go to Toresh and get replacements. | think ten men is enough to get the boys, but if
there are banditsin the areawho do not fear to kill Dark Riders, we should have acompany strong
enough to ded with them, aswell. Plus, we need to replace the trackers.”

Wolinda thought amoment before responding. “Y our plan is acceptable, Klarg,” she began, *but
send one of your men instead of going yourself. If thisisabandits lair, your expertisein leading the men
will be valuable should they decide to return and attack during the night.” Wolindawould never have
stated her real reasonsfor keeping Klarg close. Oncein Toresh, Klarg could report on Wolinda slack
of progress and without Klarg around to contain his men, Wolinda might not wake up from her night’s

deep.

Sapphire of the Fairies
Chapter 8



Young Lord

Niki yawned and stretched in her fine, white Sk robe while standing on the bal cony overlooking the
sea. Atfirst Niki had been put out that the servants had assigned her to guest quartersinstead of the
Master's Suite, but that was before she discovered the rich wardrobe of clothesin various sizes and
styles. Fredrik also pointed out that they were supposed to be brother and sister and putting one of them
inthe Master's Suite would naturally insult the other. The servants had, after al, made the correct
decison. Surely, the old sea captain’s mansion was not a Roya Palace, but Niki had never seena
palace and this was more than she expected. She had a bedroom that was larger than any house she had
ever beenin and it was only one of severa roomsthat were hersaone. Even the balcony she stood on,
overlooking the peasants running around below, was larger than the house she grew up in. She stood
there for along while soaking up the seaair and listening to the bustle of the townspeople running about
below.

A knock at the door disturbed her and, reluctantly, she turned and made her way through the suite of
roomsto the entry. Opening the door, she saw aman standing there in arich, red velvet suit with vest
and coat and awhite, frilled shirt with fluffy deeves protruding from the cuffs of the coat. 1t took her a
moment to recognize the man as Fredrik. Laughing, she threw open the door to admit her partner.
Fredrik sauntered in like he was the Lord of the manor, astride that Fredrik had perfected long before
Niki had met him.

“What bringsthe Lord to his Lady’s Suite?” chuckled Niki.

Fredrik hurriedly closed the door and took up position in one of the large cushioned chairs. “I just
wanted see how my Lady was accepting her trangtion,” he smiled smugly. “Thisplaceishuge. I've
been wandering around for an hour and | doubt that I’ ve seen dll of it. Thisold sea captain must have
been asmuggler to afford something thisgrand.”

“Wel,” shechided, “1 think | did rather well getting usin here, but don't you think for amoment that |
have let you go of your pledge to make me aqueen. Perhapsyou can organize the rabble down below
into some kind of kingdom for meto rule. Those mercenarieswill do for a Palace Guard while we [ook
for someone more suitable and then we can have them organize an army to take over any neighboring
countries”

Fredrik looked at her with disbelief. Could sheredly think getting in here was her idea? Get the
mercenariesto bow to her? Maybe sheredly was crazy. Grand fantasies were one thing, but what she
was proposing was suicide. “1 never promised to make you aqueen,” he stated. “| said that | would like
toseeyouinapaace. Now that | have, | do think it becomesyou.”

“Youwill servein my court, dso,” she continued asif not hearing aword he said. “Perhaps| will
have you as my Roya Consort.”

“We are best to avoid the mercenaries,” Fredrik reminded her. “They havelet usin here becauseit
costs them nothing and avoids embarrassment of their failure to do anything with the Black Devils. If we
do anything that might upset them, you will be surprised how quickly they acknowledge their mistake.
Where are your old clothes?’

Niki snapped out of her fantasy. “In the closet in the bedroom,” she answered. “Why do you want
my old clothes?’



“| asked Mirandato have our old clotheswashed today,” Fredrik said. “1 do not know how long we
will be here, but | want our clothes to be clean and packed in case we haveto leave quickly.”

“Leave?’ she asked increduloudy. “Why would we ever want to leave here? We just got here and
you' retalking about moving on dready.”

“I am not planning on leaving just yet, Niki,” he declared emphaticaly. “I just believein being
prepared. One can never know what tomorrow will bring.”

Asif on cue, there was aknock on the door followed by Miranda poking her head in. “Does My
Lady have wash today?’ sheinquired. *Perhapsyour traveling clothes could use arefreshing?’

“They'rein the closet in the bedroom, Miranda,” Fredrik directed. “And thank you for your prompt
svice”

Mirandawent and retrieved Niki’s clothes and returned to leave. She bowed to Fredrik and said,
“Y our thanks are most welcome Lord Wason. Certainly not necessary, but gracioudy welcome.”

“Take extracare of my cloak,” demanded Niki. “I intend on wearing it on my Coronation Day and |
don’t want you mucking it up.”

Mirandalooked confused but merely nodded and withdrew from the suite. Quickly, she hurried
downgtairsto have Aliciado the wash. When she reached the servants' quarters, Aliciawastalking with
Orthan, the Lord’ sbutler. “Humph,” Miranda began, “that Fredrik isal right, a pleasant boy at least, but
that Niki, I'll strangle her with my own hands before too long.”

“Now, now,” admonished Orthan, “we went through all of thislast night. We all know they are not
who they claim to be. For goodness sake, Lord Alrecht did not even have any brothers or sisters so he
certainly couldn’t have nephews and nieces, but without aLord or Lady in the manor, wewill al be out
inthe streets. 1, for one, am willing to put up with this charade for aslong as we can makeit last.”

“He'sright, Miranda,” agreed Alicia. “We can't afford to be out on the street. 1t would kill usfor
sure. Thereisno other Lord or Lady in Cidal who will employ us and there are more than enough
beggars dready so that none of them can get enough to eat. You'll just haveto grin and bear it.”

“Not quite,” snapped Miranda, “1 am the head maid here and | have decided that you will be the one
to dedl with our Lady Niki from now on. We shall seejust how well you grin and bear it.”

Aliciawent storming off with thewash. “Wasthat redly necessary?’ asked Orthan. “Wearedl in
the same boat, so to speak.”

“And how safeis our boat, Orthan?’ Mirandainquired. “Doesthe young Lord have accessto funds
to pay us? Or even fundsto pay for food? Andwhat if our Lady decidesto fireus? Do you havea
plan for everything, Orthan?’

“Wewill take one step at atime, Miranda,” Orthan said fatherly. “I will work with Lord Fredrik
Wason to solve dl of our problems. Theyoung manisathief if ever | laid eyeson one. | will arrangefor
him to allow me to manage the finances of the estate. Oncethat isaccomplished, | will sdl off enough
out-holdingsto sustain dl of usin comfort. The hard part will bein getting him the lega authority to then
turn it over to me.”



“Well, you had better start your bargaining then, Orthan,” quipped Miranda, “before | strangle our
Lady and they haul me away for murder.”

Orthan patted Miranda s arm comfortingly and headed upstairs. He caught Fredrik just coming out
of Niki’ssuite. “Will My Lord spare me afew moments of histime?’ Orthan asked Fredrik.

“Certainly, Orthan,” replied the young Lord. “Let usgo into the study and we' |l see about what
troublesyou.”

The young Lord and his butler entered the study and Fredrik took the Lord’ s chair without hesitation.
“What seems to be the matter, Orthan?’ Fredrik asked.

“The problem, my young Lord,” Orthan smiled, “isthat Lord Alrecht had no brothers or ssters.”

Fredrik listened lazily and suddenly stiffened as the butler’ s meaning sunk in. He reached for his
dagger that he was not wearing in his new outfit. Orthan indicated that he should relax and Sit back
down. “| say that so we both know where we each stand,” Orthan said camly. “1 think with your
cooperation, my Lord, we shal al get what we want out of this charade.”

Fredrik smiled cautioudy as heredlized all wasnot lost dready. “And what isit that my butler wants
out of this?’ he asked.

Orthan pulled up a chair and sat down. “Our Lord, that isto say, Lord Alrecht, had no living kin. |
can prove that and you two would be hung for the impersonation. Unfortunately, that would gain me
nothing and | rather likeyou.”

Fredrik snorted at the last statement, but still managed to sound sincere when he asked, “And you
have aplan, no doubt. What isyour plan, Orthan?’

“The maids and mysdlf have no desire to find permanence on the streets as beggars,” Orthan stated.
“What | proposeisapartnership. | will help you establish your right to remain asour Lord. 'Y ou will
execute documents giving me complete authority in financia matters. | know enough about Lord
Alrecht’ sholdingsthat | will make usal wealthy. Wewill continue to serve you as servants and you will
promise that we will not be mistreated. We will wish for you to remain here as our Lord and protector
and you will wish for usto remain safe as your humble servants. Everybody wins.”

Fredrik sat studying the elderly swindler. He had to admit the plan had great merit and he had nothing
tolose. The servants needed him or some other person with a claim to inheritanceif they ever hoped to
stay employed. Obvioudy, the servants were not about to just hand over everything without some
safeguards for themsdaves. That iswhy Orthan ingsted on holding the purse strings. That was purdly a
minor matter anyway. Whatever document he signed would be void if Orthan should suddenly die.
Orthan could not do the same towards him or the estate would be empty again and the servantswould
be back in the pogition of being tossed out into the sireet. All in dll, the agreement wasfair and dightly in
Fredrik’ sfavor.

“Wadll, partner,” Fredrik smiled, “it looks likewe will have amutualy beneficid relaionship for some
timeto come. If you will fetch some brandy, perhaps we can toast our new relationship.”

“Certainly, My Lord,” Orthan smiled. “It will be my pleasure.”

Orthan retrieved the brandy decanter and two glasses. Expertly pouring the liquid into the two



glasses, he picked one up and offered atoast. “To the new Lord of Alrecht Manor, Lord Wason, may
helivein splendor ‘til aripeold age.” Orthan sat back in the chair asthey spped their brandy. “Will the
new Lord be available for company around the noon hour today?’

Fredrik squinted at the old man. “That can be arranged, Orthan. What do you have up your deeve?’

“A painter friend of minewill be calling to ask for astting,” Orthan chuckled. “Hewill be painting a
portrait of Lord Alrecht with hisfavorite and only nephew. Hewill be most discretefor aslong as|
wish.”

Fredrik laughed. “Y ou certainly have thought this out well, Orthan. Why have you figured to leave
the Lady out of the portrait?’

“No onewill believe you brother and sigter, Sir,” Orthan stated. “People will accept her asthe Lady
of the Manor bdlieving that sheis your kept woman, but not asyour sister. | hope that is acceptable.”

“It will haveto be, Orthan,” Fredrik replied. Niki could get to be aproblem in thiswhole affair if he
didn’t handle her well. 1t was obvious that she had set off on the wrong foot with the servants, but she
was S0 bull-headed that she would never back down if confronted with their knowledge. Bestif hetried
to head off her objections with some positive news. “ Orthan, have my things moved to the Magter’'s
Suite. | need to have atak with my Lady.”

Orthan nodded as Fredrik rose and |eft the room. He walked to Niki’s room and knocked. Niki
answered dressed in abeautiful, red satin gown and ared bow in her hair. “What do you think?’ she
asked.

Fredrik closed the door and sat in one of the chairs. “Itisperfect,” hereplied. “Y ou look absolutely
gorgeous, turn around.”

Niki twirled with abroad, beaming smile on her face. She strode over and gave Fredrik akiss. “I
am so happy,” she declared. “Thisisgoing to work out perfectly.”

“Thereisaproblem that | wanted to talk to you about,” admitted Fredrik. “It seemsthat the servants
know that Lord Alrecht did not have aniece. They arewilling to accept me as his nephew and you as
my ... woman. If wego alongwith this, we will be accepted by the whole community and have great
wedth. Orthan knows agreat dea about Lord Alrecht’ sfinances and | have asked him to handle them
for us”

Niki looked stunned. “Why don’'t we just get rid of the servants?’ she asked.

“No,” Fredrik quickly said. “No, we can not do that. Without their acceptance, we will have no
clamto theinheritance. It isonly because of the servants that we have any chance at dl of holding onto
thismansion. Niki, we must take care not to upset them.”

“Upset them?’ Niki shouted. “Y ou expect me to care about upsetting the servants? They were born
to serve usand weto rule them. You can't be serious?’

Fredrik needed away to keep Niki quiet and docile long enough to get the inheritance taken care of.
“Niki,” helectured, “if you want to rule somebody, we will be ruling from Beggars Corner. If you want
to livein splendor and wedth, you will treat the servants civilly. 1 don’t know how to be more clear
about this, Niki, but if you get the servants mad, we will be running for our lives. If you keep them



happy, wewill be very happy. Do you understand?’

“I' will try,” Niki pouted. “At least for awhile, but | expect you to find away around this problem. |
cannot be a proper Lady when | have to go around worrying about whether or not the servants are
thrilled to be servants. When are we going out to see the town?’

“Tomorrow at the earliest,” Fredrik answered. “I need time to make sure that we are on solid footing
before we chance answering the inevitable questions about our late uncle. | need to learn al about him
and the servants know agreat dedl. | will uncover some more about himin his study and library. | aso
ordered Orthan to move my belongingsinto the Master’ s Suite to get them used to the idea of anew
Lord. You may join methere or keep your present suite whatever pleasesyou. Either way, you areto
give the appearance of being my lover. We have agreat chance here, Niki, but it will require constant
attention to detailsif we areto pull it off.”

“I will put on agreat appearance,” nodded Niki. “Don’t you worry about me, but remember your
promise to discover away to replace the servants eventually.”

Fredrik shook his head as he left Niki’ssuite. The best way to clear his head would beto
concentrate on learning more about Lord Alrecht. Orthan came into the study with a paper for Lord
Wason to sign and to announce that the artist had arrived. Fredrik looked at the paper, which gave
Orthan the powersthat he waslooking for and hesigned it. The artist proved to be quite capable and
quick, aswel. Within three hours he had completed a portrait of Lord Alrecht and his young nephew,
Fredrik Wason. He had painted Fredrik ayear or two younger than he was now, but everyone would
believe now that Fredrik was the nephew of Lord Alrecht. Orthan showed the artist out and returned
with Fredrik to hang the painting in the Lord’ s study.

“Your artist appears quite competent,” Fredrik remarked.

“Heisthat, My Lord,” smiled Orthan. “I think it is best to bring you up to date on thelife of Lord
Alrecht thisevening. | have arranged for a barrister to come tomorrow a noon to secure your rightsto
the inheritance. The man knew Lord Alrecht well, so hewill not be easy to fool, but | happen to know
that he was gone from the town for three monthstwo yearsago. That iswhy | had the painting made
with you being dightly younger. The story will bethat you visited during that time frame and thet isthe
only time you and your uncle ever met. The barrister will, of course, state that your uncle never
mentioned you. Y ou will laugh and explain that he was probably very embarrassed about your existence
because of the way hissister shut him out of her life.”

Orthan poured another round of brandy and sat down. “Y ou will point out how Uncle Amos had
made advances to his own sister when they were young and how she hated him for it. Explain that your
mother never wanted you to even know about Uncle Amos s existence and that Uncle Amas probably
felt the same way. Then about two years ago, your mother died and you learned of Uncle Amos by
going through her things and decided to vigt. Y ou had avery nicevigt after avery rocky start and you
returned home after afew months, promising to tie up affairs there and return to live with him.”

Orthan downed the rest of hisbrandy and continued. “Asthings turned out, you met ayoung woman
while closing your affairs at home and that delayed your trip back here until now, only to find that you
had returned too late. A little emotion of losing your only relaive at this point would certainly be helpful.”

Orthan continued laying out a plan that covered every little detail until the wee hours of the morning.
Hewould not let Fredrik take notes and demanded that the young Lord repeat everything back to him
until he was satisfied that the story was solid. During the session, Fredrik began to think of Orthan fondly



and the butler appeared to return the emotion.

Fredrik would have enjoyed deeping late the next morning, but Orthan got him up with the coming of
lightness and gtarted grilling him about hisuncle. By thetimethe barrister arrived, Fredrik almost
believed that Amos had been hisred uncle and the interview went quite well. The barrister was
extremely skepticd at the start of the interview, but as he fired questions at the young man, he dowly
became convinced that Amos had kept a grand secret from him. The testimony from the servants about
the time that Fredrik was to have been there two years ago, sealed the case in the barrister’ smind.

Papers were drawn up certifying Fredrik as Lord Wason of the Manor and legally transferring al of
Lord Alrecht’s property into hisname. The barrister hoped that the new Lord would continue to use his
sarvices as Lord Alrecht had in the past and Fredrik assured him that Uncle Amos sfaithin his
barrister’ s services was enough to ensureit.

After the barrister |eft, Orthan broke out a bottle of champagne and dl of the servants joined the new
young Lord in celebrating their good fortune. That was when Niki walked into the room.

“Just what has gotten into you, Fredrik?’ she demanded. “The whole town would die laughing if they
could see you now. How do you expect the servants to respect your authority if you spend your days
cavorting with them.”

Fredrik just laughed. “Come and join the celebration, Niki. | have just been confirmed asthe new
Lord Wason of the Manor. Orthan, seeto the Lady’ s glass, please.”

Orthan poured Niki aglass of champagne, but the rest of the servants quietly dipped out of the
room. Orthan handed Niki the glasswith adight bow. “It isvery gracious of our Lord to allow usto
sharein hisgood fortune, My Lady. | assure you that the servantswill not take this as an excuse to
become overly friendly or to forget their Sation.”

“If they do,” Niki clearly stated, “1 will be sureto remind them. Fredrik, I think it ishigh time we got
out and saw our town. Orthan, ready a carriage, the Lord and Lady are going out.”

Orthan shot Fredrik a glance before bowing and making his exit to get the carriage ready. Miranda
camein and cleared away the glasses and the bottle of champagne as Fredrik and Niki were leaving.
Mirandatook the glassesinto the kitchen and Aliciaturned on her.

“How can you stand that woman?’ Aliciacried. “Shetreats uslikedirt and sheisasphony asa
marriage proposa from aseaman. Do you have any idea of what she has put me through today?”

“Now, now,” grinned Miranda, “you'll just haveto learn to grin and beer it.”

“Perhaps | deserve that from you,” Aliciasobbed, “but | do not deserve anything of the sort from
her. She had me bring her teasix timesthismorning. Not Sx different times, but Six times because each
cup of teal brought her was not to her liking. It wastoo sweet, too tart, too hot, too cold, and findly the
wrong blend of teas. Thelast cup | managed to leave in her room and dip out before she noticed me.
Before that it was awhole series of problemswith her rooms. She found dirt here and dust there. The
curtains were crooked, crooked mind you. All thisfrom agirl who has probably never seen aroom with
curtainsbefore. And dl of the time shetrests me likedirt, like | should kiss her arse because sheis
alowing meto serve her. | don't think | can take it much more, Miranda.”

“I'm sorry, Alicia” Mirandagpologized. “1 was bitter when you made that comment to me, but | am



willing to let that go. Still, we need to do something about her. 1 will speak with Orthan when he
returns. Perhaps he will have someidess”

“I hope he does,” Aliciasaid asshedried her tears. “That Fredrik isnot so bad aboy. He sthe one
that’ s been given the goods and yet he treats usright properly. Maybe Orthan could talk him into
dumping her.”

Orthan climbed up into the carriage and drove out through the gateway. He took the coupleona
grand tour of the town, waving to many of the residents asthey passed. Fredrik wasimpressed at how
many people smiled and waved at the carriage asit passed. The old sea captain must have been fairly
popular in Cida. Everyone treated the carriage and its occupants with respect including the
mercenaries. Fredrik mentally set himsalf to ask Orthan about them later. The tour lasted about an hour
and, thankfully, Niki did not demand to stop anywhere and get out. Fredrik was not surethat Cida was

ready for her yet.

Orthan helped Niki down out of the carriage and she didn’t even nod to him as she swept in through
the front door of the mansion. Fredrik hurried after Niki while Orthan took care of the carriage. Niki
was excited as she waked to her suite. “Did you see how the people loved us, Fredrik? Just about
everybody waved at me. It's probably been avery long time since a Lady resided here. One of the
maids told me that the old sea captain lived aquiet lifedone. They arelikely as excited about usaswe
ae’”

“I am surethey are, Niki,” Fredrik sighed, “but we must remember to go dow here. |f we proceed
too quickly, wewill loseit dl.”

Fredrik left Niki to get ready for dinner and went downgtairs to ask Orthan about the mercenaries
and what type of relationship they had with the town. Orthan wasjust coming in through the kitchen and
when he saw Fredrik he headed towards him.

“Lord Wason,” he started, “1 think we may have aproblem. I’'m afraid your Lady Niki iscausng
some grief withthemaids. | just passed Alicia, and Miranda has told me that the poor woman has been
intears ever sncewe left for thetour. Shethinksyour Lady hasit infor her and istrying to drive her to
quit. Now, we both know that Aliciais not going to quit and there lies the problem.”

Fredrik looked wesarily at Orthan and nodded. “I don’t know what to do with her, Orthan. I've
never seen her likethis. She has aways been headstrong and stubborn, but she has never been so
foolish. I will try to talk some senseinto her, but we should dl try to make thisthing work.”

“I agree, Lord Wason,” Orthan stated, “but part of our agreement was that the servants would be
respected and treated fairly. | do expect you to hold your end of the bargain. We dl agreethat you are
aright fine young man to serve and we have no grievance with you, but you must do something to nip
your young Lady before things get out of hand.”

Fredrik grimaced and headed back for the stairs. Somehow the task of dedling with Niki right now
did not make Fredrik smile.

Sapphireof the Fairies



Chapter 9
Gypsy

Arik and Tedi hated when the wagon came into sight, not knowing who or what lay ahead. Garth
caught up to them and motioned them forward. “It'sokay,” hesad, “thewagonisKainas. She'll be
happy to seeyou again.”

Arik was about to say that he had never seen Kalinawhen the woman stepped into view and waved
to them. “That's the woman who wandered into our campsite,” Arik whispered to Tedi.

Tedi nodded and whispered back, “I told you | didn’'t believein coincidences.” The boyskicked
their horses forward and entered the clearing, followed by Garth leading the extra horse.

“Iseverything okay?’ Kalinaasked. “I cantell by the horsesthat you ran into some Dark Riders.”

“| suppose they are busy counting their dead,” Garth stated. “They had these boys surrounded and
they seemed pretty determined to get their hands on them. Can't say as| ever recall hearing of Dark
Riderswading in the surf to capture anyone.”

“Take care of the horses, Garth,” Kainainstructed, “I will get some food and blankets for our
guests. They must be hungry with what they have been through and | can see that they are soaked.
Stoke up the fire some more after you' re done with the horses and we' Il seeif we can dry them out.”

“Excuseme,” Tedi interrupted. “I appreciate your hospitality, but | am not abeliever in
coincidences. 'Y ou wandered into our campsitein Lorgo and now you just happen to send this bandit
after usto protect usfrom Dark Riders. Who are you redlly and what do you want with us?’

Arik looked stunned a Tedi’ simpertinence, but Kadinajust smiled. “I would be sorely disappointed
if you believed that | would risk Garth’slife just to play gameswith you. You boys are destined to
greatness and any person who would stand by and alow you to fdl into the hands of the Dark Oneisa
person whom | would not want to associate with. Allow meto introduce mysdf. | anKadina |1 ama
gypsy and have some sense of foretelling. When | walked into your campsite the other day, | was struck
with an aura of greatness and goodness, which emanated from you two boys. | mentioned thisto Garth
and he told me that one of you had tried snesking into our campsite before we reached Lorgo.”

“l wasn't trying to snegk in,” protested Tedi. “I thought you were agang of banditsand | wanted to
know your intent with regardsto Lorgo.”

Garth laughed out loud as he was securing the horses and Kainasmiled. “1 am sure,” she continued,
“but | dso do not believe in coincidences. When Garth told me about the witch who was interested in
you, | vowed that | would look after you until you were capable of protecting yourselves.”

“So, if we decided we were capable of protecting ourselves, you wouldn't stop us from leaving?’
Arik asked.

“I would never stop you from going your own way,” Kalina declared adamantly. “Did Garth force
you to come here? If hedid, | will have wordswith him.”



“No,” Arik admitted, “ he did not force us, dthough our choiceswere dim at thetime.”

“Wll, your choices are not much better now,” Kalinasaid, “but you are freeto leave at any time.
Before you decide to up and leave, though, let me give you some advice. | doubt that you boys have
ever been out of Lorgo before, because you seem totaly unaware of what iswaiting for you out there.
Garth can train you to take care of yourselves. He can teach you how to ride ahorse, use asword, be
quieter intheforest, lay fasetrails, and read the trails of others. Thereis so much that Garth can teach
you that | would think you foolish if you did not avail yourselves of the opportunity to learn from him, but
the choiceisyours. Should | bring you dinner, or will you be on your way?’

“Aslong aswe arefreeto leave when wewish,” Arik said forcefully, “we will stay and appreciate
your generosity.”

Garth strode over and stood before the boys. Reaching down dowly he took the sword and
scabbard from Arik’shand. “1 can gtitch the belt on thisfor you,” Garth uttered. “Unfortunately, | was
inabit of ahurry when | cut it loose.”

Arik let the sword go and Garth turned to Tedi and took his sword, aswell. Kainaemerged from the
wagon with severa blankets, which she draped over the boys like a caring mother. “Slip out of your wet
clothesand | will dry them over thefire,” Kalinaadded as she turned to prepare plates of dinner for
Garth and the boys.

Tedi could smell theturkey and redlized that it had been sometime since he and Arik had eaten a
medl. The boys managed to wiggle out of their clothes and Kaina collected them as she handed the boys
mugs of hot coffee. Both boys shivered dightly astheir skinfindly redized that it was cold and wet.

They pulled the blankets close around themselves as they spped their coffee. After ashort period of
time, Garth came over and sat by the fire just as Kainawas bringing plates of food. Tedi toreinto the
turkey, turnips and some kind of green, leafy vegetable that he had never seen. The boys cleaned their
plates quickly and Kaina gave them another serving of everything.

Arik could not believeit, but by the time they had finished dinner, the boys clothes were dry and
warm. They wiggled into their clothes under the blankets and eventually et the blankets drop from their
shoulders. Garth finished mending the scabbards and returned the swords to the boys. “Tomorrow we
will beginingruction on how to usethose,” he commented.

“What about the Dark Riders?” inquired Arik. “Won't they track usto here? Shouldn’t we be
moving on?’

“They will first assess the damage that has been done to them,” smiled Garth as he stripped off his
scabbard straps and shirt and refastened the sword to hisback. “Then they will suspect that alarge
group ambushed their men and they will send for reinforcements. If we leave in the morning, wewill be
wdll ahead of them. Asfor them tracking usto here, it will not be as easy asthey areused to. Thereare
tricksto covering your path that | can explain to you when thetimeisright.”

Arik looked around the campsite and saw Kainadoing something at the back of the wagon, safely
outside the range of hearing. “Garth,” he began, “you seem to be quite capable of taking care of yourself
and you don’t seem to be too fond of Tedi and me. Why would you risk your life to save us and then
offer to teach usyour tricks? Surdly, it isnot just because Kdinathinks we are destined for greatness,
whatever that means.”

Garth smiled grimly and stared at Arik. “Kainaisagreat woman,” he said quietly. “If she sees



something specid in you two, then there is something specid. Frankly, | see nothing but two fisherboys
who have run away from home and wish to play at the games of men asif they knew therules”

“Y our compassion is heartwarming,” snipped Tedi. “Perhaps, if you looked, you would see two
young boys whose mothers were stolen from them and forced to leave their fathers because Dark Riders
and banditswon't let them livein peace. Perhapsif you lost something or someone you love, you
wouldn’t be so damn aoof about other peopl€’ stroubles.”

Garth’sface grew visbly taut and the veins of histemples and neck bulged considerably. Herose
slently and walked across the campsite to aclear areawd | away from Kaina and the boys and whipped
his sword out of the sheath on hisback. Slowly he began moving his sword back and forth asif fighting
someinvisblefoe. Hisarmsand feet moved surely like the fine steps of a choreographed dance. The
sword moved high and low, varying from sweepsto lunges, from checksto severs, dowly picking up
speed until the blade became hard to focus on.

Kalina came out of the wagon with atray of small, dried sweet cakes, which she brought to the boys.
Shelooked over at Garth and sat next to the boys. “What were you talking about?’ she asked.

“| get thefedling that Garth isnot red happy about us being here,” remarked Tedi. “1 told him that he
should have more compassion for other people instead of only thinking about himself.”

Garth was moving faster now. Hisarmsand feet began moving so fast that it appeared he wasjust
jumping around at random, but closer ingpection reved ed that each stroke of his sword was centered on
thesameinvishlefoe. At agpeed that Arik thought would make most people dizzy, Garth’ severy
movement was sure-footed and precise. While the hit with his sword might be high, low or in between,
they al would have hit theinvisblefoe.

“Y ou truly do not understand Garth,” Kdinasaid softly. “He haslost more than any man | know and
he bears the responsibility for each and every loss. He does not dwell long on his own problems because
the weight of them would crush him. Instead, he devotes hislife to other people s problems. He helps
those who are incapable of helping themselves. Sometimesthey are grateful, sometimes they are not, but
awaysthey think that their problems are theworst in the world. None of them have ever thought to ask
about his problems, not that he would discussthem if anyone did ask.”

Kainasighed and looked back at Garth. He was now fighting acircle of invisible foes, twirling round
and round and varying the stroke so that no opponent could foretell the stroke that would be aimed at
him. Swesat poured down hisbody in rivers, yet his breath appeared even and measured. Arik and Tedi
stared at his rippling muscles and sure steps and were amazed at the variety of strokes he could deliver
with the sword. Kalinarose and went back to the wagon.

“Perhaps, you spoke hastily,” Arik chided. “It did not appear to me that the man who killed ten Dark
Ridersthat were after uswasthinking only of himself.”

“Hegot memad,” responded Tedi sheepishly. “Hewastreating uslike little boysthat had stolen
some candy and gotten caught.”

“Maybethat is how we appear,” commented Arik. “What does he know of us? Y ou tried to sneak
into his camp and he scared you off. One sight of him in town and we both ran into thewoods. Then he
overheard me bragging about how quiet | wasand | didn’'t even know hewasthere. Findly, we get
ourselves caught in atrap with no way out and we just ran, mindless of how we were going to escape.
Maybe that iswhat we are, a couple of kidswho think we know more than we do. Maybe our



problems are not so bad after dl. 1t might be that we just don’t know how to handle them.”

Garth was now fighting an ever bigger force of imaginary foes. One that was spread out farther
gpart. Garth would dash and legp towards another member of the attackers or roll across the intervening
ground and strike out with hisfeet as he swung at yet another. It was hard to determine how many foes
Garth wasfacing, but however many there were, Arik would not like to be one of them.

“I guess | was hasty,” admitted Tedi. “The man did save our lives no matter how ill | fed towards
him. | would have said that he could have died saving our lives, but in watching him, | don’t think those
Dark Riders had achance.”

“It only takes one dash or one arrow to kill the best warrior, Tedi,” Arik reminded. “Any time you go
into battle, there is a chance you won’'t come out. He may be quite capable, but he risked hislife to save
ours. Not only do we owe him a chanceto explain, | want to learn some of what he canteachme. I'm
going to gtick around for awhile, at least until | fed alittle more comfortable about defending myself.”

“I won't say that | like the thought of staying,” declared Tedi, “but | will agreeto stay if you are not
stubborn when it comestimeto go.”

“Agreed,” Arik stated and turned to watch Garth, who was now using theterrainto aid himin
defeeting hisfoes, from backing hisfoeinto sumbling over arock to swinging from alow hanging branch
to disable one foe while dashing at another. It was amarve ous display to watch until you redlized that it
was the dance of aman dedling out death to other men.

Garth continued on for over haf an hour before Kalina emerged from the wagon with atowel and a
clean shirt for Garth. Arik rose and intercepted her before she reached Garth. “Would it bedl right if |
took it to him?” Arik asked.

Kdinalooked at the boy and findly smiled. “I think that would be agood idea, Arik. Let him see
you gpproach, though.”

Arik nodded and took the towd and shirt from Kaina. Slowly, he walked towards Garth and stood
outsdethecircle of imaginary foes. Garth gave no indication of having seen Arik, but ended up rolling
directly to the boy’ sfeet while sheathing his sword asherose. Slently he stripped off the sheeth
strapping and reached for thetowel. Arik had expected the man to be gasping for breeth after the
workout, but Garth was only panting dightly. After aquick wipe down, Garth wrapped the towel around
his head and took the shirt from Arik and put it on. Without thought, he strapped the sword to his back.
“Thank you, fisherboy. That was thoughtful.”

“I would prefer that you call me Arik,” the boy responded, “and | would be pleased if you would
teach me somethingsthat will hdp me survive”

Garth nodded thoughtfully. “1 would be pleased to teach you what | canin thetimeyou dlot to stay
with us, Arik. Wewill begininthe morning.”

Garth walked past the fire and squatted next to Tedi. “1 owe you an gpology,” Garth declared. “I
should be more sengitive about other people sfedings. | sometimes believe that acknowledging a
problem as being severeis giving an edgeto your enemies. | refuse to do so with my own problems, but
| should not expect othersto fed the sameway. Still, do not think that your problems are so bad that
you have no say inyour future. Y our actionswill determine what becomes of you, not the actions of
others. Alwayskeep faith in yoursdf and dways dtrive to better yoursdlf.”



Tedi sat stunned by Garth’s comments as the man got up and strode out of the campsite. Arik came
over and sat next to hisfriend. Tedi turned to him and shook hishead. “1 wonder if heis playing with my
mind,” Tedi mumbled to himsdlf. “Firgt, he'sabad guy, then good, then bad again. Why can't anything
be smple? Why can't he be one or the other?’

“Heiswho heis,” philosophized Arik. “Neither of usisasmple creature, why should he be?’

The boys sat quietly gazing at the campfire. After an hour had passed Garth returned to the campsite
looking refreshed. “Thereisastream out that way about a quarter of amilein case you arein the mind
for refreshing inthemorning,” Garth said. “Now it istimefor usto retire. Tomorrow will be ahard day
for you. | assumethat Tedi will bereceving lessonsaswell. Wewill begin in the morning with learning
to ride ahorse properly. After breakfast, you will get achanceto practice on thetrail aswe move south
from here. Tomorrow evening we focus on caring for the horses and smple self-defense. Good night.”

“Shouldn’t we set asentry?” Arik asked. “The Dark Riders are not that far away.”

“It won't be necessary tonight,” assured Garth and then he disgppeared behind the wagon. The boys
were tired enough to have no problemsfaling adeep.

The boyswoke at early light and looked around the campsite. Nothing seemed to be moving and
they rose and gathered their blanketsinto aroll. Tedi was startled when Garth walked in from the woods
without making a sound.

“Good morning,” Garth announced. “I hope you are ready for your lessons.

Arik gtifled ayawn and seemed to belooking around for something to est. Garth gathered the two
horses the boys had rode in on and led them towards the pile of saddles. For two hours the boys
learned the rudimentary facts of horse caring and how to properly mount and guide the horses, before
Kdinacalled that breakfast was ready.

Kalina served abountiful breakfast of some kind of eggs, too large for chicken eggs, and bacon that
was saltier than any Arik had ever tasted. Only the bread was a disappointment, being hard and crusty.
Coffee was served with ahdf lemon and Arik watched how Garth devoured this before attempting it
himsdlf. Biting into the lemon was like ashock to his nervous system, but the taste of the coffee
afterwards was superb. Arik couldn’t help comparing it to the wonderful relief you felt after pulling out a
hook that was stuck in your hand.

After breakfast everyone helped to clean up the campsite and Garth hitched two horsesto the
wagon. Healso tied two horsesto the rear of the wagon, a beautiful white mare and the dun stallion he
had acquired from the Dark Riders. The boys rode the geldings that Garth had given them to escape on.
Arik’ swas solid black and Tedi’ swas black with awhite blaze. Garth, of course, rode hisblack stallion.

Therewasn't much of atrail at firgt, but Garth led them dightly southwest until they hit a seldom used
but decent path southward. For hoursthey rode mostly in silence with only the sounds of the birds or an
occasiona word from Garth on their riding skills. Kalina passed out some dried beef and crusty breed
and they ate lunch whileriding. Just asthe sky began to darken, Garth shot forward without
explanation. Ten minutes|ater, he returned and spoke with Kalina and then announced that they would
be stopping for the night.

Garth led them to a clearing dongside a brook and motioned for the boysto follow him asKaina



positioned the wagon where shewanted it. Garth dismounted and instructed the boys on their dutiesin
caring for the horses and then jogged off to collect firewood. After the fire was started and the animals
tended to, Garth produced a couple of wooden lath swords and started instructing the boysin the basics
of swordsmanship. He worked the boysfor an hour before Kalinaindicated that dinner was ready.

The dinner consisted of fried river trout and turnips and some more of that leafy green vegetable.
When Kalina saw the boys examining the trout, she laughed.

She nodded towards the brook and chuckled. “Y ou didn’t think | was darning socks while you men
played with your swords, did you? They are probably abit smaller than your typica st water fish, but |
assureyou they are quite tasty.”

After dinner Garth lit a pipe and leaned his back against alargerock. “We'll rest abit before we start
ingructionsagain,” Garth announced. When the boys stifled small groans, Garth looked at them with an
arched eyebrow. “If you wish me to make warriors out of you before you leave, we do not have much
timeto spare. Why, you aready spent most of the day just Sitting.”

Tedi actudly chuckled until hetried to change his stting position and the pain shot through histhighs.
“I'm not surewhat isworse,” he said, “being killed outright by the Dark Riders or being killed dowly by
you.”

Garth just smiled and leaned his head back againgt thetree. “Thefirst few daysaretheworst,” he
offered softly. “You'd be surprised at how quick the body adjuststo accept pain. Y ou're not going
through anything that your fathers didn’t go through.”

“My father never had to ride ahorse or swing asword,” laughed Arik.
Garth leaned forward and looked at the boys. *Y our fathers did both and I'm sure they did it well.”

Both boys|ooked in amazement at Garth, but it was Tedi who took the bait. “What do you know
about our fathersthat we don't?’ he asked.

“I know that they were both soldiers before they took up fishing,” Garth sated. “And from the
courage they both exhibited, | would think they were very good soldiers.”

“How do you know that?’ inquired Arik. “And what courage are you talking about?’

“And now | can tell that they are not boastful men,” Garth laughed. “Asfor them being soldiers, itis
obvious. When aman enters an army, the army breaks the man down to subservience and when he has
learned to obey, they bring him up to leadership so he knows how to command. This conditioning marks
amanfor life. Hewill never douch again. Hewill never walk down astreet in adaze obliviousto his
surroundings. Hiseyeswill learn to evaduate without conscious thought. Both of your fatherslearned
their lessonswell. Asfar astheir courage, not many men would messwith the likes of me, yet Master
Markd shadowed mefor an entire day. He knew that | knew he was watching me, yet he refused to be
scared away. Very admirable and courageous. Master Clavawaked into the Fisherman’sInnand sat in
asedt that no one dsein the entire town would st in. The seet right across from me.”

Garth was amused at the shock on the boys' faces. Their fathers were good men and the boys were
s0 closeto them that they did not seeit as other men saw it. “Oh,” Garth continued, “did | forget to
mention that Master Clava threatened to kill meif | harmed his son or his son’ sfriend?’



Theboys jaws dropped and their eyes grew wide. They knew that Arik’sfather went to talk to the
bandit, but threatening to kill him? Had he redly done that?

“Don’t look so surprised, boys,” Garth said serioudy. “Y our fathers love you very much and they
would dieto protect you. Y ou should be proud to be their sons.” Garth’s eyes clouded over and he
looked away.

Kalina suddenly came over and entered the conversation. “Garth said that Master Clava recounted
the incident with the bandits and that your mothers were taken away. When did that happen?’

Arik looked from Garth to Kalinawondering what open sore Garth was trying to hide. “It was about
three years ago,” hereplied absently. “Thefour of uswere out fishing at thetime. When we returned to
port, our fathersleft us at the inn and went out to find them. They returned weeks later with no news.”

“Y ou have my sympathies,” Kainaassured them. “Theloss of aloved oneisavery hitter fruit to
swalow. Do youthink they Hill live somewhere?

Arik’s own eyes started to water and Tedi rose and walked away towardsthe horses. “I don't
know,” Arik conceded. “I hopethey are and that they arewdll, but | really don’t ever expect to see
themagain.”

Kalinanodded sympathetically. “Y our fathers must have been devastated aswell asyou. Tolose
your wife and have to work al day and till look after ayoung boy isno easy task. How old wereyou
when it happened?’

Tearswereforming in Arik’ seyesnow. “It was hard on them. Probably even harder than on us
athoughwedidn’'t redizeit at thetime. Taking care of us probably wasn't that bad on them, though.
Even though we were only fourteen, we were il able to help with thefishing, but Tedi’ sfather took it
especidly hard. 1t was only thislast week that he findly came out of it.”

Kdinasmiled now that she knew she had two children who were born in the year of the Collapse.
“Wall, if you could give me descriptions of your mothers, we may be able to ask some questions. | don't
want to get your hopes up falsdly, but it never hurtsto keep an eye out.”

“I would appreciate that,” Arik said thankfully. “I don’t expect to find them, but | will never siop
looking.”

Garth seemed to have regained his composure and knocked his pipe out. “Enough talk for now,” he
sad gruffly. “Itistimeyou boys started to learn your skills. Grab your practice swords and we' |l see
how that trout affected your balance.”

Sapphireof the Fairies
Chapter 10

Trouble



Fredrik walked into Niki’ s suite and closed the door. “Miranda said you wanted to see me, Niki,”
Fredrik opened. “I wasinthe study. Y ou can come see me anytime you want. Isthere aproblem?’

“A problem?’ she snipped. “Why should there be a problem? |’ ve done as you told me and not
pestered the servants. Now every timethat damn Aliciacomesin here she hasasmirk on her face. Itis
onething not to pester the servants, but quite another to be laughed at by them. | really don’t understand
why you pamper them. We should firethe lot and get servantstheat are appropriately trained. | have
waited dl of my lifefor my destiny to be fulfilled and now that it iswithin my grasp, you want to spoil it
forme”

“Spail it!” Fredrik remarked increduloudy. “You can't be serious. We are set up asLord and Lady
of the Manor at seventeen. Thisisadream cometrue. If some writer made a story up about this
happening, nobody would accept it as anything but fantasy. If the old sea captain had any children to
receive hisinheritance, do you realize how old they would be? Niki, we have got it made!”

“I don’'t know how you can be so happy,” she pouted. “The servants act like they own this place and
you think that you are the Lord. How long before the people in the streets start laughing at us?’

“Niki, | don’t careif thewholetown laughs,” declared Fredrik. “We arerich and they arenot. As
soon as Orthan liquidates some of the out-holdings, we will have more money than we know what to do
with. The peoplein thetown will comearound. | have ameeting with Captain Grecho thismorning.
Imaginethat. The Captain of the Mercenaries coming to pay cal onme. Y ou said you wanted aprivate
army, well, thisisthe man to start with.”

“But everything ismoving so dowly,” Niki complained. “The people should dready recognize me as
their queen and you have me worrying about how | treat the servants. And why isthe butler liquidating
anything? Itisour property and you areletting some old scam artist handle our finances.”

“WEe ve been through this before,” Fredrik said impatiently. “ Orthan knows more about the finances
than | canlearninayear. Itisonly naturd for him to handle the books.”

“I think you are just being selfish,” Niki exploded. “You do not really careif | ever become queen.
Y ou have some plot with the servantsto cash in al of the assets and then desert me here with no
support. That'swhy you spend eveningsin the study plotting with Orthan.”

“Okay,” Fredrik conceded, “1 promised not to tell asoul, but | will explain everything. The morning
after we arrived, Orthan cornered mein the sudy. He explained that the servants have served the old
sea cgptain for many years and they knew for afact that the man had no brothers or ssters.”

“The nerve of the man speaking that way to hisLord,” Niki admonished.

“Niki,” Fredrik pleaded, “please pay attention. | wasnot hisLord and he knew it. If Amos had no
brothers or sigters, he certainly could not have any nephews or nieces.”

“Thenwhy didn’t he go to the authorities?” Niki asked.

“Because,” Fredrik explained, “if there was no heir to become Lord of the Manor, there would be no
jobsfor the servants. Orthan saw away for dl of usto sharein Lord Alrecht’s misfortune. He promised
to have me legally accepted as Lord Alrecht’ s nephew and heir if | would make certain concessionsto
the servants. | promised to dlow him to handle the finances and to treat the servants with respect and
kindness. It redly isagood dedl for dl of us”



“1 can't believe that you were redlly taken in so eadly,” she chided. *Y ou dlowed the Lord to be
dictated to by servants demands?’

Exasperated, Fredrik sat down. “The Lord was not dictated to by servants, Niki. A young boy was
offered ascheme by some servants that allows him to become rich and assume thetitle of Lord which
does not belong to him. Oneword from any of the servants and we would be running for our lives.”

“But now that you have legd title,” Niki schemed, “you can get rid of them and it will be only
servants words againgt the word of the Lord.”

“I have no intention of going back on my dedl, Niki,” Fredrik ingsted. “I have no need to. From
what Orthan says, the estates are plentiful and we will have more wedlth than we can spend. If the
servants had any ideathat | would not honor my pledge, | am positive that they could ruin us. Please,
just keep being pleasant to the servants and everything is going to be better than you could ever hope
for. | haveto see Captain Grecho now, but we will talk more of thislater.”

Fredrik rose and left and Niki just sat there lost in her own little world of scheming. Hopefully, the
meeting would not take long and he could convince Niki to play aong with the servants. Fredrik walked
to the study and Captain Grecho was dready there and Orthan was dutifully serving him aglass of
brandy. “Ah, the Lord of the Manor, Lord Wason. Sir, thisis Captain Grecho of the Cidal Mercenary
Company. If you have no further need of me, Lord Wason, | will withdraw and await your cal.”

“Thank you, Orthan, that will befine,” Fredrik said. “Captain Grecho, | am pleased to make your
acquaintance.”

“Lord Wason,” the Captain greeted, | gpologize for not coming sooner, but | had asmall matter of
contract negotiationsto take care of. | wish to offer my sincerest condolences on the loss of your uncle.
| want you to know that your uncle was certainly not considered a sorcerer by the people of thistown.
The townspeople have no ssomach for magic and would never have put up with aLord who even
condoned its use, never mind practiced it. No, | fed sure that the charges were merely expedient to the
Black Devilsto havetheir way. Certainly, if my company had found out what they were up to, we would
have dain the bunch of them.”

Fredrik gulped as he nodded hishead. The Captain talked on for an hour and ahaf, welcoming him
to town and explaining as much about Cidal as he could. He offered the services of his company to the
Manor if the need arose and thanked him for the Manor’ s generous help in the past. Fredrik half listened
as hefretted about Niki’ stemper and her foolish willingnessto use magic carelessly. At theend of the
discussion, Captain Grecho demanded that Lord Wason accompany him to review thefitness of his
Company and see the plans he had for enlarging hisgarrison. It was clear to Fredrik that to refuse would
be starting the relationship off on avery bad foot.

Fredrik informed Orthan that he was going out and caught aglimpse of Mirandaand Aliciaarguing as
he passed through the entrance hall. Fredrik began to wonder again if hislife wouldn’t be smpler without
women init. Orthan aso shook his head at the two maids and went out to get away from it asmuch as
he did to check on the horses.

Mirandalooked flustered. “Alicia, you haveto curb your temper more. | know thewomanis
difficult, but even you have to admit that she has been better these last few days.”

“Aye, she' s been better,” pouted Alicia. “She'd be better till if you took care of her. If | gointhere



with asmile, she complainsthat I'm laughing at her. If | don’t smile, she complainsthat I'm scowling a
her. Either way, shetreatsmeasif | wereadog. Master Wason and Master Alrecht never had any
problemswithme. | domy jobdl right, | do.”

“Your work isfine, Alicia” soothed Miranda. “If | suddenly take your place, the Lady will complain
about you running the place and that will start another row. 1 will talk with Orthan about giving you a
holiday. Perhapsabit of time away from each other will cam you both down. | am surethat Lord
Wason will reedily agree”

“Well, | could use ahbit of aholiday,” Aliciacheered. “A couple of extrapence would help abit,
too,” she pushed.

Miranda nodded asthe bell rang again. “But, first, you will haveto finish today at least. Whatever
shethrowsat you, just bite your tongue and swallow it. We have agood thing going hereand Il not
have you spailing it.”

“Yes, Miranda,” Aliciasaid as she scurried up stairsto answer Niki’sbell.

Aliciaknew she wasin trouble when she entered Niki’ s suite and the woman was standing there
tapping her arm with agrim determination on her face. “My Lady rang?’ Aliciasaid.

“Yes, | rang and you took long enough to get here,” scowled Niki. “Whereismy lunch? | asked for
lunch an hour ago.”

“Begging My Lady’ s pardon,” Aliciatrembled, “but you said you didn’t want any lunch today.”

“Fool!” shouted Niki. *Y ou offered me crab meat or salmon for lunchand | sad if | couldn’t have
lobster, | wouldn’t eat. Don’'t you know ademand for |obster when you hear one? Do you expect me
to starve while you and the others stuff your pockets with my money?’

Alicialogt it and exploded. “How do you expect meto read your mind?’ shouted Alicia. “You said
you wouldn't east and now you wonder where your lunch is? And asfor the money, you don't havea
penceto your name. You are here at the sufferance of Lord Wason and mercy knowswhy he puts up
withyou.”

Niki’ sface grew bright red and before she knew what she was doing, she straightened her arms and
lashed out with aForce Bolt. Aliciaflew back and was suspended about afoot off the floor with her
back pressed hard against thewall. The fury dowly drained from Niki’ sface and after afew moments
she released the pdll with the intention of apologizing to the maid. As soon asthe maid had her feet on
the ground, she spun and ran out of the room screaming at the top of her lungsthat there wasawitch in
the house.

Aliciaran down the gtairs and out the side door of the mansion, almost colliding with Orthan. Orthan
grabbed the woman and Miranda appeared through the door.

“Whatever isgoing on?’ demanded Miranda.
“I havenoidea,” confessed Orthan as the maid continued screaming, but no longer understandable.

Orthan shook the woman to get her to come to her senses and Fredrik arrived just intimeto see
Mirandadap her.



“What isthe problem?’ Fredrik asked.

Alicialooked at him with eyeswide with fear. “ She’'sawitch.” She screamed. “ Shel sawitch and
shetried tokill me. | haveto report her. Let mego.”

Fredrik and Orthan eyeslocked. “Miranda, hold her until | get back,” Orthan commanded and
dragged Fredrik inside.

“Thereisgoing to be great trouble,” Orthan confided. “Many thingswe could cover up, but thisis not
one of them. The Company will be out for blood. They may not bother you if you can prove that you
did not know, but they will kill her, for sure.”

Fredrik nodded sadly. “Orthan, | want you to detain her aslong as possible. It won't befor very
long because her screaming was quite evident from the street. If | die, you are out of ajob and | am out
of alife. Nether of uswantsthat. | am going onalongtrip. Handle everythingwhilel angone. If | do
not come back, just continue asif you expected meto be gonefor avery long time. Y ou will think of
something; at least you will be cared for. Asfor Niki, say that she became possessed after some bad
food. Make any excuseyou canthink of. | will get her far away from here. Tell the Mercenariesthat |
was chasing her south, trying to catch her and kill her. The Captain will believethat. Throw saddieson
the two fastest horsesand Il get our little witch down here as quickly as| can.”

“I’'mtruly sorry, Sir,” responded Orthan. “I’ve grown to likeyou. Weredlly pulled off agood one
and | think we could do more. Do come back, your Manor will be waiting.”

Fredrik smiled at the old man and ran up the gairs. Niki waswaiting at the top of the stairswith the
two travel bags that Fredrik had demanded they keep ready. “1’m sorry, Fredrik, | couldn’t help

mysdf.”

“I' know, Niki,” he stated sadly. “We probably didn’t belong here anyway. We haveto hurry. They
will kill youonsght.”

They each hefted one bag and hurried down the stairs and out the back door towards the stables.
Orthan was standing ready with two horses and asad face. He helped Niki up onto one of the horses
and she bent and kissed hishead. “I’m sorry, Orthan, | guess | made amess of everything. | thought
you were all the enemy, but | heard what you said to Fredrik while | was at the top of the stairs. Forgive
me”

Fredrik mounted up and instructed Niki to ride asfast as she could northward. After she took off,
Fredrik followed at adistance that might look like he was chasing her if anyonewaslooking. After they
got amile out of town, Fredrik caught up with Niki and they took asmal trail westward to get avay
from the road.

Arik and Tedi finished up their sword practice and sat down leaning againgt the wagon whedl. Garth
hadn’t been seen in an hour and they were bushed from the exertion of their mock battle with wooden
swords. Garth’sinstructions over the past few days had been unending. When they weretoo tired to
practice swordplay and too sore to practice riding, Garth would teach them about tracking or which type
of plant life was edible and which was poisonous. Hewas amercilessingtructor. If theboysdidn't learn
the lesson to his expectations, he started the lesson over again until they got it right. Severa times Tedli
threatened to walk away, not in front of Garth, of course, and Arik had persuaded him to remain. Arik
seemed to reve in the fighting skillswhile Tedi was more interested in thewoods lore. Both of the boys



enjoyed tracking and riding. Neither of them enjoyed the task of chopping firewood, but Garth was
ingstent that it would develop the very muscles they would need in swordplay.

The wagon shook dightly as Kdinaexited the wagon on the opposite side from the boys. “Y ou have
been gone longer than isnormally necessary,” Kadina could be heard saying. “Isthere something amiss?’

“Itisvery puzzling,” said avoicethat the boysrecognized as Garth’'s. “| am sure that someoneis
following us. All of the Sgnsarethere. They are not excellent trackers and stray off the path now and
then, but there can be no mistaking that they follow us.”

“Canyoutdl whoitis?" Kainaasked with atouch of worry in her voice.

“That isthe puzzling part,” conceded Garth. “I circle around them to determine who they are and no
oneisthere, yet | am pogtivetha my skillsare not failing me.”

Arik’s mouth dropped open at the statement. Arik had begun to believe that Garth could track afly
across the night sky with the skills and tricks he had been teaching the boys. For him to admit that
someone was following them and he could not find them defied the imagination.

“How many days now?’ Kalina asked.

“Threedays,” Garth stated. “They seem to know where we stop each night, but they never come
close enough for their fire to be discovered. “1 have aso varied our heading severa times each day and
awaysthey follow. There are timeswhen they lose our track, but they always manageto pick it up again
with some uncanny luck.”

“How are the boys coming dong?’” Kalinaasked, suddenly changing the subject.

“They spend way too much time resting and listening to other peopl€e' s conversations,” Garth said
Sernly.

Arik and Tedi snapped their heads up and saw Garth staring at them. They both scrambled to their
feet. “It wasnot our intention to listen,” Arik spat out with asheepish grin. “We weretoo tired to
continue with our swordplay and you had not returned. We only meant to rest awhile.”

“Tired, areyou?’ growled Garth. “If that doesn’t sound like a pleato cut some firewood, I’ ve never
heard one. Get moving.”

Tedi stood to argue and Arik ran into him as he turned to beat a hasty retreat. Both boystumbled to
the ground and when they finaly untangled themsdlves, Garth was gone again.

Tedi rose and brushed himsdlf off. “Why ishe dways so mean?’ questioned Tedi. “Weweren't
doing anything wrong and he gives us punishment. \We aready have more wood they we can possbly
burn. I’'m ready to be on my way.”

Arik chuckled and turned to hisfriend. “You just don't listen that well,” smiled Arik. “Oneof thefirst
daysthat we were with him, he described how the army handles new recruits. That iswhat he considers
us. Heisbreaking us down to be obedient. When heis confident that we know how to follow orders,
hewill begin building usup tolead. | don’t think he meansfor usto lead, but that isthe way the army
taught himto train. Remember, he gets nothing out of training us. Asyou just pointed out, he does't
need the wood we are about to chop. We need the discipline and muscle building. He knowswe are



tired and heisforcing usto go beyond our own thoughts of endurance. Come on, it isnot going to kill
LB”

Tedi grumbled about never having volunteered for any army as he followed Arik towardsthe
woodpile.

The next morning the wagon never moved. Garth sarted the boys off with their morning workout and
after breskfast thetraining continued. Garth observed theboys' archery skills and then gave them
pointers on improving their accuracy as well as the speed required to reload another arrow. After
archery practice, it was swordplay until the boyswere exhausted. While they were recuperating he
taught them tricks with arope and the various type of knots and their uses. When they were somewhat
refreshed it was back to swordplay. The next rest period was assigned to horse care and covering their
tracksin theforest.

The routine continued until about an hour before dinner when Garth set them to more swordplay and
disappeared. Garth returned just as Kalinawas serving adinner of pork and carrots with agreen pea
soup. Arik had downed the hog himsalf during one of the tracking sessions the day before and that had
led to alesson in butchering. The boyswere amost too tired to eat. Every other day was broken up by
the necessity of moving the wagon from one campsite to another, but this day had been brutal.

Garth sat down and took his plate from Kalinawithout aword. Everyone atein silence until the medl
wasover. Garth, asusud, lit his pipe after dinner and gazed at the boys before he spoke. “Whoever
they are, they did not move their camp today. It would appear that they wish to know wherewe are

going.”
“Wherearewe going?’ demanded Tedi. “Arik and | had plans to reestablish ourselvesin another
town, but since we have joined up with you, we have had no ideawhere we are heading.”

“Where were you heading?’ Kaina asked.

Tedi glanced at Arik and the tdler boy just shrugged. “Weweren't sure,” Tedi said. “Just some
place south of Lorgo. Any town that would accept us as apprentices would have been acceptable.”

“Have you given any thought to changing your names?’ Kdinainquired. “There can belittle doubt
that your names are now being circulated aong the coast.”

Tedi blushed but stated defiantly, “Of course we have. Surely you do not think us so stupid asto
announce oursalvesin eech village?”

“Certainly not,” Kainareplied dryly. “I think you should shave your face every morning until your
facid hairs dtiffen, then you should grow beards. It will make you look older.”

Now it was Arik’sturn to blush. Tedi at least had the start of some facia hair though it did not
require any shaving, but Arik had not ahint of any. “I don’t think I could grow abeard,” admitted Arik.

“Sureyou can,” Kdinaingsted. “Follow my ingructions and in afew weeks you will have afineface
of hair. The single, most important thing that you two can do to avoid close ingpection isto be older and
wiser. Garth’slessonswill help you only after the inspection has aready been too close.”

“Why arethe Dark Riders after us?’ Tedi asked. “Magter Clavarelated the tae that Garth
mentioned to him, but it dl soundsridiculous.”



“Thetdeisnot ridiculous” Kdinagated sternly. “It isto be taken with deadly seriousness. The
Dark Oneisred and hisinterest in children born in the year of the Collapseisred. If the Dark One can
destroy certain children born that year, he will reign for athousand years at which time the Great Demon,
Alutar, will be released from his prison to rule forever. 1f he cannot locate these certain children, he can
destroy dl of the children born that year and still succeed in hisgod. Thethrest isquitered.”

“How can hetdl which children are the oneswhom he seeks?’ Arik asked.

“l am not sure,” sighed Kadina. “There are many propheciesthat deal with the Collapse or the
Darkness, asthese times are called, but they are confusing at best. Tell me about your own family, Tedi.
What do you know of your parents and their brothers and sisters?’

Tedi’ seyes narrowed and he stared at Kalina with barely concealed suspicion. “Why do you want to
know about my family?’ he asked.

Kainamet hisgaze evenly. “Areyou ashamed of your family?’ she quipped, “or are you
embarrassed that you do not know about them?”’

“I am not ashamed of my family,” Tedi asserted. “I just want to know why you want to know. We
know practically nothing about you and Garth and you expect usto tell you everything. Y ou could be
working for the Dark Onefor dl we know. Thefact that you killed some Dark Riders means nothing to
me. If these children are asimportant asyou say, | am sure that the Dark One would sacrifice some men
to find theright children.”

“Fair enough,” Kainasmiled. “I look for anything that stands out from the ordinary. The necklace
you arewearing isfinely crafted and worth more than your entire town could scrape together. Y et you
clamto beasmplefisherman’sson. | merely want to know how you cameby it. If your unclesor aunts
were wealthy nobles, it would not be so outstanding anymore. That iswhy | ask.”

“You dill didn't say who you and Garth are,” reminded Tedi.

“How many Dark Riders do you need usto kill before you will believe that we do not serve the Dark
One?’ asked Kdina. “A hundred? A thousand? Ten thousand? If you think we servethe Dark One,
no number of dead Dark Riderswill ever convinceyou. If we wanted you dead, you would have been
dead athousand times aready. Y ou will haveto cometo trust usfor ourselves. If you are not there yet,
then decisonswill haveto wait.”

“Hope that whoever isfollowing us, dlows ustimeto wait,” Garth remarked glumly.

Sapphire of the Fairies
Chapter 11

Paths of Fate

Fredrik and Niki rode side-by-side down the dusty trail heading north. It had been aweek since they



left Cida by heading westward towards a seldom-used north-south trail. The north-south trail was pretty
barren and the only food they were able to procure had been coconuts, some kind of berry and a
chicken they stole from afarm. The chicken had amost cost them Fredrik’ slife when an arrow streaked
past hishead. With no target to aim hismagic at, Fredrik had simply run off with the chicken.

Niki was miserable. Shewas hot, tired and dirty. Her daysin the mansion in Cida seemed adistant
memory and she kicked hersdf every timeit surfaced. She always knew that shewasdestined to bea
gueen someday and when her chance findly came, she had thrown it away. Thewors part of it wasthat
Fredrik had become extremely quiet sincethey Ieft Cidd. She could have accepted him yelling at her for
her rash behavior, or even if he laughed about it, but he never mentioned it. Hisonly talk was of where
to stop for the night or where they should look for some food. If he didn’t say something about it soon,
she was going to scream.

Fredrik sat up straight in his saddle and cocked his head dightly. “Thereisawagon up ahead,” he
announced. “Let medo thetaking. Maybe we can get something to eat.”

Niki perked up at the mention of food and the two magicians rode steadily up to the wagon that was
stopped at the crossroads of two dirt trails. An old man and ayoung boy were Sitting under atree
alongside the wagon having afood break and Niki’ s eyes|it up when she read the sign on the canvas of
thewagon. It read, “Boris Khatama Merchant”.

Fredrik and Niki dismounted and Fredrik tied the two horsesto alow branch of anearby tree.
Sowly, they walked over to the merchant. “ Greetings, Merchant,” Fredrik said. “I seethat you are
having ameal bresk. | wonder if two hungry travelers might join you?”

“If the two hungry travelers are peaceful and courteous, they are welcome to sharewhat little we
have,” greeted Boris. “How areyou caled?’

Fredrik thought quickly about how he should respond. Finally he decided that he would be truthful,
but vague. “1 am Fredrik and my traveling companion isNiki. We are from the south and have been
sometime without proper food.”

Borisnodded asif he understood the necessity of being vague these days. “I am Boris, the merchant,
and | am traveling with my niece, Tanya. Welcome to our poor table.”

Fredrik looked around for the man’s niece and flushed when he redlized that who he had taken for a
young boy wasthe niece. He bowed dightly and held Niki’ s hand as she lowered hersdlf to the ground.
Fredrik quickly sat next to her and the niece rose and went to the wagon and came back with two plates
of bread and cheese and some dried beef. She returned amoment later with two glasses of wine. Niki
sniffed the bread and cheese asiif it might be moldy, which earned her anasty glare from Tanya. Both
men managed to miss the exchange and seemed to be measuring the other’ s mettle.

Borisbrokethe silencefirst. “Collapse children, | suppose. Y ou won't want to be going west, then.
There are several score of Dark Riders who are camped out about two hours from here.”

Fredrik and Niki exchanged surprised glances. “What makes you think we are Collapse children?’
Niki asked.

The old man’seyestwinkled. “Y ou appear theright age,” Borisbegan. “Y ou are obvioudy running
from someone and you just verified it by not denyingit,” he chuckled. “Do not be afraid of me. | do not
somach the Dark Riders or their kind very well and what you are and where you are going is none of my



affair. Atmy age, dl | haveleftismy curiosity. Which one of you isa Collapse child or are you both?”

“Both,” offered Fredrik. “Y ou have akeen eye, Master Khatama, and agenerous heart. Niki and |
do thank you for thefood. | am afraid my funds are pitilesdy poor, but the few coins| have are yours for
the asking.”

Boriswaved hishands. “That isnot necessary, traveler. Y our coins are better kept for your next
medl. Theroad east goesto Toresh. Avoid that town, asitisamajor staging point for the Dark Riders.
| fear you must continue north and thereis not much that way in terms of food unless you know how to
live off theland. 'Y ou strike me as city children and the next few dayswill be hard onyou. | am sorry to
say that we are egting the last of our food, so | can not fix you up something to take with you.”

Niki suddenly felt ashamed at sniffing the food now that she knew it was dl they had left. She
removed her cloak and laid it on the grass as shefinished the last piece of bread. Shelooked at the
young girl who, dressed in brown leather shirt and pants with a brown leather cap that came down to her
ears, very much resembled aboy. “Isthere somewhere where | might clean up abit, Tanya?’ she asked.

Tanyaremoved her hat and volumes of long, flowing, golden hair fel down her back. “Thereisa
stream just beyond those trees,” shereplied. “I will get towels and show you the way.”

Niki stared at the girl’ s beautiful hair and face and suddenly wondered how she could have mistaken
her for aboy. “Thank you, Tanya. | would likethat.”

Fredrik and Boris talked about different places they had been when the merchant said he was heading
south and asked Fredrik how conditions were down there. “I am glad that we have met,” Borissaid. “I
think 1 shall change my plans and not head south, after all. The picture you paint is not one that would be
very lucrative for amerchant. Spare my old bones, Fredrik, and get the bottle of wine at the rear of the
wagon. | think we need another glassif we areto wait on the women.”

Fredrik chuckled and rose to get the bottle. When he returned, he found Boris fondling the cloak that
Niki had left onthe grass. “A very interesting design,” Boris commented, “but | fear that fire has marred
its perfection. How did she come by it?’

Fredrik looked at the merchant suspicioudy. “Shelikesit very much, Boris. Niki issurethat sheis
destined to become a queen one day.”

Boris chuckled as he placed the cloak back where he had found it. “Who knows,” he said. “Perhaps
shewill be. Thisisthelast bottle of wine, aswell. Thistrip has not been very prosperous.”

The old man's casud attitude put Fredrik back at ease and the girls soon returned from the stream.
Fredrik and Niki mounted their horses and prepared to leave. “Will you be heading north, aswell,
then?’ Fredrik asked.

“| expect s0,” Borisreplied. “I am not much of aonefor living off theland, though. | may head into
Toresh for supplies before | head north. Safejourney to you both.”

Tanyaturned and finished cleaning up after the midday medl. “There were no Dark Riderswest of
here,” she sated. “Why did you lieto them?’

“Thereare many hazardsin life, Tanya,” Boris said softly. “Those two are not ready to face them.
Nobody isredly ready to face them, but that group north of hereiswhere they need to be, at least for



now. It should proveto be quite interesting.”

Tanya continued cleaning up and Borisrose to walk off the stiffness of Sitting before he climbed up on
the wagon again. Boriswaked around in circles and suddenly saw something that he had not seenin
seventeen years. Through the gray sky overhead, asmall hole appeared and a sunbeam lanced down
into the intersection of the two roads. It disappeared as quickly asit came and Boris walked over to the

center of the intersection whereit struck. Looking down hefound asmall, flat rock. Burned into the
face of the rock was the following inscription:

From North and East and South and West
The children gather towards unknown
Thewholeworld s saviorsthey are blest
The seeds of True Light now are sown
Shdl Darknesswin or Light prevall
The outcome' s not foretold or known
On brink of Fate sfluttering sall

They’ Il win and live or hear Death’smoan

Boris studied the inscription over and over and finally put the rock in his pouch and returned to the
wagon. He climbed up onto the wagon just as Tanya finished and joined him. He started the wagon
rolling along the dusty trail and at the intersection he turned onto thetrail to the north.

“I thought we were going into Toresh for food,” Tanyasaid

“There has been achangein plans,” Borisreplied glumly. “The day you have prepared for isfast
gpproaching. Y ou must remember dl that you have been taught by the othersand me. Itistimethat |
sent you into the viper’ sden.”

Arik and Tedi were utilizing their tracking skillsto follow Garth’s path. Thetrail had become
increasingly hard to follow, but the boys were till managing to track it correctly. “1 heard Garth telling
Kalinathis morning that our mysterious followers have not been around for over three daysnow,” Arik
sad softly.

“Maybeit wasdl in hisimagination,” retorted Tedi. “There might not have been anyone ever
following us. | wonder why Garth never has ustake turns on sentry duty? Y ou would think that if he
was redlly concerned about somebody being out there, he would post asentry al night.”

“Thereare only three of us,” Arik reminded Tedi as he pointed to aleaf on the ground with afine
layer of dust onit. “Not to mention that two of us can hardly keep our eyes open through dinner.”



“What isit that Garth doesin the woods every night and every morning?’ Tedi asked. “He doesit
every day and it isthe only time that he will not alow anyone to accompany him.”

“I don’t know,” Arik conceded while pointing out the peculiar way the dant of the blades of grass
aternated between pointing right and pointing left asif someone had swept something acrossthe grass
back and forth to remove footsteps. “I suspect that heis making sure that no oneisnear. Or, at leadt, it
must have something to do with the security of the campsite.”

Suddenly, thetrail totaly disappeared and the boys stood up, puzzled. There was not one clue asto
which direction Garth had taken next.

“Y ou forgot one of the most important lessonsin tracking,” Garth said from behind them.

The boys spun around and faced the length of Garth’ slong, sinuous sword wavering between their
throats. “What lesson wasthat?’ croaked Tedi.

“Thefirgt onethat | taught you, fisherboy,” Garth said grimly. “Maintain Slence at dl times. Why do
you think I taught you to use hand talk? Do you think it wasto give your idle fingers some exercise?
Y our tracking skillsare coming dong fairly well, but you would be dead now because of avery foolish
misteke.”

“But thisisonly practice,” complained Tedi.

“Thereisno difference between practice and red life,” sghed Garth. “What do | haveto do to
convinceyou? If | kill you, you will havefinaly learned that lesson, but | will have wasted my time
teaching it. Do you think we are in some park where no bad people exist? We are but afew milesfrom
Toresh where the Dark Riders have amajor garrison. Their own practice sessions use these very woods
that you arefrolicking in and yet you walk around asif thereisno danger. Thereisdanger every moment
of your life. Never forget it. Never.”

“What did we misshere?’ Arik asked as much to break the tension asto hear the answer.

“Look a thetree bark,” Garth explained. “I jumped up and grabbed that branch, but my feet
disturbed the bark there and there. 'Y ou would have trouble following from there, but if you checked
surrounding trees you would eventualy find where | came down. Enough tracking for now. Y ou boys
are due for some more sword practice. Today you two get the chanceto kill me. It should be fun.”

Garth turned and headed back towards the campsite leaving Arik and Tedi shaking their heads. Arik
watched the way Garth walked as he followed him. The careful, if subconscious, placement of every
step. Hisfeet dways coming down on the quietest, most solid surface the path provided. Arik
wondered how many years Garth had been walking that way. 1t was so second nature to the man that
Arik was sure hedid it without thinking.

The afternoon was asfull of activity for the boys as every day for the last two weeks had been. While
they still had trouble keeping their eyes open during the late dinner, the achesin their muscleswere
becoming less each day. Garth came into the campsite late for dinner and sat down with afrown on his
face.

“Your friends are ill looking for you,” he said to the boys. “There are about thirty Dark Riders
severd milesto the North and your friend, the witch, iswith them.”



“Should we leave tonight?” Tedi asked nervoudly.

Garth chewed amouthful of rabbit before answering. “Traveling by night istoo dangerous unlessyou
know the country well or you are very desperate. Neither case applieshere. One of the hardest tracks
to hideisawagon. | think we can avoid any problems with them aslong as you two are out of sight
when they come.”

“What about their horses?’ asked Arik. “They are bound to recognize their horses and saddles.”

“Not necessarily,” Garth stated. “And if they do, | will tell them that | purchased them from agang of
bandits that headed south. Gypsies are known to trade with anyone. If they argue too much, | will offer
to sdll them back to them.”

“I can’t believe that you are taking this so lightly,” Tedi burst out.

Garth put down his plate and leveled his gaze on the boys. “1 take nothing lightly,” he declared. “I do
not aways seek afight when there are other ways out of agtuation. | do not shun afight, but it is better
to choose when you wish to fight and not let others decide for you. 'Y ou would do well to remember to
face every problem with camness and logical thought. Emotion can kill you as quickly asasword.”

“Isthere anything that we can do to prepare for tomorrow?’ questioned Arik.

“Get some deep,” ordered Garth. “If al does not go well, you may be caled upon to exercise your
new skillsand | would like you well rested for the occasion.”

The boys nodded and headed off to their blankets. Kalinaand Garth sat talking softly for an hour
before they, too, retired.

Niki was practicdly faling adeep in the saddle. “Why do we have to keep riding, Fredrik? I’ mtired
and | want to go to deep.”

“I want toride alittle longer,” answered Fredrik. “We have been too long without something
substantial to eat. 1f we keep stopping early, we will die of starvation. We need to find avillage or small
town and the longer we ride each day the sooner we will find it.”

“We haven't seen so much asafarm since that place you stole the chicken,” Niki complained. “I
don’t think anyone lives dong thisroad.”

“You may beright,” admitted Fredrik, “but | thought | smelled smoke alittle while ago and | wouldn't
mind somefood before | fal adeep.”

They rode on for another ten minutes and Fredrik perked up again. “I know it issmokethistime,” he
said hopefully. “1f we don’t find some food a wherever the smoke is coming from, we go to deep

anyway, okay?’

Niki didn’'t answer and Fredrik led them off the road and onto asmall dirt path that led into the
woodstowardsthe East. The amdl of smokewas Htill very faint, but Fredrik followed it until it got
sronger. Findly, he saw the shape of awagon far up the dirt path. He thought he heard adight sound
like two pieces of metal tinkling against each other, but ignored it. When he reached the edge of the



clearing where the wagon was parked, he dismounted and told Niki to get down and hold the horses.
He surveyed the campsite and could not see anyone moving. Other than the wagon, the campsite held a
string linefor horses and Fredrik could see around a haf dozen horses. He thought he could pick out
two shapes over by the horses that might be men deeping.

“I’mgoing into seewhat | can find to egt,” whispered Fredrik.

Niki nodded and tied the horsesto asmall tree. Fredrik crept toward the wagon, keeping an eye on
the two deeping forms. He successfully reached the back of the wagon without waking anyone and
began to ease the door open. Thetip of a sword touched histhroat from aongside the wagon.

“Don’t you know it is polite to knock before you enter awoman’swagon?’ the steely voice asked.

Fredrik raised his chin and the sword followed it up. Helet go of the door to the wagon and raised
hishands. “Sorry,” he croaked, “1 wasjust looking for food. | haven't eatenin daysand | am very

hungry.”

Garth looked at the boy before lowering his sword and sheathing it. As he started to open his mouth
to speak, he caught the glare of amagica projectile screaming in from the woods. He threw himsdlf to
the ground and kicked Fredrik’ sfeet out from under him. Quickly twisting hisbody asthe projectile
screamed by overhead, Garth wrapped his muscular arm around the boy’ s neck.

“One more mistake like that and thisboy’slifeisended,” he shouted. “Come out of thewoodsso |
can seeyou.”

Arik and Tedi leaped to their feet, their bows ready and arrows nocked. The door to the wagon
opened and Kalina stepped out. She looked at the boy carefully and then gazed into the woods as if
trying to determine who would be helping the boy.

“Whether you vaue the boy’ slife or not,” she cdled, “do not use any moremagic. Thereisa
company of Dark Riders only acouple of milesaway and they have awitch with them. 'Y our magic will
cal them down here quicker than if you sent arider to tell them you are here. If you want food, we will
feed you. If not, you may leave.”

She nodded to Garth and he released the boy and stood up. The boy rose slowly and looked all
around the campsite. He saw the two boys with their bows ready. He saw Kdinastanding next to the
wagon in ablack deeping robe with her hands on her hips and he saw Garth standing seemingly at ease,
or a least as at ease asapredator gets. Garth motioned to the boys with ahand signa and they
reluctantly lowered their bows and returned their arrowsto their quivers.

For along moment, nobody moved and nobody spoke. Finaly, Garth turned to the boy. “Either eat
in peace or leave in peace, but make up your mind,” Garth demanded. “1 do not fancy losng deep while
your friend takes the night to decide.”

Fredrik finaly made up his mind and waved Niki into the campsite. Everyone watched the redheaded
girl lead the two horsesinto the clearing.

“Tedi,” Garth cdled, “seeto our guests horses. They look like they have been ridden since first
light. Arik, light thefire and get some coffee going.” Turning to Fredrik and Niki, Garth looked them
over before heindicated that they should st by thefire.



“Y ou could have just asked for food,” Garth commented. “No one but Dark Riders and bandits
would refuse you if they had any to spare. Who are you and where are you heading that you travel at
night?’

Niki, even though frightened, appeared ready to fall adeep sitting up. Fredrik appeared to be caming
down and spoke. “We are Fredrik and Niki and we are from the south. We are traveling at night
because we have not eaten in days and | wanted to push on in hopes of finding avillage. | smelled your
smoke and followed it in to the clearing. | saw no one awake so | thought | would just grab whatever
food | could find without waking anyone. 1t waswrong and | apologize.”

“It was wrong because you got caught, you mean,” Garth frowned. “Y our apology is accepted, just
the same.”

Kalinaemerged from the wagon with plates of cold food for the new couple and they toreinto it asif
they wereredlly hungry. Kainawatched them eat and looked at Niki’ s cloak with interest and suddenly
frowned. Garth caught the look, but gave no indication. Shelooked over at Garth and said, “I1t would
appear that we are becoming amagnet for Collapse children. We need to keep these two from the Dark
Riders, aswell.”

Fredrik looked up in surprise and then looked over his shoulder at Arik and Tedi. Niki just kept on
eating and mumbled, “How does everyone know?’

Kainahad been watching their reactions closaly and just smiled. Arik and Tedi Sared at the
redheaded witch whom Garth and Kainahad just welcomed into their campsite and Garth strode out of
the dlearing to fix histripline without anyone noticing.

Fredrik and Niki finished all of the food that Kalina brought out. Garth started a pipe as he sat and
watched them finish up. Kalinamade another trip into the wagon and came back with blanketsfor the
vigtors

“We may be having visitorstomorrow,” he began. “The Dark Ridersthat Kainamentioned are only
afew miles north of here. We may have to wake you early so that we can arrange to hideyou. They do
have awitch with them and any use of magic, no matter how smdl, could result in desth for al of us. Will
you ligen to my ordersin the morning?’

“We havelittle choice,” sighed Fredrik. “There are Dark Ridersto the East and to the West and |

know that we cannot survive the trip back south. If you are correct about Dark Ridersto the north, we
are suck with you or you with us. We will not resort to magic unless our lives depend onit.”

“ S0, you are both magicians?’ Garth asked.

Fredrik shrugged. “1 have been told that you should not submit to interrogations when you aretired,”
he chuckled. “Now, | know why. Y es, we both have the ability and, yes, wewill behave.”

Garth nodded. “Then you should both get some deep. You look likeyou can useit.”

After Fredrik and Niki were settled in their blankets, Garth and Kaina spokein private. “Let me
guess, the cloak hasa spdl onit?” Garth asked.

Kainanodded. “The sametype of spell that | detected on the necklace. Y ou did get agood look at
the cloak didn’t you? Including the burn marks?”



“I saw it,” Garth said. “Thishasturned into quite afishing trip. The Dark Onewould bethrilled to
know wherewe areright now. Infact,” Garth smiled, “hewould give amost anything to know.”

“Thereis something else,” Kainaadded. “The boy hasthe ability to gather the power. He wasdoing
so when you held him. That ability isvery rare. | do not know if she possessesit, aswell. If shedoes,
shewasn't usng it tonight.”

Sapphire of the Fairies
Chapter 12

Discovery

Tedi rose early and looked around in the pre-light darkness of the campsite. He was sure that he had
heard something, but nothing seemed amiss. Suddenly, he heard it again and looked towards the sound.
Someone was doing something just outside the clearing. Gently, he nudged Arik awake and held his
finger to hislips. Arik took afew momentsto acclimate himsdf to his surroundingsin the dark. Slowly
the boys tiptoed towards the sound, alway's keeping the trees between them and the mysterious personin
the woods.

Arik, who was the quieter of the two boys, used ahand signd to tell Tedi to stay back and continued
dowly forward. After gaining afew moretrees, Arik stiffened and shook hishead. Cautioudy, Arik
turned around and retraced his steps back to Tedi. He signaled for Tedi to follow and led the way back
to their deeping areas. “It'sGarth,” Arik whispered, “and heisdigging graves. Heisjugt finishing the
second grave, but | can see two more outlined in the dirt.”

“We haveto tell the newcomers,” Tedi whispered. “Maybewith their . . . their powers, they can help
us escape.”

Arik nodded his head in agreement and the boys headed across the clearing to where Fredrik and
Niki were deeping. Thefirgt light was dready appearing when the boys reached Fredrik’ sside. Gently,
Arik shook him and held hisfinger to hislips so Fredrik did not shout.

“We havetrouble" Tedi said softly. “Get your friend up quietly and quickly.”

Fredrik haf rolled and half crawled the short distance to Niki’ s blanket and smply put his hand over
her mouth. Niki’s eyes popped open widely and she stared up into Fredrik’ sface. When Fredrik was
surethat she understood hiswarning, he withdrew to aSitting position.

Niki sat up and looked around and saw the other two boys. “What isgoing on?’ she whispered.

“Garth isdigging four graves,” Tedi explained softly. “We may need your specid talentsto get usout
of here before he discovers that we are avake.”

“Arethe Dark Ridersredly camped closeto us?’ Fredrik asked softly.



When Arik nodded his head, Fredrik continued, “ That would not be agood idea. Kalinais correct
that they would detect usif we cast anything mgor or more than one minor spell. We should just snesk
off and hope to lose them both.”

“Y ou will never lose Garth by sneaking off,” Tedi assured the newcomers. “He can track the wind
through the branches of atree by the scent it left behind. And for some reason, | expect that he would
follow us until he found us, no matter how long it took.”

“Even s0,” Niki interrupted, “if we got enough of alead on him, we could use magic to stop him cold
once we were away from the Dark Riders and their witch.”

Arik smiled and nodded hishead. “That just might work,” he agreed.

Just then, the door to the wagon opened and Kalina stepped out. She looked around the campsite
and her eyes stopped on the four children. “It isgood to see the four of you getting along so well,” she
commented,” but it istimeto start the day. Arik, get thefire started. Tedi, get water for coffee. Has
anyone seen Garth thismorning?’

Four quickly shaking heads met Kalina' sblueeyes. “Very wel,” shesaid. “Fredrik, observe Arik
and thefire so you will know what to do in the future. Niki, you can help mewith the food.”

Arik quietly started building the fire and Tedi nervoudy grabbed buckets and headed off towardsthe
stream. Niki followed Kalina as though she was going to be prepared for cooking instead of the
breskfast. Fredrik walked over to Arik and whispered, “We will haveto play dong until theright
moment and breakfast will be welcome if we have to spend days on thetrail trying to shake Garth. He
can't realy do anything until dl four of the graves are done, anyway, and you said he had completed only
two.”

Kainaand Niki quickly had breakfast going with more of the strange, large eggs and dabs of bacon.
The smdll of the campfire and the cooking bacon lured Garth out of the woods and he came over and sat
by Kaina. The four others huddled together on the other side of the fire and everyone ate in silence.

Findly, Garth put his empty plate down and looked across the campfire at the others. “Today is
going to be an unusud day,” he began. “Asyou can see we are egting earlier than norma and there will
be no practice sessions. Arik and Tedi, you two have a special task ahead of you. | need you two to
finish digging some holesfor me, very large holes”

Tedi and Arik looked at each other with their mouths hanging open. “1 am not fegling well today,”
Tedi quickly blurted out.

“Perhapsit was something we ate or the effects of the magic last night, but | don’t fed redly well,
ether,” Arik got out.

Garth looked at the two boys suspicioudy aswell asthe dmost concedled grins of the other two
children. Something was going on with the four of them that he did not understand, but he would not
dlow it to get in theway of the plan he had for them thismorning. “It isunfortunate that you two do not
fed well,” he said dowly, “because it will make the digging appear worsethan it redly is, but make no
mistakes, you two will finishthediggingiif it killsyou.”

Niki legped to her feet, spilling her plate and her second helping of food on the ground. Placing her
hands on her hips, sheglared at Garth and Kadina. Fredrik dowly rose and placed his hand on her



shoulder, but thistime it wasin ashow of support rather than a reprimand.

“Niki isright,” Fredrik stated clearly. “We both have powersthat we would prefer not to useright
now because of the Dark Riders, but we will if we have to and damn the consequences. Y ou are not
going to order Arik and Tedi to dig their own graves.”

Arik and Tedi aso rose and placed their hands on the hilts of the swords they had managed to get on
while doing their breakfast chores. Kalinastood with asmile on her lips, but Garth rose with ascowl on
hisface.

“They are not digging their own graves,” Garth said flatly, “they are digging yours. | have dready
finished theirs. If you children are quite finished with your mutiny, | will describe my plan.”

The scene around the campfire appeared frozen and nobody spoke. Niki, who would have aready
attacked by now, felt patience and reassurance from Fredrik’ s hand on her shoulder. Arik and Tedi
knew the minute they drew their swords, Garth would strike them down. They had been practicing two
on onewith Garth for severd days now and they knew they were not even close to being ready to take
himon.

“The Dark Riderswill most certainly be here thismorning,” Garth continued. “If any of you are seen,
we will haveto do battle and destroy them al. The graves that you speak of are holesfor you to hidein.
| have dready cut strips of wood to hold canvas over the holes, so that the dirt piled on top of you will
be very thin. Y ou will be ableto easily get out if something should happen to Kadinaand mysdlf. | have
cut long reeds for you to breath through and the excavated dirt will be spread evenly over the ground just
before | reposition the horsesto ring thearea. The Dark Riderswill not give it a second glance.”

Fredrik and Niki looked stunned and the two boys from Lorgo sported deep red faces asthey sat
back down. Kalinawent around and refilled the coffee mugs as Fredrik and Niki also sat back down.

“Niki cannot stand enclosed spaces,” Fredrik stated. “We will have to devise something else for
I,H.H

Garth nodded thoughtfully and resumed his seated position. “Just aswell,” hefindly said. “We have
aready wasted too much time arguing about the two incomplete holes. | think | can arrange to strap the
two of you up undernegath the wagon so that you will not be noticed. The only danger isif they ask usto
move the wagon. The strapping would hurt severely and perhaps even break if we had to move it over
any distance. It will haveto do, though, and we had better get to it.”

Arik was sent off to arrange a string line for the horses that would screen the two holes, while Garth
did under the wagon and began fastening leather strapsthat would hold Fredrik and Niki tight to the floor
of thewagon. Kainaand Niki cleaned up the campsite and removed al traces of anything that might
indicate that there were more than two people here. Tedi and Fredrik worked to spread the dirt that
was extracted from the two holes.

Everything took around two hours and after the children were al secure, Garth collected his black
galion and the white mare and tied them gently to the Side of thewagon. Lessthan haf an hour later,
three Dark Ridersrode into the campsite and stared at Garth and Kalinawho were sitting idly at the
campfire.

“What brings gypsesthisfar inland?’ asked one of the Dark Riders.



Garth looked up lazily from his cup of coffee. “Lack of people chooses our path,” Garth said. “If
you wish amoment’ srest on your journey, you may have acup of coffee before you depart.”

One of the Dark Riders dismounted and walked over to Garth while the other two et their eyes roam
over every inch of the campsite. “I am called Klarg,” the Dark Rider announced as he sat by thefire and
waited for Kalinato get him acup of coffee. “Have you seen any people come by thisway?’

“Wearegypses,” Garth sated. “We have not even seen you come by.”

Klarg did not smile at Garth’ s remark, but seemed to be studying the manin black. “Y ou are rather
well armed for agypsy. Do you not fear traveling done?’

“Theworld isan unsettled arena,” Garth reflected. “We dl know fear from time to time, but fear
does nothing to changethefacts. Y ou trave this sameland with only three of you and you are aso well
armed. Thisonly showsthat we both know thet to travel thisland in small numbersrequiresat least a
show of strength.”

“1 do not carefor riddles, gypsy,” Klarg sated impatiently. “Where have you traveled from? Have
you been near the coast?”’

“We have been here for sometime now,” Garth answered. “| have seen the coast before, but not on
thistrip. There aretoo many people along the coast and bandits congregate where peoplelive.”

Klarg chewed hislip and stared back at hismen. One of the Dark Riders nodded towards the
woods at thefar side of the clearing and Klarg' s eyes followed the direction indicated. Even from where
he was, he could see the stand of horses once he knew whereto look. Klarg rose and walked across
the clearing to the horses. He stared at the string of horses and returned to the campfire.

“Y ou have many horses, gypsy,” Klarg declared, “and unless my eyes grow weary, | recognize some
of them as having belonged to associates of mine. How isthis possible?’

“All things are possible,” Garth stated dryly. “We have been fortunate on thistrip to run across
horsesroaming free. Some of them did, indeed, have saddles. Gypsies are known for taking what other
people abandon. If your associates care to claim their horses and come to us, we will be glad to return
their animasfor the cost of caring for them. For that matter, we will gladly sal you the horses and you
can ded with your associates asyou like.”

Klarg snorted at the comment of the gypsiesfinding the horses. Gypsieswerewell known for stealing
horses and resdlling them to their previous owners. The occupation of horse thief suited thisarmed man
more than traveling gypsy, but hewould let Wolinda decide.

“Y ou two will accompany meto our camp,” Klarg stated authoritatively. “We shdl let others decide
what to do with you.”

Klarg' stwo men immediately became dert to the possible outbreak of trouble. Garth casualy stood
up and turned towards the two men.

“Wewill favor you with our company,” Kainasaid, “but wewill not be gone from our wagon for a
great period of time. There may be bandits around and we do not give up our belongingseasily. You
will assure usthat the questionswill be asked quickly so that we may return in ashort span of time.”



Klarg did not reply, but waited for the gypsiesto mount up. “Y ou will respond to Kaling,” Garth
prompted, “or wewill not travel with you. 'Y ou have assurancesto give.”

Klarg snorted, “ You are assured.” Klarg silently laughed at the gypsies demand for assurance. Any
fool who took the word of a Dark Rider was afool indeed.

Garth and Kaina untied their horses from the side of the wagon and mounted them bareback. Klarg
led the procession while histwo men rode behind Garth and Kaina. Severd moments after Fredrik
heard the horses ride out of the campsite, he undid the straps holding him tight to the bottom of the
wagon. Fredrik looked around the campsite from under the wagon before quickly undoing Niki’ s straps
and the two of them stretched their muscles. Fredrik jogged over to the horses and peeled back asmall
section of canvasfrom each of the holes. Arik and Tedi climbed out and inhaed deeply.

“I will never fed comfortable breathing through atube,” Arik quipped. Looking around he added,
“Where are Garth and Kaina?’

“The Dark Riderstook them away,” Fredrik said. “They asked about the horses and whether they
had seen anyone since camping here.”

“Y ou were able to hear the conversation?’ Tedi asked, shivering with the thought of being that close
to Dark Riders.

“All of it,” Fredrik declared as the three boys headed towards the wagon. “ Garth and Kaina
certainly sounded pretty cam in front of the Dark Riders. I’'m not sureif they will be coming back.”

“WhereisNiki,” Tedi asked. “Didn’'t you untie her?’

Fredrik froze by the campfire and started looking al around the campsite. “1 did untie her before |
cameto get you two,” heexclamed. “Where has she gone off to?’

Just then, the three boys heard athump from inside the wagon. They scrambled over each other in
their attempt to open the wagon door. Arik wasfirst to get there and threw open the door. Niki shot
bolt upright at the sound and findly let out her breath when she saw who it was.

“Areyou trying to scare me to death!” Niki exclaimed as she returned to her searching.

“What areyou doing?’ demanded Arik. “Shewill skinusdiveif she catchesyou in there.”

Fredrik and Tedi crowded into the doorway, craning their necksto get agood view of inside of the
wagon. “Thismay be our only chanceto find out who they are,” Niki asserted. “Why don't the three of
you go back outside and watch to seeif they are returning?’

The three boys tumbled out of the doorway and paced around outside. “I can’t believe sheisdoing
that,” declared Arik.

“I think itisagood idea,” remarked Tedi, “if she knows something good when she seesit.”
Niki came out of the wagon, struggling to carry along package wrapped in canvas. “Thiswastoo

long to unwrap inside,” she smirked, “but | think it isimportant. It was so well hidden, that it must be
very vaduable. The wagon had been modified just to hide this”



Tedi smiled and thought he might grow to like thisred-haired girl. Thefour of them gathered to help
unroll the canvaswrapping. The article had obviousy been wrapped for years and the tieswere old and
brittle. When they had succeeded in unrolling the canvas, they discovered an ancient swordina
jewel-bedecked scabbard. The hilt of the sword was gold with intricate carvings, but it was aso devoid
of the gemsthat so obvioudy once adorned the hilt.

“Somebody has dready stolen the gemsfromit,” Tedi remarked. “This probably once belonged to a
king. Do you think Garth and Kdinastoleit?’

Four pair of hands probed the empty socketsin the hilt asif measuring the huge size of the gemsthat
used to bethere. “I'll bet if they were diamonds, one of them would have been worth enough to livelike
aprincefor alifetime,” Fredrik spoke.

“What are apair of gypsies doing with something likethis?” Arik mused, unaware of the pair of eyes
that were watching him from the woods.

One of the boysturned the sword over to look at the other side. Thisside of the hilt was similar to
the other Sde, except in place of the large holes where the gems used to reside, was asingleline of glass
beads and one of them was missing. Niki looked down at the canvas and found the missing glass bead.
“Look what you oafs have done,” she scowled holding up the bead.

“Why blame us?’ Fredrik asked. “Y ou' re the one who brought this thing out of the wagon. Maybe
we can just stick it back in and wrap the sword up again.”

Niki tried to stick the bead back into the sword hilt, but it would not stick. “Itisno use,” she sighed.
“I think we ought to wrap it back up and plead ignoranceif they ever notice it was disturbed.”

“That isif they ever return from the Dark Riders,” Fredrik mentioned.

Asif summoning agreat evil would cal it down on yoursdlf, the four children looked up at the sound
of horses entering the clearing. Garth and Kalina continued to ride towards the group of children and the
expressonson their faceswere not friendly. Niki was dill holding the glass bead and sheimmediately
put her hands behind her back.

“So,” Kdinaadmonished, “thisisthe type of children we protect from the Dark Riders. Children who
rifle through someon€e s bel ongings the moment they are out of sght.”

“Perhaps we waste our time on these vagabonds,” Garth added. “ Surely, the Children of the
Prophecy would not be the type to steal from people who are devoting their livesto protecting them.”

The four children backed themselves up until their feet were pressed againgt the stone ring around the
campfire and, till, Garth and Kalinarode dowly towardsthem. The pair of eyesin the woods opened
widely asthey watched the scene below in the clearing.

Garth and Kainadismounted and let the horsesroam free. Together they continued forward towards
the children. Kalinalooked down at the sword and gasped. She noticed the missing glass bead and her
face contorted in fury. “Garth,” she seamed, “they were vanddizing it for the stones.”

Garth stopped and bent down and picked up the ancient sword. Heturned it over and looked at the
jewelsin the scabbard and then turned it over to examine the glass beadsin the hilt. Seeing the bottom
glass bead as the only missing piece, he dowly lowered the sword to the canvas.



Straightening up, he approached the group of children who were standing with their backsto thefire.
The children tried to cringe away from the imposing gypsy, but there was nowhere to go.

“Wedidn't meanto harm it,” Arik blurted out. “It was an accident. Honest!”

“He' stdling thetruth,” Fredrik offered. “Besides, Arik and Tedi had nothing to do withit. They
didn’'t even know that Niki and | were looking through your wagon and we were only doing it to try to
determinewho you are.”

“Nothing gives you the right to go through our belongings,” Garth bellowed. “Nothing! If Tedi and
Arik had nothing to do with it, at least they could have stopped it.”

Niki brought her empty hand out in front of her and prepared to hurl aForce Bolt a Garth. Asher
arm graightened in front of her, it grew cold and blue. Niki stared at her armin disbelief asit grew
colder and bluer and ice began to form onit. She looked over at Kalinaand saw the thin smile of
satisfaction on Kdina slips.

“She'sawitch!” Niki screamed. “ She' sawitch and she' sfrozen my arm.”

The three boyslooked at Niki’sarm and turned their horrified gaze towardsKalina Kainasmply
continued to smile at them.

Fredrik glared at Kalina. “Release her from your spell, witch,” he demanded. “Release her a once.”

When Kaina made no move to restore Niki’ s arm, Fredrik reached for the power to teach the gypsy
the meaning of real power. Hisface turned to wonderment and continued its transformation to amask of
rage when he found out that something was blocking his ability to reach the power. No. Not something,
someone. Helooked over at Kadinaagain and, till, she stood smiling.

“Do not try any more of your tricks,” she said softly. “1 find them offensive and inhospitable.”

Fredrik redlized that if Kainacould shut him off from the power, any other spell he might try on her
would result in disaster. “So, you do work for the Dark One,” hesaid. “Y our little ruse about the Dark
Riders being after us, wasjust an excuse to make us think we were safe until you could get out of us
whatever it isyou are after. Wdll, you will get nothing out of me. | would rather die than serve you.”

Garth stepped forward and thrust out his hand. “Give methe glass bead,” he demanded.

Niki tried to lean back away from his outstretched hand and tripped over the rock ring of the
campfire. Garth’s hand shot out and grabbed her tunic just before she fell into thefire. Niki’s hand
opened in areflex action to bresk her fal and the glass bead rolled off her fingertipsinto thefire.

The glass bead exploded in a shower of sparks and agreat cloud of smoke erupted over the
campfire. Arik and Tedi each doveto one side of the campfire and Fredrik turned around and fell on his
back. Garth pulled Niki towards him and squatted as she turned to face the fire. Everyone stared in
amazement as the smoke billowed up and radiated every color imaginable. The center of the cloud of
smoke cleared and the distinct image of ablue fairy appeared next to alarge, blue sapphire. Thefairy
appeared to be addressing alarge gathering of green and blue fairies gathered in front of a huge oak
tree. Only the oak |leaves gave size and dimension to the fairies, which looked like they could ride an oak
leaf like amagic carpet.



The blue fairy next to the sapphire had wings on her back and spoke to the assembled audience.
These are the words that she spoke:

Y our blood will flow ‘til noneisleft
While darkness around you descends
On Holy Sapphiredl you have

Fate of the Fairies do depend

The Crown of Light the Fairies Life
Without it dl are doomed to die

The Holy Sapphirejust a paich

Redemption only just alie

The vison dowly faded until only the blue sapphire remained and then it, too, winked out. The cloud
congeded and was sucked into thefire. Asthe stunned watchers gazed, the fire erupted in sparks again
and ablue glass bead flew out of the campfire and struck the ancient sword exactly at the place where
the glass bead had been. The sword vibrated with mel odious metal tones and started spinning around
and around until it finaly stopped with ajerk, pointing north.

Sapphireof the Fairies

Chapter 13
Children

Everyone sat and stared at the sword as Kainawaked over and picked it up. Sheheld it out in front
of her andturned in acircle. Each time she passed the position a which it stopped spinning it vibrated in
her hands. She quickly realized that the sword was acting as acompass, but if she was correct in her
guess, it was hot merely pointing north, it was pointing towards the Holy Sgpphire of thefairies.

Kainalooked over at the cowering children and focused her eyeson Niki’sarm. Immediatdly, it
began to warm and return to the normal color of flesh. “Fredrik,” she called, “come over here and hold
thissword. Turninacomplete circle holding it out before you and tell mewhat you think. Tedi, get
some coffeegoing. | think we al need to have agood talk.”

Tedi scampered off uneasily and Fredrik dowly came over and took the sword. Niki rubbed her arm



asif trying to speed the cold away. Fredrik confirmed what Kaina had felt and she had each of the
children repesat the process.

Out in the woods, the pair of eyes climbed down out of the tree as Tedi put the coffee over the fire.
Arik took the reins of the two horsesthat Garth and Kaina had ridden and tied them to the wagon.
Nobody seemed anxious to talk about the prior events except for the display that took placein the
campfire.

Garth disappeared and finally Fredrik broke the dreaded silence. “Will the magic cal the Dark
Riders back or are you redly working for them?”’

Kalinalooked at Fredrik and smiled. “1 do not work for the Dark One and the magic | used was
extremey smal. Their witch will not notice”

Fredrik looked at Niki with astunned expression. He could not imagine being cut off from the power
being consdered smdll, but that was not what he had meant. “1 mean the fireworks display over the
campfire,” Fredrik explained.

Kalina sfacefrowned. “1 hadn't thought of that,” she admitted. “I was so involved with watching
and listening, | don’t know how powerful abroadcast it might have made. Did either of you fed

anything?”

Niki and Fredrik shook their heads and Kalinalooked around for Garth. When Kaina' s eyes saw
Garth, he was marching ayoung boy before him into the clearing. The boy was obvioudy not happy
about having Garth prod him on. Fredrik, Niki, Arik, and Tedi immediately recognized Tanya, but
Kdinahad no ideawhom Garth was corraling.

“I found thisone spying on us,” Garth declared, “and afeisty one heis.”

“I was not spying,” Tanya proclaimed as she took off her lesther hat and let her long golden hair
cascade down her back, “and | am not ahe.”

Kdinatried to hide asmile and failed and Garth was obvioudy taken aback by the display of hair.
“Soyou'renot,” Garth corrected. “Still, | would say climbing atree and watching agroup of people
certainly condtitutes spying.”

“I waslooking for food and saw your campfireisdl,” Tanya stated.
“Whereisyour uncle?” Niki asked. “I thought he was going into Toresh to get food.”

Kadinalooked back and forth between the two girlsin confusion. “We were attacked by Dark
Riders” Tanyasobbed. “They killed my uncle and burned the wagon. | only got away by hiding.”

Niki went over and comforted Tanya and Fredrik explained to Kalinawhom Tanyawas and how
they had met. Arik added that they met Boris and Tanyain Lorgo before Garth cameto town. Kalina
was so confused with everything that was happening that she sat and sipped at her coffee.

Fredrik stared as Niki took Tanya by the hand and got her food. He had never seen Niki be niceto
anyone, himsdf included. Women, he figured, the world' s grestest mystery, and created only to confuse
men. Garth waked over and untied the two horsesthat Arik had tied to the wagon, then helped himsdlf
to coffee and sat down. Eventually, everyone gathered at the campfire with amug of coffee. Therewere



many unanswered questions, but Arik choseto gofirdt.

“Kdina,” he began, “you oncetold us that we were free to go whenever we wanted. Do you still say
thet?’

“I will not hold you against your will, Arik, but truthfully, | hopeyou will stay,” Kdinasad. “Wedl
have many questions that go begging answers. Wewill spend today discussing what we have seen and
what it meansto each of us. If you still wish to leave after that, | will not stop you.”

“That isacceptable, Arik answered. “1 must tell you that | am not comfortable in the company of a
witch.”

“Not many people are, Arik,” shesighed, “that iswhy | hideit. | should point out, though, that you
arein the company of three people who can wield magic.”

“What isgoing on?’ Tedi asked. “Why arethe Dark Riders after us? What wasall of that smoke
and images with the sword? | don’'t understand any of thisand, frankly, | don't likeit.”

“Let meask aquedtion firet,” Kalinainterrupted. “Who among you actually touched the sword?’

“Weadl did,” Niki answered. “1 wasthe one who took it out of the wagon, but once we unrolled i,
everyonetouched it. What isit?’

Ignoring Niki’ s question, Kalina continued her search for information. “Who caused the glass bead to
fdl out? Wasit you, Niki?’

“Weareal to blame,” Fredrik stated. “Do not pick on Niki when we should al share in whatever
punishment you mete out.”

“I 'am not talking about punishment or blame,” Kainainsisted, “but | do need to know which one of
you caused the bead to fal from the sword.”

“Wedon't know,” Arik answered. “The bead was on the bottom of the sword because we were
looking at the Side where the gems belong. When we turned it over, the bead was not in the sword.
Thereis no way we could determine which one of usbrokeit. Weareal to blame.”

“Okay,” Kdinasad exasperatingly, “let me say thisagain. Thereisno blame or punishment
involved. The sword isnot broken. The sword is behaving exactly likeit is supposed to. | will admit |
was excited when | saw the missing bead, but | was wrong when | accused you of sedlingit. | know
that now. What | do not know iswhich one of you was the cause of it coming loose.”

“And we shdl never know,” declared Tedi. “Everything that has been saidistrue. We do not know
how the bead cameloose. We all touched the sword. Niki had the bead in her hand because she was
trying to put it back on the sword. Why doesit matter who was the cause?’

“Okay,” Kainabegan, “1 am going to tell you some thingsthat very few peoplein the world know,
but to tell you, | need your pledges not to repest it to anyoneif you decide to leave us.”

One by one, the children gave their pledges and Kalinafinaly continued. “In the time before your
birth, there was an evil magician known as Sarac. Sarac had visions of ruling the world and he did not
care how he achieved that goal. He caused wars and strife in which tens of thousands of people died



and il hefailed. He created an organization called the Black Devils and taught them magic. One of the
spdls he taught them tied them to hiswill with eternal dlegiance. In effect, he created a private army that
held no dlegiance to country, but only to him. In agreeat battle, good magicians created anew Universe
and exiledhimtoit.”

“Who were these good magicians and why didn’t they just kill him?” Tanya asked.

“Who they wereisnot important,” Kalina declared, “but the reason they didn’t kill Sarac is because
they were not cgpable of killing him. Sarac surrounded himsdlf with ahundred Black Devils and there
were only three good magicians. The hundred Black Devils job wasto provide Sarac with shieldsto
protect him.”

“The three magicians were Kirsta, Jennevaand Egam,” Fredrik interjected. “Kirsdaand Egamdiedin
the battle, or so the Black Devilssay. They ill search for Jennevathisvery day, but most believe she
died during the Collapse.”

“Y ou know very much for aCollgpse child,” Kainasaid.
“I learned many things from spying on the Black Devilsin Trekum,” Fredrik said proudly.

“Waell,” Kalina continued, “you are correct, except Egam did not die in the battle. 1t was thought that
he was dead, but he survived that battle to supposedly die during the Collapse. Anyway, to get back to
the story, they were unable to kill Sarac and he was dowly killing them, so Jennevadid the only thing she
could think of. She created an empty Universe and banished him and his hundred Black Devilstoit.”

“But | heard that Sarac isthe Dark One,” objected Fredrik.

“And so heis,” confirmed Kalina. “Y ou see, Sarac did not possess the knowledge of creating and
collapsing Universes, so hewastrapped. Only Jennevaknew and she would never let him free. Some
of the Black Devilswho were |eft behind organized under a sorcerer known as Mordac. Mordac was an
assigtant to Sarac and schemed to bring him back. He amassed thousands of followers and began
looting temples and libraries to find the knowledge that would free Sarac.”

“Was this Jenneva foolish enough to write the information down?” Tedi asked.

“No,” replied Kalina, “but she did not invent the information. Shelearned of it in old scrolls and there
was avolume called the Book of the Beginning that adso contained the information. It wasthisvolume
that Mordac sought. Again the Black Devils caused thousands of livesto be lost through wars and
murder, but eventualy Mordac and the Black Devils were defeated by the Targa Rangers and everyone
thought the threat was over.”

“Who are the Targa Rangers?’ inquired Arik.

“The Rangers were an dite fighting force conceived and organized by Alex Tork,” Kainaanswvered.
“They fought for Targawhich was alarge country north of here. By al accounts, they were the finest
fighting force ever assembled in the history of the world, but we are getting off topic. Two Black Devils
out of thousands survived, Dalgar and Aurora. By aquirk of fate, these two Black Devils were the only
two to have read the Book of the Beginning in the extremely short time that the Black Devils possessed
it

“Perhaps fate decreed that they should be spared,” offered Niki.



“Perhaps,” Kdinagrimly agreed. “They used their knowledge to open aJunction to Sarac's
Universe. The story isunclear here, but somehow they got this new knowledge to Sarac and he opened
aJdunction to Alutar, the Great Demon. The Mage had imprisoned Alutar for over athousand years and
the Demon'’ s freedom triggered a prophecy. According to the Ancient Prophecy, Alutar chose Sarac to
becomethe Dark One. This made Sarac immorta and guaranteed him rule of the entireworld. There
were a couple of twistsin the Ancient Prophecy, though. Sarac collapsed the Universes and brought
darkness and havoc to the world in preparation for hisarmies, but Alex and Jenneva managed to
imprison himin his castle before he could conquer the world and that iswhere he till existstoday.”

“What does dl of thishaveto do with the sword?’ Tedi asked.

“Thetwigtsin the Ancient Prophecy,” explained Kdina. “The sword before you isthe Sword of
Heavens. It isolder than the oldest mountain range and it istied to the Ancient Prophecy. It isthe sword
that will kill Sarac and end the Darkness. There are two conditions that have to be met before Sarac
dieswith this sword and neither is assured to happen.”

The children looked in awe at the sword and there were quite afew red faces around thefire.
“Thefirg,” Kainadetailed, “isthat the seven missing gems must be restored to the sword. Each of
the gems represents one of the origind Universes. Unitil al seven of the gems are restored, the Sword of

Heavensisjust asword and will not kill Sarac. The second twist isthat the Sword of Heavens must be
wielded by a descendant of Sarac and only after the ancient kingdom of Alceaisruled by itsrightful

King.”
“I have never heard of Alcea,” declared Fredrik.
“And who isadescendant of Sarac?’ quizzed Tedi. “1 think most people would deny it if they were.”

“Very good questions,” admitted Kalina. “The Children of the Prophecy whom everyone seeks are
the descendant of Sarac and the rightful King of Alcea.”

“Areyou sureit saysthe King of Alceaand not the Queen?’ Niki queried.
“So, for these two people, everyone who is seventeen isto be killed?” Arik quipped.

“If Sarac hashisway, yes,” Kalinaresponded. “Y ou can seewhy it is so important to the Dark One
to find these children.”

“Sure, it' simportant to him,” remarked Tedi, “but what doesthat have to do with us?’

Kalinalooked at the faces of the children around the campfire before answering. “Becausethe
Sword of Heavenswill beinactive until touched by one of the Children of the Prophecy,” she stated.

Silence fdl over the group asthe children dl glanced a one another. For dmogt five minutes no one
spoke as each person was|ost in his own thoughts about what they had witnessed and what it might
mean to them if they were the one who had set the sword off. Eventualy, Garth interrupted the silence.

“You will see now,” he began, “why it isimportant that we do not split up. Any one of you could be
one of the Children. Any of the others could provide a description of the other four and make the Dark
One swork easy for him. Thefate of the whole world liesin the hands of the peoplein this campsite.



None of you can walk away from thisand hopeto lead anormal life asif none of it has happened. You
mugt dl train to be as skilled as you can become, both inthe artsthat | can teach and in those that Kaina
can teach. Together we can restore Light to the world, though it will be no easy task. Arewe agreed?’

“Canit redly happen?’ asked Tanya. “I mean, the great Jenneva did not have the magica skill to kill
Sarac and the great Alex Tork did not have the military skill to destroy the Black Devils. How canyou
propose that five children can do what the great people of the last age failed to do?’

Kainalooked at the young girl who was probably still wrapped in remorse over theloss of her uncle.
“Who could fal totry?” Kdinaquipped. “Would you livein aworld of fear and hatred and never
embrace hope? Would you live and diein Darkness without ever trying to seethe Light? Because
others have failed before you, do you curl up and die with your insignificance? Y our uncle saw the Light
inhislifetime. What do you suppose he would have given to alow you to seeit in your lifetime?’

“I know that | am not one of the Children whom you seek,” stated Arik, “but your gods are what
everyone sgoas should be. Whichever of you isthe one, | offer to stand by you until the Dark Oneis
vanquished.”

Tedi nodded vigoroudly. “1 agree. Arik and | know our parents well and they could not be related to
the Dark One, but our fathers would be thefirst to urge us to accept this challenge. 1, too, will stand by
the Child of the Prophecy until the Dark Oneis vanquished.”

Garth smiled at histwo pupils. Over the past few weeks, they had shown themselves to be excellent
sudents with strong skills, though he never told them such, but now they were showing that they were
men of substance, aswell.

“Do we know whether the one among usis the future King or the descendant of the Dark One? Niki
asked.

“Doesit matter?’ snarled Fredrik. “Isachild supposed to carry the sins of hisfather just for being his
son? Whichever one heis, hewill be doing theworld agreat service and | will pledge my support. My
parents were poor, but good people. | cannot fathom them being of the stock of the Dark One and my
wildest imagination cannot conceive of them being royaty, but | join with you until theend. Thereis
nothing for meto go back to and Kdinaoffers much to learn. Count mein.”

“I know | am not readlly apart of thisgroup,” Tanyasmiled sheepishly, “but | have nowhereto go. |
canfight and if it involvesfighting the Dark One, | can fight eagerly. If you will have me, | will pledgeyou
my support until theend.”

Everyone looked at Niki who was biting her nails. She suddenly looked up &t the silence and
reddened. “1 know my fateisto be aqueen,” shesaid. “It hasaways been my fate, | know it. | did not
know my parents and it is possible that the country | anto ruleisthisAlcea. Areyou sure the prophecy
gpecifiesaKing?’

Kdinajust nodded sadly, but Garth caught Niki’ s attention. “Perhaps,” he began, “you are destined
to marry thisKing of Alcea”

Niki blushed but she quickly looked at the three boys and smiled. “Perhapsyou areright, Garth. |
only know that | am to be aqueen. | have nowheredseto turn, so | guess| will go with you.”

Kainasmiled grimly. It was not the strong commitment that the others had given, but perhaps that



was as closeasNiki could come. “Okay,” she confirmed, “ we are dl in thistogether, then. Thefirst
thing we need to do is create uniformslike Garth’'s. Wewill dl dressin black leather with many
pockets. The boyswill grow beards so they look older. Tanya, you will get ablack leather cap to
replace your brown one. | think when you let down your hair by removing that cap, it will unnerve your
audience enough to make them forget they were questioning your age.”

“Wewill get rid of the wagon and no longer be gypsies,” Garth added. “The wagon would cause us
to move too dowly and leaves tracks which are too readable. Tanya, you will join Arik and Tedi for
ingructions. Fredrik and Niki will so get ingructions from me so they will be useful in Stuationswhere
magic would not be agood idea.”

The boys looked enthused, but Niki was sadly staring at the ground. “What isthe matter?” Tanya
questioned.

Niki looked up at Tanyaand gave aweak smile. “All of the boys here knew their parents,” Niki
mused. “That meansthat the Child we have with usisthe descendant of the Dark One.”

Garth caught her eye. “Your logicisnot asgood asit gppears,” heinterjected. “The descendant of
the Dark One whom everyone seeks was the child of the Empress of Sordoa. The child wasbornin the
year of the Collapse.”

Niki caught her bresth at theimplication. Garth had not said the son of the Empress of Sordoaand all
of the boys knew their parents. A chill ran down her spine and she shivered. Who would accept the
daughter of the Dark One for aqueen and how could she possibly kill her father? Niki threw hersdlf into
Tanya sarmsand cried.

“What of thisKing of Alcea?’ Fredrik asked. “What do you know of him?’

“Hewould have to be descended of theroyd line of Alcea,” Garth explained. “Alceawasavery
ancient country that grew and took up alarge part of the continent. Somewhere along theline, itsname
was changed to Targa. Intheroyd line of Targawould be a descendant of John Secor, agreat painter
who never assumed the throne. In the years before the Collapse, Mordac murdered King Eugene. King
Eugene s heir was John Secor, but he refused the throne. In acompromise, Duke Whitley became King
Byron. King Byron's adopted son was Prince Oscar Da ek, who was married to John Secor’ s daughter,
Princess Cdlie. Sotherightful King's daughter married the actua King'sson. The child of their
marriage would be therightful heir to the throne. They had a child who waslost when the ship they were
on was sunk in the Sordoan Sea. He was born in the year of the Collapse.”

“Wasn't Oscar Dal ek the boy merchant who becamerich by creating a private army to deal with
bandits?’ Tanyaasked. “Uncle Borisused to tell storiesof him.”

“Thesame,” chuckled Garth. “Oscar Daek became the richest man in the world with schemeswhich
always benefited the other party. He started Targan shipping on the Targa Sea with anew type of boat
he designed. He had the Great Canal built and he introduced his mother to Duke Whitley who went on
to becomeKing of Targa. That ishow he became aPrince.”

“Sounds like quite acharacter,” Tedi grinned. “Someone should have had him sl land in apeat bog
for Sarac’snew home.”

“How did the Empress of Sordoa get involved with Sarac?” Arik asked. “| mean, Sarac wasn't
royaty or anything, was he?’



“No,” Kdinaexplained, “ Sarac had a plan to take over the four great nations of the continent by
replacing their rulerswith his own people. The Empress of Sordoawas none other than Aurora.”

Niki gtarted crying again and Tanyahugged her.

Kalinacontinued asif she hadn’t noticed. “Aurora befriended the Sultan of Sordoa and eventualy
they were married. She dready carried Sarac’'s child before the marriage and the Sultan believed it was
hisown. Auroraconvinced the Sultan to declare himsdlf the Emperor and her the Empress, which hedid
shortly before shekilled him and took over the throne.”

Niki broke out in hysterics and Tanya shot Kdinaafoul look. Kainaeyed Tanyadirectly and
continued. “Everyonewho isinvolved in this party hasaright to know thesefacts, Tanya” Kaina
lectured. “Niki isgetting hysterical for no reason. If she does not wish to hear thisinformation, you may
take her for awalk.”

Tanyatried to raise Niki and take her for awalk, but Niki refused. “I haveto hear it sometime,” Niki
sobbed. “1 might aswdl hear it now.”

Kalinanodded and resumed. “When Sarac learned of the Ancient Prophecy, he sent his Black Devils
to assassinate Auroraand her baby. The ns did manageto kill Auroraas she was running away
with her baby before the crowd closed on them, but the baby disappeared. Nobody knowsiif the child
wasmdeor femae.”

Niki looked up a Kalina. “You mean Sarac tried to kill Auroraand the baby and Auroratried to
savethe baby?’ Niki asked.

“Asmisguided as Aurorawas,” Kalinaexplained, “the Sordoansloved her. Alex and Jennevawere
there to save Aurora’ s baby and they helped to kill the magician assassins that Sarac sent. The Palace
Guardstried to take Alex because they knew he was a Targan Ranger. Then the crowd attacked the
guards because Alex tried to save their beloved Empress. Somehow, in the commotion, someone
grabbed Aurora s baby and disappeared.”

Niki sat up and wiped her eyes. “Wdll,” she stated hitterly, “that is reason enough for himto die.”

Everyone looked at Niki and saw the hatred in her face. If she had been the weakest member to
pledge support before, she now looked like she would be willing to rip Sarac apart with her bare hands.

Garth suddenly sat upright and cocked his head. “Everybody gather their gear and saddle a horse.
Weareleaving immediately. If you can't get it together in two minutes, leaveit. We are about to have
company, Dark Ridersto be exact.”

Garth leaped to hisfeet asthelast words I eft hislips. He quickly wrapped the Sword of Heavens and

raced to the wagon to select which items he would be taking with him. The whole camp followed his
lead and ran slently gathering their belongings.

Sapphireof the Fairies



Chapter 14

Young Warriors

Tremors of fear and determination rang through the campsite as the gypsies and the children prepared
to evacuate the camp before Wolindaand the Dark Ridersarrived. Evidently, the magic display given off
by the Sword of Heavens was sufficient to aert the witch, Wolinda, who was leading the group of Dark
Riders. Eventsof the day had been sufficiently unusua that no one had thought to question Garth on how
he knew the Dark Riders were approaching and everyone scrambled to secure the things they each
wished to bring.

Garth rummaged through the wagon selecting the items he did not wish to leave. He piled up severd
long lengths of rope and severa quivers of arrows before reaching for the heavy canvas saichel. The
satchel was divided into two compartments and Garth was relieved that the children had not thought to
search through it. One side of the satchel held alarge number of Lanorian Stars that he had purchased
from asource in Ongchi the last time he was there, but the other was packed with deadly myric quills. A
touch to the point of one of those quills would have meant instant degth to the children who touched
them, something he would cover in hisnext lesson. He had purposely exaggerated the two minutes that it
would take the Dark Ridersto arrive so the children would not dawdle. He knew they had closer to ten
minutes, but that was ill cutting it close when it cameto fleeing from servants of the Dark One.

Tanyaappeared at the back of thewagon. “Isthere something | can do to help you?’ she asked. “I
never unpacked my belongings and Arik has aready shown methe horsethat | will beriding.”

Garth stared at the young girl who enjoyed dressing asaboy. He handed her the coils of rope. “Use
one of these to create alead for the two wagon horses. We will be taking them with us. Then secure the
other coilsto my horse.” She turned to go and Garth reached out and held her arm. *Do you have any
fighting skills?’ he asked.

Tanyalooked up at theimposing gypsy and grinned. “More than any of your boys. Uncle Boris
often bartered for lessons for me. | can handle mysdf with sword, knife and bow, athough | do not own
abow.”

Garth reached into the wagon and grabbed three bows and handed them to her. “Take these and
choose one when you have timeto test them out. The large one will probably not be suitable, but we will
takeit anyway.” He aso handed her aquiver of arrows before she left.

Garth shook his head in amazement at how things had devel oped and bent to complete histask.
Within two minutes of hiswarning the group was ready to go. Garth smiled broadly as he called for the
assemblage to mount up and ride northward. Kainatook the lead on her beautiful white mare that
looked suited to leading a grand parade down the street of agrest city during festiva time. Niki and
Tanyarode behind Kdina, with Fredrik and Tedi behind them. Arik pulled in dongside Garth & the
rear, as Garth looked back over the campsite and the wagon that had been his home for so long.

Kalinakept to a strong pace as she kept her eyes on the path for agood spot to stage an ambush,
something that Garth had ingtilled in her repeatedly over theyears. Garth was busy playing with the leads
on the two spare horses.

“What are you up to?” Arik inquired.



Garth separated the two leads and handed one over to Arik. “Thereisasmall canyon comingupina
half hour at this speed, and we are going to surprise our followers. Tiethisto your saddle. Youand |
are going to be diversons, but not just yet. Keep an eye behind usand if you see anything, shout.”

Garth moved his stalion up between Fredrik and Tedi. “Do you and Niki know how to shield against
magic spells?’

Fredrik looked at him and nodded. “Somewhat,” he explained. “1 am better at it than Niki, but she
knows the concept. We have had precious little chance to practice and I’ m not sure how effective they
will be.” Fredrik laughed. “A couple of daysago, | would have boasted that | could stop any spell.
After thelittle display with Kdina, | redlize that | know very little of my craft.”

“We are going to plan alittle reception for our friends,” Garth explained. “1 will need you to create a
shield around you and Tedi. Canyou handleit?’

“I' will try my best,” Fredrik stated.

“I can ask no more of any man,” Garth smiled. “If you fed the shield coming down, you and Tedi will
run awvay fromthefight. Isthat clear?”’

“Yes,” declared Fredrik. “1 will do nothing stupid.”

“Good,” replied Garth. “In ahalf hour we will be coming to acanyon, Tedi. Just beforethewalls
gart to rise, you and Fredrik will bear to the right and find away up to the rim of the canyon within
eyesght of asmall cave wherethe path below turns. | want you to keep hidden until the Dark Riders
attack, and then you will shoot at the Dark Ridersinthevaley. If you get the chance, without moving
your position, to shoot the witch, take her first. Fredrik, keep the shield on the two of you aslong asyou
can and then both of you flee”

The boys nodded and Garth started to move ahead, but dropped back quickly. “Tedi, | don’t want
you to veer off the path where your trackswill show. Wait until the ground isrocky, even if you haveto
backtrack away. | don’t want them to know that you have split off.”

Garth rode up between Niki and Tanya and repeated the instructions, but sending them to the lft.
He had to grill Tanyaabout her understanding of tracking and leaving tracks before he was satisfied that
sheunderstood. Niki’ s attitude bothered him abit. She seemed eager to use offensive magic against the
Dark Riders and he had to keep stressing that the only magic she wasto use was shielding.

Garth rode up to Kalinaand explained his plan before dropping back to Arik. After telling Arik what
he told the others, he launched into the diversion plan for himself and Arik. “Assoon aswe can seethe
canyon rising in the distance, you and | will head off a anglesfrom our current track. Wewill lead our
pursuersinto believing that the group has split into three groups. They will be forced to divide their men.
After you have gone out about ten minutes, turn enough so you are headed directly at the canyon mouth.
At thispoint, cut the spare horseloose. Try to chase him to continue the way you had been heading, but
don’'t waste any timeif he chooses adifferent way. Then gallop asfast asyou canto the cavein the
canyon. You will haveto hurry because your fasetrail will have shortened the distance between you and
your pursuers.”

Arik nodded solemnly. “I understand, Garth. | will make tracks that are easy to follow right up to the
point wherel turn. | will makeit to the cave. Do not worry.”



Garth placed afirm hand on Arik’ s shoulder and smiled. As soon as he caught sight of the canyon
risng in the distance between the trees, he indicated for Arik to move out. Garth veered sharply to the
left with his horse kicking up large clumps of grasswhile Arik veered to theright. When Garth had
ridden out for ten minutes, he cut the spare horse loose and chased him off. The free horse went more
westward that Garth would have liked, but it didn’t really matter much. Garth dismounted and chose the
best treefor this part of hisplan.

Klarg and Wolinda hated their column by the two trackers who had stopped on the path. “What is
it?" Klarg demanded.

“The group split up here,” one of the trackers supplied. “Two to theright and two to theleft. The
rest continued Straight.”

“What does it mean?’ Wolindaasked. “Why would they split up?’

“I would suspect,” Klarg mused, “that they plan to sphon off the children alittle at atimewith
ingtructions for them to meet in some town, like Lorgo. | would expect to see another split-off about ten
minutes down the path. If we follow only the maintrail, wewill end up behind only the gypsies and they
will plan to disappear on us”

“| don't care about the gypsies,” Wolinda snapped. “1 want the children.”

“Wewill havethem dl,” declared Klarg. “Five men to theright and fiveto theleft. Therest will
continue on. Trackers, continue down the main path.” Klarg laughed. With thirty men at hisdisposd,
they could split up as much asthey wanted and he would il get them all.

Thefive men detailed to take the left track took off at agalop. With any luck at al, they could
capture their two runaways and gtill make it back for the battle with that gypsy devil with the wicked
sword on hisback. Onceit had been determined that the gypsies had been hiding the children, Klarg
placed ahigh bounty on the gypsy warrior. Klarg was convinced that the gypsy was part of the group of
armed men who had helped the boys escape the trap by the seaside cliff. That made Klarg want him
more than the children.

Garth heard the thundering of the Dark Riders hooves afull two minutes before he got first sight of
them. Perched on asturdy branch with an excellent view of the track, Garth had one arrow aready
nocked and three more stuck in the tree within easy reach. He quickly pulled another arrow from his
quiver and dammed it into the tree. There was not much chance that he would be able to down them all
from here before they got wise, but he would be prepared if they gave him the chance.

Thefirst shot would be the trickiest, as Garth planned to take out the last rider first. If it worked, it
would confuse them as to where the attack was coming from. One or two of the other riders might
notice that the arrow had come from in front of them, but there would be no timefor them to tell the
others. When the front two riders went down, the confusion just might give him achancefor the
remaining two.

Garth pulled back and let thefirst arrow fly. Heimmediately nocked the next arrow and sighted on
one of the leaders. Garth heard the piercing cry of pain as helet go the second arrow and nocked the
third. Garth knew that the Dark Riders had not bought the deception and they started to split up asthe
third arrow found itsmark. The last two men were going to egt up vauable time now and Garth grabbed



the two remaining arrows and returned them to his quiver. Quickly, he climbed down out of the tree and
crept off at an angle to the track the Dark Riders had been following.

Garth nocked an arrow as one of the Dark Rider’ s mounts passed in front of him. He wasn’t sure
where the remaining two men were, but they had each chosen adifferent sde of thetrack. They had
dismounted by now or he would have heard them high-tailing it back down thetrail. Getting closer to the
area of the attack, Garth discarded his bow and took two Lanorian Stars out of a pocket as he dropped
to hisbdly. Lying quietly, helistened for sounds. One of the men on thetrail was not dead. Garth could
hear him moaning and redlized that it must have been histhird shot and the man had turned to fleeinto the
woods while the arrow was traveing.

The noise of the horses was aso distracting and Garth could not pick up the sounds of hisenemies.
Precious moments were ticking by, but Garth remained motionlessand listened. Findly, he heard the
sound of the man on the other side of thetrail. The man was creeping towards the tree where Garth had
been shooting from. Still, the warrior had to eiminate the man on thisside of thetrail first or risk
exposing hisback. Garth continued to wait patiently.

Soon he heard the sound of a crawling man and the sound was coming closer. Garth laid the
Lanorian Stars on the ground and silently extracted areed and myric quill. Fitting the quill into the reed
he held the blowpipe to his mouth and waited. Severa tense seconds later, the Dark Rider’ s head
appeared not three feet in front of Garth and he blew the quill into the side of it. The man collapsed and
Garth shoved the reed back into his pocket. Picking up the two Lanorian Stars, Garth crawled to where
he could seethetrail and lay quietly again.

Lessthan aminute |ater, he saw the last man dash acrossthe trail to the foot of the tree that Garth had
used. Garth quickly and quietly made hisway back to where he had dropped his bow. Hiding behind a
bush that shielded him at ground level, Garth nocked an arrow and sat waiting for the man to climb the
tree. He il kept the Lanorian Stars on the ground, one on each side of him, in case the man decided to
come back thisway, but Garth was pretty sure that the man would find hisold perch too inviting. It
offered good cover for an ambush and afford an excdlent view in dl directions. Unfortunately for the
Dark Rider, it was exposed if somebody was expecting you to be there.

Asif on cue, the Dark Rider pulled himsdlf onto the sturdy limb and Garth let hisarrow fly. Quickly,
Garth rose, gathering his Lanorian Stars and went to check on the wounded man. The arrow had missed
the mark that Garth had aimed for, but the man had died, anyway. Garth jogged down thetrail and
found his horse waiting for him. He grabbed onto the mane and swung himself onto the horse and took
off for the canyon.

Klarg hated the column a the mouth of the canyon. “I do not like thelooks of this,” he speculated.
“It istoo convenient for an ambush.”

“From children?” Wolindacomplained. “Don't tell methe Dark Riders are afraid of these children.”

“Not from the children,” Klarg spat. “1 am sure that this gypsy and his men were the oneswho
ambushed us at the seacliff. Thisisprobably where hismen are hidden. Thefact that the rider came
back to meet the main group supportsme. It was an attempt to lessen the amount of men they would
haveto attack. Our |eft flank group never returned. They are probably ten miles from here by now
chasing anonexistent enemy.”

“Doesthis canyon go through?” Wolinda pressed. “And if so, how long to go around it?’



“The canyon goesthrough,” Klarg admitted, “and it would take an extraday to get around it.”

“Then we have no choice but to follow,” Wolindaordered. “Y ou shouldn’t worry. My magic will
protect you. Of course, if you want to run for reinforcements, you have my leave, but your men are

goingin.”

Klarg clenched hisfistsin anger. He could not be seen asacoward in front of his men or they would
refuseto follow him, yet hefdt asif he wouldn’t have any men left if hefollowed thewitch’sorders. “Let
me at least take a couple of men up each sde of the canyon to provide cover,” heingsted.

“Fine, Klarg,” Wolinda patronized, “play the grand strategist if you wish, but use the men from the left
flank when they get here. These men are going in with meto get those children.”

Wolinda gave the order to move forward and Klarg felt like putting an arrow in her back. Instead, he
turned his mount and galloped westward to find the men of hisleft flank.

Thetrackersled the procession into the canyon and followed the evident tracks. They rode deeper
and deeper into the canyon at a cautious pace until the trackershit aninvisblewall. They stopped,
dumbfounded, and looked down the canyon trail at the cave where Kalinaand Arik stood waiting for
them. Arik started firing arrows over theinvisblewal into the Dark Riders. At the sametime, Tedi from
the right side of the canyon rim and Tanya from theleft, started showering arrows down on the
assembled troops.

The Dark Riders dismounted and sought cover. They started returning arrows at the three targets,
but they were not able to reach the rim of the canyon and most of the arrows directed at the cave
dammed into theinvisble barrier. Wolindastarted blasting at the invisible barrier and the two bowmen
on therimwith her magic. Each time one of her projectiles struck the barrier or one of the shields, it
burst into radiant colors and dissipated, but each hit weakened the shield. Wolinda ordered the Dark
Ridersto start scaling the sides of the canyon and directed most of her magic at the two rim bowmen.

Tanyakept trying to aim at the witch with the bright green dress, but every time shelet an arrow fly, a
Dark Rider or ahorse got intheway. She wastrying to conserve her arrows and make each one count
for ahit, but the pandemonium below made that difficult. 1f the horseswould clear out of the canyon, she
would have amuch easier time of it.

“I'm not sure| can hold thisanymore,” Niki complained. “Every time she hitsmy shield, | canfed i,
just like she was punching me. She must be very powerful.”

“Just keep holding it,” Tanyademanded. “I want to kill that witch and if your shield fails, we must
retreat.”

“I'll try, Tanya,” Niki wheezed, “but you don’t know what it'slike. It redly hurts.”

Acrossthe canyon, Tedi was not trying for the witch because there were too many Dark Ridersalot
closer. “How arethe shields holding up, Fredrik?’ he asked.

“Okay, sofar,” Fredrik replied. “I’ve never redly donethisfor any period of time. It'sstrange.
Every time she hitsmy shield, | fed it more. At firg it waslike adistant thump, now itismorelikeajab
with her fist. Not hard enough to hurt, but annoying to my concentration. Thisis something | am going to
have to practice morewhen | get thetime.”



“Y ou are getting practice right now,” Tedi chuckled.

“Yeah,” Fredrik laughed, “but | am concerned about Niki and Tanya. She' snot nearly as strong as|
am and sheis getting hit just asmuch.”

“Don’t worry about them,” Tedi said. “If it getstoo tense, they will withdraw.”

“I hopeyou areright,” Fredrik grunted with another jab from Wolinda. “With women you never
know, though.”

The arrows were arting to take atoll on the Dark Riders with fifteen of them dead or dying in the
canyon below when Fredrik announced that he could no longer maintain the shidd. “We haveto retreet,
Tedi. Garth wasclear with hisordersand | never want to fedl hiswrath or displeasure. Let’sgo.”

Tedi backed away from the edge of the rim and Fredrik gazed across the canyon and saw that Niki
and Tanyawere dill there. The two boystook off running and Fredrik hoped that Tanyawasn't as
stubborn as Niki. If shewere, both girlswould likely be dead before the battle was over.

The Dark Riders were not making much progress at climbing the walls because Arik was
concentrating on the climbers. Any time aman got higher than the levd of Kdind sinvisble barrier, Arik
shot him down. He no longer concerned himsdlf with the men on the canyon floor. 1t felt strangeto him
to see armed men trying to kill him and not be concerned about them. He began to think that magic did
have some good benefits.

With the thinning ranks of Dark Riders Tanyafindly got her shot at Wolinda. Her arrow ran true and
struck Wolindain the left Sde of her chest. Thewitch tumbled to the ground and the Dark Riders below
garted shouting.

“My shield just went down,” Niki shouted. “I don't understand it. | felt it getting wesker and wesker
and then it stabilized and her punches didn’t hurt anymore. Then, dl of asudden, it just collapsed.”

“It doesn’'t matter any more,” Tanyareplied, watching the Dark Riders heading for the mouth of the
canyon. Thosethat could find live horses mounted and rode back the way they had come. Those
without horsesran. Tanyamanaged to get one more as he was running away.

“Damn!” Tanyashouted. “I didn’t want any of them to get away. Now they will just get more men
and come after usagain.”

Garth rode into the mouth of the canyon hoping hewasn't too late. The sound of shouts echoed off
the canyon wallswith thewail of menin retreat and Garth drew his snuous sword. Garth dowed his
steed to astop alittle waysfrom abend in thetrail and waited. He didn’t have long to wait before two
riders came flying around the bend. The enemy approached while trying to draw their swords and Garth
swung into action. Garth swung his sword and decapitated the first rider. Stopping the swing short, he
lunged at the second rider with his sword and it cut cleanly through the man’sarmor and pierced his
chest. Yanking his sword free, Garth saw two moreriders round the bend. The second st of riders
immediately halted their horses, nearly colliding with each other, and drew their swords.

Garth dowly approached them and they tried to sandwich him between them. Garth’s steed suddenly
rose up and turned towards one of the Dark Riders, its hooveslashing out a the man’shead. Asif this
was a practiced maneuver, Garth chose that very moment to swing his mighty sword at the other Dark



Rider. Garth’ssword cut along rent in the man’ s body from his neck to hiswaist as Garth was diding
off his horseto the ground. Ignoring the man he had just severed, Garth turned to the rider who had

been knocked off his horse by the beating hooves. Garth halted his swing at the man on the ground when
he saw apair of lifdess eyes staring up a him. Garth’s horse had crushed the man’s head.

Garth stepped around the bend in the canyon trail and saw three men running towards him on foot.
He placed himself squarely in their path with a stance that indicated that the men were not getting past
him and they did to ahdlt. Eyeing his blood-drenched sword, the Dark Riders drew their own stedl
whilelooking for another way out. Garth furtively dipped his hand into a pocket and grasped aLanorian
Star. Hestood with his sword point on the ground in front of him, hilt in hisright hand, with hisleft hand
concedling the Lanorian Star.

“Y ou wanted to serve the Dark One, didn’t you?’ Garth sneered. “Well, come, let your blood flow
forhim.”

The three men screamed asthey rushed asone. Garth waited until they closed the distance before
tossing out hisleft hand and sending the Lanorian Star into the leftmost man’seye. A second later, he
brought his right arm up and thetip of his sword caught the center man just under theright Sde of his
jaw. The sword continued upward and diced through the man’s nose and |eft eye. Dropping to one
knee, Garth fdt the shock of the third man’s sword striking hissword. He alowed the blow to push his
sword back by withdrawing it in asmooth arc that came around and diced through the third man’slegs.
The man lay screaming and Garth plunged the sword into his heart.

Garth rose and looked down the canyon for more adversaries. Seeing none, he wiped his sword
clean on one of the bodies and sheathed it. He recovered his Lanorian Star and wiped it clean, also. He
wa ked with his horse down the canyon towards Kdina. Kalinalowered the barrier and walked out to

hug him.

“Arik,” Garth said over Kaina shoulder, “1 need a count of the bodies. | want to make sure that we
gotthemal.”

The two teamsthat had been on the canyon rims came riding in, and Garth ordered them to retrieve
arrows and anything el se that they could find which would be useful. When Arik came back with a count
of twenty-9x, Garth frowned. Heleft Kaina s embrace and went to examine the bodies.

“Klargismissng,” Garth Sghed ashereturned. “Everyoneis accounted for except Klarg. Hewill
organize anew troop and pursue us. Loot what you can. We move out in half an hour.”

Sapphireof the Fairies

Chapter 15
Melbin

They stopped for the evening in the pineforest. Tedi got afire going while Tanya helped Arik with
thehorses. Niki helped Kainawith dinner, while Fredrik helped Garth butcher a deer that Garth had
killed. Everyonewastired from the stress of baitle as much asthelong day of riding.



“How come you didn’'t want any offense magic during the battle?’ Fredrik asked.

“I had hoped to kill al of the Dark Riders,” Garth answered. “1f we had gotten them al and left no
trace of amagic battle, anyone who discovered the bodies would attribute the scene to a bandit gang
who were hiding in the canyon. If weleft blasted boulders and scorch marks that would not be
believable. Bandits generally don’t have anything to do with magic. Thefact that Klarg escaped means
wewill be hunted. 1t isunfortunate because dl of you need alot more training before we start getting into
battles.”

“Do you think therewill bealot of fighting?’ Fredrik queried.

“Therewill be more than any of uswill want,” Garth Sghed. “After dinner we must dl train and hone
our combat skills. You, Niki and Tanyawill joinin. Have you ever used asword?’

“No,” Fredrik admitted, “I have never even touched one until today. | shot abow quite abit when |
was younger and | learned to throw knives. That isabout the extent of my warrior skills.”

Garth examined the boy’ swiry frame and delicate hands and nodded. “Knivesmay dofine,” Garth
commented. “That and some hand-to-hand techniquesthat | can show you.”

Garth heard laughter and turned to look. Tedi was coming from the stream with along pole over his
shoulderswith four small buckets of water suspended onit. Arik and Tanyawere laughing at Tedi, but
Garth wasimpressed with the boy’ s balance. The buckets were not discharging their contents. “And
maybe the staff,” Garth added absent-mindedly.

Kalinasignaled that dinner was ready so everyone washed up and gathered around the campfire and
started esting the venison and applesthat Tanya had picked on the way from the canyon.

“How do the King of Alcea and the descendant of the Dark One relate to each other?” Tedi asked.
“I mean we have at least one of them with us and maybe both. Should they be working together?’

“Absolutely,” Garth affirmed. “The Kingdom of Alceawill be devoted to bringing the end to the Dark
One sreign and the descendant will be working to bring an end to the Dark One, himself. They are not
necessarily the samething. The Dark One has many followers. The Black Devils are agroup of
magicians devoted to the Dark One. Thereisaso agroup called the Servants of Sarac who are not
magicians, but also devoted to him. There are races from the other Universes that worshipped Alutar,
the Demons, Goblins, Y aki and Ogres. They will want Sarac to succeed becauseit will mean thereturn
of Alutar. People who wish Sarac to succeed may well run some of the rogue armies. Whomever the
King of Alceais, hewill haveto marsha whatever forces he can to fight Sarac’ shorde. It isimperative
the King and the descendant work together to accomplish their goals.”

“So, in effect,” Fredrik offered, “we havejust joined the Alcea Army.”

“Yes” Gathsad grimly. “More accurately, we probably arethe Alcea Army.”

“Doesn’'t Alceadready have an army?’ Arik inquired.

“I don't redly know,” Garth answered. “1 have not been therein many years. At thetime people

weredill caling it Tagaret, which wasits name when Targaexisted. The Collapse, the war with Sordoa
that was going on at the time, and the attacks from Sarac’ s Army, al decimated the Targan Army. After



the Collapse, dl that was|eft of Targawasthe city of Tagaret. What was |eft of the Army probably
settled in wherever they were.”

“What of Alexander Tork and the Targa Rangers?’ queried Tanya.

“Alex and Jennevalleft to imprison Sarac in hiscastle,” Garth answered. “They haven't been seen
snce. The TargaRangerswere only athousand strong at their peak and Captain Mitar Vidson ran
them. | would assume that they remained loya to King Byron and rdlied to him. If so, some of them
may dill exig.”

“You paint apretty bleak picture,” commented Niki. “It soundslikethisKing of Alceadoesn’'t even
have a country.”

“Hedoesn't,” Garth sighed, “ but between Kalina, me, and you children, hewill, and we will seethat it
grows strong.”

“You redly need to stop caling us children,” Tedi stated. “1 know you mean it as Collapse Children,
but we il find it offensive.”

There was agenera agreement to Tedi’ sremark and Garth nodded. “Y ou certainly proved today
that you are not children. | am proud of the way you al followed orders, but what shal we cal you,
then?’

“We should be called the Alcea Rangers,” offered Tanya, “and that includes you and Kaina.”

Calls of agreement went around the campfire and Garth smiled. “Okay,” hesaid, “1 will be proud to
serve with each and every one of you in the newly formed Alcea Rangers. However, asproud as| anto
servewith you, | would rather fed safe serving with you, so | think it timeto start our training for this
evening. Niki, youwill train with Kdinathisevening. Tedi, | want you to cut another polelikethe one
you used to carry water. | want you and Fredrik to start learning how to handle astaff. Tanya, you get
to prove you are as good as the other boys against Arik. Let’'sgo.”

Everyone started to get up and Garth turned back towards thefire. “Forgot a couple of things,” he
dated. “Everyonein the Rangerswill be required to be proficient in usng aknife and throwing a
Lanorian Star. These are two wegponsthat are easily concealed and deadly if used by someone who
has been trained. See me when you can and | will supply you with enough to start training. 'Y ou should
train with these two weapons whenever you have nothing elseto do. One more important thing, seeing
aswe have people in camp who see nothing wrong with going through others' belongings. | havea
satchel that contains Lanorian Stars and myric quills. Do not goinit. Myric quills are deadly poisonous.
Onetouch of thetip and you will be dead before you hit the ground. 1 will instruct you in their use when

you areready.”

A few red faces appeared as the Rangers headed to their appropriate training spots. Garth walked
around and observed or instructed as needed. Fredrik was awkward at first with the staff, but Tedi had
afine sense of balance and handled the stick with excellent control. With alittle training and alot of
practice, Tedi would be deadlier with the staff than he would be with asword.

Tanyawasindeed giving Arik acontest. Of the two Lorgo boys, Arik was definitely the better
swordsman. Tanyawas very good with asword and was besting Arik, but it was obvious that she had
received some good ingtruction. Eventuadly, Arik would beat her congtantly because the boy was so
powerful, but for training, Tanyawould prove to be an excellent sparring partner for him.



Raised voices from Niki and Kainadrew Garth towards them and he stopped to listen.

“It just isnot possible, Niki,” Kainawas saying. “A shield never remains stable or levels off, it keegps
getting weaker eech timeitishit. That isthe very basic nature of the shield. It is probable that you just
became numb and didn’t fedl it getting weaker. Now | want you to list every spdll you know and 1 will
gart to teach you spellswhich are closdly related to the ones you already know.”

Tedi gave Fredrik agood hit to the ankle and Garth hurried over. He knelt down and examined the
ankle. “It' sokay,” Fredrik declared. “It hurtsabit, but that ismy own fault.” Fredrik limped to hisfeet
and picked up his staff and continued his practice with Tedi.

For the next severa weeks, the Rangerstraveled haf days and spent the other half days and evenings
practicing. Theresultsof thetraining were promising. Fredrik was modest when he said that he had
played with throwing knives. He was aready better at throwing knives than most men Garth had met,
and hetook to throwing the Lanorian Star fairly well. He still had quite away to go in hand-to-hand
combat with aknife, but if he could throw them quickly enough, his assailantswouldn’t get close.

The old merchant, Boris, got hismoney’ sworth on the instructions that he had purchased for Tanya.
She was good with knives, bow, and staff, aswell asthe sword. She aso enjoyed tossing the boys
around in hand-to-hand combat. She picked up the knack of using the Lanorian Star very easily, aswell.

Arik was an eager and fast learner. His muscular body was in excellent shape and he had an amazing
endurance. Tanyadtill beat him most of the timein swordplay, but he was getting better. With the bow,
nobody could beat him and his keen eyesight seemed to help him with the Lanorian Star aswell. Ted,
Fredrik, and Tanya could beat him with astaff and Arik generdly avoided using one.

Tedi excelled with the staff, getting better every day. He now took on Tanyaand Fredrik at the same
time and won most of thetime. He was dso turning into agood tracker, better than Arik, which
surprised both of them. Garth aso learned that Tedi had an excellent set of ears, hearing many things thet
Garth did not, and Garth’ s hearing was excellent.

Niki was having trouble with both the knife and the Lanorian Star, the only two wegpons she was
training with. When Niki practiced throwing, everyone cleared out of theway. Kdinasaid shewas
progressing well with her magic, though. Shewas not as strong or astaented as Fredrik, but she had
some unusud talents. She could smell things that no one else was capable of smdlling. Her claim had led
to an interesting evening when the boys volunteered to hide thingsin the woods and make her find them
blindfolded, and shedid. She aso knew some types of magic hedling that Kaina had never heard of.
She claimed to have learned them by accident and Kalina promised to secure abook on healing spells
for her when she could.

Garth combined horseback archery lessons with hunting and food was dways plentiful. Kaina
combined her lessons on edible plants with instructions on gathering plants and minera's necessary for
some magica potions. She began to accumulate some stock to teach Fredrik and Niki how to make
potions and what they were good for. For the most part, Garth was very pleased with the progress that
the Rangerswere making. Already, the four warriors, Arik, Tedi, Fredrik, and Tanya, would have been
welcome recruitsto any army. Garth had plans of making them much more than recruit materid, though.

Arik and Tanyarode into the campsite with alarge buck and were arguing about whose skill
contributed more towards thekill.



“It was my shot that took him down,” ingsted Arik.
“Only because it was your turn,” Tanyaprotested. “I am the one who tracked him down.”
“Tracked him!” laughed Arik. “He practically stood and waited for us.”

The bantering continued as the two Rangers dropped the buck for Fredrik and Tedi to prepare and
took care of their horses. Kalina observed Garth smile and shake his head and came over and embraced
him.

“I haven't seen you smilein along time, warrior,” she teased.

“Nor you, witch,” Garth said softly as he returned her embrace. “Out here with the children, one
could almost forget the death and destruction that continuesin the world.”

“Almogt,” Kdinauttered as she broke the embrace. “We are going to have to make atrip into town
soon. Tanyatold methat some of the horses need their shoes tended to.”

Garth sat by thefirein athoughtful mood and Kadinasat down next to him. “Melbinislessthana
day’sride,” hefinaly offered. “I will take the horsesin tomorrow and get them taken care of.”

“Can | come with you?” Fredrik asked as he also sat down. “1 have been making knife sheaths and
most of the kniveswe have are alittle too large for concealment. | would like to shop for something a
little smaler and abit more balanced.”

“Thekniveswe have will do thejob,” Garth stated. “Where are you trying to conced them that they
haveto be smdler?’

“Y ou have never been adainty woman,” Niki laughed as she sat next to Fredrik. “Would you believe
that Fredrik has eight knives on his body right now? Y ou, Garth, have crested amonster. Besides, | will
keep an eye on him for you. | need to do some shopping aswell. Just thismorning, | broke my last
comb.”

“I wouldn’t mind getting some news on the Situation in Lorgo,” added Arik. “We don’t know what
has happened since we left.”

Garth looked up at Arik, Tedi, and Tanya standing acrossthefire. Garth turned to Kainafor help
and shesmiled a him. “I did promiseto try and find books for Niki and we could use some more leather
and dyes,” she shrugged.

Garth laughed heartily. “What isthe matter, Tedi?” he quipped. “Didn’t they let you in on thiscon?’

“I’'m quite happy here,” Tedi remarked. “Though | have no objectionsto helping Tanyawith the
horses. Youredly can’'t handlethem dl by yoursdf.”

Garth looked around at dl the smiling and eager faces. “Okay,” he consented as he threw his hands
up. “l don’t need amutiny on my hands, but . . .” Garth grew deadly serious as he continued, “but we
have to be very careful. There are dangersin the cities and one loose word will endanger usdl. Arik,
you will bein charge and you will keep everyone safe. | will need to pick up someinformation while
aminthecity and it will not be sefefor dl of you to bearound me. Kdinaand | are known by different
namesin Mdbin. Do not usethem unlessyou arein dire trouble, but we are known as Mika and



Y olinda Obanik.”
“Why do you use different names for different places?’ asked Tanya. “Areyou wanted criminas?’

“We have broken no laws,” Kdinaanswered, “but, still, we have many enemies. For your own
safety, you will pretend not to know usin the city unless we gpproach you and then you will use the new
names Garth hasjust told to you.”

Everyone nodded in agreement and the evening was filled with excited plansfor the outing to Melbin.
In the morning everyone except Garth shed their black uniform and donned clothes that would fit the
city. Theentire campsite was cleaned up and the group was ready to leave at first light.

By midday, the walls of Mebin rose in the distance and Arik and Tedi stared in awe. While the boys
were impressed by the size of the city, Fredrik, Niki, and Tanyawere only curious about what Melbin
would belike.

Asthey rode on, Garth explained a bit about Mebin. “The city was not dwaysthislarge,” he began.
“Before the Collapseit was alittle larger than Lorgo because it was a segport for Targa. The Sordoan
border was only afew miles south of here. During the war Melbin was attacked by both sdes
repeatedly and what they didn’t destroy, the Collapse did. After the Collapse, the citizens began to
rebuild the city and one of them, Alfred Krakus, declared himsdlf King of Melbin. He had the old
garrison destroyed and awall built around the city. Other than the seacoadt, there are only three gatesto
get in and out of the city, one on each side of the city. Inthe center of the city he built himself agrand
palace. Thetimeswere very troubled then and thewall around Melbin attracted many immigrants. The
city isnow filled to overflowing and congtruction is occurring outsde the wals. The King taxesthe
people heavily, but they seem willing to pay histribute because crimeisamaost nonexistent in Mdbin.
Thelaws are very strict and many minor offensesresult in the death of the violator. Do not steal or chest
amerchant during your stay in Mdbin.”

Garth paused to make sure everyone had heard hislast statement. “Magic isforbidden,” Garth
continued, “but likealot of things, magic isused in private with no consequences. The Black Devils
maintain ahousein Melbin openly and no one complains. | supposethat | do not have to remind you to
stay clear of the Black Devils, but remember that if you use magicinsde Mebin, you will draw their
notice. Kalinaand | are going to use the West Gate to enter. Therest of you will use the South Gate.
Thereisaninn on the coastd highway called the Huttering Jb. That iswhereyou will stay. Wewill be
staying in the Bosun's Chair across the street.”

After they had ridden on for amile, Garth and Kainaveered off towards the West Gate and the rest
of the group continued on towards the South Gate. Their excitement rose asthey neared the wdls and
approached the massive South Gate. Streams of people were entering and exiting the city. Tedi felt
uneasy passing before the stern looking guardsin their orange and black livery, but the guards paid the
group no more than apassing |ook.

Onceingdethe city walls, smells and sounds assaulted the group’s senses. Arik and Tedi savored
the salty air of the segport, while Fredrik and Niki inhaled the scents of the merchants and food sellers.
Hawkers cried out to them as they passed, offering deals at favorite inns and restaurants, or offering to
take them on acity tour. The Rangersignored the offers and strode on towards the Fluttering Jib.
Fredrik had to pull Niki along severd times as she stopped to ingpect a merchant’ swares.

Even the gtreet in front of the Fluttering Jb was busy with street-side jugglersand musicians. Arik
turned and looked across the street to the Bosun's Chair asthey turned down the dley dongside theinn



to the stables. The stables were large and well cared for and Arik inquired about a blacksmith and was
told that the inn had aworking relaionship with one. Arik could make his arrangements with the
blacksmith and |leave the horsesin the stable. The blacksmith would collect the horses as needed and
have everything reedy in the morning.

Satisfied, the group entered the Fluttering Jib through the back door to the common room. The place
was busy, but the innkeeper saw them and came right over. Arik was staring at the size of the common
room, so Fredrik spoke to the innkeeper. He requested two rooms and the Rangers turned to look at
him as he gave hisname as Lord Wason of Cidal. Theinnkeeper, however, showed the proper respect
due a Lord and escorted the group upstairs and showed them their rooms. The roomswere large
enough to be comfortable, but small enough to prohibit spending any more time in them than necessary.

Once the boys entered their room, Fredrik stripped off histraveling clothes and donned the red velvet
suit, which he was wearing when heleft Cida. Arik and Tedi began teasing him about it, until they
noticed his serious ook as he started fastening knivesto hislegsand arms. Another sheath was strapped
to hisback at hiswaist and one between his shoulder blades. Two more went into hiswaistband in the
front, one to each sde and Fredrik arranged his jacket so they were not visible,

“Areyou planning for a battle?” Arik asked.

“I want to try them out and see if anyone detectsthem,” Fredrik explained. “Peoplein cities are used
to hidden weapons and one game they play isto try to spot anewcomer’s hidden cache. | plan to fatten
my private cofferswith alittle gambling. Would either of you careto join me?’

“I promised Tanyathat | would join her in atrip to the weapons merchants,” declined Arik.
“No, Thanks” Tedi said. “I think | will just walk around and seewhat acity islike.”

Arik left soon after Fredrik, and Tedi went down to the common room to get abiteto eet. Theinn
was il serving the midday meal and the common room wasfairly crowded. Tedi found aseet at an
empty table and waited for someoneto offer himfood. A guard in the orange and black livery of Mebin
and aman in alight green woolen tunic occupied the table next to Tedi and he listened to their
conversation ashewaited. The conversation wasfairly boring asit centered on women, gambling, and
crudejokes and Tedi was glad when ayoung girl findly cameto offer him somefood and drink. Tedi
was elated that fresh fish was one of the food choices and ordered a plate of flounder and potatoes with
agreensdlad. The price wasabhit high, but al of the Rangers had afair bit of coin taken from the bodies
of the Dark Riders and Tedi desired agood fish dinner.

Tedi let hiseyesrove over the crowd in the common room while il listening to the conversation at
the next table. The men started talking about other people and Tedi had no ideawho they weretaking
about, but every once and awhile he picked interesting comments about other places. He heard them
mention amercenary company from Cidd in afavorablelight. Therewastalk of two rivd factions
fighting for control of Trekum and some game that was played in Tagaret called, The Game of Power,
that waskilling people. There were mentions of placesthat Tedi had never heard of and creatures that
sounded impossible to imagine.

Tedi’ sfood arrived and he savored the smdll and flavor of the seafood. He had never thought that he
would miss eating fish, but the mere flavor of the flounder brought asmileto hislips. He thought about
Fredrik’ s comments before leaving the room and |ooked at the people in the common room anew.
Therewere dl sorts of people about. Most of them were travelers, of course, but the room seemed to
be favored by locals, aswell. Tedi saw severd tables where the people kept coming and going, but



those who were dready at the table dways knew the newcomers. This obvioudy marked them aslocals
having the midday med.

Otherslooked around cautioudy as though they were unfamiliar with their surroundings and fearful of
everything and everybody that came into the room. These were obvioudy new travelersand Tedi
laughed to himself that he probably looked just like them. Still others had the look of being separate but
familiar. Thisgroup was used to traveling and staying in strange places, perhaps they had even stayed
here before, but they were still wary. They didn’t shun the companionship of the others, nor were they
eager toinviteit. They gave theimpression that thiswas anorma occurrencein their professon and,
therefore, familiar, but had had enough experience to know that danger always existed, evenin familiar
territory. They were probably messengers, merchants, and couriers.

Tedi had seen much of the same behavior in the Fisherman’ s Inn in Lorgo when he spent severd
weeks there following his mother’ s disgppearance, but the Futtering Jib presented it on amuch larger
scale. From the number of innsthey had passed on the way to this one, he knew that Melbin must be a
city of consderable importance for quite a distance around.

Tedi finished hismea and sat drinking hiswesk de. Hewatched asaguard in the orange and black
livery entered and began searching the room. The man was obvioudy looking for someone and when he
looked in Tedi’ sdirection, his eyeswidened and he sarted forward. Tedi felt amoment of fear asthe
guard marched towards him and he relaxed only when he redlized the guard was interested in the table
next to him.

Tedi berated himself for being so foolish, as the newcomer joined the guard and man at the next
table. Tedi drained hisae and prepared to leave when the conversation at the next table caught his ear.

“So, thereyou are, Hanjdl,” the newcomer said. “The Captain will have your throat if he findsyou in
here. You are dill listed ason duty.”

“Easy, Lomar,” the seated guard replied. “Hethinks | am delivering a message and when | get back
my shift will beover. Join usfor abit.”

“Did | just hear you offer to buy meadrink?’ chuckled Lomar.
“Now, why would | do that?” Hanjel coughed.
“Because | know something that will interest you,” smirked Lomar.

Hanjd signded the serving girl and said, “ Sit and convince me that you know something interesting,
Lomar, before the serving girl collects my money.”

“I just saw Mika Obanik wak into the Bosun's Chair,” Lomar grinned.

Hanjel choked and spit de acrossthetable. “The devil, you did!” he cursed.

Sapphire of the Fairies
Chapter 16



King Alfred

When the serving girl arrived and Hanjel had ordered Lomar an ae, Tedi ordered another one for
himsalf and continued to listen.

“Sure, hedid, Hanjel,” Lomar said ashe drank hisade greedily. “I saw himself not five minutes ago.
I’ve been looking for you ever since.”

“WhoisthisMika Obanik?’ the third man asked.
“Anoldfriend of Hanje’s, Chekst,” Lomar chuckled.
“Friend, my foot!” Hanjel spat angrily and Chekst looked confused.

“Heisan ex-TargaRanger,” Lomar supplied. “ Supposedly was apersond friend of Colonel
Alexander Tork. | never met Tork, but this Obanik isthe meanest, toughest son of amother that ever
walked the face of the earth. Hanjel and two of hisfriends had the displeasure of meeting him about five
years ago and you can tell that Hanje till remembers him, fondly, of course.”

Hanjel smashed his mug down on the table, drawing attention from al over the common room. “I’ll
fondly you, Lomar, if you don't wipethat grin off your face,” Hanje growled. “The man’sabandit and a
liar and deservesto die. Friend of Tork, indeed. Tork isjust amyth, and adead myth at that, but seeing
asthey was friends, maybe Obanik ought to go see Tork, whatever hdl heisin.”

“Oh, Tork isno myth,” Chekst objected. “I had afriend in the Sordoan Roya Guard that wasin the
Royal Paacethe day that Tork nated the Sultan. He saw him again the day the Empress died.
No, Tork isno myth, but why does this Obanik bother you so much?’

“Obanik was supposedly passing through town about five years ago,” Lomar began. “Three men
gtarted getting on him about him having been a Targa Ranger and how King Byron of Targawasthe
cause of the Collapse. When Obanik tried to ignore them, they got rowdy. Obanik got up and |eft the
inn and three fools followed him out into the street and drew their swords on him. Most amazing display
of swordsmanship | ever saw. Obanik drew his sword and fended off the three men and called for the
guard to arrest the fools so he wouldn’t have to kill them. Well, the guard showed up, al right. Three
senior guardsmen came and one of them was Hanjel here.”

“I think you' ve said enough for one day,” threatened Hanjdl.

Lomar ignored the other guard and continued. “The three guards started taking bets on the outcome
ingtead of intervening. Findly Obanik shook hishead and in one twirling motion, cut the threefoolsin
half. Hanjel and histwo buddies arrested him for murder and took him before King Alfred who
sentenced him to desth. Some of the citizens objected and the King ordered an investigation. When
King Alfred discovered what had really happened, he offered Obanik achoice, become the Generd of
the Melbin Army or leave the city and never return. Either way, Obanik would be required to teach the
three guards, who had not broken up the fight, alesson. Obanik choseto |leave the city and said that his
sword was aready too bloody to use againgt the guards.”

“Well, Hanjel should at least be happy about that,” Chekst said.



Hanje threw hisale mug at the wall and stormed out of theinn. Lomar shook his head and continued
the story. “The King was not pleased with either of Obanik’ sresponses. He decided to throw Obanik
in thering againgt the three guards, anyway, but without Obanik’ s sword. Hanjel and hisfriendswere
thrilled and they dl glegfully drew their stedl to kill Obanik, but it didn’t quite turn out that way. Obanik
best the three of them without his sword, killed one of them even, and knocked the other two
unconscious. Hanjel and the other guard were demoted to new recruits and Obanik was shown the gate
out of thecity.”

“Will Hanjel arrest him for returning to the city?” Chekst asked.

“I don't think so,” Lomar answered. “Hanjd cursesthe day he arrested him thelast time. | fear he
will try to kill Obanik and that, | am sure, will result in Hanjel’ sdeath. | would arrest Obanik mysdlf to
save Hanjd, but | think the King might impose his origina sentence on the Ranger and he doesn’'t
deserveto diefor killing thosefools”

“You said you saw thefight,” Chekst asked, “why didn’t you stop it?’

“I wasn't in the guard then,” Lomar stated. “It was Hanjel’ s poor performance that made me want to
jointhe guard. | was ashamed of his performance and thought the Kingdom deserved better than that.”

Tedi rose and casudly walked out into the street, eyeing the door to the Bosun's Jib. Hanjel was
nowherein sight, so he marched across the street and entered the common room. He found the
innkeeper and inquired about Mikal Obanik and wastold that he had gone out. Tedi wanted to alert
Garth, but he did not want to leave a message with the innkeeper, so he left.

Arik was amazed a the wealth of merchandise available from the weapons merchants. There were
swords of every shape and size, battle-axes, crossbows, longbows, horse bows, staffs, pikes; thelist
wasendless. Thevariety of knives aonewould keep Fredrik busy for aweek just picking out the types
hewanted. There were weaponsthat Arik could not name, or even guess what they were, or how they
were used, and these were the onesthat Tanyawas interested in. She had aready purchased five fingly
polished and balanced fighting staffs and something called abola, which looked like aheavy cord with a
ball on each end. The bolaconfused Arik until the merchant demonstrated itsuse. Still, he had no idea
what Tanyaintended to useit for. Perhaps she would giveit to Niki and Niki could useit to snare herself
aKing.

Arik found himsdf fondling alongbow and the merchant asked him if hewould careto try it out. Arik
nodded and the merchant handed him a bowstring and three metal-shafted arrows. Arik bent the
longbow, which was much stiffer than his Lorgo bow, and attached the bowstring. The merchant was on
the edge of a practice field and there were severd targets erected acrossthefield at even intervals. The
merchant suggested he shoot at the closest target.

Arik stuck two of the arrows into the ground and saw the merchant wince. He held the third arrow
and felt its smooth finish and fine balance. He had never seen ametd arrow before and shuddered at the
thought of leaving adozen of them in enemy bodies after abattle. Killing could get to be an expensve
hobby, at the price of these metdl arrows.

“Remember,” the merchant said softly, “your drawback will be half again greater than your country

Arik nodded thoughtfully as he nocked the metal arrow. He mentaly adjusted for the differencein



force and smoothly let the arrow fly. Hisarrow struck lower than he would have thought and he quickly
pulled an arrow from his own quiver and repeated the procedure. Hiswooden arrow hit dead center
and the merchant smiled approvingly. Arik plucked a second meta arrow from the ground and, after
mentally adjusting for the extraweight of the meta arrow, sent it sailing into hiswooden arrow.

Taking the third metdl arrow, Arik adjusted for the furthest target. The merchant saw the devation
Arik was applying and shook his head with hiseyesclosed. Arik smoothly let the metd arrow fly and it
sailed into the target, not athuml’ swidth from the center. Applause broke out and Arik turned to find
severa people had become spectators to his display.

The merchant beamed as he said, “ Excellent shot, Sir. I you can repest that last shot, I'll gladly give
you atenth off the price of that longbow.”

Arik laughed at the merchant’ s attempt to sell hislongbow. Hewaswell aware, from watching
Tanya, that any of these merchants would give you atenth back to makeasale. Still, the longbow felt
good to his hands and it was extremely accurate.

“I will repest it threetimes,” boasted Arik, “if you will give me three tenths off the price and aquiver
full of these metd arrows.”

The merchant was taken aback by the audacious request, but the crowd, which had swelled grestly,
applauded again and he quickly acquiesced to Arik’ srequest. He handed Arik three more metdl arrows
and Arik again stuck two of them in the dirt while he waited for the boy to clear the targets. When the
field was clear Arik nocked hisfirst arrow and easily sent it through the air, driving it into the center of the
distant target. The crowd that had become very large applauded.

“What happens when one of these metal arrows strikes another?” Arik questioned.

“Itisthe sameasahit,” answered the merchant, “but it may damage the arrow. | will have the boy
remove the arrows after each shot if you think thet it isa possbility.”

Arik nodded and the merchant signaled the boy as murmurs ran through the crowd. Arik’s second
arrow flew astrue asthefirst and Arik noticed that a man in the crowd was collecting money and making
wagers on thefina shot. The merchant was swegting now and wringing his hands as Arik nocked his
third arrow. A hush fell over the crowd as Arik’ sthird arrow sailed through the air and pierced the
center of thetarget. If the second arrow had been I€eft in, the third would have hit it. The crowd roared
its gpprova and many a hand dapped Arik on his back asthe crowd dispersed.

“You areasfineamarksman as| have ever seen,” the merchant admitted, “and | have seen afew.
Still, adeal isadea and you have won your discount fairly. It's safe enough to say that my shop will be
thetalk of the town for aweek, at least, and that brings paying customers around.”

Arik paid the merchant and also purchased afine, soft leather case for the bow. Tanyawas suitably
impressed not only with his shooting, for she knew him asagood shot, but with his negotiating skill. He
and Tanya spent the rest of the day shopping and Tanya made afew more purchases of items, which
Arik had no ideawhat she was going to do with.

Fredrik’ sluck wasfair with cards aswell as any other game, but the young gambler earned his money
a dice and whed gameswhere his magic could affect the outcome. Fredrik’ s attire marked himasa
wedlthy man and saw him admitted to the more lucrative games where the stakes were higher.



Fredrik had played this game for so long, he knew the ruleswel. He did not win too much at any one
establishment, but moved on to the next before people started howling about hisluck. With acity the
sze of Mdbin, Fredrik could gamble for amonth before anyone would get wiseto his extraordinary
ability towin. Still, he kept in mind Garth’ swarning about chesting the merchants and he was sure that
gpplied to gambling aswell. By working hisway from the poorer establishmentsto the richer, Fredrik
had managed to amass severd thousand crowns for his several hours of work. At the last establishment
he had encountered two other gamblers he had run into earlier in the afternoon and decided to end his
gambling for the day.

Fredrik made hisway back to the Fluttering Jib and noticed Arik and Tanyain the common room.
He worked hisway over to them and sat down.

“Where are Tedi and Niki?’ greeted Fredrik.

“We haven't seen either one of them since we arrived,” Tanyastated. “We spent dl day at the
market. | picked up some knivesfor you at the market in case you didn’t get a chance to get there
before they closed.”

Fredrik kicked himsdf for forgetting about the market. When he started gambling he aways lost
track of time. He wasthankful now for the conversations he had had with Tanya about what he was
looking for inknives. “Thanks, Tanya,” hesaid. “I lost track of time and didn’'t make it to the market.
Il look at them after dinner, but I'm sure that what you bought will be just what | want. If you haven't
egten yet, it will bemy treat. |’ ve had an exceptiond run of luck today.”

Tanyagrinned knowingly and Arik gritted histeeth. Tedi came into the common room looking harried
and did into aseet at thetable. “We have some serious problems,” Tedi whispered.

Arik looked around the common room to seeif anyone was paying too much attention to their table.
Satisfied that no one was paying any attention to them, Arik asked the obvious question. “What kind of
troubleis serious?’

“ThereisaMdbin guard trying to kill Garth,” Tedi whispered, “and Niki was arrested.”

Ale dopped out of Arik’smug as he lowered it to the table and his jaw amost dropped aslow.
Looking around again, Arik suggested that they retire to one of the roomsto talk.

Thefour Rangers beat ahasty exit from the common room and went upstairs to the boys room.
Everyone found a spot on one of the bedsto sit before Arik demanded an explanation.

“Garth, or rather Mika Obanik, isnot welcomein Mebin,” Tedi began. “He was shown the gate by
King Alfred five years ago after killing four men and wounding two others. Three of them were Mdbin
Guards. One of those guardsisout to kill him. | overheard him and another guard talking earlier and
I’ve spent the day trying to find him. While | was down in the Oddities Market, | saw two guards
escorting Niki to the Palace. She did not look happy.”

“Great,” exclamed Fredrik. “I wonder if shewas stupid enough to use magic here.”
Arik and Tanya both shot Fredrik awicked glare and he turned red when he redlized what he had

sad. He smiled weakly and shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry,” he gpologized. “I redly meant stupid
enough to get caught using magic.”



Arik and Tanyawere not impressed with the subtle distinction Fredrik was making. “Niki isthe more
important of thetwo,” Arik stated. “ Garth can take care of himself and Niki islikely to use magic on the
King and get herself killed. How can wefind out where sheis and what she has done?’

“I know aguard,” suggested Tedi, “who appears honest and might tell us. | don’t redlly know him,
but | know his name and what he lookslike. Heisthe one who was taking about Mikal Obanik and
what happened fiveyearsago. HisnameisLomar.”

“If thisguard ishonest and knows Mikd isintown,” Tanyaasked, “why ishe not arresting him?”’

“Hethinkswhat Mikal did was correct,” Tedi said. “The King was mad because Mikal refused to be
his Generd of the Army. That iswhat got him thrown out of the city and Lomar won't arrest him to face
theKing again.”

“That isagtory | want to hear more of,” Tanyasaid, “but right now we haveto get Niki to safety. In
most cities, you can just go up to the Palace Guard and ask them if somebody has been arrested and
what for. I’ll go try that and come back.”

Tanyaleft as Fredrik said, “ It ismost likely that she used magic. If that isthe case, they will execute
her. We haveto find out where the prison is and how to get her out.”

“I am not enjoying my first trip to the big city,” Tedi remarked. “1’ve spent dl day frantically looking
for Mikal before someone kills him and now we have to plan a prison break.”

The boys sat and pondered their Situation for a short time before Tanyareturned. “She was arrested
for something shedidin Cadar. Something about using magic to take clothes from awoman,” Tanya
informed them. “Thewoman isherein Mebin and recognized her.”

“Can they arrest her for something she did in another country?” Fredrik asked.

“The King can do whatever hewantsin his country,” Tanyaexplained.

The four Rangers sat lost in thought for sometime. Garth would be furious with them if they didn’t get
Niki free and thiswould probably bethe last city they ever saw for therest of their lives.

“If thiswoman can have Niki arrested for something that happened in Caldar,” Fredrik stated
forcefully, “then | can have her arrested for something shedid in Ciddl.”

The others looked at Fredrik like hewas crazy. Fredrik smiled and explained, “1 am known asLord
Wason in Ciddl, the Lord of the Manor. We had to leave the town rather swiftly because Niki used
magic to hold one of my maids off thefloor. Shewasin arage and they would have killed her. Sherode
out on ahorseand | pretended to be chasing her. Asfar asanyonein Cida knows, | am ill chasing
her. 1 will go to the King and demand her arrest. He will turn her over to me and we can leave.”

“That sounds pretty good,” Tedi admitted, “but will the King even seeyou?’

“If heisredly Lord of the Manor in Ciddl,” Tanyaspeculated, “the King probably will ssehim. Do
you know anybody there that the King might know?’

“Just before we left town, | was in ameeting with Captain Grecho, head of the Cidal Mercenary



Company. The King may have heard of him,” hoped Fredrik.

“I heard about them today in the same conversation,” Tedi exclamed. “They are known herein
Melbin and have agood reputation.”

“Waell, Lord Wason,” bowed Arik, “it would appear that you are about to see the King of Melbin.”

Fredrik straightened out his clothes and headed for the Royal Palace, which was an imposing mansion
inthe heart of the city. The Paace itsalf was set back quite abit from the road and Fredrik feared he
would look foolish waking in from the street. He turned around and headed towards a carriage house he
had seen earlier inthe day. For twenty crowns, he rented alarge, ornate carriage for the trip to the
Royad Pdace.

The carriage pulled up to the gate to the Roya Palace and the driver announced Lord Wason of the
Cida Manor having just arrived in the city to seek audience with the King. The guard looked inside the
carriage and nodded. A runner was sent to the Palace and he returned several minutes later with a
message. The guard opened the massive gate and waved the carriage through.

The carriage rode up to the front of the Royal Palace and stopped. A Paace servant dressed entirely
inwhite, except for an orange and black sash, opened the carriage door. Fredrik stepped out as proudly
ashecould. The servant closed the carriage door and then led Fredrik insde. The Palace wasfairly
new and very well decorated. The entry was large and spacious and sported large plantsto give the
room an outdoor feding. Paintingslined the walls of thetiled corridors and the doors were made from
excdllently carved woods with gold scrollwork.

The throne room was large and the floor was completely covered with carpeting asfine asany
Lanorian rug Fredrik had seen. Spaced aong the wallswere large murals of the seacoast and statues
placed between them. Thethrone, itself, was agaudy gold chair with orange and black cushioning.
Seated on the thronewas asmall, plump man with areceding hairline. Behind the throne were two
women dressed in orange and black dresses. The servant announced Lord Wason and Fredrik realized
he was speaking to the King.

Fredrik bowed to King Alfred and waited for asigna to approach. Fredrik had never been before a
King and he had no idea what the protocols were, but he behaved asif the King were a god and hoped
that whatever he did would not cregte an offense.

“King Alfred, | greatly appreciate you taking the time to see me without an appointment. | am afraid
that our first meeting is marred by my need to ask something of you.”

“Lord Wason, please, | do not stand agreat deal on the formalities of the old ways. Thelast | had
heard the Lord of the Manor in Cida was Lord Alrecht. Asyour namewould indicate that you are not
his son, may | ask how you have come unto your Title?’

Lord Alrecht was my uncle, Y our Highness. He was murdered by Black Devils passing through
Cidd and | am hisonly heir.”

“Y ou have my sympathies,” the King offered. “1 trust the Cidal Mercenary Company avenged his
desth?’

“Actudly, Y our Highness, Captain Grecho informed me that the company was unaware of the murder
until it waslong over and the Black Devils had moved on.”



“A pity,” the King sympathized. “Wéll, what isit that you wish from me, Lord Wason?’

“I have been chasing ayoung woman who was staying in my mansionin Cida,” Fredrik gambled. “It
has come to my attention that she was arrested herein the city thisvery day.”

“It seemsto me, if | recall correctly, your uncle used to chase women, aswell,” the King joked, “but |
think | know of the woman whom you arereferringto. A Lady of Cadar has charged her with sorcery.
The Lady told me an interesting tale about having her dress ripped off her on the main street of Caldar.”

“That could very well be the same woman, Y our Highness. Thewoman | am after used sorcery on
one of my own maidsin my own mansion and | have been chasing her ever since.”

“Wdll, at least | no longer haveto fed guilty about executing her for sorcery,” chuckled King Alfred.
“Of course, the Lady of Caldar’ sword was enough to satisfy me, but your word assures me beyond
doubt. I will dlow you to witness the execution and then we shall have agreet feast for the Lady and
yoursdf.”

A shiver ran through Fredrik’ sbody. He had not known that the woman whom Niki disrobed in
public wasthe Lady of Cadar. The woman had seen Fredrik with Niki and if she saw him here, he
could also be arrested and executed.

“Y our Highness,” Fredrik pleaded, “1 would request that thiswoman be turned over to me so that |
may have her returned to Cidd to stand trial for her crimes against me and the people of Cidd.”

TheKinglogt hisentirejovia mood and went slent. For severd long agonizing moments, the only
sound in thelarge, cavernous room was Fredrik’ s own bregthing.

Findly, the King of Mdbin spoke. “Y ou present me with adifficulty, Lord Wason. | have before me
awoman who has committed serious crimesin two jurisdictions. Each jurisdiction isa potentia dly and
vassd of Mdbin. Caldar appeared before mefirst, but Cida is closer and has the backing of the Cidal
Mercenary Company. Thisisadifficult choice. Would you careto look at the woman and confirm for
me that we are, indeed, dedling with the same woman?’

“Certainly, Your Highness,” Fredrik agreed.

A servant and two guards led Fredrik out of the throne room and along a corridor to the rear of the
Paace and acrossthe yard amost to the far wall of the estate. Not far from the wall was alarge, square
plot of land surrounded by a moat, with aflagpole being the only structure above ground. The guards
worked awinch that moved a narrow bridge out across the moat and the servant led Fredrik across.
The entireidand was a series of cages built into the ground, which were exposed to the weather. The
servant stopped at thefirst cage and Fredrik’s heart sunk as stared down at Niki in the cage. Shewas
deeping and Fredrik did not have the heart to wake her.

Fredrik returned across the bridge and the guards withdrew it. The four men marched back to the
throne room and Fredrik addressed the King.

“Y our Highness, just seeing the woman again makes me plead that you give preferenceto my clam
towards her.”

King Alfred nodded and laughed. “My Lord Wason, my advisors have come up with aplan to



please both Caldar and Cida. Y ou will be given the woman to take back to Cidd as you requested.”
Fredrik’ s heart legped with joy a avoiding this close call over losing Niki.
“That will be, of course,” the King continued, “ after we have executed her to satisfy Cddar’ sclam.”

Fredrik’ s heart sank and he begged |leave from the King' s presence. On the way back to the
Fluttering Jib, hetried to think of what he would tell the others.

Sapphireof the Fairies

Chapter 17
Breakout

When Mika Obanik emerged from the basement of the leather shop, the sky had blackened and the
aley wasdark. Asdark asthe alley was, the newsfrom Alceawas even darker. Instead of Alcea
preparing to receive its new King, it sounded like the petty interests of rival Lords had taken
precedence. Worse than that, King Byron had been nated and Queen Marta had fled the city.

Mikal waited amoment to let his eyes adjust to the darkness and moved down the dley to his next
contact. Soundsfar behind himin the dley caught his attention and Mikal refused the temptation to turn
and look. If someone wasfollowing him, there wasllittle he could do until they got closer. Carewould
have to be taken to make sure that no one knew his contacts, though. Long after Mika had |eft the city,
his contacts would have to continue living here.

At the end of the alley, Mika stepped out on the wide street and watched the passing people.
Gauging the proper moment, Mikal stepped out and merged with the flow of traffic, hoping to lose his
follower. 1t wasonly ahdf-hearted attempt as Mika wastaler than most of the citizens of Mebin and
his head would be visble above the crowd, till, the tail would know only the generd location when he
left the crowd. He worked hisway patiently to the opposite Side of the street and suddenly ducked into
andley. Waking quickly, Mikal reached the end of the dley and entered another broad street. He
turned right on the street and right into the next alley. Halfway up that aley was adoor and he opened it

and dipped in.

The corridor on the other side of the door was unlighted and Mikal walked cautiously to a doorway
at theend. Mikal tapped on the door with a distinctive knock that alerted the occupant on the other side
astowhomwas caling on him. Thedim light that showed under the door was extinguished and Mikal
heard a bolt being thrown back and the door opened acrack. Mika dipped into the room and closed
thedoor. A voicefrom the other side of the dark room called softly to him. “Y ou have been away for a
longtime”

“Matters of importance caused my delay,” Mikd replied softly. “I understand the Situation at homeis
not well. Do you have any information on Mother’ s whereabouts or what happened to Father?”

Mika heard the other occupant of the room trying to use a striker and said, “I need to keep my night
vison. Thedleysof Mebin arefull of ratstonight.”



“Very well,” the mysterious voice answered. “Father’sillnesswasjust part of the Contest. | have no
knowledge of the gambler who threw the dice. No one knows the whereabouts of Mother. Some are
planning to ask King Alfred to provide ahomefor her if she can belocated.”

“I would think that there are safer placesfor her to vist,” Mika said gruffly. “Still, someone must
look after her.”

“Thereis some degree of bitternessin that statement,” chuckled thevoice. “Theinvitation will be
offered. She may choose to accept or decline.”

“What else have you heard?” Mikal questioned.

“Thereisno longer asafety net a home,” camethe answer. “The dungeonisfilling up and thereisthe
threat of emptying itinaharshway. Your Cousinisoneof them. Thatisdl | havefor you, I’'m afraid.
Don't stay away so long next time.”

Mikd quietly offered thanks and afarewell as he did out the door into the dark corridor. Cracking
the door to the dlley, Mika peered out looking for any passersby. Seeing none he stepped out into the
aley and made his way towards the busy, wide street. The dley was dotted with small, black acoves
and Mikal was halfway to the street when he heard a scrape on the ground from one he had just passed.

Mikal immediately stooped as he spun around to face his attacker. The knife just barely passed over
his head and Mikal threw aforceful punch up between the attackerslegs. A whoosh of bresth smelling
of cheap de was expdled from the attacker and Mikal grabbed the man’ slegs and straightened hisown,
tossing the large attacker over his shoulder. Mikal spun around and knelt on the man’ s neck as he
grabbed both of the man’ swrigtiswith hislarge callused hands. Smashing the man’s hands againgt the
ground, Mikal was rewarded by the sound of the knife falling to the ground.

Theman tried to struggle benesth him and each time, Mikal put pressure on the man’s neck with his
knee. Eventudly, the man stopped struggling and Mika said only one word softly, “Name?’

When the man didn’t answer, Mikal increased the pressure of his knee and asked the question again.
Findly, the man answered, “Hanjd.”

“| should have known it would be you,” Mikd said grimly. “Firgt, you had no pride in your position.
Now, you have too much pride, or isit hatred? Thiswill make the second time that | have spared your
life, Hanjel. Therewill not beathird. Make no mistake about it. Even if you stand in the presence of
King Alfred, if | seeyou again, | will kill you.”

Mika quickly snatched the falen knife, rose and walked out of the dley to continue with his contacts,
without looking back.

Fredrik returned to the Fluttering Jib and walked up to hisroom. The other three Rangers were
waiting anxioudy. The disappointed looks on their faces were obvious when Fredrik entered the room
done.

“Wouldn't the King seeyou?’ asked Tanya.

Fredrik dumped down on his bed and shook hishead. “TheKing saw me,” he answered. “| thought



| had him ready to release Niki to me, but al he offered was her body after sheis executed. The woman
whom Niki attacked isthe Lady of Caldar and she demanded her execution. The King has agreed to
please her.”

The room went suddenly quiet and Arik started pacing the floor. After the continuous sound of
Arik’ s pacing drove everyoneto irritability, the others made him sit down.

“Thereisno option left but to break her out,” Tanyaconcluded. “If only we could figure out where
they are holding her.”

Fredrik perked up at his chance to offer something useful. “1 know where sheis,” he chirped. “I saw
her, but shewas deeping. There are cells dug into the ground on the Palace estate. They have amoat
around alarge areawith cells and amechanica device that extends anarrow bridge over it. They took
meto verify that Niki was the woman whom | was &fter.”

“Where about on the estateisthisidand?’ Arik demanded.

“Itisasfar from the Paace as you can get and sill be on the estate,” Fredrik explained. “Thereisa
largewall around the entire estate, but | did not see any guard towers. | did passtwo roving patrols
while they had me out, but | didn’t see anyone stationary at that end of the estate.”

“Great,” exclamed Arik. “We can scale the wall and get her out.”

“Why would they |leave prisoners so exposed?’ queried Tedi. “They must put some vaue on keeping
their prisonerslocked up. Thereis something missng here”

“Thereisquiteabit missng if you will et mefinish,” scolded Fredrik. “The bridge mechanismis
locked with akey the guard carries. 1t dso makes atremendous noise when it is operated and if wetry
to useit, wewill bekilled or captured.”

“Can’t we just swim across the moat?’ asked Tanya.

Fredrik shook his head tossing his dark brown hair over oneeye. “1 wouldn't advisethat,” he
sghed. “The moat isfilled with hungry reptiles. Some of them were twenty feet long. | heard the guards
laughing about feeding time, which, | gather, is seldom, but their gnashing teeth could easily tear your legs
off. Also, thecdl, itsdlf, islocked and the pit istoo deep for her to climb out of. Evenif it wasn't that
deep, you would have to wake her up without her screaming her head off.”

“Why hasn't Niki used her magic to get out of the cell?” quizzed Arik. “Does she know any spdlls
that would help her escape? | mean, why is she just deeping when she should be raging to get out?’

“A good question,” added Tedi. “Areyou sure shewasdive, Fredrik?’

“| thought shewas just deeping,” Fredrik replied thoughtfully, “but you areright. That isnot like Niki
a dl. Shewould be screaming and cursing and throwing any spell she could conjure.”

“The King would not hold a public execution with adead prisoner,” Tanyapostulated. “They must
have drugged her or knocked her out. They were probably afraid of her magic powers. Now we have
to add to the list our need to carry her once we open the cell.”

“Whatever we do will have to be done later tonight,” declared Arik. “Let’s split into two teams. One



team will eat now whilethe other triesto get alook at thisidand from the outside. When they return, we
will switch. When the second team comes back we will meet here and discussideas for getting her out.”

“Tedi and | will eat first,” declared Tanya. “Y ou two go and get alook. Fredrik can show you
whereit isand you can draw us amap when you return,” she said to Arik.

They al agreed and Fredrik led Arik to the spot where he thought the idand might be. Thewall was
agood twenty feet high and the boys could not see over it. Thetreesin the areawere not tall enough to

get agood look over thewall and there were too many peoplein the areato start climbing the wall even
if they could.

Fredrik looked around the area and his eyes stopped on a three-story house across the street.
Fredrik tapped Arik on the deeve and marched across the street and knocked on the door. At first he
thought no one would answer, but when he was about to open the door and go in, a middle-aged woman
opened the door.

“What isit?’ shedemanded. “If it's something you' re selling, be off with you.”

“Madam,” Fredrik puffed up, “do | look like alowly merchant? My agent sent me by to examinethe
house”

The woman gave Fredrik alooking over and eyed appraisingly at hisred velvet suit. “Agent? What
agent? Whatever are you taking about?’

“The property agent, of course,” snapped Fredrik. “Look, | am offering an outrageoudy large sum of
money for thishouse and | don't gppreciate my time being wasted with foolish games. Areyou going to
let usin or should | buy your neighbor’ s house?’

“I don’'t know nothing about . . .” faltered the woman. Her eyes sparkled as she changed her tune. “I
mean to say that your agent was not gracious enough to inform me that you would be coming this
evening. Comein, please.”

Arik hid hissmilewell as Fredrik led the way into thetall house. Fredrik saw afew poor pieces of
furniture and some cratesin the entry hal. He swept past them into the recelving room and stopped
when he saw no furnitureat al. “1 am afraid that | forgot your name, Lady,” Fredrik stated.

“Mabd, My Lord,” shereplied as she bowed. “Asyou can see, | have dready moved the furniture
out except for these smdl pieces. | can have them removed in themorning. How much was your offer,
Sr?

“Twicewhat you were asking,” Fredrik camly replied. “I think thiswill dowell, Lady Mabd.”

“Perhaps, you could show your good faith, Sir,” Mabel hesitantly suggested. “A small deposit would
guarantee that your offer is accepted, as generous asit is.”

The house was redlly in deplorable condition. The floors were cracked, the doors hung poorly and
didn't close, and the walls had holesin them. Thetruth of what he was seeing began to dawn on Lord
Wason. He walked back into the entrance hall and looked at the crates. Nodding his head, Fredrik
retrieved some coins from his pouch and counted them ouit.

“I must have men in tonight to take measurements and | will not want them disturbed,” Fredrik



ordered. “Hereisone hundred crownsdeposit. The belongingsin the entry hal will not be available until
tomorrow after midday. 1f you can carry them, you can take them now, otherwise, do not send for them
until thet time. | will have my agent draw up the paperstomorrow and by nightfall you will beavery
wedlthy woman. Good night, Lady Mabdl.”

The woman bowed with agrin on her lips and hefted a crate on her way out the door. Arik started to
ask for an explanation as Fredrik dashed up the sairsto thetop floor. Arik pounded after him and
looked out the window at the Palace grounds.

“What was all that about?’ asked Arik. “Do you know that not going through with the purchase of
this house could be considered cheating a merchant?”

Fredrik was studying the lay of the grounds as he spoke. “Thishouseisnot for sale, Arik,” he
chuckled. “And that wasno Lady. | can't be sure, but | think this house held rooms that were rented
out. Each of the cratesin the entry hal had a different name written on them. That woman was probably
one of the renterswho received an eviction notice. Look at thisplace. 1t has probably been condemned
and is scheduled to be torn down. The way the woman bowed proved shewas no Lady.”

“Thenwhy did you give her the money?’ quizzed Arik.

“The money waswell spent,” laughed Lord Wason. “ She will be scurrying around to the other
evicted renters offering to have their belongings brought to them for free just to stop them from coming
here and derting me. This place will not be disturbed during the night. Now, we not only have agood
view of the grounds, we have anew basefor the rescue.”

Arik shook hishead in amusement as he studied the layout of theidand prison. Fredrik watched a
piece of wood fal from the window as he withdrew and headed for the stairs.

The two boys returned to the Futtering Jib and sat at the table occupied by Tanyaand Tedi. He
quickly described the house and told them that Arik and he would bring their belongings to the house
when they had finished eating. The second team |eft for the abandoned house and Fredrik and Arik
ordered ahedlthy medl that had been put off too long.

After the med, Fredrik spoke to the innkeeper and explained that part of his party would be leaving
and he no longer required the smaler room. He paid for both roomsfor the night and the innkeeper was
well pleased by the sudden changein plans. Fredrik |eft his belongings and, together with Arik, collected
everyone el sand carried them down to the stables. The horses had been cared for as the blacksmith
promised and leaving Fredrik’ s horse they |oaded the rest and rode to the abandoned house.

The house had no stables and Arik led the horsesinside to the parlor. The boysran up the stairsand
found Tanyaand Tedi sitting on the floor, drawing diagramsin the dirt. Arik plopped down aongside
them but Fredrik stood not wanting to subject his appard to the dirt.

“We have afew thingsworked out,” Tanyaoffered. “The climbing claw | purchased today will get us
over thewall and we can make arope ladder to get usdown into the cell. That ill leavesthe problem
of getting across the moet, the roving guards, and carrying Niki.”

“Y ou forgot about the lock,” Fredrik mentioned.

“I cantake care of thelock,” Tedi chuckled and Arik looked a him queerly. “Fredrik, can you make
ashidd like Kdinadid in the canyon?’ Tedi asked.



“No,” answered Fredrik. “How would that help you?’

“It wasjust athought,” Tedi sighed. “Tanyatold me about our archer’s new bow and his abilities. |
figured if you could create ashield like Kainadid, only makeit curve back around, Arik could shoot an
arrow withadringtied toit. He could shoot the arrow to one side of the flagpole and the shield would
make the arrow curve back on the other side of the flagpole. That way we would have a string wrapped
around the flagpole and we could attach aropeto it and pull it around so that we had arope stretching
acrossthemoat.”

“And what good would that do you?’ Fredrik inquired.
“I could walk acrossthe ropeto the cell,” Tedi assured him.

“Canyouredly do that?” Tanyaasked. “Because | know how to get arope acrossthe moat. | can
use the same climbing claw that we will useto get over thewall. | am surethat it will catch on the barsto
thecdls”

“Can you walk across the rope with Niki on your back?’ Arik asked. “From what Fredrik said, she
will bein no condition to help hersdf escape.”

“If you can figure out away to keep the rope taut with our weight onit,” Tedi declared, “I can walk
acrossit with anything that | can carry.”

“I can make Tedi aharnessto carry Niki,” offered Fredrik. “That way hishandswill befree.”

“Okay,” Arik commanded, “Fredrik, you get started on the harness. Tanya, try to time the roving
patrols so that we have a sense of how long we will have to get Niki and get back. Tedi, you get to
make the rope ladder. I’ m going to search this house for something we can useto tie the other end of the
ropeto.”

The Rangers split up and went about their individua tasks. In acouple of hours everyone had
reassembled and changed into the blacksuits. “I wasn't ableto find anything suitable,” Arik admitted,
“but I did think of how we can accomplish thetask. After Tedi getsto theidand, he cantietheropeto
one of the cellsand throw the grappling hook back to us. We can affix it to the other end of the rope
and digitintotheground. Aslong astherope doesn't flex too much, it should work.”

“If not,” Tedi commented dryly, “you three can take off.”

“Thefour of you will haveto leavethe city right away,” Fredrik stated. “1 will stay at the Fluttering Jb
because the King will check to seeif | left with hisprisoner. 1 will dso haveto tell Garth where you have

m”

“Thereisacove about four miles north of here along the shore,” Tanyanodded. “1 will lead them
there and wait for the rest of you.”

The three Rangers descended the stairs and exited the old house. Fredrik, till in hisred velvet suit,
remained a the window to lend magical assstanceif everything fell gpart. Thetrio quickly crossed the
street and hid in the extradarkness that the wall provided. Tanyawatched the window of the old house
and when she saw asmall sparkle of light, she threw her climbing claw up a thewall. It took her two
triesto seet it and she cursed over thefirg attempt. Arik wasfirst up thewall and he sgnaled Tedi to



follow and then hung by hishandsand let go to fal to the ground.

Within moments the three Rangers were over thewall and inside the estate grounds. Quickly, Arik
grabbed the grappling hook that Tanya had |owered and ran acrossthefield to the moat. He hurled the
hook towards the cages and missed. Ashe hauled it back in, the hook fell into the moat and got stuck
on something. Arik pulled feverishly and something pulled back amost causing him to lose hisbalance.
He called softly to Tanyaand Tedi and they each grabbed onto the rope. The three of them pulled and
the beast on the other end pulled back. The tug-o-war lasted only seconds before the hook was free
and the three Rangers were sprawled on the ground, but it felt asif it had lasted for ten minutes.

Arik tossed the hook again and this time was rewarded with a clang as the hook snagged abar on
one of the cells. Arik wrapped the free end of the rope around his back and sat with hisfeet dug into the
ground. Tanya placed hersdf acouple of feet infront of Arik and aso grabbed the rope and dug in.
Tedi walked to the edge of the moat and tested the flex in therope. 1t seemed taut and time was running
quickly, so Tedi put hisfaith in his partners and hopped onto the rope.

Tedi’ sbaance was excdlent and hisfear did not emanate from the thought of falling, it came from the
flexing of therope asit dipped close to the water’ s surface. One thing he hadn’t thought of was that the
beasts might actualy rise up out of the water to eat him. Tedi tried to concentrate on gaining the other
bank and off of the moat. He felt the rope firming as he neared the far edge and soon he was on land
again. Helooked into the cell that the hook had caught on and his heart skipped abest. The cell was

empty.

Even as he was fedling doomed and wondering what to do next, his hands were untying the hook and
tying the ropeto the bar of the cell. Without thinking he threw the hook across the moat to Arik and
Tanya. Tedi untied the rope once more and shimmied up the flagpole. Swiftly, hetied the ropeto the
metal ring a the top of the flagpole and did down to the ground. He quickly ran from cell to cdll looking
for Niki. It was hard to seein the dark and then he remembered that Fredrik had said that shewasin
one of the corners. Heran to the closest corner cell and peered in. There was definitely something in
there and Tedi bent to pick the lock.

The lock was not particularly hard and Tedi soon had the cell opened and the rope ladder fastened to
thetop. Helet the ladder drop and scrambled down as he heard the patrol’ s boots scraping along the
ground. The bottom of the cell was black and, hoping Niki would forgive him, he began feeling around.
At least he was sure that the woman in the cell had curly hair. Helay on his sscomach and pushed her on
top of himself. Shifting her body around on his back to alow the straps of the harness to secure her, he
kept listening for the sounds of the patrol.

Once she was secure, he started up the rope ladder. When he reached the top he stuck his head out
to look for the patrol and saw no one. A moment of dread ran through him when he thought he might
have been abandoned by hisfriendsin the Roya Prison. A feding of shame quickly followed as Arik
and Tanyaran forward from the wall where they had hidden while the guardswerein sght. The guards
did not make acomplete circuit, but came down the path towards the cells and then turned around.
Thankfully, they did not see the rope.

Tedi amost lost his balance as he stooped to retrieve the rope ladder and lock the cell. Heroseand
threw the ladder acrossthe moat. Adjusting Niki’sweight, Tedi stepped to the edge of the moat and
jumped up to grab the rope, which wastied to the flagpole. He decided if the rope was going to fail, he
wasn't going to spend time dreading it. Straining againgt the weight of Niki and himsdlf, Tedi began
swinging to get hisfeet up ontherope. By thetime he got hisfeet wrapped around the rope, Tedi’ sarms
were aching. Asquickly ashedared, Tedi started moving his hands along the rope towards the other



sdeof themoat. Each hand movement was astrain and hisarmsfelt like they would be ripped out of
their sockets. Sowly and agonizingly, Tedi put one hand in front of the other until finally he and Niki
were safe on the other side.

Tanyaran up to the edge of the moat and cut the ropeto leaveit dangling in the water. Arik pried the
climbing claw out of the ground and coiled the remaining rope. The three Rangers met at thewall and
Arik caught the top of the wal with the hook. Tanyaclimbed the rope first and stayed on top of the
wall. Tedi and Niki went next and Arik had to help by pushing. When Tedi reached the top, he
managed to straddle the wall without falling. Arik was close behind and pulled the rope up and switched
the hook to |et the rope dangle on the outside of thewall. Arik descended first and alowed Tedi to
place hisfeet on his shouldersto ease the way down. When they were safely down, Tanyatossed the
hook down and then dropped hersdlf to the ground.

Fredrik was downgtairs waiting when they entered the house. They changed Niki into her blacksuit
and Tanyapushed her leather hat over Niki’ sred hair. The three of them mounted their horses and
Fredrik hefted Niki up to Arik, who held her in front of him. Tanyatook the reinsto Niki’ s horse and
they set out for the North Gate.

Fredrik madeit back to hisroom at the Fluttering Jib on foot and tossed himself on the bed to get a
few hours deep before the guards arrived.

Sapphire of the Fairies

Chapter 18
Mutiny

It was barely past first light when the pounding on the door woke Fredrik. He struggled to sit and the
pounding continued. Seepily shuffling over to the door, Fredrik threw the bolt back and two Melbin
Guards rushed in, their heads swiveling to search theroom. Fredrik could see two more guards waiting
in the hallway beyond the door. “Lord Wason,” one of the guards declared, “you have been summoned
to the Roya Palace. Itiswdl that you are dressed, King Alfred appearsimpatient this morning.”

Asfearful ashewas, Fredrik walked over to the basin and wet hisface. “I shal just be amoment,”
he said through the towel wiping the deep from hisface. The guard tapped hisfoot impatiently while
Fredrik tried to smooth hisred velvet suit. At least, Fredrik redlized, he was not under arrest. The
guardswould not wait for him if they had ordersfor hisarrest.

When Fredrik was as presentable as he could be after deeping in his clothes, he turned and walked
out the door. The guards had a carriage waiting for him and, once he wasin, they rushed him to the
Royal Pdace. Fredrik was escorted directly to the Throne Room where King Alfred waswaiting. The
guard escorting him whispered something in the servant’ s ear and the servant scurried up to the King and
relayed the information.

“| seethelodging in our innsis not to your liking, Lord Wason,” the King stated. “Perhaps| should
extend roomsin the Palace for your comfort.”



A shiver ran down Fredrik’ s back as he thought the King must know about the house he had
occupied lagt night. Slowly it dawned on him that the King probably was referring to the state of
Fredrik’ sclothes. Sometravelers dept in their clothes and armed because they did not trust the
innkeeper to keep them safe whilethey dept. “I am afraid it wasalong day yesterday, Y our Highness. |
know that Mebinisacity wheretravelers are safe, but | was so tired | must have falen adeep beforel
could undress”

“Undergtandable,” the King laughed. “Y ou probably indulged yoursdlf in abit of merriment last night
to toast the conclusion of your hunt for the witch.”

Fredrik noticed that the King' s laugh had been forced and the body language of the servants and the
guards, who had not been withdrawn, told him that he was a suspect in the escape. “Actudly, it was
samplefatigue,” Fredrik stated. “Thewitch hasled me on amerry chase for someweeksand | must
admit that many of those nights did not afford abed as comfortable asthe Futtering Jb.”

Frowning, the King tried adifferent gpproach, “1 am told that you had a party of four with you when
you arrived and they |eft you late last night. Did they have some urgent task to fulfill for you?”

This part Fredrik had rehearsed in hismind last night. “They were not my servants,” Lord Wason
declared. “They belong to Captain Grecho of the Cidal Mercenary Company. They are on their way
north to negotiate a contract. They had agreed to be my escort while | was chasing thewitch. When |
informed them last night that my search had ended, they took their leave and continued on their misson.”

The King'sfrown grew as his brow knitted and his eyebrows lowered, darkening the monarch’s
eyes. “Then| amto beievethat they did not effect the release of your witch last night?” King Alfred said
witharisngvoice. “Thevery professona escape, | might add.”

Fredrik knew it would cometo this and redlized the next few moments would decide his fate, whether
it be death or freedom. “What do you mean escape?’ he shouted. “You can’t have let her escape.”

The room grew very tense and the guards appeared to tighten their hands on their weapons. “1 am
sorry for my outburst,” Lord Wason said softly while conscioudy clenching his hands to appear furious
with the King' s poorly guarded prison.

“I beg the King's pardon for words spoken in haste, but the thought of her being free again boils my
blood,” Fredrik humbled with the sound of forced softness. “The men of Captain Grecho obey my
command and are loyal to the Lord of the Manor. They would not take it upon themselvesto freea
witch that | wished imprisoned.”

The comment about loyalty had been meant to impress King Alfred that if he detained Lord Wason,
he would be striking out againgt the Cidd Mercenary Company, which, while not true, would cause the
King to tread more lightly towards Fredrik. “May | ask if the woman could have possibly used magic to
escagpe and if Y our Highness has any indication of where she has gone?’ Lord Wason queried.

The King, after aminute of studying Fredrik, motioned for the guardsto leave. “This has never
happened before,” conceded King Alfred. “The witch was drugged which should have made it
impossible for her to use magic and there was a stub of rope found attached to the flagpole which would
indicate amundane rescue. Although, the cell was still locked and the purpose of the rope makes no
sense. It waslong enough to reach the bottom of the cell, but it was next to the wrong cell and the loose
endwasnotinthecdl. | an afrad that thereislittleinformation that | can supply to help you locate her.
If | receive further news, | will send amessenger.”



Fredrik bowed and |eft the throne room. He spurned the carriage, which was waiting for him and
walked backed to the Fluttering Jib lost in thought. As he entered the common room, he noticed Y olinda
Obanik gitting by hersdlf at one of thetables. He nonchalantly walked over and sat down. The crowd
was sparse for the morning meal and the serving girl appeared promptly. He ordered a concoction of
eggs and cheese and turned towards Y olinda.

“You aredone,” Y olindawhispered while holding her mug of coffeeto her lips. “Where arethe
others? What has happened?’

Fredrik acted like he was having pleasant conversation with astranger. “They rode out last night and
arewaiting for usnorth of here. | can't explainit al now, but if your businessin Mdbin iscomplete, |
would suggest that we leave.”

“Iseveryonedl right?’ Y olinda demanded.

“Niki has been drugged to keep her from using magic,” Fredrik explained. * She was unconscious
when sheleft. Everyonedseisokay.”

“Beready to leavein fifteen minutes” Y olindawhispered. “I will get the ingredients needed to help
Niki. Wewill meet you at the stablesfor the Bosun’s Chair.” 'Y olinda placed her coffee mug on the
table and disappeared out the door of theinn.

Fredrik finished his breakfast and went to hisroom to gather hisbelongings. He removed the red
velvet suit and dressed in agray woolen tunic and matching breeches. Carrying his gear down to the
stables, he paused to inform the innkeeper that he wasleaving. When he reached the stables of the
Bosun's Chair, Mika waswaiting for him holding both hisblack stallion and Y olinda swhite mare.

Y olinda hurried a ong the aley and mounted without aword. Silently the three rode through the Streets
of Melbin and out the North Gate.

When they were well away of the gate, Garth demanded an explanation of the events of Melbin. He
told Fredrik to start at the beginning and leave nothing out. Fredrik wasjust finishing histae when they
|eft the coastal highway and headed for the sea. “I think | know the cove that Tanyais speaking of,
athough it isnot aparticularly safe spot to wait,” Garth commented.

Garth was pleased to seethat Arik was at least dert to the danger when the young warrior jumped
down from his hiding spot in the rocks to welcome them. “I guess everything went okay,” Arik smiled at
Fredrik.

Arik led them into the cove to where Niki was stretched out on ablanket. Kainaquickly dismounted
and kndlt at the girl’ s side to examine her. “Get afire going and put some water on to bail,” she
demanded.

“Thisisnot asafe placefor afire” Garth cautioned. “Can it wait until we find amore suitable place?’

“No,” replied Kdina “The drug can bevery harmful, especidly if they were not careful administering
it. Thefact that she was about to be executed could be enough reason for them not to care how much
they used. | must get someteainto her.”

Kainaremoved aparcel from her pouch and handed it to Tedi. “Mix haf of thisinto ateaand see
that shedrinksdl of it. Return the unused half,” Kainaordered.



Kalinawent to her horse and removed the long, canvas wrapped package and laid it on the ground.
Stopping, she unwrapped the Sword of Heavens and picked it up. Holding it out from her she started to
rotatein acircle and findly stopped when it tingled.

“Itisas much west asit isnorth,” Garth surmised.
“Yes” replied Kdinadryly, “and you want to take us further north.”

“The children are getting better every day,” Garth explained, “but they are hardly ready to battle the
world. The dday of aweek will not matter in the course of the Prophecy and they will be one week
better trained for it. Besides, if welet the Situation in Alceatotally crumble, the Prophecy can not be
fulfilled. Remember, one of them is supposed to lead Alceato grestness. How can that be
accomplished if Alceadoesn't exist anymore?’

“ S0, the children will be better trained, will they?” Kainasnorted. “And you expect meto believe
that your planswon't get them killed in Alcea? We could have lost them dl for only one day in Melbin
and thereis no one therewho particularly caresif they live. In Alcea, everyonewill want them dead.”

“If you are so opposed to my plans,” Garth stated, “1 will go to Alceadone. | know what must be
doneand | will haveit done.”

“ And abandon the Children of the Prophecy,” mocked Kalina. “I think not. Y ou have waited all
your lifeto get your hands on them. 'Y ou will not leave them now.”

“I'will find you walowing your way across Targawhen | am done,” Garth smiled.
“Let usnot fight about this, Garth,” Kdinasighed. “Wewill talk about it later.”

Kalinawrapped the sword back up in the canvas and went to check on Niki. Garth wandered down
to the surf and removed hisbootsto let hisfeet fed the cool satwater wash over them as he paced dong
the beach. A barefooted Tanya appeared adongside him and Garth shivered as he realized how
complacent he had become about the children’ s presence.

“Something istroubling you, warrior,” Tanyasuggested. “1 have never seen you two have aharsh
word for one another. Isit because of the difficultieswe got into in Mdbin?’

“No,” confided Garth. “The Alcea Rangers performed admirably in Mebin. | am proud of al of you,
not just for using your abilitieswell, but because you worked asateam. | learned some very disturbing
information whilein Melbin and fed that the problemsin Alceaneed to be addressed now. Kainafeds
that we must hurry to fulfill the Prophecy and she hasapoint. Even though the Rangers are not yet battle
worthy, every day we delay is an opportunity for Sarac to get at you.”

Tanyareached down and plucked ashell from the surf, letting the water rinse the sand fromiit. “Can't
the problem in Alceawait for usto return from wherever we are going?’

“I don’'t know,” admitted Garth. “The Stuation may wait, but some very good peoplewill diein the
meantime. They arefriends and people whom | admire, aswell asbeing influentia to affairsin Alcea
When it comestime to place the heir upon the throne, they would be good peopleto have dive.”

“Youwill work it out, warrior,” Tanyachirped as she sprinted across the sand to a blanket against the



rocks.

Garth turned around and headed back towards his boots. He looked and saw that Kalina had Niki
sitting up, drinking tea. He picked up his boots and strode across the sand towards the rest of the
group. Niki wastaking and Garth deduced from the smile on Kaina' slipsthat Niki was going to be dl
right. He sat down on somebody’ s blanket and dusted the sand off his feet before putting his boots back
on. Tedi was missing from the group and Garth assumed he was on sentry duty.

Kdinagot Niki up and walked her back and forth to assure herself that there was nothing wrong with
her. Once she was satisfied, she ordered the campfire extinguished and announced that they would be
leaving in five minutes.

Everyone got their belongings packed back on the horses and mounted up. Garth let Kalinalead
while he pondered which way he would go when they got to aroad that led westward. They rode for
half a day before the road westward appeared. Kalina halted at the crossroads, but the children kept on
going. Kalinastarted to say something, but Arik cut her off.

“The AlceaRangers are bound for Alcea,” he proclaimed. “It isabout time that we saw what we are
fighting for. If you and Garth don’'t hurry aong, you will missdinner.”

Kalinalooked dumbfounded as Garth caught up to her and he just shrugged his shoulders and
grinned. Kainashook her head in dismay, but Garth saw the corners of a smile appearing on her lips.
“Y ou orchestrated this, didn’t you?” she accused.

“Thiswas not my decision,” he chuckled. *Our Rangers are becoming more of atight-knit group than
either of uswould have suspected. | only mentioned my concern to Tanya because she asked what we
were arguing about. | do think they have avaid point about seeing what they are fighting for, though.”

“Youwould,” laughed Kdina. “It isfunny to have two strong-willed people ignored by a group that
wedtill cal children. Y ou better move aong, | do not intend to missdinner.”

For the rest of the day they rode on, and nobody mentioned the incident at the crossroads. Arik
chose the campsite and Garth watched with amusement and pride as the Rangers efficiently set up camp
and arted dinner and practice asif thiswasther daily routine. The episode in Mebin, without Garth
and Kainato guide them, had melded them into aworking team, dependent on each other and seemingly
independent of anyonedse. Garth knew better, but it filled him with admiration for the five of them.

Kalinamixed the rest of her concoction into ateafor Niki, while Garth went to observe the practice
sessions. Arik and Tanyawere using the bolas that Tanya had purchased in Melbin. The pair of bals
attached by a strong cord was thrown at the legs of aperson or animal. If thrown properly, the weight of
the balls caused the cord to wrap around the legs and fell your opponent. They were using apair of
sticksfor the practice and were getting better with each throw.

Fredrik and Tedi were battling with the new staffs acquired in Mebin and Garth had to admit that the
saffs made adifference in their effectiveness. Seeing no need to intervene, he walked over to check on
the stew that was cooking over thefire.

Niki recovered well from the drug and was rattling on to Kalina about her captivity and how she had
been good in Mdbin and how it wasn't her fault. Garth smiled broadly and announced that dinner was
ready. Dinner wasfairly quiet asthe stew was ravenoudy devoured. After dinner Garth lit his pipe and
the questions started about what they should expect when they arrived in Alcea.



“l amnot redly sure,” Garth admitted. “It has been yearssince | wasthere. The information that |
am getting leads me to believe that things have gotten progressively worse. King Byron was nated
and Queen Martafled the city. | do not know who rulesit now. There has been apower strugglein
Alceasincethetime of the Collapse. Many refuse to accept Alceaastheir new country. They prefer to
cal the city Tagaret, which wasits name when Targa dtill existed. | think many would prefer to resurrect
Targato itsformer greatness. They, of course, would not be the ones whose blood was shed doing it.”

“Y ou mentioned patriotsin prison,” Tanyastated while checking Kaina s reaction to her
acknowledgment that Garth had spoken to her. “Who are they and why are they important to Alcea?’

“1 do not know the full scope of the problemsin Alcea,” Garth declared. “One of thosewhois
captiveis General Gregor. He wasthe Generd at the time of the Collapse and supported the move to
rename the Kingdom to Alcea. He wasthe strongest supporter of King Byron and | suspect his
imprisonment was meant to keep him out of the way while the King waskilled. They probably are now
afraid to release him because he would be steadfast in bringing to justice whoever killed the King.”

“Thispower gamethat they areplaying . . . ” quizzed Arik, “wouldn’t one of them point out who had
the King killed? | mean . . . wouldn't it be to someone’ s advantage to reved thekiller?’

“It would, indeed,” Garth agreed. “The problemisthat it would be to so much advantage that
everyoneis probably claming it was everyoneese. The namethat they have given to their petty
scrambling isthe Contest of Power, and they do seeit asagame. Alces, like Targabeforeit, hasa
Council of Advisorswho meet with the King to determine what must be done for the Kingdom. | have
heard that this Council has somehow made their powers equa to the King' sand | would suspect that
most of our Contest playershave aseat onit. Actualy, | should say that the Council membersare
probably big playersin the Contest. There are probably twenty Contest Players for each sest on the
Coundil.”

“So they would not have to replace the King to rule,” summed Arik. “They would just need the
agreement of amgority of this Council.”

“Exactly,” Garth agreed. * Someday we will have to face this Council, but that is not for thistrip. |
mean to get Genera Gregor out of prison and possibly find the Queen and get her to safety. The Generd
may well beinstrumenta when the heir returnsto Alcea”

“The Queen may be the grandmother of one of us,” proclaimed Niki. “We haveto seetoit that sheis
safe. Do you know if she hasred hair?’

“Isyour face wdl known in Alcea?’ asked Tanya

Garth looked at the young woman asif seeing her for thefirst time. “I supposeit isto some people,”
Garth answered. “Why do you ask?’

“It may betoo dangerousfor you to get Generd Gregor out of prison,” explained Arik. “Thismay be
ajob better suited to the younger Alcea Rangers.”

Garth looked at the young faces around the campfire and groaned. Certain that he had created a
monster, he voiced hisobjection. “Look,” he said authoritetively, “you al did agreat job in Mebin and
I'm proud of the way you handled yourselves, but you can not just go throwing yourselvesinto danger at
every opportunity. There are peoplein Alceawho will recognize me, but that is something | can dedl



with. Therewere peoplein Mebin who knew me and hunted me. That didn’t slop me from doing what
| went therefor.”

“What did you do with Hanjel?” Tedi asked.

Everyone must have seen Garth’ s mouth drop open because they dl started laughing, even Kdina
Garth quickly shut his mouth and began to speak, but Arik cut him off.

“We know that Kalinaand you are trying to protect us and train us at the sametime,” Arik began.
“That isnot an easy task, but hear usout. We are not trying to step mindlessly into danger, nor are we
trying to keep you out of it. We are doing what you have taught us and what you are not doing yoursglf.
We are gpproaching the problem considering all of the assets availableto us. We are asking you to do
thesame. You may look a uslike children, but we are the ones the Prophecy talks about and it is our

respongbility to do what is necessary.”

“We are not trying to revolt or chase you away,” added Tanya. “In fact, we realize now, more than
ever, how much we need you. Just try using us asfellow soldiers and not precious artifacts that need to
be preserved.”

The silence lasted for severa moments before Garth spoke. “It has been many years since any of my
men gave me adressing-down,” he chuckled. “Thisone has been well deserved. | think some of your
particular talents may well proveto be useful.”

“Do you mean like Lord Wason going before the Council to seek better relations with Targa?’
Fredrik asked.

“Or someone with lock-picking ability getting thrown into the dungeon?’ added Tedi.

“A magicd diverson,” suggested Fredrik.

“Or better, abeautiful diverson,” Tanya chuckled as she threw her long blond hair over her shoulder.
“I likethem dl,” laughed Garth and noticed that Kalinawas laughing so hard, she was doubled over.

Niki pouted about not having anything to offer to their grand plan and lft the campfire. Nobody took
specia notice of her leaving. Garth ingtructed Fredrik to spend some time with Kadinafor magic tutoring
and then he challenged Arik, Tedi, and Tanyato try him with their practice swords. Thethreewarriors
readily agreed and raced to the open areato get their wooden swords.

The three young warriors proved that they could work as ateam and Garth got a decent workout
from them. He wastempted to protest when Tanyagot hislegs wrapped up with the bola, but realized
that practice was best when it came close to smulating the real world. Instead, he spread hislegsasfar
gpart asthe bolawould alow, and swung his sword to sever the cord. Tanyalet out ayelp when she
saw that her bolawould have been diced into piecesif Garth had more than awooden sword, but Garth
did not give her timeto cry. Hethrew hisbody to the ground and quickly rolled into her and Arik,
knocking them to the ground. Garth was up again quickly enough to fend off Tedi, who had legped over
thetwo bodies. Eventualy, the cord around hislegs did Garth in and the three young warriors converged
on himfor thekill.

“I"dliketo replay that with areal sword,” chuckled Garth.



“What made you think of cutting it?” Tanyaasked. “If you had ared sword, the bolawouldn’'t have
even dowed you down.”

“I don’'t know that it is something | can teach you,” Garth answered. “Y ou train your body to react to
threats. With enough practice, you do things by instinct. | don’t know what ingtinct would make me
react to aweapon, which | have never faced, but it did. Theonly advicel can giveyouinthisareaisto
keep practicing. Even after you are the best there is, keep practicing.”

The warriors returned to the campfire discussing different portions of the practice and sat down to
cups of coffee. They were discussing plansfor Alceawhen Kainaand Fredrik returned to join them.
They discussed contingency plan after contingency plan until deep started to overtake them and one by
onethey drifted off to their blankets.

Sapphire of the Fairies

Chapter 19
Tagaret

Niki wasin despair. Arik spent al of histimewith Tanya, Fredrik hung on Kalina s every word, and
Tedi spent histime adone. Garth didn’t even know she existed. Niki was used to being the center of
atraction, but ever snce everyone ese had such agrand time rescuing her in Melbin, nobody paid any
attention to her anymore. She vowed that Tagaret would be different. She would find someway to
make them pay attention to her again. Perhaps she would rescue this prisoner who everyone thought
was S0 important. She would use her magic skillsto break open the dungeon walls or freeze the guards
and just walk in. Shewould do something grand.

Niki woke out of her musings when everyone started talking excitedly. Shelooked up and the city of
Tagaret, or Alcea, whatever people were calling it, was spread out in the distance. It looked much larger
than either Mdbin or Trekum. There gppeared to be at least threewalls. Thefirst wall must have been
mileslong and it appeared fairly new. Far beyond that, she could just make out asmaller wall, which
was probably the size of Melbin’s. Y et up on ahill in the center of the city, she could see athird wall
surrounding alarge castle which must be the Royal Palace. Her despair gave way to excitement. Even if
she could not rescue this Generd, there must be peoplein acity thislarge that would accept her astheir
Queen. Niki definitely began to get agood feding about Tagaret.

“The arrangement we had in Mebin worked fairly well,” Garth said. “Kadinaand | will ay at the
Sword and Shield. Fredrik, Arik, and Tedi at the Palace Shadow. Tanyaand Niki will usethe Golden
Sword. Remember, if anyone needsto get a message to the others, go to the Pawn Shop and ask for a
book about growing turnipsin asandy soil. Leave your message in whatever book the clerk givesyou.
The message will be delivered.”

“What isthis about turnips?’ Niki asked.
Garth and Kainaexchanged glances. Kalinahad noticed the way Niki was acting and believed it was

aleft over effect of the drug that was used on her in Mebin. “Tanyawill explainit to you,” Garth
answered.



Asthey got closer to the outer wall, Garth reached into his pack and extracted agray hat, which he
placed on his head and lowered it to concea hisface as much as possible. Next he extracted agray
cloak and fagtened it around his neck. The smple disguise could not hide Garth if you were looking for
him, but it changed his gppearance enough to think him astranger if you were passing him on the street.

“Fredrik,” Garth said suddenly, “you need to replenish your wardrobe at the first opportunity. One
fancy suit will not go far in convincing people that you arealord. If you know the colors of Cidd, get
Arik and Tedi appropriate clothesin those colors or have some made up. These people may befoolsin
some respects, but in others, do not underestimate them. If you run into anyone from Grecho’s
company, you may beintrouble.”

“Wewill bedl right,” supplied Arik.

The conversation ceased as they approached the gate through the outer wall. Garth’s eyes roamed
everywhere. The guards on the gate wore standard Targa uniforms and they were very young. People
roamed the streets with acasud attitude and there didn’t appear to be any omen of distress hanging over
thecity. Fredrik, Arik, and Tedi picked up their pace and put distance between themselves and Garth,
while Tanyaand Niki lagged behind. They were three separate groups traveling who just happened to
have entered the city at the sametime. Nobody would giveit a serious thought.

The city had grown tremendoudy since Garth was herelast. The outer wall did not exist then and
most of the buildings between the two wallswere new. Garth had seen smilar things al over the
continent. People were abandoning their farms and land and moving to the citiesfor protection. The
bandits had become brazen and well organized and a single farmstead was too tempting for them to leave
itdonefor long. In normd times the results would have been disastrous because the farm output would
drop precarioudy, but these were not normal times. The constant lack of sunlight since the Collapse had
aready destroyed most farming. Cows, pigs, and horses were now raised in cramped quarters closeto
thecities. Smdler animaswere even raised in peopl€ syards.

Garth saw the three boys far ahead as he and Kalina turned down an intersecting street. The Palace
Shadow that the boys were going to was probably the fanciest inn in the city and was next to the Roya
Pdace. Garth and Kainawould be staying in much more modest accommodations, with Tanyaand Niki
somewherein between. The Golden Sword was not far from the Sword and Shield and the girls
followed Garth' sturn.

Garth passed the Golden Sword and continued on a short distance to the Sword and Shield. After
they dismounted, Garth told the stableboy he would be staying if there were rooms available. The young
boy took the reins and nodded. Garth and Kalina entered through the back door, which led to ahallway
instead of the common room like many other inns. Garth gazed down the hallway to the smal counter
where the innkegper normally stood. A young man he did not recognize looked back at him. Garth
sgnded that the man should cometo him and he did.

“Can | helpyou, Sir?’ the young innkeeper asked.

“You are very young for an innkeeper,” Garth commented.

“Inheritance, Sir,” the innkeeper replied without emotion. “What can | do for you?’

“We require aroom with aview out the front,” Garth answered.



“Sorry, Sir,” camethe quick reply, “our rooms are mostly long term and the front ones are aready
occupied. May | have your name for the ledger, Sir?’

“KyleAgrat,” Garth replied.

“Thank you, Sir,” theinnkeeper said as he headed for the stairs. “If you follow me, | will show you to
your room. My nameis John and | will do whatever | can to make your stay more comfortable.”

John marched up two flights of stairs and opened the door to aroom and promptly left. Garth and
Kainawalked in and put their packs down. Kalinawaked to the window and looked down at the street
below. Garth gently took her arm and pulled her away from the window.

“Thisroomisinthefront,” Kainasad. “Hesad hedidn’t have any front rooms.”

“They will dways say that unlessyour nameisAgrat,” Garth chuckled. “1 wasn't surethat this place
was gtill run by the Spiders or not because | didn’t recognize any of the young faces.”

The Spiderswere a secret spy organization for Targa before the Collapse. It was set up by Prince
Oscar Daek and Genera Gregor, who was a Colone at the time, to gather information on the Black
Devils. It was so secret that even King Eugene did not know it existed. Within moments of their arriva
the door opened to admit aman and closed again.

“You old renegade!” the newcomer greeted as he walked over and embraced Garth and then
embraced Kaina. “And you brought your lovely woman to embarrass the rest of the city ladies, too.”

“Somethings never change and you, Larc, are one of them,” Kadinasmiled. “We have missed friends
likeyou.”

“Y ou have been missed, too,” Larc Sighed ashe sat onthefloor. Larc never sat abovefloor level in
any of the front rooms since before the Collapse.

Garth and Kdinafollowed his example and ignored the chairsin theroom. “Tdl uswhat has
changed, Larc,” Garth requested.

“Too many things have changed,” Larc let out. “1 assumethat you heard about King Byron and
Queen Marta or you would not be here. The Contest of Power grows stronger every year.
Assassination of Council membersisthe new fad and someone decided it wastimeto include the King in
thelis. We got Queen Martaout intime.”

“Whereisshe?’ Garth asked.

“1 don’'t know,” Larc admitted. “Y ou know how the Spiderswork. | handed her off to a contact
outsdethecity. He handed her off to another who was known to him, and so on. The only way to find
her isto repesat the process and every one of those contacts would have to agree. The chance of one of
them breaking isdim, two never.”

“Wdll, at least sheissafe,” Kadinasad.
“Assafeascan be” Larc sated. “The Council severa years ago started thismess. King Byron was

ill and the Council ruled in his place for severd months. During that time they managed to change some
of the lawsthat restricted their power and as aresult they eliminated the King' sinfluence over the



country. | don't need to tell you that Alceaisadead issue. They passed a proclamation that the official
name of the country is Targaand the city is Tagaret. They have dreams of reestablishing the Kingdom of
Targainitsentirety and the only thing that stops them is each other. As soon asone group gains
prominence, another group cuts them down. We can’t even keep track of who isin what group any
more because they change thelr affiliations quicker than they change their clothes.”

“Why does the Army stand for it?” Garth asked.

“The Army isajoke” Larc grimaced. “The Rangerswerethefirst to be diminated. They were
folded into the regular Army by Council decree. Most of them would not accept it and quit. A year
later, they did the same thing to the Red Swords. A lot of them accepted the change, but many others
did not. Sincethat time, however, even the oneswho accepted it have retired or quit. The Army isfull
of youngsters now.”

Garth nodded as it confirmed his suspicions. “What happened to the leaders of the Rangers and the
Red Swords?’

“Mitar Vidson and David Jaynes,” Larc sated. “Why do you want to know?’

“Youthink you aready one, Larc,” Garth laughed, “but you just told me that they joined the
Spiders. | would liketo talk with them. Their help isgoing to be needed.”

“So you know about Genera Gregor, then,” Larc said. “1 will not let you talk those two men into
committing suicide. | know they will gladly sacrifice their livesto free the Generd, but they are too good
tolose”

“I do not want them to free the Generd,” Garth stated. “1 will do that with my own men. | want to
talk with them about the heir.”

“Your ownmen!” Larc exclamed. Y ou have come up intheworld. | can send any word about the
heir to them, if it isimportant enough.”

“Do not be stubborn with me, Larc,” Garth said gruffly. “1 have possession of the Prophecy
Children.”

Larc stared a Garth like he had grown wings. “How long have you had them?’ Larc asked. “Do
you have both of them? | should have known by now if you have had them for any timeat all. Areyou

positive?’

“I have never seen you flustered before,” Garth laughed. Turning more serious, Garth continued,
“Y ou are not the only one who can keep secrets, but you will keep thisone until | give you leave
otherwise. | meanit, Larc. Oneword and I’ll cut your organization apart man by man.”

“Y ou haven't answered my questions,” Larc reminded Garth.

“One, for sure,” Garth said. “Almost positive that we have two. | have had them for a couple of
months.”

Larc was shocked and showed it. “It'strue, then,” Larc findly got out. “Nobody redly believed in
the Ancient Prophecy. Everyonethought it wasjust sometalk so everyone would have something to
hopefor. | seewhy you want to talk with Mitar and David, then. Their help will be necessary to restore



the Rangers and the Red Swords. The General must be freed aswell. What did you mean about your
men? Y ou have dwaysbeen aloner.”

“I have formed the Alcea Rangers,” Garth answered. “We are small, but we will succeed where
larger forceswould fail.”

“I will arrange for Mitar and David to be herethisevening,” Larc capitulated. “If you need anythingin
the way of support, you have only to ask for it.”

“Thank you, Larc,” Garth appreciated. “Y ou should know what | will be asking them to do so you
can spare them their other duties. The heir isnot proclaiming himsalf now. He needs moretraining before
that can be accomplished. | will be asking David and Mitar to find the locations of their loya members
who have ether |eft or remained. The Rangers and the Red Swords will not be reactivated now, but
someone must lay the plansfor doing exactly that.”

“They will have my full support,” Larc promised.

Thetailor gathered his belongings and bowed as he | eft the room. Once the door was closed, Fredrik
remarked, “I could learnto like thisstyle of living. | have never seen aninn asplush asthisone.”

“Don’t get too used to it,” Tedi taunted. “We are not very far from the Targa dungeons and we could
endupinthemyet.”

“I think the tailoring took more than enough time for the word of our arrival to spread,” Arik
announced. “Let’sgo down to the dining room and have Lord Wason show himsdlf off.”

Fredrik preened himsdlf in front of the mirror, making sure his new, blue silk suit was not wrinkled or
indisarray. Arik in hisbrown and gray breeches, white frilled shirt and brown lesther vest waited at the
door, asthe Lord’ s bodyguard should, his hand on the hilt of hissword. Tedi was attired as a servant
with brown and gray breeches and shirt. Fredrik gathered up his straight, wooden walking stick, which
was ddlicately carved with seashore scenes and topped with a small gold knob and walked out the door.
Arik stepped quickly to stay on Fredrik’s heelsand Tedi followed a distance behind.

Asthey stepped into the dining room, dozens of eyesturned their way. Fredrik asked for atablein
the corner asKaina had instructed him. Not being in full view of everyone would ensure that people's
curiosity about who was seeing the newcomer would be kept high. Fredrik sat fully in the corner with
Arik on one sde and Tedi on the other. A waiter cameto take the order and Fredrik suddenly feltill
prepared. He had never eaten in so fine an establishment and the wrong choice of food could show him
asan impostor.

Fredrik laid the menu back on the table without looking at it. “What isthe best medl that isavailable
in Tegaret?’ Fredrik asked the waiter.

“With out adoubt,” the waiter happily replied, “it would be the Land and Sand offered only here at
the Palace Shadow, My Lord.”

“Very wdl,” Fredrik smiled, “Bring usthree of the Land and Sand and | shdl tdll you if your food
withstands the standards of Cidal. And bring abottle of your finest wine, aswell.” Fredrik immediately
turned his head to observe the room, pointedly ignoring the waiter asif he no longer existed.



The waiter gave ashort bow and disappeared. “I hope | can stomach what you just ordered,”
whispered Tedi. “Wedon't even know what itis.”

“It will not matter,” Fredrik answered. “It will be finer than anything you have ever eaten, | am sure.”

The stares continued as the waiter returned with abottle of wine. Right behind him were three more
waliters carrying large trays of food. They served Fredrik first and then Arik. By thetimeit cameto Tedi
there was amost not enough room for the plates of food. The Land and Sand consisted of alarge
lobster tail, scallops, shrimp, oysters, and alarge portion of beef. Tedi thought hismeal could probably
last him for three days. Still, as he started devouring it, he had to admit that it was the best seafood he
had ever eaten, and that was coming from afisherman. He had never seen aportion of beef that was so
large and yet so tender.

The boys deliberately ate dowly, expecting people to come over and introduce themselves, but no
onecame. Eventually, they were finished and the waiters came to take the plates away. Assoon asthe
waiters disappeared, the first caller came. Fredrik looked past him and could see everyone jockeying for
position and dmost laughed. He had thought no one was coming but they were waiting impatiently for
himto finish hisdinner. Some of them must be furious by now.

The gentleman who was bold enough to come first was quite distinguished looking. He was dressed
in abrown version of Fredrik’s suit, but also sported gold bracel ets and a gold necklace. Hewas
probably three times as old as Fredrik with well-groomed gray hair and mustache.

“Welcometo Tagaret, capital of Targa, Lord Wason,” he greeted. “1 am Duke Everich, King's
Advisor and head of the Council of Advisors.”

Fredrik rose and extended his hand for the forma shake he had been informed was customary in
Targa. Arik and Tedi rose and bowed. The Duke shook Fredrik’ s hand and seated himsdlf. He kept
looking at Tedi asif there was something wrong with him. When everyone sat back down, the Duke
sghed and Fredrik knew he had just committed some small mistakein protocol.

“Duke Everich,” Fredrik began, “1 am pleased and honored by my reception to Tagaret. Forgive me
for retaining my men. One, | dare not let out of my sight. The other refusesto let me out of his”

“Ah, that explainsalot, Lord Wason,” the Duke declared. “1 was not sure whether it was Cidal
customsthat dictated eating with your servant. | thought perhaps you were not made aware that there is
aservant’ sdining room, aswell.”

“| am afrad it isadiscipline problem, Duke Everich,” Fredrik stated, glad that he had guessed the
source of irritation to the Duke. “I fear that | came with only one servant and one bodyguard. Now |
cannot spare my bodyguard to watch the servant and | cannot afford to get rid of the servant. Foolish on

“You areyoung yet,” the Duke chuckled. Y ou have learned avauablelesson. | must say that
hearing of you here has piqued my curiogity. What isit that brings you so far from home?’

“I have come to seek audience with your King,” Fredrik declared. “My advisor, Captain Grecho of
the Cidad Mercenary Company, believesit istimeto seek dliances”

“Your advisor rules amercenary company?’ asked Duke Everich.



“Yes,” answered Fredrik, “the Company isloya to the Lord of the Manor and serves asthe Army of
Cidal. Itisuseful for them to earn currency and experiencein the service of others when thereisno
pressing need a home. | am surprised that you have not heard of them.”

“Oh, | have heard of them, my Lord Wason,” the Duke replied as Fredrik cringed. “I have used their
services before. | am just surprised that their allegiance has been kept secret.”

“It has not been asecret,” lied Fredrik. “Itisjust not something that needs to be disclosed to every
contract holder. If there was a conflict because of it, you can be assured that Captain Grecho would
discloseit.”

“Of course,” nodded the Duke. “In any event, you are too late to speak with the King, I’ m afraid.
King Byronisdead.”

"My condolences,” offered Fredrik. “1 do hopeit wasn't sudden. Has his heir been crowned yet?’

“Alas” frowned Duke Everich, “King Byron had no known heir. The Council of Advisorsrule
Targa. | can guesswhat Cida hasto offer to an dliance, but what doesit wish from Targa, my young
Lord?

“A common border, King's Advisor,” Fredrik calmly stated.

A look of shock fdll over the Duke sface. Therewas an awful lot of territory between Targaand
Cidd. If they wereto have acommon border, quite afew countries or citieswould havetofal. The
young Lord would have to be either afool or have accessto an army larger than amercenary company.
Either way, he would be very useful or very dangerous, perhaps both.

“I think we should speak more of thisbefore | present it to the Council,” Duke Everich said.
“Perhaps you would accompany meto the Roya Paace?”’

“It would be a pleasure, Duke Everich,” Lord Wason replied.

Everyone rose and | eft the dining room, much to the chagrin of the other nobleswaiting to interrogate
the newcomer. Thewak from the Palace Shadow to the Roya Palace was short. Fredrik was amazed
at the sheer gze of the Palace and had trouble remembering the path so he could retrace his stepsiif

necessary.

Duke Everich showed them into aroom that looked like astudy. He again frowned asthe two Cidal
underlings followed Fredrik into the room. Fredrik seized the opportunity before it passed.

“Duke Everich,” Fredrik inquired, “I do not particularly want my fellow countrymen involved in this
conversation. | would post my bodyguard outside the door, but not with the servant to look after. |
wonder if | might indulge myself of your good graces and store my servant in your dungeon until | am
ready to leave?’

“Anexcdlent idea,” laughed the Duke. “1 can arrange for some punishment while heisthereif you
desre”

“That will not be necessary,” chuckled Lord Wason. “If you could just issue authorization for my man
to deposit and collect him, that would be sufficient.”



The Duke scribbled an authorization and handed it to Arik. “I will have one of my men show him the
way,” offered the Duke.

Lord Wason leaned close to the Duke' s ear and whispered, “Don't bother. Let him find it on his
own.”

After being dismissed, Arik gently shoved Tedi out the door and closed it. Looking at the
authorization, Arik gave asmile and proceeded down the stairs he knew led to the dungeon. Garth had
spent some hourstrying to detail theinsde of the castleto Tedi and himsalf and Arik felt like he had been
there before.

They reached the dungeon quickly and showed the authorization to the outsde guard. Without a
blink he opened the door to the dungeon and let them in. Inside the dungeon were two more guards
seated at atable. They looked up as soon as the door opened and watched as Tedi and Arik
approached. Arik walked past Tedi to give the authorization to one of the guards and was reproached
for letting his back to a prisoner.

“Heisnot aprisoner,” Arik stated. “Heisjust atroublesome servant that needs to be kept out of my
hair for awhile. 'Y ou need not even trouble yoursdf with getting up. | will shovehiminacell.”

“Nobody goesinto the cell block without one of us,” the guard stated as herose. “Servant or
prisoner, he gets the same from me either way.”

Arik began to fear that Tedi would be searched. Without histools, thiswhole charade would be
wasted and possibly worseif they found the lock picks Tedi had on him. The guard pointed the way and
followed them into the cellblock. Arik’ s heart dropped when he saw no other prisonersinthe cdls.

Arik stopped and turned to the guard. “Isthereacell with aneighbor?” Arik asked. “Thislout's
snoring will add some punishment to the cul prit’ s torment.”

The guard laughed heartily and pointed Arik and Tedi towards another cdllblock. “Y ou havethe
makings of aRoya Tormentor, lad. Theway you think makesmewarm dl over.”

The guard let them wak down the corridor until they cameto acell next to another prisoner and
ushered Tedi in and locked the door. Theman in the cell next to Tedi looked too young to be the
Generd.

The guard turned to Arik. “Now that we have your friend locked up,” the guard laughed, “you'll
come with me and answer some questions.”

Arik’s sscomach turned as he looked at the massive guard with the wicked grin.

Sapphireof the Fairies

Chapter 20
L ady Wason



Tedi craned his neck in an attempt to seeinto the other cellsin the block, but he was unable to see
anyone other than the man in the next cdll. Quietly, for awhile, he pondered hisoptions. Hewas
supposed to talk with the Genera and arrange his escape, but if the man in the next cell was not Sergeant
Trank, who was Generd Gregor’saide, he would cdl thejalers called down on him in amoment.

“What isyour name?’ Tedi hesitantly asked.

The man looked a him and pointedly ignored him. Tedi wasn't sure what the dungeon guards had up
their deeve with their last comment to Arik, but he didn’t have alot of timeto ded with hisneighbor’s
reluctanceto talk.

“1 had acousin who looked alot like you,” Tedi probed. “People often told him that he looked like
Genera Gregor'saide. Say, you wouldn’t happen to be Sergeant Trank, would you?’

“Y ou wouldn't even know anyone who had ever seen aGenerd’ saide,” the neighbor sneered. “Why
don’t you do us both afavor and let me get somerest? Tell Duke Everich hewill haveto come up with a
better scheme than sending you in here, so save your breath.”

Tedi was taken back at the man’ s hostile attitude, but clearly the Duke wanted something from this
man and, just asclearly, thisman didn’'t want to giveit. Tedi was going to get nowhere fast following his
coy little approach.

“I don't know if you are Sergeant Trank or not,” Tedi gambled, “but my gut ingtinct tells me that you
are. | do not work for the Duke, but | do need to talk to the General. | was hoping that they would put
meinthecdl nexttohim.”

The man’s hogdtility seemed abated and Tedi bet hislife on his next satement. “I wastold to tell the
Generd that | was sent by Garth Shado to affect hisrelease.”

The man ared at Tedi for the longest moment without speaking. After rolling something around in
his mind, the man asked, “Who told you to say Garth Shado sent you?’

“Garth himsdf,” Tedi answered. “Heisatdl man, extremdy well-built with long black hair in atall.
He called Generd Gregor his cousin and travelswith awoman named Kaina. Doesthat satisfy you that
| amtdling thetruth?

“Not hardly,” the man laughed. “Thisfriend of his, Kalina, she hasaspecia trick she likesto pull on
new acquaintances. Surdly, if you ever met her you would know of it. What isthetrick?

Tedi had no ideawhat the man was talking about. Kalina had done nothing that stood out asa
welcoming trick. How would he be able to convince the man without knowing her trick? In desperation,
he threw up his hands.

“How am | supposed to know anything about her tricks?” Tedi blurted out. “I don’'t know anything
about magic and everything awitch doesisatrick to me. What trick are you talking about?’

Oddly, the man smiled. “Witch isavery derogatory term,” the man scolded. “1 wouldn't be
aurprised if Kdinafilled your deeping bag with wormsfor that statement. How do you plan to get the
Generd out of the Royd Pdace? Just watz him past the dungeon guards?’



“That isfor meto discusswith the General,” stated Tedi. “Y ou till haven’t told me who you are or
wherethey are keeping the Generd.”

“You areabravefool,” chuckled theman. “I see no harm in admitting that | am Sergeant Trank and
that the Generd isin thelast cell down. The Duke didn’t want me close enough to him to converse. You
will have as poor luck in trying to talk with him as you have of getting him out of here, now that you are
stuck being my neighbor.”

“We shall see about that,” boasted Tedi. “We plan on getting you out, aswell. Let me know by
whigling if you hear the guards coming.”

Tedi moved to the cell door and pulled his picks out of a pouch. The cell doorswere not very hard
to unlock and hefinished it quickly. Thereal protection of the dungeon lay in the three guards. One
would have to get past them and they normally searched their prisoners. Tedi, of course, wasonly a
guest. Quickly and slently, he made hisway aong the corridor to the last cell. Looking into the cell he
saw an old, but well fit, man with gray hair that was sitting on hisbunk staring & him.

“Generd Gregor,” Tedi said quietly, Garth Shado sent me to get you out of here” Evenwhile hewas
talking, he was working the lock on the Generd’ sdoor.

“Save your breath, son,” the Generd replied. “I have no doubt that you and Garth mean well, but |
will not endanger Alceasoldiersto make my escape and that isthe only way that | can think of to get
past the guards.”

Tedi withdrew atin of dye and arag and handed it to the Generd. “We will not harm anyonein
getting you and the Sergeant out,” Tedi promised. “Usethisdye onyour hair and don't leavethecdl. If
the guards come to check on you, pretend you are degping and keep your head covered.”

Tedi moved quickly back to the Sergeant’ s cell and picked the door lock before retreating back into
hisown cdll. Tedi sat down on hisbunk and tried to hide the fact that he was shaking with the fear of
discovery.

The massive guard ordered Arik to gt at the small table where he and the other guard had been when
Arik and Tedi entered the dungeon.

“Now,” the guard growled, “the Duke may think you are aCidal Mercenary, but | surely don't. I've
drank with the Captain’s men and their uniforms don’t look like yours, especidly that soft hat. Every
mercenary who | know wears a helmet same aswe do. Y ou probably don’t even know the Captain’s
name. What game are you up to, lad, and who are we holding asaguest in our cells?’

“Game?’ Arik got out in an offended tone. “Y ou think being amember of Lord' s Wason' s persona
guard isagame? Don't let my young looksfool you. Three othersand | were chosen from the ranks of
Captain Grecho’'s company for the honor of serving Lord Wason. [If | haveto prove myself to a Targan
dungeon guard, you can well believethat | am ready.”

The last was said with Arik’ s hand on his sword hilt and the guard was taken aback. If Arik waswho
he said he was, the guard was not about to spill the blood of aLord' s personal guard and, on second
look, he redlized the lad was findly fit to be wearing some uniform. He placed hisfirm hand on Arik’s
shoulder. “Don’t get riled up, lad,” the guard said. “I’ ve never heard of Lord Wason, but it is obvious
that you do know Captain Grecho. Y ou can’'t blame mefor being suspicious, that’s my job.”



“I'm sorry,” Arik replied as he felt the tension lessen. “I have had to train twice as hard asthe rest of
the men to prove myself because of my youthful appearance. | guess| am alittle touchy about it. Lord
Wason was the old sailor’ s nephew. Lord Alrecht died recently and Lord Wason has agood rapport
with Captain Grecho. When he asked for a persond guard, the Captain not only readily agreed, he held
acontest to see who would be chosen. | am very proud of the soft hat, which | wear. Itisasymbol of

my expertise”

Both guardslooked at Arik in anew light and offered to share the last of their de over stories of
Cidd. Arik palitely refused, telling the guards that his Lord was expecting him to take up position outside
the Duke' sstudy. They nodded and let him out.

No sooner had Arik left when two women approached the Roya Pdace viathe small gate near the
old Red Sword barracks. One wore the uniform of the Cida Lord’ s personal guard and the other was
adorned with along dresswith large hoops. The dresswas red as her hair and the soldiers all stared as
shewas alowed entry to the courtyard. The picnic basket she was carrying was promptly inspected and
snickered &t.

“Y ou must understand,” the sentry was saying, “that the prisoner will not be dlowed anything in the
basket. The dungeon guardswill confiscateit if you don't leaveit here”

The Cida mercenary chuckled at the sentry. “And your men won't confiscate it whilewe arein the
dungeon?’ Taking the basket from Niki’sarm, shelooped it over her own. “Just point theway,” Tanya
continued. “1 will seethat the Lady and her basket survive the dungeon guards.”

The sentry tried to hide his smirk as he detailed the path that the two women wereto travel. Tanya
and Niki followed the sentry’ s directions and approached the outside dungeon guard. He looked
curioudy as the two women approached, but held histongue at the sight of the basket.

“We have come to speak with Tedi Markel, Lord Wason'saide,” Tanyadeclared firmly.

“If you don't mind, Tanya,” Niki offered eyeing the outside dungeon guard, “I would rather not enter
the dungeon. Say what you have to say to the boy and then we can be gone from here. | am sure that
this strong man will keep me safe until you return.”

“Asyou wish, My Lady,” Tanyaanswered respectfully and indicated her desire to enter the dungeon.

The guard banged on the door, never taking his eyes off the two women. Tanya s sheath was without
her sword and her quiver without arrows, but histraining required him to treat her as a potentia
adversary and he did so. The dungeon door opened and upon seeing the visitors, the guard’ s eyes
widened. He seemed disappointed that only Tanya entered the dungeon, but after the door was closed,
shefound him ingpecting her closdly.

“Y ou are one of the chosen four,” the guard exclaimed incredulously as he reached for the basket on
Tanyd sam.

“1 am one of Lord Wason's persond guards,” Tanya affirmed as she grabbed the guard’ s thumb and
put pressure on it to bring him to hisknees. “I am assigned to Lady Wason and if you wish the basket, it
would be politeto ask first.”

The other guard was laughing at his partner’ s predicament and the guard on hiskneeswas very



embarrassed. Tanyaimmediately let go of the guard’ sthumb and apologized. “I am sorry. | guess Arik
aready told you how hard it was on the two of us, being so young and adl. | wasout of line and
gpologizefor my behavior.”

She handed the guard the basket and he took it while rising to hisfeet and backed to the table to put
it down.

“Lady Wason thinksthat Tedi will get that,” Tanyasmiled. “I will tell her that hedid. Shewould not
understand security provisonsin aprison. Help yourselves.”

The seated guard hurriedly inspected the contents and his cries of excitement caught the embarrassed
guard’ sattention. Still watching Tanyaout of the corner of his eye, he peered into the basket to seethe
rich meats, cheese, fruit, and a bottle of expensve wine. Rubbing his thumb, he nodded the way to
Tedi’scdl and sat at the table to get his share of the basket before his partner cleaned it out.

Tanyasmiled as she made her way to Tedi’scell. Shelingered at the cell door for about five minutes
and went back to check on the guards. One of them was sprawled on the floor and the other had his
head lying on the table. She moved quickly to the dungeon door and pulled it open. Niki was standing
over the outside guard who was propped up against thewall. Niki entered the dungeon quickly and
raised her hoops. Tanyastripped two Cida personal guard uniformsfrom Niki’ s body where they had
been secured.

“That man wasaletch,” Niki complained. “I think he would have felt the uniformsif he had any more
time. What took you so long?’

Tanyajust pointed at the two large men sprawled at the table and hurried the uniformsto the General
and Sergeant. Tedi sprang from his cell and hauled the prostrate guard into achair and laid hishead on
thetable like his partner. Tanyareturned to the large room while the Genera and Sergeant donned their
new uniforms. Thetwo girlswaited just long enough to see the two soldiers appear before they exited
the dungeon with the empty picnic basket and returned towards the courtyard.

The Sergeant looked surprised at the two guards sprawled on the table and asked about the outside
guard.

“These two should not have drank thewine,” Tedi grinned. “They will wake up in an hour so we
need to be well on our way. The outside guard got his mixture through Niki’sring. He may be out for
even lesstime. Garth told us about the exit from the Palace that the servants used before the Collapse.
Hesaid it isstill passable, but it has been unused for many years. | can lead you there. Therewill be two
horses outside. Y ou can use them to get out of the city. Go to the field where the Rangers waited to
enter the city before King Eugene was unmasked and Garth will meet you there. | hope you understand,
because it means nothing to me.”

The Genera put hishand on Tedi’ s shoulder and looked him inthe eye. “Y ou will make afine soldier
someday,” Generd Gregor stated. “Y ou have the guts and determination aready.”

Tedi nodded at the Generd and smiled. “I already am, Sir,” hereplied proudly. “1 am an Alcea
Ranger. Let’'sget out of here”

The Genera grinned and shook his head as he followed Tedi out of the dungeon with his Sergeant
closebehind. Tedi led them through the corridors of the Royd Palace asif he had spent time there
before. If anyone saw them at adistance, it would look like aforeign servant and his two unarmed



foreign escorts. 1t was Tedi’ sjob to make sure that no one got a close look.

They made it without incident to the half collapsed corridor that led to the old servants' entrance.
Only two servants had seen them at adistance and they paid no particular interest to the foreign men.
The corridor was barely passable in spots and the going was dow, as they had to climb over portions of
crumbled walls. When they reached the end of the corridor, the door was jammed tight. Tedi amost
panicked as he put his shoulder to the door and it refused to budge.

The Sergeant chuckled politely and tapped the pouch that Tedi held hispicksin. “It’slocked,
Ranger,” he prompted. “Work some of the skills from your misspent youth.”

Tedi swore as he extracted his picks and went to work on the door lock. They had aready
exhausted too much time getting out of the dungeon and Fredrik should be done with his meeting soon.
Evenif the guards did not wake up for an hour, somebody could discover them at any time. The door
unlocked was gtill hard to open, but Tedi cracked it enough to peer outside. There was more debris from
the Collapse past the door, which had never been cleaned up, and Tedi soon realized why Garth chose
thisdoorway. They were able to make it easily across the unoccupied courtyard to asmall gatein the
wall. The gatewaslocked only with abeam laid in metal braces, which was easlly removed, and the
three escapees stepped into a street where two horses weretied to atree.

The few passersby looked oddly at them for using a gateway, which had not been used in years, but
the tethered horses and foreign uniforms on the men, with the gpparent lack of weapons, caused them to
go about their business. Tedi saw the two military men mount their horses and then turned to walk the
short distance to the Paace Shadow.

Fredrik led Duke Everich into a prolonged discussion of how the two countries might be of benefit to
each other. The Duke seemed to be uninterested in most of the conversation with the exception of the
Cidal Mercenary Company, but he was patient enough to let Fredrik rave about the great nation he was
going to carve out of old Sordoa. The Duke probably thought Fredrik ayoung fool, but wastrying to
find some angle to get control of the mercenariesfor his own benefit. Fredrik was sure that the Duke
would use the mercenariesin some grand scheme of the Contest of Power.

It suddenly dawned on Fredrik why the Duke was being so patient. Aslong asLord Wason wastied
up in hisstudy, the other playersin the Contest could not talk to him. Even the length of time spent with
Lord Wason would probably be used to some advantage. Fredrik was mulling over these thoughts when
he heard the bump of something againgt the door. That was Arik’ ssigna that the escape was underway.
Arik had hidden where he could observe Tedi’ s group leaving and shadowed behind them to make sure
they got off dl right. Thesignd meant it wastimeto flee.

“Waell,” Fredrik began, “1 think thistalk has given me much to think about, Duke Everich. | would
like to meet with some of the other Council memberstomorrow if you can arrangeit, but | must be going
now. | am afraid that as good as the Palace Shadow is, | did not deep aswell as| would havein my
own bed.”

Duke Everich snapped his head up asif he had just heard Fredrik spesk for thefirst time. “I could
arrange for quarters here in the Palace if you wish,” he offered. “The other members of the Council have
very busy schedules and | may not be able to arrange your mesetingsfor afew days.”

“That isunfortunate,” Lord Wason declared. “I must start my journey back home tomorrow at the
latest and the Palace Shadow will do for one more night. Perhaps there will be time for another meeting



with you before | go. We can continue our plans by courier if that isnot possible.”

“A pity,” grinned the Duke. “WEéll, | should send aguard down for your man to spare your
bodyguard thetrip while | seeyou out.”

Fredrik showed no sign of panic ashereplied. “That won't be necessary, Duke Everich. If you
don’t mind, | will leave him there overnight. Perhaps he will be more understanding in the morning. | can
easly find my own way out of the Palace while you check with the other Council members about their
schedulesfor tomorrow.”

The Duke merely nodded, lost in thought, as Fredrik opened the door and stepped into the corridor
where Arik waswaiting. Asquickly asthey could, without appearing to bein ahurry, Fredrik and Arik
made their way out of the Palace to the Palace Shadow where they met with Tedi and all checked out
with great haste. Within minutes of each other, the three groups of Alcea Rangers started their journey
out of the city towards the field where General Gregor and Sergeant Trank awaited them.

Garth, Kalina, Niki, and Tanyawere waiting for Fredrik, Tedi and Arik ashort way from the city and
the group reformed into one. The field where the Genera waited was not far awvay from the city, but it
was between the main road westward and the main road northward, which placed it in the forest where
few would go. The Genera and the Sergeant were dready talking with Mitar Vidson, head of the Targa
Rangers, and David Jaynes, head of the Red Swords of Targa, when the Alcea Rangers arrived.

Garth introduced everybody and sat by the campfire asthe rest of the group joined him. “Generd,”
Garth began, “1 am sure that your old friends have brought you up to date on why we are al here. |
believe that you have met most of the Alcea Rangers dready today. Wewill beleaving in the morning,
but you four will have much to do before we return.”

“I must not have been told everything,” the Genera prodded. “Why have you formed the Alcea
Rangers? Where are you going? When and why are you coming back and what isit you expect usto
do?

“Many questions” mused Garth. “ Still, you have the right to know what you are getting yoursdlf into.
Fird, | must ask aharsh question. Isyour Sergeant Trank trustworthy?”

“I have staked my lifeonit in the past,” the General declared, “and | have not regretted it. 'Y ou may
gpeak of anything in his presence that you wish to speak to me about.”

“Very wdl,” Garth continued. Y ou four must prepare for therisng of Alceawhich will occur when
next you seeus. Targa' sSArmy isyoung, weak, and untrained and, yet, atremendous army will be
coming to crush us. Y ou must round up the remnants of the Red Swords and the Targa Rangers and get
them ready for battle and you must do it covertly. No oneisto know that you are forming thisarmy. Let
our enemies beievethat Targaisill-prepared to fend off their attack.”

The General |ooked around the campfire examining the faces before him. He understood the
reference to Alcearising because he had heard of the Prophecy and had been told to preparefor it or
train a successor to prepare for it. What he did not understand was the great army that would be
descending on Alcea. Nobody had mentioned that before.

“You lead meto believethat | should be knedling before one of your Rangers,” the General stated.
“May | know which one?’



“Not until I do,” Garth stated. “We know the Prophecy has begun, but little more. When | return, it
will bewith your King.”

“1 will accept you at your word,” Generd Gregor acceded. “What isthistalk of agreat army
descending on Alcea? Thiswas never mentioned before in conjunction with the Prophecy.”

“The Dark One will soon know that the Prophecy has begun,” Garth explained. “If my plans go well,
hewill be unableto find us. Hisonly recoursewill beto eradicate Alceato seethat it never risesagain.
He has many under his control and he will not hesitate to use every last one of them. If he attacked
Targatoday, do you think your Army would stand any chanceat al?’

“No,” conceded the Generd. “And if Targagetswind of the building army, the battle will begin
before the first of the Dark One' s minions even get close. | understand the urgency now, but you must
buy ustime. Many of those we will recruit are past their primeyears. They can till fight, but they will
make better officers and trainers for whatever young we can induct.”

“Wewill buy you whatever time we can,” Garth responded, “but every day we delay increasesthe
risk to our party. Make haste with your efforts, Genera.”

Duke Everich was enraged with his Sergeant’ sreport. General Gregor and Sergeant Trank had
disappeared from sight. His dungeon guard had been dedlt with by children from dl accounts, children!
He picked up the paperweight from his desk and hurled across the room.

“| want those three guards hung in the morning,” the Duke screamed. “And | want it doneinfull
public view with the entire Pdace guard in audience. | want those children found and brought to me, all
five of them. Now get out!”

Duke Everich’ swords echoed through hishead. There were five children running around his Palace
asif they owned it. Hisfaceturned red at the thought of him falling for the child’s story about being a
Lord. It was obvioudy aruseto gain them access to the dungeon to free the General, but why? Hewas
sure the three whom he had seen were not Targan. They were as Sordoan as any he had met. Why
would Sordoan children want to free the General of Targa’'s Army? Or should that be Alcea’ sArmy?

Unbdievable asit was, Duke Everich knew it was something that had to be reported immediately, but
it had to be reported in such afashion that his Master would not redlize that the Duke had been tricked

himself. Hewasn't about to lose his rank because of one dip. There would always be someone else he
could blame.

Sapphireof the Fairies
Chapter 21

Elves

The seven Alcea Rangers|eft the campsite at first light and headed northwest as the Sword of
Heavens demanded. Garth had spent most of the night speaking with Genera Gregor and histhree men,



but showed little signs of fatigue. Niki had raved for an hour about her mgjor rolein the plot to freethe
Generd and Garth caught Tanya swink during the dissertation. Tanyareveded that Niki talked in her
deep and that the redhead had been fedling mischievous about not having amajor roleto play. Garth
changed the plan for the escape to include Niki’ s participation and Tanya had built up the importance of
therole. Niki had been so wrapped up in her own importance that she seemed unaware of the efforts
the others put into the plan. That Fredrik had found away to get into the Palace or that Arik had found a
way to sgna Tanyathat the time to approach the Palace had arrived seemed of little importance to Niki.
Most of the Rangers|eft the campfire during her boasting, but she did not seem to notice. She had
continued to retell her tale to the four captive Targans.

When the forest path widened dightly, Garth dropped out of the lead and signaled to Tedi to take
over. Garth brought hisblack stallion dongside Kaina s white mare and talked softly to Kaina. “How
sure are you that the cloak she wears was Aurora s?’ he asked.

Kdinalooked over a her mate with awry grin. “Positive,” she answered. “ There has been only one
Empress of Sordoa and the symbol on the cloak isthe one Aurora chose for the position. Also, the burn
marks are magicd in nature, but the most telling of dl isthe stitching of Aurora s name on theinside of the
hem. | doubt that Niki has ever noticed it, or if she did, the name meant nothing to her. 1t wasagood
idea of yoursfor meto check it out while they were insde the Roya Palace. Why are you so concerned
about it?’

“Itisnot the cloak that | am redlly concerned about,” confessed Garth. “ItisNiki that | am
concerned about. Sheis so childish and unpredictable. It ishard for meto picture her wielding the
Sword of Heavens againgt Sarac. Right now, she cannot even hold the Sword, never mind useit. So
much depends on our ability to control the Children that | worry about Niki being uncontrollable.”

“Garth, you worry about things that you cannot change,” smiled Kaina. “We do not get to choose
the Prophecy Children. We can only work with whom the Prophecy has delivered.”

“That may be easy for you to accept,” Garth returned, “but awarrior must make plansfor al
contingencies. Have you tried asking her where she got the cloak?’

“Severd times,” sghed Kdina. “She dwaysreactsthe same, asif | am trying to sed it from her.
Sheinggsthat it ishersand refusesto discussit further.”

“Well, at least Tedi iscontrollable,” Garth said changing the subject. “Y ou arefairly certain that heis
thehair?’

“| am positive that the necklace belonged to either Prince Oscar or Princess Callie,” Kaina
corrected. “Aswith Niki, herefusesto discussit except to ingst that it was hismother’s. It seems
unbelievable that Princess Cdlie ended up married to afisherman in Lorgo, though. That would mean
Prince Oscar died and we know from the General that he survived the Collapse.”

“Not necessarily,” Garth interjected. “General Gregor said that Prince Oscar was last known to be
searching for Princess Cdlie. Maybe he never found her and she somehow survived the sinking of the
Princess Lydia. Maybe thisfisherman rescued her and married her.”

“Itisasplausible asany other story,” mused Kaina. “Certainly, the Children do not know thetruth
themselves. Tedi’ sdescription of his mother does not make her sound like Princess Cdlie, but | am sure
about the necklace.”



“Wall, perhaps it was the child who was rescued by the fisherman, then,” continued Garth. “I guess
thereisno real way of knowing. You areright. Wewill just have to accept what the Prophecy has given
usand go from there.”

Arik whistled softly and caught Garth’ s attention. Garth dropped back to Arik’ s position to see what
wastroubling him.

“Weare being followed,” Arik said nervoudy. “| can't see anyone, but | know they arethere.”

“Elves” Garth amply stated. “Y ou have done wdl noticing them. They are known for their sllencein
theforest. We aretraveling alinethat cuts between the Kingdom of Klandon and Elderd, Land of the
Elves. They should not bother usif we continue traveling in this direction; till, you shall keep aclose
watch and let me know of any changes.”

Garth rode to the front of the procession and camein dongside Tedi. Tedi looked over a him
quickly and returned his eyes to the path ahead.

“S0, you have heard them, too,” Tedi stated. “They seem to be curious more than threatening. | just
wish that | could get aglimpse of them so | would know what they are.”

“They aredlves” declared Garth. “Wetravel the edge of their homeland. They should not bother us
if we do not stray to the right of the path. The left side of the path is the Kingdom of Klandon, but their
patrols seldom come out thisfar. If you haveto diverge from the path, choose the left side.”

Tedi’ s eyes opened wide in amazement, but they never | eft the path ahead except for quick dartsto
either 9de. Garth dropped back behind Tedi and rodein sllence. His mind wandered from pride at the
incredible leve of skillsmost of the Children had obtained to the disma fegling he got when he thought of
Niki as Sarac’ s descendant. Asfar as Garth was concerned, Niki was a child in awoman’s body.
Before he was aware of the passing of time, Tedi had led the group into aclearing on the |eft Sde of the
trall to camp for the night.

The Rangers quickly divided up the chores required to get the campsite set up. Garth volunteered to
hunt so that the rest of the group could practice. Spring was aready turning into summer, yet the forest
felt cool. He remembered atime when the cool of these woods would have been awelcomerdlief at this
time of year, but those memories were not recent. Of course, there were no elves nearby then and they
were the reason Garth volunteered to do the hunting. Hetold the boys that the elves would not bother
them, but he wasn't too sure of that himself.

Garth was dressed in his blacksuit and the darkening hour brought little light into the forest. Quietly,
he moved away from the camp and deeper into theforest on theleft Sde of thetrail. After moving about
amiledong the pardld of thetrail heturned and crossed over the path into Elderal. He quietly plunged
deeper into the woods, moving away from the trail and then doubling back towards the direction the
Rangersorigindly camefrom. When hefdt he had gone about amile, he turned towardsthetrail again
and crept forward.

Sowly and slently, Garth made hisway towardsthetrail until hefinally saw what he was searching
for. Directly ahead of him was an ef in abrown tunic and twenty horselengthsto hisleft was another.
Garth waited for afew moments to observe them and to search for othersthat might be nearby. Satisfied
that there were only two observers close by, Garth moved silently up behind one of them and nocked an
arrow in his bow.



Garth squatted five paces behind the elf and spoke softly so hisvoice would not travel to the other
ef. “Thereisno need to spy, my friend. You are welcometo join our campfire and share whatever
meeger rationswe have.”

The df did not spin around abruptly as most humanswould have. He turned dowly and focused on
Garth and the arrow pointing at him. “Would afriend point an arrow a another friend's back?’ the elf
Quizzed.

“Only the threat of asignal to your brethren required the arrow,” Garth said as he lowered the bow
and returned the arrow to hisquiver. “It has been many years snce | waked within the Elderd and | do
not know much of what has transpired since then.”

Garth stood erect and the other df immediately swung his attention to the stranger in black. The éf
nearest Garth squinted hisova eyes asif measuring the character of aman who could move like an €f.
Garth could fed the second ef moving into position asthefirgt df spoke.

“How isit you movelikean ef?’ heinquired.

Garth casually moved to one side of thefirst ef to delay the other’ s gpproach. “I was taught many
years ago by onewho islike my brother,” Garth stated.

Thefirst ef sgnaled hispartner. “1 am Garong,” he announced. “My partner is Rhula.”

Garth watched as the second df came to join the conversation and was mildly surprised to notice that
shewasfemale. “1 am known as Garth Shado,” Garth stated. “My party means no harm to the elves
and we shall be out of Eldera on the second day from today. Wetravd thistrail for it isthe shortest path
to our destination.”

“Itisasothetral that drawslittle notice,” Rhulachimedin. *Only those seeking to hide usethistrail.
Isthat supposed to endear usto your good character?’

“Y ou have watched my party al day,” Garth stated. “Doesit appear to offer harm to the great nation
of Eldera? | travel with children who are hunted and | have offered them my protection. | know the
ways of the Elderd and we have respected them.”

“Y ou did not respect them when you came at usfrom behind,” reminded Rhula.

Garong gave her aglareto cease her talk. *Y ou have acted with skill and knowledge,” Garong said.
“Y our party may travel thetrail in safety aslong as you remember the ways of the Eldera. We shall
decline your gracious offer to share your camp and offer you these rabbits so your time in the woods will
not have been wasted. Remember, brother of the f, you are responsible for the behavior of your party.
We shdl watch you progress through Elderd.”

Garong handed Garth four rabbits, two from his belt and two from Rhula's. Garth tied the rabbitsto
his own broad belt and nodded to the two elves.

“My thanksfor your generosity,” Garth said. “| aso offer my complimentsto King Gaever for
utilizing scouts with honor and compassion. May he know peace and agood neighbor to his south when
Alcearises”

The elves sported puzzled looks as Garth walked across the trail to his campsite. They would not



understand his parting comment, but Garth knew it would be relayed to King Galever. The elves could

be powerful alieswhen the time came and dfish ways dictated that they would not help others who had
not sworn friendship before a crissbegan. Hopefully, the King of the Elves would remember hearing of
the potentia for agood neighbor in Alceaand be predisposed to discuss an dliance.

Garth entered the campsite and laid the rabbits down for Niki to clean and prepare. Fredrik and Tedi
were battling with their staffs at afuriousrate. Garth watched them for amoment asthey twirled, jabbed,
and smacked with their long, wooden poles. Tedi was definitely the better of the two, but that did littleto
lessen Garth’ srespect of Fredrik’ s ability. Both boys handled the staff with confidence and skill.

Garth gazed over to the areawhere Arik and Tanya had been practicing swordplay. Kainaand
Tanyawere hovering over Arik who was sitting on the ground. Garth hurried over when he saw the large
red smear on Arik’s chest, fearing that Tanyahad serioudy injured the boy. Garth bent down and was
relieved to see that there was no serious cut to Arik’s chest.

“What isit?’ Garth inquired.

“I'mnot sure,” Kainaanswered. “It gppearsto be some kind of rash, but nothing that | have ever
seen before.”

“When he removed hisshirt,” Tanyainterjected, “| was afraid that | had wounded him.”

“Ha,” chuckled Arik, “thereissmal chance of that. It Sarted bothering methefirgt night we werein
Tagaret. It hasgrown steadily bigger and moreirritating since then.”

“We havetried dl the cremes and ointmentsthat | can think of,” Kalinasupplied. “Niki even gavea
try with her hedling ability. She has been pouring over the books | got her in Melbin and showed me
someinteresting spells”

Garth cocked an eyebrow at the thought of Kalinalearning anything from Niki, but soon redlized that
Kainaspokethetruth. Thegirl had sometype of ability with health magic that was hard for Kdinato
grasp. Aswith most things, magic was easer to learn from somebody who knew how to do something
than it was to learn from a book.

“Wdl,” Garth summarized, “if we can’t do anything about this rash, we should stop wasting time
examiningit. Y ou two should get back to practice before | get my wooden sword out.”

“Whenever you are ready, Garth,” Tanya quipped.

Garth ignored the taunt and walked with Kalina back to the campfire. Arik stood and picked up his
practice sword. “Y ou shouldn't tease Garth that way,” Arik cautioned. “Heis probably the grestest
warrior that hasever lived. What if he took you up on your taunt? Y ou would be sore for aweek.”

“Garth is not the greatest warrior who ever lived,” corrected Tanya. “Oh, he was definitely a Targa
Ranger, I'm sure, and that makes him a great warrior, but you forget about Alexander Tork. He created
and trained the Rangers. Heis undoubtedly the greatest warrior of dl time.”

“Maybe where you come from,” Arik stubbornly stated, “but | never heard of this Tork before this
trip. So, he created the TargaRangers. Garth has started the Alcea Rangers.”

“It does not matter where one comesfrom,” Tanyainssted. “Alex Tork isalegend. | have heard



storiesfrom al over this continent about Alex. Targa created two new armiesfor him to command as he
saw fit, the Frontier Divison and the Rangers. They reported to no one except Alex, not even the King
of Targa. Onetime hewasfadsdy accused of killing the King of Targaand his men stood with him to the
man and helped him prove the accusation false. The Sultan of Sordoawas placed in power by Tork
after the man witnessed Alex behead the old Sultan who had declared war on Targa. And that wasin
the Sultan’ s Palace surrounded by thousands of Sordoan soldiers.”

“Wadll,” Arik argued, “Garth isnot old yet. He may accomplish much more before he quits.”

“Old?’ Tanyalaughed. “These aretdes aout Tork when he wasn't much older than you. He had
hisfirst battle when he was fifteen and put in charge of hisvillage when the Y aki attacked. Heled the
villageto the other sde of the Boulder Mountainsto relocate.”

“Why are you so wrapped up in this Alexander Tork?” Arik demanded. “If heis so good, then why
isit left to Garth to save the world by protecting and training us? Maybe your Alex Tork wasn’t up to
thejob.”

“I am not wrapped up inhim,” snarled Tanya. “1 just believein putting thingsin their proper
prospective. Alex hasn't been seen since the Collapse. He and Jennevasurely died then or the Dark
One found them and diminated them. Uncle Boris said that every Black Devil had been ordered to hunt
for them because they had imprisoned the Dark One. Oh, what isthe usein trying to educate a
fisherboy? Let’s practice before Garth does take me up on my challenge.”

Arik shook his head and raised his wooden sword to meet Tanya sattack. He still didn’t understand
women. He got dong with Tanya because she acted less like awomen than any girl he had met, but
every S0 often she went and did something that made absolutely no sense at al.

By thetime Arik and Tanya completed their practice, Arik wastired. Tanyawent to help with the
dinner and Arik waked over to join Fredrik and Tedi who were getting lessons from Garth on knife
fighting. Garth invited him into the lesson and Arik just sat down and shook hishead. He watched Garth
ingtruct the other two boys and was amazed at the man’s speed and adaptability to any Stuation. It was
hard for Arik to comprehend anyone who could be better than Garth. Arik waited until the lesson was
over to approach Garth.

“Garth,” Arik opened, “what do you now about Alexander Tork?’

Garth looked a him for amoment and then swung his gaze towards Tanya. Eventudly, he sat down
next to Arik and the other boysjoined them. “I know agreat deal about Alexander Tork,” Garth began.
“He created, trained and led the Rangers up to the time of hismarriageto Jenneva. | usedtobeaTarga
Ranger. Thetechniquesthat | usein fighting are histechniques. Why do you ask?’

“Oh, it isjust that some people have such agreat ded of admiration for him and I’ ve never heard of
him,” Arik answered.

Garth smiled and nodded his head. “Tanyamercilesdy bombarded me with questions about him,”
Garth said. “I imagine that she heard stories about him from her uncle and was disturbed with theway |
downplayed Tork’ s accomplishments. She has seemed to be pretty angry with me ever since.”

“Why would you bdittle Tork’ s accomplishments?” Arik asked. “Arethe stories about him untrue?’

Garth picked up a pebble and began rolling it over in hishand. “Mogt of them aretrue,” Garth



explained. “Alexander Tork never meant to be ahero. He dways did what he thought had to be done
because there wasn't anybody €l se who would or could do it. He was not the type of man who did
something and then turned to others with a smile on his face and boasted about what he had done. That
would betotdly out of character for the man and | would not be kind to him to do what he himself would
not do. Hewas agood fighter and he used his skillsto right what wrongs he could.”

“Was he more skilled than you?” Arik asked.

“I would never draw acomparison between myself and Alexander Tork,” declared Garth. “1 do not
claim to be better than hewas and | do not wish othersto do it for me. What wedoisnot a
competition, Arik. Each of us should use whatever skillswe have to defeat the Dark One. If Alexander
Tork were here today, he would be telling you the exact same thing. Forget about Tork. Forget about
me. Y ou have to spend whatever time you have to sharpen your skills and think about the consequences
of what we have sarted. We have no idle time for wondering about aman who hasn't been seenin
Seventeen years.”

“What is so wrong about having ahero to emulate?’ asked Tanyawho had come up behind the boys
without anyone noticing.

“Alexander Tork may have been ahero to you, Tanya,” Garth sighed, “but he was not ahero to
himsdf.”

Garth rose as Tanya pushed onward. “Well, he should have been,” she declared. “He did more for
the world than any ten other men and you seem to think he was nothing.”

“Yes,” dghed Garth bitterly. “He did wondersfor theworld. He saved the world from the sun.
Don't you love his parting gift? A world without sunshine, without safe roadsto travel, without farms thet
arefree of bandits. Heleft aworld where people can only cower in the cities and hope the tyrant rulers
don’'t order them hung.”

Tanyadapped Garth so hard that his head spun and his face sported bright red marks from her
fingers. “How dare you talk that way about agreat man,” Tanyaspat. “Alexander Tork gave everything
he had to try and save theworld from al of this”

“Yes, hedid,” agreed Garth with hatred in hisvoice. “Hewas so wonderful that he must have saved
the world adozen times over. Hewas so wrapped up in saving the world that he gave hisonly child to
the Black Devilsfor daughter. 'Y ou want to worship ahero, Tanya? Worship the man who didn’'t have
timeto save hisown child.”

Garth stormed off before Tanya had time to deliver another blow. Tedi jumped up and grabbed
Tanyabefore shetook off after Garth. He held her tight until her body stopped quivering.

“What was that all about?’ asked Fredrik. “1 never heard those stories about Tork.”

“They aredll lies,” screamed Tanya. “Filthy lies spewed by acoward who can’t stand being
compared to areal man.”

Kalina approached the practice area and stood firmly in front of Tanya

“Dinner isready,” she announced. “Why don’t you boys go eat while Tanyaand | have alittletalk?’



The boys quickly scampered away, more to avoid the coming confrontation than their need for food.
Tanyatried to go with them, but Kainagrabbed her arm. Tanyaeasily broke Kainas grasp, but she
stayed to talk.

“Why didn’t you use any of your fancy magic to make me stay?’ Tanyademanded.

“| don't use magic to hurt friends,” Kdinareplied. “Y ou misunderstand Garth and you hurt him
deeply.”

“I' hurt him?’ Tanyasaid increduloudy. “Y ou expect me stand there and listen to him trash Alexander
Tork and you blamemefor hurting him?’

“You never knew Alexander Tork,” Kdinapersasted. “Wedid. | persondly agree with your
description of Alex, not Garth's, but that is part of the problem. Garth has heard so many tales about the
greatness of Alexander Tork and the Targa Rangers that one would think that everything intheworld is
wonderful. Garthistorn up insde about his own inability to make the world a better place and disgusted
with what the world has become. He was a Ranger, too. He shared Alex’ svision of a better world and
he has spent the past seventeen yearslistening to these wondrous taes while watching the world fall
gpart. Add to that the fact that | have always adored Alexander Tork and hiswonderful
accomplishments and it is easy to see why Garth doesn’'t want to hear any more about it.”

“Wdll, why did he have to say those nasty things about Alex abandoning hisown child?’ cried Tanya

“Heisjust echoing Alex’sown fedings,” Kainaanswered. “Alex Tork’s child was abducted by
Black Devilswhile Alex was running around the world trying to save the Prophecy babies. Alex never
forgave himsdf for that and became avery bitter man. Do not take Garth’s statementsliterdly. Every
Ranger idolized Alexander Tork and would have laid their lives on the linefor him. Garth would have
donethe same as Alex in the Situation that existed at that time. That should help you understand his
bitterness. That anger will fade when Alcearises. Until then, please don’t push your views of Alex on
Garth. | havelearned not to and | think you are astronger woman than .”

Tanyanodded and wiped her tears as Kalina escorted her to the campfire. The boys|ooked up
sheepishly asthey approached and their conversation stopped. Kalina dished some rabbit stew onto a
plate for Tanyaand then helped herself. Nobody said anything about Garth’ s absence over dinner, but
the usud quiet time after dinner when Garth would light his pipe and talk to the Rangers was missed.
Instead the Rangers went back to practice and Tanyaworked off her fury and hurt.

After practice when everybody was tired and drawn they turned in and went to deep. Only Kdina
stayed up and stared into the forest. When Arik woke in the morning, Kalinawas till sitting there and
dill garing into the forest.

Sapphireof the Fairies

Chapter 22
Sagina



The sméll of breakfast cooking aroused the rest of the Alcea Rangers and one by one they rose and
began their morning exercises. Kdinafinaly stopped staring into the forest and relieved Arik of the
cooking duties so he could join the exercises. Nobody spoke about Garth or the confrontation the
previous evening. Kalinaserved breakfast and | eft the cleanup to the others. She wrapped up her gear
and secured it on her white mare and Garth’'s black stallion. When she was finished, Garth's horse
turned and walked into the forest.

“Tenminutes,” Kdinacalled. “Everybody secure your belongings and make ready for thetrail.”

Tanya started to say something and everyone stopped and stared at her. Flushing, she bent back to
thetask at hand and left her thoughts hidden. Quietly the Rangers mounted their horsesand Arik led the
group dong thetrail. The midday med was eaten while riding and Tedi took the lead and Tanyathetall
of the procession. Tedi till detected the elvestracking them, but he said nothing. In fact, nobody
gpoke. The Rangersrode onin silence until the darkness came upon them.

They set up the campsite as efficiently as dways, but there was agloom that hung over the campsite
that had nothing to do with Sarac’ sdarkness. The Rangers practiced as dways, but Tanyafdt asif the
blows directed towards her were dightly more deliberate than during normal practice sessons. The
Rangers broke for dinner and ate quietly. After dinner, the time when Garth would light his pipe and talk
for half an hour, Tanyatried to apologize to the rest of the Rangers, but they walked to the practice areas
and began honing their sillsin silence.

Kalinaapproached Tanyawho was throwing Lanorian Stars with more anger than skill. “Tanya, do
not blame yoursdlf for Garth' sactions,” soothed Kaina. “Itisnot your fault.”

Tanyaturned and snapped at Kdina “It’'snot my fault?’ sheridiculed. “How canyou, of al people,
say that? Everyone here knowsthat it ismy fault. | have taunted and needled Garth until he ran off and
abandoned us. Everyone knowsitismy fault. | will belucky to live through the next practice session.
How can you even look a mewith sympathy?’

Kdinawrapped her arms around Tanya and hugged her. “I, of al people, know Garth,” she sated.
“The words you spoke were true, too true. Sometimes the truth hurts and people have ahard time
accepting that. Garth isdow to anger and even dower to cool off. Heisnot gone from us, but heis
hurting deeply. He needsto work the hurt and anger off in solitude. 1t isthe only way that worksfor
him. Hewill come back when heis better able to accept your fedlingsfor Alexander Tork. Inthe
meantime, heis quite capable of handling himsdf alonein the woods.”

“If heisso cagpable,” Tanyasobbed, “why do you spend all of your time staring off into the woods for
him?’

Kalinaturned and gazed at the endless trees surrounding them. “He will not suffer at the hands of a
predator out there,” Kainadeclared. “My fear isfor the enemy within himsdf. He pushes himsdlf to the
limit for others and even beyond. When that is not enough to help the others, he blames himself. He
does not consider it heroic when he succeeds. When you idolize Alexander Tork as ahero, hethinksto
himself that there are no heroes. He has seen thousands of good men dietrying to help othersand, in his
mind, they are the only heroes and even they are failures because they are no longer around to help
people. Y ou should not fed sorry for Garth nor should you fed anger for hisbdliefs. He believesin them
deeply, asyou do inyours.”

Tanya picked up her Lanorian Stars as Kainaleft to St near thefire. Tanyarenewed her practice,
but thistime with more skill than anger. Eventudly, the Rangersfinished practice and drifted off to deep.



Tanyaclosed her eyes on the figure of Kdinadtill sitting and gazing into the forest.

Tanyaawoke with astabbing in her ribs and the smell of breakfast in her nostrils. Shelooked up to
see Fredrik poking her with his staff. Biting back a sharp remark, she followed Fredrik’ s gaze and saw
Garth cooking breskfast. Hurriedly, she got to her feet and headed towards Garth. Fredrik and Tedi
were awakening the rest of the Rangers as she approached the campfire. When she got closeto Garth,
she gtarted to speak and Garth looked up at her and held his hand up to halt her words.

“I must gpologizeto you,” Garth said loudly. “Todl of you. You are young enough yet to know
great optimism and enthusasm. It iswrong for me, in any way, to dampen that bright outlook you hold
onlife. | canwarnyou of the pitfallswhich you will face on your journey towards death, but the attitudes
you carry with you on that journey are yours, and yours alone.”

Tanyadarted to say something and Garth hated her again. “To you, pretty warrior, | owe an extra
gpology,” Garth smiled. “Y ou areright to seek a person who you think represents the ideals you would
wish for yourself and | waswrong to water thefire of your search for excellence. My views may differ
from your own, but | will no longer attempt to lessen your ideals. Pleaseforgiveme.”

Tanyadid not try to speak, but threw her arms around Garth and hugged him. An embarrassed smile
clouded Garth' sface as he returned the young warriors hug. After afew moments, he broke the
embrace and laughed.

“Now for the fine breakfast | negotiated out of aKlandon farmer,” he chuckled. “Fresh eggsand
bacon with bread and a pitcher of cow’s milk.”

The campsite turned festive as the Rangers devoured the bregkfast. Kaina stood behind Garth and
placed her hands on his broad shoulders and smiled. Within twenty minutes the breskfast was egten, the
campsite cleaned up, and the Rangers were back on the trail.

The daysthat followed were free of tenson within the group. Tanyadtill showered the other Rangers
with tales of Alex and Jenneva, but Garth did not object, he merely walked away from the talk and
performed other duties that required attention.

Asthey approached the Boulder Mountains, Garth began to hear the Rangers speak of Lavinda, the
seitlement Alexander Tork led hisvillagersto when hewasaboy. The villagers had named it Lavindain
honor of Alexander’s mother who died during the trip in amisfortunate accident. Tork had taught the
villagersto think in terms of defense and the village was designed to repdl attacks. The design saved the
village from the Y &ki, goblins, and bandits. The village had become famous and the term “Lavindan” was
used to describe someone who was wary and defensive and usudly sat with his back to the wall and an
eye on the door.

Tedi was chosen to ask Garth if the group could stop in Lavindafor an overnight stay. Garth smiled
grimly and explained that Lavinda had a reputation for not accepting strangers and that their path lay in
another direction. While Tedi spread the word of Garth’ s answer, Garth made the decision to ride later
than usua and camp on the other Sde of the pass, effectively diminating the need for any further
guestions about Lavinda.

That evening during the talk sesson when Garth lit his pipe, there were alot of questions about
Lavinda, the unnamed village where Tork grew up, and the cave of Alex’ sfirgt battle with the Y aki,
which was somewhere nearby.



Garth looked at the eager faces around the campfire and pointed with his pipe at the Boulder
Mountains. “That iswhat should occupy your thoughts,” Garth proclaimed. “Mount Kaas, the highest
mountain of the Boulders, iswherethe Dark Oneisimprisoned. We are at the center of Sarac’sdomain
and on atrip that will lead to his degath, or ours. If thiswere apleasuretrip, we could al get excited
about seeing sghts where legends were born, but the longer we stay in the vicinity of Sarac’ s castle, the
longer we dare death to visit us. Let’sget our practice going early. | plan to move out of here before
firg light.”

The Rangers split into groups and began their practice sessonswith Garth supplying instruction as
needed. Tanyachoseto battle Fredrik with the staff and Tedi chdlenged Arik with knives. Niki and
Kainaworked on health magic. The practice was especialy long and tiring and the Rangers worked up
aswest. Fredrik and Tedi were soon stripped to thewaist, but Arik kept fighting with his shirt on. Garth
wondered if Arik’srash was gill bothering him. Sincethefirst night out of Tagaret when the rash was
noticed, Arik had not removed his shirt except to change it, which he managed to do when no onewas
around.

“Break,” Garth called to Arik and Tedi. “Arik, why don't to shed your shirt? Y ou are going to
create amuddy pool on the practice area.”

“I’'mal right, Garth,” Arik replied sheepishly.
“Hasthat rash gone away yet?’ Garth probed.

“It'still there, but | hardly notice it anymore,” Arik answered. “WEe re going to switch to throwing
knives soon anyway and I ll just catch achill.”

The boys went back to fighting and Garth noticed that Kalinaand Niki had split up. He strode over
to Kadinaand spoketo her inalow voice. “Have you checked Arik’ srash lately?’

“Hewon't let menear it,” Kdinareplied. “1 think al of the fussinvolved with trying to clear it up
embarrasses him. It'snot serious, Garth. It isjust areaction to something. Perhaps the Palace Shadow
hasvermin after dl.”

“Morelikely the Roya Pdace,” chuckled Garth. “I know there are vermin residing there. The
Children are progressing better than | could have hoped for. Their skillsriva many soldierswhom | have
served with. At thisrate, they will soon be ableto rightfully call themselves Rangers. How are Niki and
Fredrik doing with their magic skills? Areyou getting enough timewith Fredrik or should | curtall his
daff practice?’

“Fredrik is doing fine with the time we spend together,” Kalinacommented. “Heisafast learner and
he picked up more than he knows from spying on the Black Devils. Many spdlls he has aready seen
performed, but didn’t understand how they worked. Oncel explainit to him, heisfine”

Kainalowered hersdf to aditting position and Garth did down beside her. “Niki is another story,”
Kdinacontinued. “Sheisvery stubborn and refusesto accept my direction. Her ability isnot as strong
asFredrik’ sand sheingstsit ismuch grester. Sometimes| think that redlity doesn't exist in her mind.
Even in the area of health where she has some specid gift that | have never seen before, she will not teke
my word for anything. | haveto get the book out and show her before she will accept what | am
teaching.”

“How about the cloak or her parents?’ Garth inquired. “Have you gotten anything further out of



her?’

“Not athing,” Kdinasighed. “Every timel bring it up, she develops abad mood and stalks off. That
iswhat happened to our session today. | was probing about her mother and whether or not her mother
had magical ability. She got moody and claimed she had a headache. Then shejust got up and walked
away. Itissodamn frustrating working with her.”

“Y ou should try showing her how to fight with aknifeas| have,” Garth laughed. “1 think she might
gtab hersdf in the arm trying to get her knife out of the sheath.”

“Maybe| am just expecting too much too soon with her,” mused Kalina. Y our push to get through
the path to avoid Lavindadid not fool the Children, Garth. They know there was time to detour through
Tagaret and one night in Lavinda would not have been far off the track.”

“Y ou know | have ahard time dealing with somethings, Kaina. So they know it now, too. Doesit
redlly matter? We have atask before us and the sooner we get to it, the sooner we will get to our goal.”

Kadinalaid her hand gently on Garth’sarm. “No, | supposeit doesn't really matter. 'Y ou cannot hide
the truth about the end of Alex and Jennevaforever, though. Some day we will have to atone for our
ans”

“Perhaps, but that day isnot today,” denied Garth. “1 am not ready to live with mineyet. | am going
to halt the practice for tonight. | think we should get an even earlier sart tomorrow. We are very
exposed this closeto Sarac and | want to put some miles between him and us. Isthe Sword of Heavens
dill providing direction?’

“Itisactudly getting stronger,” Kainaacknowledged. “It isswinging more West than North now. |
suspect we will be going over the West Mountains and into what was Cordonia.”

Garth nodded as he rose to break up the practice sessions.

The early morning start allowed the group to be within sight of the West Mountains before stopping
the next night. Early practice congsted of tracking, camouflage, and stedlth. During the after dinner talk
session, Garth got tired of hearing about Alexander Tork again.

“Why do you not ask questions about Oscar Daek?’ Garth inquired of Tanya. “Y our uncle must
have been full of stories about him, being atraveling merchant.”

“Oh, hewas,” conceded Tanya. “Most of Oscar Daek’slifeisfairly open and well known, though.
Y ou can not be the Prince of Targawithout having books written about you.”

“I’ve never read anything about him,” Tedi interrupted.
“Nor I,” Arik added. “Washeafriend of Alex’s?’

Garth groaned and shut hiseyes. “Y es, they were very good friends,” Garth sighed. “Oscar’ sfame
did not have anything to do with hisfriendship with Alex, though. He could have been agreet warrior as
well, but he never trained his skillsin those areas. Instead, he used his head to amass a grest fortune
while benefiting Targa. Infact, his contribution to Targafar outweighed Tork’s. Without Prince Oscar,
there would have been no Targa ships on the Targa Sea, no canal connecting the Targa Seawith the
Sordoan Sea, and probably no victory in the war with the goblins. His ships and wagons allowed the



Targa Army to move quickly to entrap the goblins.”
“That hardly sounds as exciting asthelife of Alex and Jenneva,” Arik said.

“No?’ chuckled Garth. “When Oscar was young he lost hisfather to bandits and his mother was so
poor that they could not put food on the table. He rose from that miserable disadvantage to become the
richest man in the world and the Prince of the mightiest nationin theworld. Killing goblinsis easy work
compared to that. A thousand men could grow up to lead armies and kill their foes, but | do not think
anyone will ever duplicate Oscar Daek’ stremendousfeats. And what is even more exciting about himis
that one of youishisson.”

“But hewas not awarrior,” protested Arik. “We aretraining to be warriors, not merchants.”

Garth sighed again. He dared not tell them of some of Oscar’ s contributions to Targa because they
were gtill too secret. He could not tell them that while Alex was creating the Rangers, Oscar was
cregting the Spiders, because the Spiders still existed and il gathered sensitive information.

“Oscar Dalek was no merchant,” Garthinssted. “He started out as a merchant, but that isakin to
cdling Alex an infantry trainee. Besides, you are dready warriors. Imagine being an Oscar Dalek and a
great warrior.”

The boys perked up at that and started eyeing each other, looking for the signs of greatnessthat a
king would exhibit.

“Oscar Daek had visionsinsde his head that no other person had ever possessed,” Garth continued.
“When he saw opportunities, the gleein hiseyeswas not only for himsdf, but for Targa. Imagine being
ableto have that vision to shape your country and the skills of awarrior to demand the respect of your
enemies”

The boys were clearly excited at the prospect of being awarrior and aking. Garth smiled to himsdlf
at successfully changing the topic of conversation for severa days.

“Do you know which one of usis Oscar’ s son?” Fredrik asked.

“I don’'t know for certain,” confessed Garth, “but | believe heisamong us. Would you redlly want
metotdl youif | knew?’

Affirmative response rang from everybody’ s lips and Garth was actually surprised. Being aPrince
was a heavy burden and Garth would not want to know if hewasin their position. “Very well,” Garth
replied. “1 will tell you the only cluethat | possess. Remember that what | am about to say is not proof
of aclaim to the throne, but Prince Oscar and Princess Callie were given very specid giftsfrom Jenneva.
One of you carriesthat gift today. How it was come by, we do not know, but itsidentity is certain.”

“Do you mean amagicd gift?” Arik asked. “That would haveto be Fredrik. Tedi and | have no
magicd gift whatsoever.”

Garth watched the boys expressionsto seeiif there was resentment created by Arik’ s statement.
Fredrik appeared shocked and both Tedi and Arik seemed pleased for Fredrik.

“I do not mean agift of magic,” Garth finaly said. “1 mean aphysicd gift. The necklacethat Tedi
wears belonged to elther the Prince or the Princess. We do not know which.”



Tedi turned bright red and Arik and Fredrik dapped him on the back. Tanyalooked curioudy at the
heir to the Alcea Crown, but Niki actually moved to sit between Fredrik and Tedi and examined the
necklace.

The next few days were awelcomerelief to Garth. The questions about Alexander Tork had ceased
and Prince Oscar became the topic of conversation. The most dramatic change in the Children wasin
Niki. Shewould not leave Tedi done. Instead of magic lessonswith Kaina, Niki started challenging
Tedi at knives and the Lanorian Star. She even tried to battle him with astaff, but that lasted aslong as
one swing inwhich Tedi disarmed her and she complained of abroken wrig.

The Sword of Heavens was vibrating so vigorously now that Kainacould not control it. Tedi took
over thejob of using the Sword of Heavensto point towardstheir destination. Theterrain of the
headwaters of the Black River changed from mountainsto rolling hills and eventudly flattened out to
forested woods just outside the village of Dani. The group had a discussion about entering Dani for
provisions and after Kaina pointed out that this area had very few visitors and they would surely be
talked about, they decided to bypass the town.

Just west of Dani, the pine forest gave way to an ancient wood of old oak trees. At this point the
Sword of Heavenswas vibrating so wildly that only Garth and Arik had the physical strength to handle
it. Garth gavethejob to Arik so hewould not be encumbered if trouble arose. The woods were dark
and whatever light the day brought was quickly fading, so Garth announced that they would camp for the
night and gtart fresh in the morning.

The camp wasfull of excitement as everyone redized they would probably meet thefairiesin the
morning. During thetalk period after dinner, everyone had questions about the fairies and what they
werelike. Unfortunately, nobody had any answers. No one had ever seen afairy, not even Garth and
Kaina Garth cautioned about being overly excited.

“Y ou must remember,” Garth stated clearly, “that the Universe inhabited by the fairieswas dso
inhabited by ogres. If we are near to finding the fairies, we may aso bein the vicinity of ogres and they
areferociousfighters. Anogreistypicaly stupid, but they arelarge, strong, and will eat people. If we
haveto fight ogres, the bow isyour best weapon. Their strength will make sword fighting dangerous
because their blows, even if they are blocked, can knock your sword from your hand. Kniveswill be
uselessunlessyou score adirect hit in avitd arealike the throat or eyes.”

Everyone' s attention wasriveted on Garth. No one expected to find the land of thefairiesto bea
dangerous place, but the thought of fighting ogres had sobered their jubilation.

“Youwill haveto am at the same vita areaswith your arrows,” Garth continued, “but you may do so
from agreater distance. Asfar as| know, the ogres have no magicians, but do not depend on that. If
we get into an attack, defense shieddswill be thefirst priority of those with magica capabilities. If you
can maintain ashield and attack at the sametime, do so. Thereisno such thing asasurrender in abattle
with ogres. Weether kill them dl or they eat us."

The mood had turned rather gloomy as the Children went to the practice area, but the practice itsalf
wastough. All four of thewarrior Rangers practiced their archery skills, each trying to outdo the others.
Arik with hislongbow was clearly the winner, with Tanyasecond. Each of the Rangers practiced asif
the skills they honed today would be used in battle tomorrow. Garth called an early hdt to the practice
and stated hisintention that everybody get as much deep aspossible. They would search tomorrow until
they located the fairies, even if they had to proceed after the darkness came.



Garth et everyone deep until first light and then canceled morning exercises. The Rangers had
breskfast and took to thetrail. The oak forest got thicker and the coming of light did little to improve
vighility. The group rode through the morning with two stopsfor Arik to check on the direction shown
by the Sword of Heavens.

Shortly after their stop for the midday medl, they started seeing live, healthy appletrees. Tanya
started to gather applesfor dinner until Garth told her to keep her handsfree. Thelight also started to
penetrate the forest better asthe oak treesthinned. Excitement started to percolate again asthere were
severd fdse sghtings of fairies. Garth did not share in the excitement. Instead he Sarted to grow tense
with apremonition of danger and his eyes started scanning the forest.

Tedi wasin the lead when hishorsejust stopped. Garth rode to the front of the procession and
asked Tedi why he was stopping.

“I didn’'t stop,” Tedi said. “My horsejust stopped. Tedi lowered himsalf from the saddle and
checked on his mount.

“He sdeeping!” Tedi exclamed. “I can't believeit, heisjust deeping.”

Garth dso dismounted to verify Tedi’s stlatement. Arik came waking forward from the end of the
column.

“All of the mounts are degping except yoursand Kdina's,” Arik stated. “What isgoing on? We
didn’t push them hard yesterday. They have never acted like this before.”

Garth shook his head and started looking around at the forest when he heard the shouts behind him.
He quickly pivoted and saw Fredrik and Kalinarushing to where Niki had falen to the ground. His
senses redling, Garth searched for some sign of hisenemy. He watched as Fredrik collapsed to the
ground and heard either Tedi or Arik falling behind him with ashout.

“It' smagica!” Kainashouted as she hurriedly tried to erect a shield over the entire party.

Tanyadropped to her knees as Garth heard another thump behind him and turned to find both of the
Lorgo boys stretched out on the ground. He pulled his sword from its shesth as he turned back to see
Kdinacollapse. Hisarms grew heavy under the weight of the sword and it dropped to the ground asthe

trees above hishead swirled in flashes of green and gray. He struggled to grab onto something to hold
him upright as hiseyeballsrolled up into hishead and hisbody collgpsed beneath him.

Sapphireof the Fairies
Chapter 23

Fairies

Nothing moved on the forest trail where the Rangers lay crumpled in hegps on the ground. Down
from the sky floated asmdl, bluefairy no taller than aman’sindex finger. Thefairy’ swingsfluttered as



she landed on the back of Tedi’ s horse and surveyed the degping party.

“Why did you attack them, Pixy?’ the blue fairy asked. “They would have passed through without
ever knowing we were here.”

A green, and dightly larger, fairy swooped down and soared along thetrail over the unmoving forms,
finaly landing next to the blue fairy with adazzling flourish of outstretched wings.

“Bah, Nixy,” hegrumbled. “Humansare dwaystrouble. It isbetter that we have stopped them
before they went any farther.”

“I think you just enjoy being mischievous,” Nixy pestered. “What if they are friends or an envoy from
another land?’

“Thefairies have no human friends,” rebutted Pixy. “It will be best for al if we dispose of them now.
We can levitate them into the acid pits of the ogres.”

“Do you speak for Queen Mitanow?’ Nixy persisted. “Besdes, we can never levitate them that far
by oursdlves. Wewill need agreet ded of help, especialy with that big one. Y ou had trouble getting
himto liedown.”

“It would have been easier if you had decided to help earlier,” growled Pixy. “That femaewith the
long, black hair wastrying to use some magic to shield hersdf. Shedistracted me. If | hadn’t been
distracted, the big one would have gone down essy enough.”

“I'msaure,” Nixy drawled sarcasticdly. “Stll, | think we need to get them into the Stay Bushes as
soon aspossible. If one of them has the power to break your deep spell, they could be dangerousto
us. | will get othersto help with the levitation.”

“I'll go,” Pixy offered. “Y ou keep awatch for any signs of wakening and don't let any of them get
a,vw.”

Without waiting for areply, Pixy forcefully spread hiswings and soared down towards the trail below
before fluttering off through the appletrees. Nixy stood watching the strange party of humans for what
seemed to be along time before Pixy returned with scores of other fairiesto help transport the invaders
to the Stay Bushes.

“Y ou are taking them to the Stay Bushes and not the acid pits, aren’t you?” Nixy inquired.

“Yes, yes” Pixy sghed. “I think they ought to be disposed of, though. One human in the Stay
Bushesisadl right, but al of these can be dangerous. Midge found out somehow and demanded that they
be taken to the Stay Bushes and that | report immediately to Queen Mita. Y ou will have to supervisethe
moving. Make surethey are kept adeep even after you have ddlivered them.”

Pixy left the mass of fairies assgned to deal with the invaders and flew into the orchard. Soaring
between apple trees which held the homes of hisfellow faries, Pixy angled towards the very center of the
orchard where the great Father Tree stood, the tree that the Mage had used to restore the orchard after
the blight caused by Alutar and hisogres. Father Tree had ahole through its bark, level with ahuman’s
head and sporting awide protrusion outside of it. It wasonthislip that Queen Mitaheld court and Pixy
set down on it with the precision of an acrobat.



“Your Highness,” bowed Pixy to the bluefairy. “We have captured alarge band of humans bent on
invading our homeland. Nixy, a thisvery moment, is escorting the interlopersto the Stay Bushes. There
is one among them that uses outlander magic and | think we should send them off to acid pitsat our
earliest opportunity.”

“1 did not know that your head was large enough to accommodate an ogre brain, Pixy,” Queen Mita
rebuked. “Would you send every human who comes close to our home directly off to the acid pits?
Would you have handled the Mage in alike manner when he showed up to restore this orchard?’

Hushing with embarrassment, Pixy responded, “Of course not, Y our Highness, but these invaders are
warriors and come heavily armed.”

“What do the humanslook like?’ quizzed the Queen.
“They are dl dressed in black and carry great swords and large bows,” Pixy answered.
“ And what were they saying when you observed them?’ prompted the Queen.

“He does not know,” answered agreen fairy upon landing on the platform. “According to Nixy, he
issued the Sleep Spdll before any of them had uttered aword.”

“Thank you, my son,” Queen Mita greeted Midge.
“Of course they were saying nothing,” protested Pixy. “They weretrying to sneak up on us.”

“We have afurther complication, Queen Mita,” Midge interjected. “We have transported six
humans, but there are seven horses and they were al being ridden.”

Nixy arrived at that moment and settled down next to Pixy. “The blond femaeisthe onethat is
missing, Prince Midge,” she said as she bowed to the Queen.

“How could you lose her?’ Pixy blurted out. The Sleep Spell you put on her must not have been
strong enough.”

“1 did not put a Sleep Spell on her,” frowned Nixy. “I thought you had aready done so.”

“I was” Pixy responded sheepishly, “until | got distracted by the witch. | thought you redlized that
and finished her.”

“Enough!” demanded the Queen. “Midge, we arelosing light dready. Send out patrolsto locate this
missing human and retrieve her. Have them be careful. Pixy saysthat they are dressed in black and use
outlander magic. We may be facing aband of Black Devils. | would prefer that she be subdued and
placed in the Stay Bushes, but kill her if you must.”

Prince Midge threw himsdlf off the balcony in adive and soared towards alarge group of greenfaries
clad in shiny mail and tiny helmets. The Queen turned to Nixy and fixed her with alook of despair.

“Nixy thisisnot thefirst time that you have lost addivery,” rebuked the Queen. “You shdl bein
charge of watching over the captivesto ensure that they do not wake. Pixy, you shal have the dubious
honor of determining who they are and why they are here. | will not accept any mishandling of the
prisoners, but you will remain within the Stay Bushes until you have accomplished your task.”



With awave of her tiny hand, Queen Mita dismissed the other two fairies,

Tanyalay under the windsweypt pile of oak leaves from last fal’ s dropping and watched with
fascination asthe fairieslevitated the other Rangersaway. Shewasn't sure why she had not fallen prey
to their magic, but it was apparent that her friends were being taken captive and not harmed. She started
tofal adeep like the others, but suddenly the feeling had just departed. At first she had thought to lash
out at thefairies and free her comrades, but, thankfully, she remembered the reason for their journey. It
was the Sapphire of the Fairies that they were after and they had found the fairies, no matter their current
predicament, so Tanyadid off thetrail and quietly crawled away.

Tanyacringed involuntarily as another dimy thing crawled acrossher leg. The hdf-year-old leaves
gl held the moisture of winter and decomposition and she shuddered at the thought of what type of
cregtures inhabited them.

When the last of the fairies|eft she thought about following them, but quickly decided to wait for the
coming darkness. She spent the time trying to remember Uncle Boris' tales about thefairies. She
shoved her face further out of the smelly pile of leaves and was rewarded with the swest, fresh smell of
the apple orchard nearby.

Uncle Boris had told thousands of tales, but not many storiesthat involved fairies. All of thetaleshe
did tell seemed to indicate that the fairies were agood and well-intentioned people. She could only
remember one specific narrative and it dedlt with Prince Midge, the son of Queen Mita, and the Great
Mage traveling to imprison the Great Demon, Alutar. In the story the Mage created a homeland for the
desolate fairies and centered it around a giant appletree. Shewaswondering if thiswasthat same
orchard when a dozen mail-clad fairies marched by scanning the forest.

Shefroze asthefairies passed and pulled her head farther into the leaves when they were out of sight
in case they doubled back. An hour passed and the small fairy army had not returned. Darkness had
falen over theforest and Tanya yearned to be free of the decomposing pile of leaves and the tiny
creaturesthat lived init. Slowly she pulled hersdf out of the pile of leaves and looked around. The
forest was dark and eerily quiet. Slowly she crept in the direction her fellow travelers had been taken.
Within afew dozen paces the oak trees thinned and the apple orchard began.

Tanyadeeply inhaed the sweet scent of the orchard and squinted her eyesto make out thelittle
figures moving among the trees. Subconscioudy, she stuffed her long blond hair under her lesther cap
and sat behind abush to observe the fairies. She watched for several hours and saw severa armed
parties returning, but no sign of the Rangers. She did observe the return of the patrol that had passed her
pile of leaves, but they cameinto the orchard from another direction.

The amount of activity in the orchard started to diminish asfairiesflew into holesin the gpple treesand
did not return. Remembering the lessons that Garth had given the Rangers on penetration of hostile
encampments, Tanya started amethodicd circuit of the orchard. Remaining in the darkest shadows of
the oak forest, Tanyaworked her way around the circumference of the orchard. When she had dmost
completed the circle, she stopped at the sight of Garth Shado.

She had seen Garth first because of his height, but the others were there, aswell. Each Ranger was
tied to avertica polein the center of adense, circular bush. There were more bushes than Rangers and
it gppeared that whatever security the bushes provided, the fairies could accommodate afew more
intruders. The bushes had large, sharp thorns, but Tanyafailed to see how afew cuts and bruiseswould



ensure that a prisoner did not escape. Given enough time, she was sure that Garth would be able to
escape the rope that bound him and then he would be able to push hisway through the bushesto free the
others. Tanyasaw one small bluefairy stting on top of one of the bushes looking bored. Every oncein
awhile, she could spot agreen fairy flying from one prisoner to another.

Tanyaducked her head down asapair of fairies came walking by between her and the bushes that
held the Rangers. Only thefact that both of the fairies were looking the other way saved Tanyafrom
detection. Holding her breath, she heard the voices of the two fairies.

“I did not know that Nixy’s head would hold the brain of an ogre,” the first fairy chuckled. “Shedts
on the Stay Bush without athought to the consequences. One prick of those thornswould kill an ogre
and she stsamong them.”

“Shewill betheredl night,” the second fairy laughed. “Queen Mitawas very annoyed that she
alowed one of the humansto escape. They have had patrols out looking for her for hours, but . . .”

The voicestrailed off and Tanya could hear no more, but she had heard enough. Whether thefairies
meant to kill the Rangers or not, no longer mattered. Tanya knew that the Rangers would attempt to
escape and they were not aware of the poison in thethorns. One by one, the Rangers would die and she
was not going to stand by and let that happen.

Tanyadid back into the oak forest and searched for the largest oak tree. When shefinally found it,
she gtarted climbing. She continued climbing until the thin branches threatened to break under her
weight. Clinging to thetrunk, she gingerly settled herself down to atenuous Sitting position on athin
branch where it met the trunk. She gazed down at the orchard and had a clear view of the layout of the
village. The Stay Bushes were very visible and she could now see the green fairy flitting from one
prisoner to another. Thefairy seemed to be searching the many pockets and pouches of the prisoners.
Therest of the orchard waslessvisble. Tanya could detect the placement of the trees and could easily
seethetrunk of the largest one in the center, asit had a clearing around it, but the branches and leaves of
the appl e trees obstructed her view of agood dedl of the orchard floor.

She clung to the trunk for awhile watching the Stay Bushes. Every oncein awhile her visonwas
drawn to returning patrols. Each returning patrol sent onefairy to the large center tree and on a platform
partway up the trunk the fairy bowed to ablue fairy that came out of the hole behind the platform. Tanya
surmised that she was observing Queen Mitareceiving the reports of the returning patrols and an idea
formed in her mind.

Tanya continued watching the village until no more patrols returned and the only movement below
was around the Stay Bushes. Unaware of how many hours she had been sitting in that awkward
position, Tanyaflexed her muscles and quietly climbed down thelarge oak tree. Sowly and sllently, she
maneuvered her way around the orchard to the point that would offer the shortest distance to the large
appletree.

Slowly, step-by-step, Tanyainched her way towards the Queen’ stree, stopping every few stepsto
listen for any sounds. Half-way there, Tanyahad to press her back against atree and hold her breath as
afary cameout of hishole and flew to another. Two many hours of being cramped up in atree or
behind a bush caused Tanyato fed weary, but the adrenaline of sneaking into the fairies' stronghold kept
her dert. Findly, after what seemed an eternity, Tanya reached the Queen’stree. She put her ear
againg thetree, but nothing could be heard. Steeling her courage, Tanya scrapped her finger aong the
underside of the platform on the other side of thetree. Leaning so she could just see around the large
tree' strunk, shewaited. Nothing happened.



Tanyastuck her finger out and, aslightly as she could, tapped the underside of the platform. Hearing
adistant rustling of cloth, Tanyagot ready. Queen Mitawalked out on the platform and stared around.
Asquickly as she could, Tanyareached out and grabbed the Queen of the Fairies.

Surprisingly, the Queen did not cry out. Tanyaheld onefinger to her lipsand brought the fairy up to
her face with her other hand. Tanyaquickly redized why the Queen had not cried out and shifted her
grasp so the Queen could bregth.

“l am sorry,” whispered Tanya. “Make no sound and you will be safdly returned.”

The Queen glared a Tanyaand spokein adignified voice. “Y ou will gain nothing by taking me. The
Fairieswill not bow down to your kind for thelife of their Queen. Another will take my place and your
friendswill bekilled.”

“I wish to talk with you without ending up in your Stay Bushes,” whispered Tanya. “Will you be quiet
and come with me or must we have unnecessary bloodshed on both sdes?’

“I will talk with you,” declared the Queen, “but we will do so right here. If you manage to get me out
of the orchard, my armieswill pursue you and we will not have achanceto talk. | guarantee that when
our discussionisover, you will be dlowed to walk out of herefredly.”

“ And then be pursued with avengeance,” Tanyasnorted. “Y ou will pledge your son’slife asmy
guarantee of safety. Swear on Prince Midge' slifethat | will not be pursued or harmed.”

“Aslong as you do no harm to my people,” Queen Mitaaffirmed, “you have my pledge on my son's
life”

“Very well,” Tanyaaccepted as she placed Queen Mitaon the small bacony. “I have heard stories
of your dedlingswith the Great Mage and he is said to have believed you an honorable and trustworthy
people. 1 will chance my life on hiswords.”

“Y ou know the Great Mage?’ Queen Mita questioned.

“No,” replied Tanya, “but my uncle knows of his storiesincluding the one where he restored this
orchard and had Prince Midge accompany him to imprison Alutar.”

“So that is how you knew my son’sname,” reflected the Queen. “Why have your people comeinto
our orchard?’

“We were captured before coming to your orchard,” Tanya corrected, “but we would have come
here anyway. My friendsand | seek to end the Dark One' s rule and our journey requires usto speak
with you about the Holy Sapphire.”

“What does the Holy Sapphire have to do with ending the Darkness?’ queried the Queen.

At that point a shout rang out from somewhere in the orchard that was quickly followed by more
shouts. Tanyaswung around and saw hundreds of fairies emerging from al over the orchard. Asshe
turned back to grab the Queen, she saw Queen Mita holding her hand up to the gathering fairies.

“Hold,” the Queen shouted. “Thishumanismy guest and will not be harmed. All of you go back to



deep, but send Midge here”

Thefariesreuctantly turned and disgppeared. In an amazingly short time, Prince Midge landed on
the platform. “Asyou can see,” Queen Mitadtated, “the Mage told the truth. 'Y ou may trust the word of
thefaries. Son, thisisthe missing human and | have guaranteed her safety with your life”

Prince Midge just nodded and stood on the platform next to his mother. Y ou were talking about the
Holy Sapphire,” reminded the Queen.

“Yes,” began Tanyawhile shaking her head. “The Prophecy Statesthat the Dark One will bekilled
by the Sword of Heavens which we possess. Before the Sword may be used, the saven gemsin itshilt
must be restored. Y our Holy Sapphire is one of those gems.”

A greenfairy suddenly landed on the platform, startling Tanya. He quickly whispered somethingin
Midge s ear and they both flew off. Dismissing the interruption, the Queen sat down.

“Thefairies very existenceis dependent on the Holy Sapphire,” the Queen explained as Prince
Midge returned. “We cannot just turn it over to you even if we had adesreto do so.”

“The Sword of Heavens gave usavision beforeit led us here,” Tanyaexplained. “The vison showed
the Sapphire and abluefairy reciting averse. That verse said that the Sapphirewasalie. Surely you
know the verse that was spoken by thefairy inthe vison.”

“I know the verse very well,” confided the Queen. “Thisisthe verse you spesk of:

Y our blood will flow ‘til noneisleft
While darkness around you descends
On Holy Sapphiredl you have

Fate of the Fairies do depend.

The Crown of Light the Fairies Life
Without it dl are doomed to die

The Holy Sapphire just a patch

Redemption only just alie”

Prince Midge stared off into the forest as he said:

“The Bringer knows not what he does

But fate has chosen only he



Who bears the mark upon his chest

The Winged Serpent desth doth flee.”

Queen Mita snapped her head to glare a her son, but the Prince returned her glare with
determination.

“Heishere,” Prince Midge proclaimed. “Heisone of the humanswhich we captured today. That is
what brought Pixy to the platform moments ago.”

“Wake him and bring him here,” snapped the Queen.
“What is happening?’ Tanyaasked. “What isthis about a Bringer?’

“Y ou have heard only the beginning of the Fairy Prophecy,” Queen Mitaexplained. “Therest dedls
with someone known to us asthe Bringer. We have dways assumed that the Bringer would be afairy,
but my son believes that one of your companionsis meant to fulfill the Prophecy. We shal see soon
enough. Y ou have asked for my peoples restraint. | now ask the same pledge from you. | am having
one of your companions brought herein an awakened state. Y ou will ensure that fairies do not cometo
harm through his actions.”

“| shdl,” Tanyaagreed as she watched Arik annoyingly march towards the tree.
“What isgoing on?’ he demanded of Tanya. “Why have they freed us and not the others?’

“Arik, please restrain your temper,” Tanyasuggested. “I want to know the answersto that and many
other questions. Queen Mita has agreed to talk with usin peace and | have promised our cooperation
and their safety. Let us hear what the Queen wantswith you.”

“So, your nameisArik,” greeted Queen Mita. “Thisismy son, Prince Midge. Arik, would you
kindly bare your chest?’

Arik look stunned and turned to look at Tanya, who was obvioudy confused about where the Queen
wasleading. “I would prefer not to, Y our Highness,” Arik findly declared.

Tanyawas shocked at Arik’s answer to the Queen, but Queen Mitamerely smiled. “If you have any
chance whatsoever of even seeing the Holy Sapphire, you will haveto comply. | am told that you bear a
strange mark on your chest and as the Queen of the Fairies, | must make decisions based on what | see.
| assure you that | am not asking to embarrass you.”

Tanyanodded and Arik opened his shirt aslittle as he could and turned so that Tanya could not see
but the Queen could. The Queen’s eyes grew wide and she started shaking.

“Son,” she ordered, “free the prisoners and invite them here. 1 will offer them my apologies when
they arrive, but yours may be needed at thetime they arereleased. They areto be treated as guests, but
| fear they may take offense at the way they have been treated aready.”

After Midge had | eft to free the Rangers, the Queen returned her attention to Arik. “1 am sorry if |



have embarrassed you, Arik,” she gpologized. “Y ou are aspecia person to the fairy people and avery
honored guest. If you wish not to be embarrassed by thisin front of your people, you have only to
request it and | will make sureit isnot mentioned. Asfor Tanya slips, thet isyour own problem.”

“What doesit adl mean?’ Arik asked. “Itisonly arashwhich | picked up in Tagaret.”

“Itisnot arash, Arik,” the Queen assured him. “It isthe mark of the Bringer. Y ou have been chosen
to return the Crown of Light to thefairy people. Who chose you or how you were chosen is unknown to
me and does not matter. The Prophecy foretells of your arrival and the task that awaitsyou. If you want
the Holy Sapphire, you will have to return the Crown of Light to thefairy people.”

“Where do | find this Crown of Light?” Arik asked.

“I have absolutely no idea,” confessed the Queen. “It hasbeen lost for agesand if any fairy knew
whereit existed, we would dready haveit in our possession. Itisthevery symbol of the Fairy
Monarchy.”

Sapphireof the Fairies
Chapter 24

Reflections

Garth, Kdina, Fredrik, Niki, and Tedi were brought to the Father Tree in the apple orchard to meet
Queen Mitaof thefaries. Tanyasmiled openly at their arriva, but Arik seemed distant and lost in
thought. Queen Mitastood regally on the platform and welcomed the humans.

“Greeting to you al and welcometo theland of thefairies” sheintoned. “Y ou have my deepest
gpologiesfor the trestment given to you upon your arrival. Whilel did not order your capture, | did
know about it afterwards and consented to your imprisonment. For that | can only offer gpologies that
areinsufficient to compensate you. Y ou are now free and are welcome as my guests. We will extend
every courtesy to you during your timewith us. | am Queen Mita, Queen of the Fairies, and thisismy
son, Prince Midge.”

Kdinastood with atight grimace on her lips. Fredrik and Tedi looked around asiif to determine
whether or not they were in some kind of dream. Niki peered at the small Queen asif examining her
wardrobe. Garth stepped forward and bowed.

“If the thoughts of your soldiers were that we were coming to attack you, then they behaved
admirably,” Garth offered. “We had no way of announcing our arrival, but we have ridden far and long
to seek your audience. We have amatter of grave importance that must be discussed with Y our
Highness. | am known as Garth Shado.”

Queen Mitasmiled deeply. “Y ou are amost e oquent and gracious guest, Garth. | have been
discussing your adventure with Tanyaand Arik. 1 know why you have come and what it isthat you
seek. The Holy Sapphire will be presented to Arik when he returnsthe Crown of Light to thefairy
people. Introduce meto the rest of your group.”



Garth threw a puzzled look at Arik and Tanya as he introduced the Rangers to Queen Mita. The
Queen apologized and wel comed each member of the group before addressing Garth again.

“1 assume by the others' deference to you, Garth, that you are the group’ s leader,” the Queen began.
“It islate and while you have dept, my people have not. Midge will help you set up camp and we will
discussthingsinthe morning.”

Garth nodded and Midge flew down to hover before him. After inquiring about the Rangers
requirements, Midge selected an area of the orchard that was not far from the Father Tree and till
alowed for acampfire. The Rangers set up camp whileflinging questionsto Arik and Tanya. Arik
ignored al of the questions and was the first down on his blanket to go to deep. Tanyalooked
quizzicaly at Arik every time someone asked her what was going on. Eventudly, she suggested that
discussng it in the morning was agood ideaand she d o retired. With no oneto answer their questions
the rest of the Rangers drifted off to deep.

Garth awoke early and retrieved water from the stream to make coffee. Assoon as Garth got thefire
going, Prince Midge appeared to offer hishdp. Garth’ s questions were shrugged off with an explanation
that Garth should learn of the discussion from his own people. Midge did prove to be pleasant company
and Garth enjoyed stories about fairy life. Of course, Midge s favorite story was about the time he
accompanied the Mage and Garth detected the soul of an adventurer in the fairy Prince. Midgedid
explain to Garth what had happened on the trail with the casting of the Sleep Spell, the levitation of the
prisoners, and the disappearance of Tanya.

Soon the smell of breskfast and the sound of voices awvakened the Ranger camp. Many fairieswere
aready roaming about the orchard and al of them sported inquiring glances, but no one bothered the
humans. Garth invited Midge to join them for breakfast and the green fairy waselated. Over breakfadt,
Tanyaexplained how she avoided capture and planned theinfiltration. Garth thought Midge seyes
would fly out of his head when Tanya described how she grabbed the Queen. When she got to the part
about the Queen’ s determination to see Arik’ s chest and some reference to the Bringer, dl eyesturned
towards Arik. Arik turned bright red and stalked off to his blanket.

“What isdl thisabout?’ Kainademanded of Midge.
“Itisnot my placeto talk about it,” Midge declared.

“The Queen said that she would forbid her peopleto talk of it if Arik requested her to do so,” Tanya
prodded. “Arik did not make such arequest.”

Midge stared over at Arik while hetalked. *Our Prophecy foretdlls of the one who will return the
Crown of Light to our people,” Midgefindly got out. “We know Arik to be that individua whom we call
the Bringer.”

“How do you know it isArik?’ pressed Kalina

“He bears the mark foretold upon his chest,” frowned Midge. “Now that | havetold you, will you
gpare him further grief and embarrassment?’

“What el se do the Propheciesforetel|?” Garth asked.

“I am only permitted to speak of the Prophecy asfar as| have,” declared Midge. “To say moreisto



betray my people. Please do not abuse the hospitdity that we have extended.”

With that Midge flew off to Sit near Arik. “Y ou have no reason to be ashamed of what you bear,”
Midgetold Arik. “1 would gladly beer it for you if that were possible. Itisasign of greatnessto my
people. Y ou should remove your shirt and wear the mark as a badge of honor because you have been
chosen for an honorable task. Thereis not one among my people that would ook upon it with anything
but envy and awe. Y ou are to be respected and revered.”

Arik looked at the diminutive Prince and smiled. “Thank you, Prince Midge,” he said softly. “Your
words are kind and | respect them, but | am not afairy. My own peoplewill find amusement in my
disfigurement and | will be scorned asafresk. | just want it to go away. | want to return home and fish
with my father.”

“Alas, Arik,” Midge sighed, “ grestness can not be discarded. Destiny cannot be tossed by the
ways de with careless abandonment. For whatever reason you were chosen to perform this great deed,
only you can performit. What comfort could you enjoy with your father, knowing that there were people
who needed help, which only you could provide? Faceit, my friend, you have been chosen and you will
perform thetask. Given that, makethe best of it. Be proud of who you are and strive to do your best. |
will hdpyouinany way | can.”

“Thank you, Midge,” Arik said. *Y ou have mighty wordsfor one so small. Perhapsyou can hep me
practice my swordsmanship.”

Midge turned apale green and Arik laughed. “I am sorry, Midge,” he gpologized. “Practicing helps
me clear my head and | did not think before | spoke. Y our words have helped me and | will dwell on
themwhilel practice”

Arik rose and called out to Tanyaabout practicing. Sheroseimmediately and joined Arik inaclear
areaaway from thefire.

“Practicing isagood idea,” she mentioned. “It will clear your mind and make you redize that we are
al friends here and will help each other through whatever difficultieswe face.”

Arik nodded and squared off with his practice sword. Once the swordplay got underway, Tanya
noticed that Arik’smind was gill on histroubles. She pushed hard at him with avariety of strokes.
Quickly, Arik responded to her vigor, first defensively, then with bold attacks of hisown. Thefighting
between Arik and Tanya became so intense that Fredrik and Tedi stopped practicing with their staffsto
watch. Kainaand Niki aso abandoned their magic lessons and soon acrowd of people and fairies had
gathered to watch the dudling pair.

Tanyatossed her cap to the ground and rolled past Arik while attempting ahit acrosshislegs. Arik
caught her movementsjust in time and legped over her sword swing. Upon landing he rolled himsdlf into
aball and continued away from Tanya so shewould not catch him turning around. Jumping to hisfeet, he
saw Tanyaclosing on him and raised hiswooden sword to deflect her blow.

The two warriors continued on, obliviousto the crowd, focusing their entire attention on each other.
His body aching and drenched with sweat, Arik subconscioudy stripped off his shirt and threw it to the
ground just in timeto fend off another of Tanya s attacks.

Thefairiesin the crowd gasped at the Sght of the mark upon hischest. Niki hid her face with her
hands and Garth and Kalina stared without expression. Fredrik and Tedi started to laugh and both felt



something hard strike the backs of their heads. Turning around they saw Midge and another fairy with
dingshots and the fairieswere not smiling. Their laughter died in their throats as they turned back to
watch the match.

Arik and Tanyahad noticed none of the reactions, asthey were too intent on gaining an advantage
over the other. Arik scored acouple of kill hits on Tanya, but the young woman ignored them and
continued her attack. The match lasted for over haf an hour before Arik had Tanyaon her back with his
wooden sword at her throat. Tanya submitted and Arik collapsed on the ground aongside her.
Applause rang through the orchard from large hands aswell as smdl and Arik and Tanyanoticed their
audiencefor thefirst time.

Arik redized that he had shed his shirt for the first time in weeks and stared at the faces around him.
There was nothing but praisein those faces for a performance well done and helaid his head back down
on the ground.

“That wasthe finest display of swordsmanship | have seeninyears,” complimented Garth ashe
tossed atowel to each of thefighters. “Perhaps you two are ready for asession with me this afternoon.”

Many times Garth had used a sword session with him as athreat to those who were acting cocky, but
Arik and Tanyaknew that this offer was entirely different. They redized that they had impressed Garth
with their expertise and that brought a smile to each of them. The crowd dowly broke up with some
fairieslingering to catch alast glimpse a Arik’ s chest, but he did not notice them. Midge flew over and
landed on Arik’ s upraised knee.

“I am certainly glad that | did not take your offer of practice,” Midge commented. “Y ou both know
how to handle asword well. | saw some of our army instructors watching and afew of them took notes
on your movements. Y ou said your father was afisherman. How did you learn such askill at your age?’

Arik sat up and grabbed hisshirt. “Garth has been teaching us,” Arik replied. “Tanyahad
professona lessonsand | learn from her aswell.”

Tanyareached over and put her hand on Arik’sarm as hetried to put on hisshirt. “May | look at it
fird?" she asked softly.

Arik’ sface reddened, but he nodded and Tanya sat up to examine hischest. Over hisleft breast was
engraved areptile, which resembled a snake with legs. The reptile sported alarge pair of wings and had
aforked tongue protruding from its mouth. What amazed Tanyamost werethe colors. Thereptileitslf
was a bright green and the wings were black. The eyes and protruding tongue were avivid red.

“Itlookslikean artist’ spainting,” Tanyastated. “Not just any artist, but avery well skilled artist.
This came from that rash you got in Tagaret?’

Arik nodded and started to put his shirt on, but Tanyareached out and ran her finger over thetiny
dragon. “Amazing!” she commented. “I wonder how one of those would look on me?’

Arik turned redder than the reptile' s eyes and he quickly shrugged his shirt on. Tanyacaught his
reaction and blushed hersdlf. “I didn’t mean to say that out loud,” she chuckled. “Y ou will NOT imagine
iton me,” she added as she playfully swatted his shoulder.

Midge legped into the ar as Arik jJumped to hisfeet and extended a hand to Tanyato help her get
up. “I will have trouble not imagining it, now that you have mentioned it,” chuckled Arik. “Let’'sgo seeif



the others have any ideas on how we are to find this Crown of Light.”

Midge landed on Arik’ s shoulder asthey returned to the campfire and helped themselvesto coffee.
Garth, Kalina, and Niki were sitting and talking to Queen Mitaand the conversation was centered on the
Crown of Light.

“We had the Sword of Heavensto help usfind you,” Garth was saying. “We have no such aidin
finding the Crown of Light. | have no idea.even where to start looking for it.”

“We can not have comethisfar just tofall,” sghed Kalina. “The Ancient Prophecy led usto the
Sapphire of the Fairies. The Fairy Prophecy must have aclueto lead usto this Crown of Light.”

Queen Mitashook her head. “Thereisno cluein the Prophecy and no mention of anything that will
lead Arik to it.”

Garth smiled every time the Queen mentioned Arik and the Crown of Light. She accepted dl of the
Rangers as being part of the expedition. She accepted Garth asthe leader of the Rangers, but when it
cameto the Crown of Light, she never left any doubt that Arik was all who mattered.

Midge flew off in ahurry while Fredrik and Tedi returned from their saff practice. They had also
gathered an audience who applauded, but thefairies enthusiasm was clearly for the swordplay
exhibition.

“Perhaps if we knew what we were looking for, we would have a better idea of whereto look,” Arik
suggested. “Do you have any books that have pictures of the crown?’

Queen Mitatilted her head and looked at Arik. “I can show you avision of it,” she offered. “I forget
that you are not versed in the ways of fairies. We have the ability to create visons from thought. All |
haveto doisthink of apicture of the Crown of Light and project it.”

Queen Mitaturned towards the fire and a cloud of smoke congealed aboveit. The center of the
cloud started glistening and as the smoke dissipated a shiny, gold crown adorned with sapphire gems
appeared. Everyone gasped at thelifdikeimage asit rotated over thefire.

“How largeisit?’ Tanyainquired.

Queen Mitasmiled and pictured hersalf wearing the Crown of Light. The added perspective brought
redization of how small the article actualy was.

Fredrik shook hishead and frowned. “We are expected to find something that small and al we know
isthat it issomewherein theworld. If everything depends on usfinding that, we might aswell go home.”

Kdinastood and walked around the fire, dowly examining the crown. Garth watched her and shook
hishead. “It isthe samefrom every angle, Kdina,” he sated frustratingly.

“Sorry, Garth,” she replied absentmindedly, “but something istickling my memory. Queen Mitacan
you visudizeit in the pam of my hand, or any hand around the same size?’

Queen Mitawrinkled her brow for amoment. “Open your palm,” she requested.

Kdinahed her pdm flat and Queen Mitalanded in the center of it. Next she projected an image of



hersdf in Kalina's pam and projected it over thefire. Theimage shimmered dightly as she dtered it to
include the Crown of Light on her head. Thenin an eye blink, Queen Mita disappeared from the vison
and the Crown of Light rested on Kdina s pam.

“Doesthat help?’ the Queen asked.

“Yes,” shouted Kalina. “I have seen this crown and held it in my very hand not twenty years ago. |
am sureit isthe same one.”

“Great,” shouted Tedi. “Whereisit?’

Kalina sface clouded with frustration. “President Suarez of Cordoniashowed it to mejust before
Oscar Ddek’swedding. He thought it would make an unusual wedding band, but Calie declined it.”

“Wadl let’ sgo to Cordoniaand get it back for the fairies,” exclaimed Tanya

“The Cordonian Roya Paace was buried under amountain in the Collapse,” Garth stated. “Actualy
that is not a correct statement. The Palace merged with the mountain is actually a better description. In
al probability, the Crown of Light isnow part of the mountain. Even tearing the mountain apart piece by
piece would not recover the crown in any condition that we would recognize.”

Despair fell over the group and everyonefell sllent. Fredrik started moving a pebble around with his
gaff and Tedi tried to shift his seet alittle farther away from Niki who kept trying to lean againgt him.
Garth and Kaina stared at each other across the campfire and Queen Mitaflew hersalf down to the
ground. Arik looked around the campfire at the sullen group and rose to hisfest.

“My father did not raise meto be aquitter,” Arik announced, “and | know Prince Midge will
accompany meif noonedsewill. Aretherest of you inthisonly when theway iseasy?’

“Give the man atattoo,” scowled Niki, “and he thinks he can bring amountain to its knees.”

Garth stood and placed hishand on Arik’ s shoulder. “Pay no mind to whiners, lad,” Garth smiled
broadly, “and never doubt your abilities. The Rangers are bound for Kantor and if it isamountain that
must be conquered, then amountain will fal before us”

Tanyalegped up and started rolling up her gear. Kainagently touched her onthearm. “Inthe
morning will be soon enough, warrior,” Kainasmiled. “We have the chance to enjoy the hospitdity of
the fairies before we depart and you sill have that session with Garth this afternoon. | ook forward to
watching it. It has been along time since awoman made Garth cry.”

Tanyalaughed and turned to see Garth shaking his head and grinning. The atmosphere of the
campsite turned to one of enthusiasm and the Rangers spent the rest of the morning roaming the orchard
and observing theway thefairieslived. Individua fairy guideswere assigned to each Ranger to answer
their questions and explain the ways of thefairiesto the humans.

Excitement spread through the orchard asthe fairies learned of the journey to Kantor to recover the
Crown of Light. Fairy families brought their children out to see the humans, especidly Arik who was
treated with awe and respect above the other Rangers. Fairies started coming up to the Rangersto offer
good luck charms or suppliesfor the journey and all of the Rangers' spare clothing disappeared and was
returned later, freshly washed and mended where mending was needed.



Queen Mita presented each Ranger with asmall sapphire bar to pin on their blacksuits to signify their
unity with the fairies of the Sagina Universe. Arik noticed an eighth sgpphire bar that was much smaller
than the rest, but dismissed it as another group of fairies came along to introduce their children to the
Bringer. Prince Midge swords came back to Arik and he smiled as he thought of hisirrationa fear of
being an outcast because of hisbranding.

Eventudly, the Rangers broke from the pandemonium and returned to their campsite for the midday
med. The mea was quiet as each Ranger pondered the strange people who had opened their homes
and heart to the humans. The amiles on the faces of the Rangers proved it was abeneficid experience.

Tanyamoved and sat down next to Kdina. “Did you redly attend Prince Oscar’ swedding?’ Tanya
asked.

“Yes,” Kadinaanswered as she watched Tanyawith her periphera vision.
“Y ou must have been friends with Prince Oscar to have been invited to hiswedding,” Tanya probed.

“Hewas not Prince Oscar then,” Kainaremembered. “Hewas Duke Dalek at the time and he had
many friends.”

“Y ou must have met many of the other guestsaswell,” Tanyacontinued. “1 understand Alexander
Tork and Jennevawere in the wedding. Did you get to meet them?’

“Ah, yes” Kadinanodded. “Theyoung Lieutenant who was best man and the beautiful woman who
accompanied him. Of course | remember them. Who could forget such afine looking couple? There
was dways such acrowd around them that most people couldn’t get close. And dl that attention with so
many other celebrities present. They were aspecia couple.”

Garth stepped up behind Kainaand put his hands on her shoulders. “Kaling, there are somethings
we need to discuss with Queen Mitaand | would prefer to do that sooner, rather than later,” interrupted
Garth. “Tanya, I'm afraid our little session for this afternoon will have to wait for another time. | hope
you don’t mind, but the opportunity to speak with the Queen of the Fairiesis not oneto be wasted. Why
don’t you organize the practice rounds for this afternoon and make it something that will entertain the
fairy watchers aswell as provide agood workout for the Rangers?’

Kalinaquickly rose with asmileto Tanya and escorted Garth towards the Father Tree. Tanyabit her
lip and wondered if she could beat Arik with astaff.

The rest of the day was spent in practice and the Rangers took pride in showing off their skills. Tanya
made sure that the practice roundsincluded archery, swords, staffs, knives, and of course, Lanorian
Stars. The archery impressed the fairies the most and they marveled at the accuracy of Arik’slongbow.
Each of the Rangers was given an ovation after each performance and soon the warriors started trying to
outdo the performance directly before theirs.

Niki, however, fdt left out. Kainahad disappeared with Garth and she did not possess any
demonstrable warrior skills. Hafway through the practice sessons, Niki wandered off into the orchard.
Before she got very far, sheran into Garth and Kainareturning to the campsite and they corraled her
into returning with them.

When the practice sessonswere over, along parade of fairies swarmed into the campsite and spread
long strips of cloth dong the ground. Family after family came and placed afood dish on the strips until



there were severa long lines of smal dishes from end to end. Queen Mitaexplained that thiswasa
traditional sendoff for an army marching to war and the Rangers were being honored asafairy army.

The servings were extremely small, but the potpourri of tastes was exciting. No one was sure what
they were eating, and even the explanations of the fairy host did not often clarify the dish, but each was
savored asaddicacy. Tedi thought with amusement that while there were only seven Rangers marching
off to war, they probably devoured the equivaent of awhole fairy army during the festival.

Toward the end of the festivities the fairy crowd roared with approva and suddenly parted asa small
blacksuited fairy marched towards the seeted Rangers. With alegp and afluttering of wings, Prince
Midge landed on Arik’ s upraised knee and posed in his miniature version of a Ranger blacksuit,
complete with pouches and pockets and wide leather belt. The only deviation from the Rangers
uniforms was the holesin the back to accommodate the fairy’ swings. Pinned to the shoulder of Midge's
uniform was the small sgpphire pin that Arik had seen earlier.

Sapphire of the Fairies
Chapter 25

Kantor

Thefairy festiva lasted into the darkness, but the Rangers still choseto leave beforefirst light. When
thefairy village learned the Rangers were setting out on their journey, the entire village assembled with
thousands of tiny fairy lanterns and lined the path out of the orchards, singing a song about acoming
battle and the gloriousfairy army. Arik took the lead with Midge perched upon his shoulder talking
nongtop into hisear. Midgetold Arik that he was witnessing the proper sendoff for afairy army
marching off to war and signified that it was the greatest honor, which could be bestowed on anyone
leaving thefairy village. After leaving the orchard and waving farewdll to thefairies, the Rangers angled
southward to pick up thetrail that ran aong the Black River and followed it westward.

Theterrain grew less mountainous each day as they headed downstream towards the western coast
of what had been Cordonia. Kantor lay a the mouth of the Black River and was the capital of Cordonia
before the Collapse. The only mgor town between the fairy village and Kantor was Paso and the
Rangers gaveit awide berth, keeping well to the north side of theriver.

When they got within aday’ sride of Kantor, alarge mountain loomed over theflat coastd terrain.
Garth recognized it as the mountain that he mentioned to the group during their discussion of Kantor, the
mountain that had replaced the Presidentid Paace. For thefirst time on their journey, the Rangers began
to see other travelers. Mogt of them had been on the south side of the Black River and were ignored,
but occasiondly they passed travelers on the north side and drew strange |ooks because of their
blacksuits. Midge usualy hid in one of Arik’s pockets whenever anyone got close.

When they got close enough to seethe walls of Kantor, they started to see roving army patrols and
avoided them. Garth suspected that there were not many armed groups of travelersin the areaand the
soldiers would want to know who they were and where they were going. The questionswould haveto
be answered sooner or later, but Garth hoped to enter the city without incident.



They arrived a the city gates late in the day and were immediately surrounded by severa dozen
soldiers. An officer gpproached Tedi, who wasin the lead, and arted asking questions. Garth
immediately rode to the front of the group and assumed the leadership position for the Rangers.

“Officer,” Garth greeted, “we seek entrance to your fine city and wish to do so peacefully.”

“We do not like bandits or armed groups within the walls of Kantor,” the officer stated. “You can
leave your wegpons here and retrieve them upon your exit or you can turn around now. Itisyour
choice”

“We can do neither,” Garth declared. “We seek passage to the Ides of the Seafrom ashipinthe
port of Kantor and we wish to take our weapons with us when we leave the city.”

The officer hesitated and Garth realized that there were no firm ordersto back up the officer’ s request
to leave their weapons a the gate. The soldier was merdly trying to keep aband of bandits from entering
and causing trouble.

“We aso will requirelodging for the evening,” Garth suggested. * Perhaps we could check our
weapons with theinnkeeper until passage isbooked. We wish no altercations during our short stay in
Kantor.”

The offer did not seem to convince the officer as he looked at the blacksuited party. “Y ou will be
escorted to the Generd’ s office by my men and he will determineyour fate. 1f one of you even touchesa
wespon, my menwill day you al. We givelittle advantage to the likes of you and you needn’t worry
about atriad.”

Garth nodded to the officer and alowed the soldiersto escort them to the General. The escort of
severd dozen soldiersled them through town to alarge mansion with agate facing the street. Soldiers
manning the gate opened it and admitted the Rangers and their large escort. When they had ridden down
the wide pathway that led from the Street to the front of the mansion, the column halted and the officer
disappeared insde the mansion. Within afew moments, the officer reappeared followed by an older
officer with short, gray hair cut in amilitary fashion. The man was distinguished looking, but sported a
thin scar running from histemple to behind his ear, probably asword scar. The man was obvioudy the
Generd and Garth smiled when he recognized him.

“Genera Fernandez,” Garth greeted, “your hair has grayed since we last met.”

The General stopped and focused his piercing eyes on Garth and it took afew moments before his
eyeslit up with recognition. “Colone!” Genera Fernandez announced. “1 never expected to lay eyeson
you again. Dismount so | don't have to break my neck looking up at you, and I’ ve told you before that
youcancdl meddlio.”

“Asyouwish, Julio,” Garth smiled, “and you can cal me Garth. | am no longer aColond.”

The Generd switched his gaze to the rest of Garth' s party with a suspicious ook as Garth was
dismounting. Heturned to the officer and said, “Keep aclose eye on the rest of them whilel talk
privady with thisman.”

The Genera turned and walked into the mansion with Garth on hishedls. The Genera did not break
his military stride until he reached an office with two guards posted outside. He opened the door and
entered the office, allowing Garth entry before he closed the door, and then sat at his desk, waving Garth



toachair.
“The years have not been bad to you,” Genera Fernandez smiled.

“The color of your hair appearsto be the only change you have suffered,” Garth smiled back. “I
assume that you are the control behind Kantor these days?’

“Therewasno oneelsel could trust,” laughed Julio. “Spesaking of trugt, | notice that you do not trust
your own party. Arethey athreat herein Kantor?’

“They are not athreat to you or me,” Garth answered. “Y our men can safely stand down.”
“Then why do you hide things from them?’ quizzed Jdulio.

“Habit, mostly,” Garth admitted. “The years since we last met have not been peaceful onesfor Kaina
and mysdlf. We have been hunted for yearsand | am sure the hunt still continuestoday. 1t issafer this

way.

Generd Fernandez shouted for his door guard and the door opened to admit one of the men.
“Sergeant,” Julio ordered, “bring me the papers we found on the Black Devil last week. Also, dismiss
the escort and invite our guestsinto the sitting room where they will be more comfortable and seeto their
horses.”

The Sergeant disappeared and returned amost immediately. He handed some papersto the General
and closed the door behind him as heleft. Julio rifled through the papers and withdrew two that he
handed to Garth. Garth accepted the papers and |ooked at them. His eyeswidened, as he looked at
pictures of Kdinaand himsdf, complete with physical descriptions and notations about Arik and Tedi.
The description of the boys wasincomplete, asif made by someone who had heard about them but had
never seen them. The Dark Rider, Klarg, immediately came to mind.

“What else did you find on this Black Devil?’ Garth asked.

The General passed over the rest of the papers and Garth flipped through them. Most of them meant
nothing to Garth, but he stopped at one sheet that mentioned L ord Wason. Reading the sheet
thoroughly, Garth picked out the descriptions of the five Children asthey had appeared in Tagaret,
including Niki’ sred dress, which she had worn only during the prison bresk in Tagaret. Oddly, there
was no mention about Generd Gregor or Sergeant Trank, which led Garth to believe that someonein the
Roya Paace was serving two magters.

“Y ou dways were good &t gathering intelligence,” complimented Garth. “1 can see now that Garth
Shado will have to disappear.”

The Genera took the papers back and looked at the one, which had interested Garth. “This does
appear to be your party,” noticed General Fernandez. “Y ou have been traveling agreat ded. Why have
you come to Kantor?’

“Weareonafool’smisson,” sghed Garth. “Thereisan artifact which wasin the Presidential Paace
when Oscar Dalek got married. | need to recover it.”

“A fool’smission, indeed,” agreed General Fernandez. “What isthe artifact?’



“Itiscaled the Crown of Light,” Garth answered. “Itisacrown small enoughto bearingona
woman' sfinger. It beongsto the fairies and has been missing for hundreds of yearsat leest.”

“| doubt that you have become ajewelry merchant since we last met,” Julio stated. “Why do you
need this crown?’

“Jdulio,” Garth admitted, “the Ancient Prophecy has begun. | do not know if you are aware of the
Prophecy, but it foretells of the death of the Dark One. The Crown of Light is needed to help fulfill that
Prophecy. | needtofind it evenif | have to take the mountain apart grain by grain.”

The Genera nodded and stared out the window at the mountain for aperiod. “1 have read about the
Ancient Prophecy,” declared the General. “Of course, | am not sureif | believeit. | supposethat the
young men you have with you are the Children of the Prophecy?”’

“Yes,” confided Garth. “We dso have the Sword of Heavens which will be used to kill Sarac. The
Prophecy istrue, Julio, and it hasfalen to me to see that these Children succeed.”

“Thereisachance, Colond,” Genera Fernandez suggested. “Most of the Palace no longer exists,
but thereisa section of the ground floor still accessible. Moreimportantly, the section containsthe
library and the treasure room. The library has been gutted and the contents removed, but the treasure
room has been inaccessible because no one could enter it. If President Suarez kept thiscrown in the
treasure room, you have achance. If not, you will have to dismantle the mountain and you will not live
that long.”

“How isit possible that the treasure room survived and yet has never been opened?’ Garth inquired.

“Itisamazing,” granted the General. “| watched the mountain appear mysdlf. It didn’t grow or fall
into place; it sort of materiaized from nothing. One corner of the Palace was |l ft sticking out. When we
went to search for survivors, we found that it extended into the mountain like acave. Infact, that iswhat
wethink itis. Wherever the mountain came from, the cave was dready in it and so wasadragon. |
watched the dragon fly out of the cone of the mountain. | suppose the cave may have been his other
entrance and that iswhy he never returned. 'Y ou may be able to get in through the cone.”

“Has no one ever tried before?’ Garth asked.

“Oh, yes, some havetried,” sighed Julio. “And they died trying. No one has goneinto the cone and
comeout dive. Treasure does you no good when you are dead.”

“Isthetreasure vault accessible from this cave?’ Garth queried.

“If my theory about the cave meeting the coneisvalid, it must be,” Julio suggested. “The problem
with that gpproach isthat the vault was built of solid stone many feet thick. A bunch of dwarf miners
would take yearsto get through it.”

“I' haven't given my people any lessonsin mountain climbing yet,” confided Garth. “It lookslikel will
havetogoinaone”

“Wedon't train for mountain terrain in Kantor,” admitted the Generd. “With the exception of this
one mountain, Kantor isasflat asacam sea. Let me host your group for thisevening and | will take you
into the cave tomorrow so you can seefor yourself.”



Generd Fernandez escorted Garth into the sitting room and was introduced to the Alcea Rangers.
After Generd Fernandez explained the Situation, the Rangers discussed the various gpproaches. After a
lengthy discussion, they decided that Genera Fernandez would escort them into the cave in the morning
so that they could assess the possibility of using magic to break through the sonewall. At the sametime,
Midge would fly into the cone and seeif there was an opening through the center of the mountain. By the
time the discussions were done, the hour had grown quite |ate and the Rangers opted to retire. Garth
stayed up with General Fernandez for several additional hours discussing the events of the last seventeen
years.

In the morning, the group assembled for thetrip to the cave. Niki professed to not feding well and
decided to stay intown. Actudly, Niki was depressed again. If the Rangers were going to use magic to
open the vault, it would be either Kalina or Fredrik that would wield the magic. They certainly would not
need to hed the cave, so Niki felt usaless once again. Everyone else was too excited about gaining the
Crown of Light to worry about Niki’ sfedlings.

Midge was sent on hisway and the rest of the group proceeded to the cave entrance. After they left,
Niki decided to leave the mansion and do some shopping in the city. The Genera’s men had been told
that Garth’s party were guests, so no one stopped Niki from leaving the mansion. Niki changed into a
red dress and donned her cloak before strolling towards the waterfront and finding an open market with
dozens of shopsand stalls. Niki’sspiritsimmediately lifted. Niki’sred dressand red hair drew alot of
attention, which lifted her spirits even higher. She was drawing so much attention, as amatter of fact, that
she did not notice the man with long black hair and black eyeswho wasfollowing her.

The Rangers stood and stared at the massive rock wall. “I can certainly shatter thevault wall,” Kalina
said absently, “but the force necessary would probably bring the mountain down on top of us. It'snot
going towork.”

Fredrik stared a her in amazement. The amount of control and power required to shatter the vault
wall should take an army of Black Devilsand Kdinahad just said that she could do it hersdlf. She hadn't
even thought of asking Fredrik to join with her. He wasinclined to writeit off as being boastful until he
saw Garth nodding and frowning.

“I was afraid of that,” Garth stated. “Bringing the whole mountain down does not get us closer to
retrieving the Crown of Light. | hope Midgeishaving more luck on theinsgde of the mountain.”

“Was someone talking about me?’ Midge caled as he flew into the cave and settled on Arik’s
shoulder.

“What does the other sidelook like?" Arik asked.

“Thereisnoway in,” Sghed Midge. “The vault probably isthe reason that the dragon | eft, though. It
protrudesinto the bottom of the cone where the dragon had hislair.”

“Can you show us?’ inquired Tanya. “Perhapswewill see something that will give us someidess.”

Prince Midge nodded and closed hiseyes. He started thinking of hisjourney and projected the
images above a clear spot on the cavefloor. The group watched as Midge flew down the cone and the
scene grew dimmer. It seemed to take Midge along time to reach the bottom and when he did it was
quitedark. They watched as Midge created afairy light and the image grew brighter. Thefloor of the
cave was littered with gold and silver objects aswell as severd pilesof bones. Tedi’seyeswidened as



he saw the vast treasure the dragon had left behind. He aso noticed what appeared to be a small tunnel
burrowing into the side of the cave.

“That lookslike atunnd,” exclaimed Tedi. “Smilar in Szeto the one at the back of thiscave. | think
we should exploreit.”

Midge simage flickered momentarily and then stabilized again as someone ordered quiet. Everyone
focused their attention on the image as Midge rotated and |ooked around the dragon’slair. Protruding
into the lair were two sides and acorner of the roof of the vault. The sides of the vault weretilted dightly
and the roof was cracked asif the weight of the mountain was too much for the vault to support. There
were also severd dalactites touching the roof. Most of them had been broken off, but one of them
appeared to pass through the crack in the roof. Theimage of the crack in the roof came closer as Midge
moved towardsit and searched for abreak that would allow him to enter the vault. While the roof was
cracked, it was not cracked enough to alow entry even for one so smal asMidge. Theimage of thelair
continued for awhile as Midge checked every inch of the exposed surfaces of the vault and eventually
flew back up the cone.

“Asyou can see,” Midge declared, “| was not ableto find even the smallest hole to gain entry.”

“Let’ sgo back to the mansion and get something to eat,” Garth said suddenly. *“We can discuss our
optionstonight and retrieve the Crown of Light tomorrow.”

The group filed out of the cave and headed back to the mansion. Nobody noticed that Tedi had not

emerged from the cave. Tedi stayed behind and was crawling into the tunnel in hope of finding an
entrance to the vaullt.

Niki was enjoying the open market and when she saw afood peddler with a couple of tables set out,
she decided to get something to eat. Niki sat down and the peddier handed her achakboard with the
day’ s specials. Niki could not read the script and sat there staring at the chalkboard.

“Perhaps | can help,” offered the man with long, black hair and black eyes as he sat a Niki’ stable.
“Hisspecidsaredl seafood. Today he has crab cakes, jumbo shrimp, which areredlly quite small, |
promise you, and mussals. | would recommend the crab cakes.”

“Why, thank you,” Niki got out. “Y ou must live around here to know so much.”

“Actudly, I anfrom Trekum,” thedark man said. “My nameisDagar.”

“Oh, | am aso from Trekum,” chirped Niki. “What acoincidence. Have you been here long?’

“1 have been wandering ever snce my wifedied,” Dagar confided. “1 have been searching for my
lost daughter.”

“Your wifedied and you lost your daughter?” Niki exclaimed. “How terrible that must be for you.”

“Itisterrible for everyone,” Dalgar explained. “Y ou see, my daughter must be found so she can lead
her people to greatness.”

“Lead her people?’ Niki inquired. “Can't you lead the people? Who would she lead in Trekum?’



“Ah, you have many questions,” Dalgar smiled. “My wife was the Empress of Sordoa and our
daughter must be found to unite and rule over Sordoaonce again. | cannot lead them because | am not
entitled to. Only my daughter can do that.”

“I do not understand,” Niki queried. “I thought the Empress was married to the Emperor and her
daughter was aso the daughter of Sarac. What you are saying makes no sense.”

“Where ever did you hear such fairy tales?” laughed Dalgar. “Aurorawas not married to the
Emperor. Shewasthe Emperor’sadvisor and heir. The Emperor was unmarried and had no sons or
daughters of hisown. That iswhy he made Aurorathe heir. She was so wisein advising him that he
knew she would make an excdllent Empress. Asfor Sarac and Aurora. . . | cannot imagine the swine
that would spread such disgusting tales. Aurora hated Sarac with apassion. She would never bear his
child. No, that Princess Cdlie of Targa, now that was more Sarac’ staste, but never Aurora.”

Niki’ s head spun with the contradictions between Dagar’ s story and Kaina's. Suddenly, it dawned
on Niki where she had heard the name Dalgar before. He was the Black Devil who had escaped with
Aurorafrom the Rangers' attack on Mordac’s castle.

“I thought Aurorawas aBlack Devil?” questioned Niki. “Aren't they servants of the Dark One?’

“Oh, yes,” laughed Ddgar. “Auroraand | were both Black Devils. We are the ones responsible for
freeing Sarac from Jenneva strap. That does not mean that we follow Sarac without question. Aurora
and | had made plansto rule the world before Alex and Jennevakilled her.”

“Alex and Jennevakilled Aurora?’ Niki asked confusingly. “I thought Sarac killed Aurora.”

Dagar shook hishead sadly. “ Someone hasfilled your head with nonsense,” Dagar declared. “Oh,
Sarac wanted Auroraout of the way dl right, so he dlowed the information on her whereaboutsto fall
into the hands of Alex and Jenneva. They did hisdirty work for him.”

“I amredlly confused,” admitted Niki while holding her head with her hands. “If you and Aurora
were plotting against Alex and Jennevaaswell as Sarac, why are you willing to tell dl of thisto me?
Aren't you afraid | might tell somebody?’

“I do not think so,” smiled Dalgar. “Y ou wear Aurora’ s cloak and you have Aurora s hair and face.
Y ou will not tell anyone because you are my daughter and with my help, you will rule theworld.”

Niki’ s head snapped up and she stared, openmouthed, a Dagar. “You mean | am really going to be
aQueen? Or Empress, | mean? Y ou can make that happen?’

“Together we can make it happen, daughter,” smiled Dagar. “We must not let anyone know that we
suspect their liesjust yet, though. Y ou will continue to play dong with your friends asif nothing has
changed.”

“How will that help me become Empress?’ Niki asked. “Suppose they find out about you?’

“You will not let them know about me,” ordered Dalgar. “ They seek to destroy Sarac. Wewill help
them do that, up to apoint. When we are ready, we will destroy them and Sarac and there will be
nothing to stand in our way. Y ou must get them to lead you to Alex and Jenneva. We need to avenge
Aurord sdegath by killing those two and Sarac. 'Y ou will learn everything you can about their plans and
movements. | need to know everything | can about each member of your group and where they plan to



go next.”

“Wdll, | know they arelooking for the Crown of Light right now,” offered Niki. “It issupposed to be
at the bottom of that mountain.”

“What do they want with the Crown of Light?’ puzzled Dagar. “Wait . . . tell me everything you
know about them aready.”

While Dagar sat attentively, Niki told him about the members of the group and how they met. She
explained about the Sword of Heavens and the fairy’ s demands for the Crown of Light. When she went
into detail about how they rescued Genera Gregor from the Royal Paacein Tagaret, Dagar smiled. He
paid particular attention to the meaning and description of Tedi’ s necklace.

“So, it would appear that their next stop will be back to the fairiesif they manage to find this Crown
of Light,” surmised Dagar. “I will explain anumber of waysfor you to get informationto me. The
easest will befor you to leave a message a the campsite when you leavein themorning. I’ll have
someone following the group and they will be instructed to retrieve the messages. If you Say inacity
and do not camp, you can leave amessage at any Black Devil drop with my nameonit. Now listen
closdly and I'll explain how to identify aBlack Devil drop in case you need to use one.”

Dalgar and Niki spent another hour talking and making plansto rule the world. Dagar warned Niki
that other Black Devilswould ambush the group if they found out about them. Dagar explained that
there would belittle he could do to interveneif that happened and she should be prepared to defend
hersdf. After Dager left, Niki returned to the mansion in ahappier mood than she had beenin avery

longtime.

Sapphireof the Fairies

Chapter 26
Crown of Light

Everyone except Tedi wasin the Stting room discussing the various approaches to getting the Crown
of Light when Niki waked in humming to hersdf. Garth immediately turned towards Niki and frowned
while shaking hishead. No one sensed Garth’ s displeasure at seeing Niki and everyone greeted her
warmly when she asked what was going on. Arik summarized the events of the day for her and waited
for some revelation on how they could retrieve the Crown of Light. Instead, Niki sat down on the floor
and leaned her head againgt the wall.

When the discussion continued, Garth tapped Kalinalightly on her arm and led her outside. When
they were far enough away from everyone, Garth stopped walking.

“| think the st actite may bethekey,” Garth declared. “If it passesthrough the roof of thevaullt, itis
the only place where the vault isnot solid. Isit possible to melt the stalactite without causing harm to the
mountain?’

“It would certainly be easier to shatter it,” Kdinareplied. “I can do that without causing the mountain



todroponus. It will be extremey loud, but the vent looked big enough to dlow the pressure to escape.
| think | can do that.”

“Itisjust getting dark now,” Garth mentioned. “Why don’t we ride out towards the mountain so we
arealone. Assoon asit isdark we can enter the vent unseen.”

“Okay,” Kdinareplied. “Get alantern from the stables. | don’t want to waste any energy with a
meage light while we are down there.”

Garth and Kaina mounted their large horses and rode towards the mountain. Within the hour,
darkness was complete and Garth checked to make sure no one was around.

Okay, Kaz, we'reready. Let’sgo play where the dragonslive.

Kaz snorted as the mindspeech registered and the black stallion’ swings appeared. Gone, too, was
theilluson spell, which hid the unicorn’ shorn. Alongsde Kaz, Y orrawas performing the same
trangtion. Together, Garth on hisblack unicorn and Kainaon her white one, they roseinto the sky and
headed for the vent at the peak of the mountain.

It has been too long since you have let us spread our wings, Alex. Yorra and | have missed the
thrill of flying.

| amnot sure that | could stand the hero worship of the Children, Kaz. Even without Alex
around, they can’t stop talking about all of those ridicul ous tales they have heard.

It was Y orra' sturn to snort. The tales are not ridiculous, Alex. Just because you refuse to
acknowledge your contributions, there is no reason to belittle the Children for wanting to believe
in someone good.

Jennevagave Y orraapat on the neck. Sop it, you two. Alex has enough problems with the
Children and their hero worship. Don’t you two start on him. Just get us down the vent so we
can do what we' ve come for.

The unicorns circled the mountain peak once before Kaz led the way down into the vent with Yorra
close behind. At the bottom of the vertical shaft, the unicorns landed in the dragon’slair. Alex and
Jennevadismounted and Alex lit the lamp he acquired at the stables. Ignoring the piles of gold and silver
objects, Alex hoisted Jenneva onto the roof of the vault to examine the saactite.

After examining the staactite, Jenneva shook her head. “I can’t tell if it goesthrough or not. The
easiest way will beto shatter it and see what happens. Let’sfind something to provide cover. When it
shatters, pieces of rock will beflying al over the place and | won't have any shiddsup.”

They scampered off the roof onto apile of gold and did to the floor of thelair. Alex found some
full-length slver shieds and dragged them to the opposite side of thelair.

“| can hold the two of these and we can hide behind them,” Alex declared as heindicated to Kaz and
Y orrato leave the chamber. “Will they be sufficient?’

Jenneva nodded and focused on the stalactite. Suddenly, the hairs on the back of Alex’s head stood
out and he looked around frantically to see if someone dsewasinthelair. High above him, he picked
out asmdl pair of eyesjust as Jennevaydled, “ Down!”



It was hard for Alex to tell which wasworse, the concussion of air and rocks smashing against the
two shields as he strained to hold them away from Jennevaand himself, or the absol utely deafening sound
that reverberated off thewalls of thelair. Thereverberation lasted for over hdf aminute. Theringingin
his ears lasted much longer. Jennevaended up prone on the floor with Alex on top of her. Thetwo
shieldslay ontop of both of them. Pushing the shields off, Alex looked up to find the pair of eyes, but
the chamber was so full of dust that he could see nothing past the shields.

Jennevadowly got up and started another incantation. Within seconds, awhirlwind was crested in
the vent and started twirling violently. Gold and silver coins started to rise off the floor in the center of the
lair to be caught up in the whirlwind, but quickly dropped back to thefloor. What did get caught in the
whirlwind was the dust and within moments Jennevawas able to see across the chamber again. She
turned towards Alex and saw hislips moving, but al she could hear wasaringing in her ears.

Mind speech is the only way we will be able to communicate for a while, Alex.
You didn’t mention that we would go deaf, Jenneva.

I’ ve never quite done thisinside a mountain before, Alex. It won't last long. Let'sseeif we
have an entrance hole.

Alex again hoisted Jenneva up onto the roof of the vault and they crawled to where the stalactite had
been. Alex smiled when he saw the holein theroof. It wastoo smdl for him to fit through, but Jenneva
would be ableto makeit. She obvioudy had the same idea because she was aready lowering hersalf
into the vault. Alex grabbed her hands from the lip and stretched hisarmsinto the vault asfar hasthe
hole would dlow him. She dropped the short distance remaining and Alex lowered the lamp down to
her. Shewas soon gone from hisview and Alex turned his attention back to the vent where he had seen
the small pair of eyes. He hoped it had not been Kaz or Y orra coming back down the vent. He would
know soon enough because the unicorns would return when the dust stopped flowing out of the vent.

Having nothing to do for awhile, Alex did off the roof and scooped a couple of handfuls of gold coins
into his pouches. Kaz and Y orrareturned and settled down on the floor.

How did you and Jenneva avoid getting hurt down here?inquired Kaz.

We hid behind some old silver shields. Did you see anyone in the vent on your way up? Alex
asked.

Nobody, but the concussion blew a bird out, an osprey | think, though it was hard to tell. Poor
little thing must have been frightened out of itswits. Is Jenneva in the vault? Y orrasnorted.

| amand | would like to come out now, Jenneva answered.

Alex scrambled onto the roof and stuck onearm in asfar ashe could. He heard something scraping
aong the floor and then felt Jenneva s hands grab hisarm. Steadily, Alex hoisted her up until she could
grasp therim of the hole. Repositioning himsalf so he was squatting over the hole, he reached down and
grabbed her arms again and straightened hislegs until she could stand on the roof of the vault. She
reached into her pouch and extracted the Crown of Light and smiled at him. Replacing it into her pouch,
shedid off the roof and mounted Y orra. Alex quickly followed her and mounted Kaz and the two
unicornslegped into the air and spirded into the vent.



On the short flight to the top of the mountain, Alex’ s ears began to clear and he could hear sounds
now, athough the levedl was il low. Upon landing, the unicornsinvoked the spellsthat hid their wings
and horns and looked like large horses again. By the time Garth and Kalinareturned to the mansion,
their hearing was restored and the ringing was gone.

“I shdl never belittle the ability to hear properly again,” chuckled Garth. *1 wonder how the Children
aredoing? What are we going to tell them, anyway?’

“I will tell them that we retrieved it magicdly,” stated Kaina, “and when they ask how, | will tell them
that they are not ready for that lesson yet. What does it matter, anyway?’

Garth and Kdinastrode into the sitting room and found Arik talking with Genera Fernandez. “Where
iseverybody else?’ Garth asked.

“Wedon't know,” Arik answered. “Somebody noticed that Tedi was missing and everyoneis off
looking for him. Wedidn't redlizeit, but no one has seen him since we came back from the cave. Tanya
thought he might <till be there trying to figure away to get into the vault. Fredrik and Niki |eft separately.
| think Fredrik searched the mansion and then went outside. | am not sure where Niki went. | am
supposed to stay herein case Tedi returns.”

“I think that isan excellent idea,” Kadinaresponded. “Garth and | will ride out to the cave and see if
the othersare there. If anyone returns here, tell them to stay put.”

Garth and Kalinaran back outside and mounted Kaz and Yorra. Swiftly, they rode to the cave and
entered. Tedi waslaid out on the floor with Niki knedling next to him. Tanyawas Stting with her |eft
deeve and left pant leg rolled up and Fredrik was cleaning scrape wounds she had incurred. When
Garth and Kalinadismounted, Fredrik rose to meet them.

“Thank goodness, you' ve come,” Fredrik blurted out. “Tedi was stuck in that tunnel when there was
an explosion of sometype. Wethink he may be deaf. Niki istrying some spell that she learned from one
of those healing books you purchased in Melbin. Tanya had to crawl into the tunnel and drag Tedi out.
She got scraped up pretty badly.”

Garth retrieved some ointments and bandages from his saddle pouch and tended to Tanya, while
Kalinawent to check on Tedi. Kalinahbent down and examined Tedi’sears. Niki moved aside, but did
not say anything. After the examination, Kalina sat on the floor of the cave.

“I think itisjust atemporary nerve deafening,” Kainaannounced. “He should bedl rightinaday or

0.

“Of course, hewill bedl right,” announced Niki boastfully. “I have fixed him up with ahealing spdll.
Hewill be ableto hear finein aday or two.”

“What spell did you use?’” Kalinaasked as she shot Niki a sideways glance.

“Nerve Crescendo,” Niki answered smugly. “Hewould have been deef if | did not. The spell must
be used before the nerves go totally dead. By thetime you got here it would have been too late.”

Kainasmiled grimly. “Very well, Niki,” shesad. “Let’sget him back to the mansion and get himto
bed. Areyou wel enough toride, Tanya?’



Tanyajust nodded and rolled her pants and deeve back down over the bandages that Garth had
applied. Everyone rode back in silence and Kaina dropped back so far that Garth went to seeif there
was something wrong with Yorra. When he got alongside Kalina, she put her finger to her lips.

“Therewas no damageto hisears,” Kdinawhigpered. “That fool girl may well have started him on
theroad to insanity. Hisearswere probably affected about the same as ours were. His hearing will
improve now, dowly at least, but eventudly it will be hard for him to stand the noise. Hishearingisgoing
to be so sengitive that his own breathing will be like the roar of thewind in athunderstorm. If we do not
find away to deaden the nerves, he will go crazy.”

“Isn’'t there a counter-spel| or something that will put him back to normal?” asked Garth.

“If thereis,” Kdinasighed, “I do not know of it. | certainly wouldn't expect to find such aspell ina
hedling book. We must bear in mind that he will know what everyonein camp issaying. Wewill have
no secrets from him unless we mindspesk. It may betimeto reved our true identities before they find out
ontheir own. If they do not hear it from us, they will have reason to doubt whatever esewe say. |
know it will be hard on you, but you are going to have to learn to ded withiit.”

“Generd Fernandez has dready given mereason to let Garth and Kainadisappear,” Garth stated.
“We are being hunted as Garth and Kalinaas much aswe are as Alex and Jenneva. We could probably
adopt some new disguises, but they know about the Children, too. So, even though we might hide
oursalves from Sarac and his minions, we cannot aso hide the Children. Thetime for disguisesand
hidingisover. It will actualy be ardief to become Alex and Jennevaagain.”

“Not to mention getting this hair dye off our heads,” laughed Jenneva. “Did | tdll you that | love you
asablond?

“Doesthat mean | have not been lovable since I’ ve had my hair black?” Alex teased.

The other riders were glancing back now that Alex and Jennevaalowed their voicesto pick up so
they quit their bantering and rode to join the rest of the group. When they arrived back a the mansion
everyone assembled in the Sitting room. Jenneva, in one of her last appearances as Kalina, announced
that they would be leaving in the morning. She announced that they had what they had come for and
suggested that everyone save their questions for the morning and get to deep as quickly as possble.
Without further words, Garth and Kdinaretired to their room and began the arduous task of removing
their hair dye.

In the morning Alex asked one of General Fernandez' s men to summon the General and have
breakfast sent up for Jennevaand himsalf. The Genera amiled as hewaked in and saw the old Alex and
Jennevacouple. Alex told the Generd about the new holein the vault and suggested that the tunnd,
which Tedi had been stuck in, went through to the dragon’slair. With alittle work the tunnel could be
widened and the Generd would have accessto the riches of the vault. The Genera knew enough about
Alex and Jennevato not bother asking how they had accomplished their goa. Alex’ s accomplishments
had aways impressed the Genera and Jenneva was known as perhaps the most powerful magician inthe
world. Neither of them would divulge how the task had been completed.

The Generd thanked them for coming and promised his support in any way that it would help. Alex
knew the General was quite sincere and thanked him. The Rangers were aready assembled outside
when Alex and Jenneva came out and the reaction to their new look was astonishment. Alex and
Jenneva both had beautiful, blond hair done up in braids that hung to their waists.



“It istime for you to know thetruth,” Alex declared. “We have been traveling in disguise because the
Dak One seeksto kill us and we could not accomplish our god of finding the Children with Dark Riders
following us. Y ou have been found, and the Dark Riders are after you as much asthey are after us.
When they come we will meet them with stedl. The Alcea Rangersride with Alexander and Jenneva
Tork. Let'sridel”

Alex and Jennevatook off for the street and the rest of the Rangers followed with their mouths
hanging open. Niki looked like she wanted to bolt and run away, but the rest of the Rangersjust
appeared dumbfounded. General Fernandez personally escorted them to the city gates and bid them
farewell. No one spoke until they were well clear of the city. Tanyawasthefirst to gpproach Alex and
she had ahard time trying to determine what to say.

“Alex, ...”" began Tanya, “l am. .. so sorry for giving you such abad time as Garth. | thought for
some reason that Garth hated you and so | pushed al the more. Was your hatred of Alex part of your
disguiss?’

“It was not hatred that you were sensing, Tanya,” Alex Sghed. “It wasadidike for people making
things out to be more than they are. | am no more ahero than you or any of the other Rangers. Wedl
face the same perils and we face them together. People like to make stories out of surviving these perils
to live another day, but people just do what they must to survive. Am | ahero because | have survived,
or arethe men who gave their livestrying, the real heroes? | do not perform my tasksto gain fame or
riches. 1 only do what must be done and because | am capable of doing it. Y ou are the same type of
person as| am. Do you yearn to have minstrel s write songs about your achievements or do you kill
peopleto live another day?’

“1 guess| did not understand you aswell as | thought,” admitted Tanya. “| have no great desirefor
fame, but | would not get angry with those who look up to me. Y ou not only got angry with us, you
sounded like you would liketo take Alex’ sface and rub it in the midden. Surely, that must have been
part of an act.”

“Perhaps,” Alex sighed, “I am just not asthrilled with some of the decisonsin my life as othersare.
Others get to hear stories about my great deeds. | get to view everything about my life, the bad aswell
asthegood. You could not understand.”

“Y ou mentioned something about giving your child to the Black Devils,” Tanyaprobed. “Y ou do not
appear to be the type of person who would give anything to the Black Devils except the point of your
sword.”

Alex glared at the young woman and moved off towards the front of the procession. “Y ou till push
him too hard,” Jennevaadvised. “A manwill carry his own burdens whether or not you approve. |
suggest that is one areawhich you should not mention again.”

“Wall, it was your child, too,” pushed Tanya. “Do you redly expect meto believe that you both gave
up your child?’

Jenneva sighed and shook her head sadly. “We were busy trying to save the world when the Black
Devils attacked our home,” Jennevardated sadly. “They killed ayoung girl who'sonly crime wasthat
shewasin my house. They took our baby and Alex will never forgive himsalf for not being home at the
time. Y ou must not mention it to him again.”

“And how do you fed about it?’ inquired Tanya



“Damnyou!” Jenneva shouted. “Y ou want to know how | fed about it? | fed likel want to cast a
Tree Mineinto the throat of the next person who mentionsit and perhaps |1 will.”

Jennevagalloped off tojoin Alex at the front of the procession. No sooner had Jennevaleft than Arik
pulled up dongside Tanya. “1 don’t know any magic, Tanya,” Arik pointed out, “but the next time you
press them on this, you had better be prepared for a practice session which you will never forget.”

Tanyawatched, stunned, as Arik dropped back alongside Fredrik. Fredrik’sfacetold Tanyathat he
had heard the conversation, aswell, and hisfedings were the same as Arik’s. For therest of the journey
back to thefairy village, Tanyawasfairly well isolated by the others. Shewas not excluded from
conversations, but her actions had created a certain distance between herself and the other Rangers.

Asthe Rangers prepared to make camp the day before reaching the fairy village, Midge flew up to
Alex sshoulder.

“Thevillageisnot far from here,” Midge stated. “I think we should continue on tonight.”

“Returning the Crown of Light isimportant to your people,” Alex protested. “We should arrivein the
daytime s0 everyone can seeit.”

“It isimportant enough that everyone will forgo deep to seeit,” Midge pushed. “We should arrive
therein afew hours and you must entrust the Crown of Light to Arik. He must be the oneto present it to
Queen Mita. HeistheBringer. Itisto the Bringer that the Sapphire of the Fairieswill be presented.”

Alex looked to Jennevafor her comments and she nodded. “Very well,” Alex agreed. “We shdl ride
ontonight. Takethe Crown of Light to Arik and ask him to guard it well.”

Midge delivered the Crown of Light and explained to Arik what he must do withit. Several hours
later, the Rangersrode into the fairy village. Midge must have flown on ahead because the entire village
was awake and fairy lights lined the approach from the edge of the orchard to the Father Tree. Arik
dismounted in front of the Father Tree and approached the platform where Queen Mitaand Prince
Midge waited. Queen Mita' s blue body was adorned with ablue robe with asilver lining. Arik bowed
and held out his hand with the Crown of Light resting on hispam. Prince Midge gently lifted the Crown
of Light and the entirefairy village erupted into a solemn song, the words of which were unknown to the
Rangers.

Prince Midge gently approached Queen Mita and placed the Crown of Light gently on her head. The

song ended and every fairy in the village dropped to their knees and bowed to the Queen. The Queen
stepped to the edge of the platform and recited the Fairy Prophecy:

“Y our blood will flow til noneis|eft
While darkness around you descends
On Holy Sapphiredl you have

Fate of the Fairies do depend.



The Crown of Light the Fairies Life
Without it |l are doomed to die
The Holy Sapphire just a patch

Redemption only just alie.

The Bringer knows not what he does
But fate has chosen only he
Who bearsthe mark upon his chest

The Winged Serpent death doth flee.

From darkest night the Bringer comes
Restores the precious Crown of Light
TheHoly Sgpphire shal heown

Fairy fedty hisdue and right.

The Queen raised her hand and the fairies rose from their knedling position. Prince Midge entered the
Queen’ s chambers and came out holding the large Sapphire of the Fairies. The Sgpphire was very large
for afairy to carry, but Midge showed no sign of distressin carrying it. He brought it to Queen Mitaand
she accepted it from her son.

Holding the large Sapphire in her tiny hands, she stood while Arik approached the platform. Arik
sretched out his hand and the Queen placed the Sapphire of the Fairiesin his pam.

“Arik Clava,” the Queen declared regdly, “you are the Bringer of the Crown of Light. Into your
hands, we trust the Sapphire of the Fairies. Into your hands, we trust the Queen of the Fairies. Into your
hands, we trust the very existence of the Fairy People. From thisday forward, the Fairy People exist for
your service. |, Queen Mita, and my successors, exist for your service.”

The Queen dropped to her knees and bowed to Arik, the Bringer, and the whole fairy village fell to its
knees and repeated the pledge. Prince Midge had not told thislast part to Arik because it was forbidden
to speak of the Fairy Prophecy to outsiders without leave of the Queen. Arik blushed deeply, but
refused to let it spoil thefairy ritud.

“Queen Mita,” he stated solemnly, 1 accept your pledge of fedty. Rise” Turning to facethe



villagers he continued, “ Fairy People, | accept your pledge of fedty. Rise”

Feding foolish, Arik pretended he was one of the kings he often dreamed about and tried to act
accordingly. He stepped back from the platform and retrieved the Sword of Heavens from its shegth.
Hehdd itspoint in the dirt and laid the Sapphire of the Fairiesin the spot that was made for it. The
Sapphire snapped into place firmly and sparkled brilliantly. The Sword started to vibrate and Arik held it
with both hands. Forcing againgt his considerable strength, the Sword swung upward. His attemptsto
hold it level with the ground were futile and the Sword kept moving upward until Arik’ s hands were
stretched over his head and the Sword was pointing straight up.

A brilliant stregk of lightning erupted from thetip of the Sword and arced high into the sky, piercing
the Darkness created by the Dark One. In ablinding flash, the lightning exploded into the Darkness and
created ahole. Like awave upon the ocean, the Darkness rolled outward in acircle revealing a black
sky encrusted with thousands of starsand il it continued rolling until there was no sign of the Darkness
at dl. Hanging in the eastern sky wasalarge bal of paelight and Arik heard someone mention the word
“Moon.” Arik stood transfixed staring at anight sky, which he never imagined he would liveto see.

THEEND
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Pacing the Sapphire of the Fairiesin the Sword of Heavens cleared the skies over Cordonia. The end of
the Darknessin that part of the world has derted Sarac to the location of the Children and hisevil
minions are converging on the Rangers.
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