
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
    
 
   Ancient Magic
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Bob Blink
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Magic is easy!  Well, maybe not for you.  But for him, someone who came to it naturally, it was in the blood.  He had to assume it was an inherent talent, because no one had taught him anything about the craft.  No one had ever even spoken to him about magic as near as he could recall.  On the other hand, Rigo had been able to perform magic for as long as he could remember.  Most of it was somewhat limited compared to what he thought ought to be possible, but still, what he could do was wondrous.  Of course, he could only remember back about ten years.  Before that it was all a blank.  That was when his father, okay, his adoptive father – a man he fondly considered as his true father, had taken him in.  He’d never told his adoptive parents about his ability.  There was no point of burdening them with that kind of worry.  Magic was outlawed and had been for centuries.  The laws were older than anyone could trace.  No one alive knew why the laws existed.  People didn’t even believe in magic.  Not really.  Sometimes the idea of magical powers made for interesting tales, and tales of evil sorcerers were used to scare the young children, but otherwise everyone knew better.  They still put out the occasional talisman to ward off evil, but that was simply good sense after all.  It didn’t hurt to be careful, now did it?  The existence of actual laws on the matter were therefore perplexing and a matter of infrequent speculation.  Perhaps magic had once existed, otherwise why would someone have bothered with laws?  On the other hand, no one could point to a single thing that would support anyone’s ability to perform magical feats now or anytime in the past.  
 
   The coughing sickness was one of the reasons that such knowledge had been lost.  Returning every five or six centuries, the plague swept through the land, taking three out of every four regardless of age or sex.  The survivors appeared to be immune for some reason, but the loss of so many taxed their ability to survive in the harsh lands, and it took generations to reestablish the level of society that was lost to the ravages of the disease.  Some postulated that the descendents of those who had survived gradually lost their inherent immunity to the disease, and that was why it returned.  It was really lurking in the background all the time, waiting for a chance to attack again.  It wasn’t a pleasant thought and when a sufficient number of centuries had passed, anyone with a suspicious cough had to be fearful of neighbors putting him to death out of fear he might be the harbinger of a resurgence of the dreaded illness.
 
   The last time the sickness had struck had been fifty years ago, so most were confident they were safe for many generations to come.  On the other hand, society was still trying to recover from the last passing.  Rigo’s adoptive father had come from a family of three non-brothers.  Each of his father’s siblings had lost their families to the coughing sickness, and had been taken in by a man and his wife who raised them as their own.  That helped explain his father’s willingness to take in a lost orphan, even though Rigo had already been nine at the time, and even though the man had two strong sons of his own.
 
   Rigo felt he owed the man everything.  He had provided food and shelter, and more importantly love, and had taught him about the world, especially the world farther than anyone traveled these days.  Rigo’s father had been a wanderer in his youth, and had ventured far before returning with his fiery-haired wife from a foreign land.  Like his father, Atrina, his adoptive mother, had treated him well. He had felt her loss even more than her natural sons had when she had passed away five seasons back.  
 
   There were those in the village who felt very differently about him.  Grudges had been built up over the years.  Sometimes Rigo had used his ability, hidden of course, to sway the outcome of encounters.  Some simply didn’t like outsiders.  Those who didn’t particularly like him included his two adoptive brothers.  Rigo had been aware of the rift between himself and the two siblings from the first.  Instead of improving, the dislike had grown over the years as Rigo became a favorite, often over the natural sons who were less blessed with ability and shared no interest in their father’s stories of travel to distant lands.
 
   Now, as they had grown into young adults one would have hoped the petty jealousies would be put aside.  The two natural brothers were both doing well enough, and hadn’t needed to act as they did.  Ruft was married to a local girl and already had two daughters, and Murkle was successful in a small pottery shop of his own.  With their father aging and discouraged by the loss of his wife, Murkle would soon be the prominent potter in town.  That didn’t stop them from wanting to see Rigo gone from the village.  
 
   The opportunity to be rid of Rigo had come some six months earlier.  One of Rigo’s perennial enemies in town had been killed, and there were those who wanted to believe that Rigo was at fault.  He had no way to prove otherwise, and even his father, who wholly believed him innocent, had warned that tempers were running high and suggested he might want to flee while the opportunity existed.  Rigo hadn’t liked the idea of running with such lies behind him, but could see the wisdom of the advice.  He had wanted to begin a journey for some months anyway, so he nodded his agreement. The stories his father had told over the years of places afar called to him, and he sensed some quest of his own that demanded fulfilling.  
 
   Like two conspirators they had pulled together a traveling pack.  Rigo carried a couple of sets of clothes, a second set of soft shoes, and a handful of coins that his father pressed upon him despite his objections.  The only other item he carried with him was the old worn walking staff that he and his father had found in the ruins of a decayed dwelling on the backside of the hill behind their land several years before.  
 
   “Give it several months,” the old man had said.  “The truth of what actually happened should be known by then.”
 
   Rigo had nodded, but even then he had known, or at least expected that he wouldn’t be back.  He held the man who had served as his father close, and then began his journey, looking back only once at the edge of the clearing before he turned back to the west and disappeared into the trees.
 
   That had been just over half a year ago, and Rigo had never made the return journey.  He wondered how the old man was doing, and made a promise he knew he couldn’t keep that he would turn his steps back toward the village.  That would have to be later.  More immediate concerns had to be dealt with first.
 
   Rigo ran his hands along the rough scaly finish of the poorly cast iron bars.  The workmanship was crude and the materials far from the best.  Even the smith back in the village could have done far better, and this was supposed to be one of the most advanced cities in the realm.  Yet, almost an inch thick, the pitted and rusty rods of metal imposed an effective barrier to those like himself who were held prisoner here in the dungeon.  The door, like the front wall, was made of the same kind of bars, with a large lock that held the door securely closed and him inside.  The back three walls, actually not three distinct boundaries but rather a somewhat rounded continuum were made of solid stone, the small cell having been carved out of the side of the solid granite slab that formed the base of the castle and the outer perimeter of the underground chambers. 
 
   Rigo glanced across the open expanse that separated this row of cells from those on the opposite side of the room.  Kaler returned his glance and nodded minutely.  At the moment they could not talk with one another since one of the guards was present, but late at night in the early hours they had been able to swap brief histories and what had brought each of them to this place.  It had been Kaler who had made Rigo realize this time was not like the others when he had been arrested for poaching on the King’s lands, actually the Duke’s in this case.  This time more serious consequences were planned, despite the fact Rigo had not poached a deer as claimed, but had made a simple dinner of wild hare as usual.  
 
   Together they had worked out a plan of escape, selecting the best time for it.  It had to begin at one of the times when a single guard was present.  They needed to silence the guard on this level, and Kaler, a fighter of some skill if Rigo was to believe the other’s claims, needed to get the sword from the guard if they were to have any chance.  Rigo had his ability, but he was not talented or strong enough to take on the guards.  Kaler was taking the first risk, and a significant one at that.  Rigo had assured him that he could get out of the cell quickly at any time.  Kaler had expressed doubts, but Rigo had demonstrated he could open the cell door.  That had begun their planning.  
 
   “I’ve got him,” Kaler hissed from across the way some minutes later as he held the struggling guard against the bars, his mouth covered by one of Kaler’s strong hands.  Kaler could hold the man there for some time, but could do nothing more.  It was all but impossible to harm the man given his armor and the fact he was on the outside fighting for all he was worth to get free.  Unless Rigo could get out and help silence the man, sooner or later he would get loose or would be aided by the second guard who would come to see what had delayed his fellow.
 
   Rigo had seen the move in the dim light of the dungeon.  There were no windows in the lower levels, but a number of torches were set into the walls that provided a minimum amount of light.  A light breeze somehow snaked its way through the open areas carrying away the fumes and providing the dank smelling air that permeated the cells.  He reached down and put his hands on either side of the large crude lock that held his door secure.  Only because of the dim light of the dungeon could the very faintest of glows be seen between his fingers.  Inside the frame, the crude mechanism was forced to shift and the large metal bolt was retracted allowing the door to swing free.  Quickly Rigo pushed the door open, made his way across the  floor where a stout club that the guards used when escorting a prisoner into or out of the cells rested propped against the wall.  He grabbed it as he passed and quickly made his way over to Kaler’s cell where he slammed the heavy wood against the guard’s head knocking him unconscious.  He checked to be sure.  The man was out, but still breathing.  They would prefer not to kill any of the guards.  They were brutal and sadistic, but it wasn’t their fault that Rigo and Kaler were here, and killing them would add to their list of crimes.
 
   “Hurry,” Kaler pleaded.  
 
   Rigo stood and walked over to the door of Kaler’s cell where the other man already waited impatiently.  Two years older than Rigo, Kaler was impressively muscled and strong.  Rigo could believe the man was a fighter.  Once again Rigo wrapped his hands around the lock area, and moments later the cell door swung open.
 
   “Later you’ll have to show me how you do that,” Kaler said as he stepped past Rigo to see to the guard.  Quickly he stripped him of the crude short sword and the smaller dagger.  He offered the dagger to Rigo, who shook his head.  He normally carried one of his own, but not as a fighting tool.  It was probably better for them if Kaler had both of the blades for now.  
 
   Together they pulled the guard into the cell.  If he woke up he could make noise.  There was nothing they could do about that, but once they took care of the second guard any shouts by the locked up guard would go unheeded.  They were two levels down in the dungeon and sounds didn’t carry well to the upper levels.  The garbled noises that would drift up to the first level would be indistinguishable from sounds made periodically by other distressed prisoners and would go unheeded.
 
   “That’s the easy one,” Kaler said.  “Are you sure you’re ready to attempt the other one?”
 
   There was little choice.  They had to deal with the remaining guard who waited near the stairway that lead upwards if they were to get out of the dungeon.  
 
   “Let’s go,” Rigo said.
 
   Silently they headed down the poorly lit hallway.  Fortunately there were few other detainees at this time, and the two others they knew of were sound asleep on the filthy straw that served as beds.  Kaler found a spot he deemed acceptable, so Rigo continued along on his own.  Fifty paces farther on the slightly curving corridor revealed the lounging guard.  Rigo had wondered at the best way to earn the man’s attention.  As it turned out, he didn’t need to do a thing.  Something, intuition maybe, caused the man to look up and see him standing looking confused in the passageway.  
 
   “Here now.  How in Risos’ name did you get out?  And where is Tonk?”
 
   The man was surprisingly swift and was on his feet in an instant.  As he started for Rigo he drew his own blade, a twin to the one that Kaler now held.  Rigo turned and started running back down the corridor, which would normally have been stupid since it led nowhere useful, dead-ending near where his cell had been.  He could hear the heavy footsteps of the guard clomping across the stone as he chased after him.
 
   Kaler’s sword crashed out and across the back of the man’s leather armor as he passed where the younger fighter had concealed himself.  The guard stumbled and almost fell, but surprisingly was able to retain his balance.  The fact that he had been moving quickly had dulled the force of Kaler’s attack.  Now the guard had turned back toward Kaler with murder in his eyes.  While the guard was protected by thick leathers, Kaler wore only the thin shirt and breeches he’d been allowed to keep when he was dragged down here.
 
   The guard towered over Kaler.  He was at least four inches taller and half a hundred pounds heavier.  His unkempt hair was cut short, and a huge nose that had been mashed flat in a fight sometime in the past dominated his face.  Scars crisscrossed the face as well, indicating the man was not unfamiliar with knife fighting.  Ponderously he advanced on Kaler, his attention diverted entirely from Rigo who watched from down the darkened corridor.  Kaler appeared unmoved as the giant approached and when close enough swung with a powerful thrust of his sword hand.
 
   Kaler blocked the heavy blow and the two swords rang loudly as they clanged together.  The two men took the other’s measure briefly, and began circling one another as they withdrew the swords and looked for an opening.  The guard held only the large thrusting sword, but Kaler held both the sword and the small dagger.  He was quick and nimble and responded to each blow of the guard almost without care. Rigo was becoming concerned.  This had to end soon.  They couldn’t afford to waste time here while Kaler demonstrated his prowess.
 
   Suddenly the giant of a guard swung with both hands, his sword catching Kaler’s solidly near the grip.  With a shriek as the blades slid together, two thirds of the blade held by Kaler broke free and tumbled to the ground.  He was left with a ragged stub.  The guard grinned at him in anticipation of a quick end.
 
   “I don’t know what you did with Tonk, but that silly bastard never got around to fixing his sword.  Told him he needed to tend to it, but he kept telling me there was nothing to fight down here anyway.  I guessed it was his sword you had.  Now we’ll end this right quickly.”
 
   The guard stepped to position himself for a powerful swing which Kaler would have been unable to parry with the small blade of the hand knife he had in his other hand, but then something unexpected happened.  Instead of the coarse rock and dirt floor that provided support, the guard found the floor suddenly as slippery as the smoothest ice.  Instead of delivering a killing blow, he found himself off balance, arms pin-wheeling as he tried to keep from falling to the unstable surface.  Kaler was able to use the remaining piece of his sword to smack him alongside the head.  The guard crumpled to a heap on the ground.
 
   “Piece of crap!” Kaler swore as he threw the remains of the broken weapon aside.  He knelt and recovered the guard’s sword for himself, taking the smaller belt knife from the man at the same time.  He handed this over his back to Rigo as he examined the unconscious man.
 
   “Let’s get him in with the other one,” he said.  “It’s damn lucky for me that the bastard slipped on something.”  Try as he might, in the dim light Kaler couldn’t figure out what it might have been that caused the man to slide like that.
 
   After they had secured the second guard, the two escapees headed back toward the stone steps that would take them up a level.
 
   “This sword’s not much better than the other one,” Kaler complained as he stopped to examine the blade under one of the torches set into the wall.  “The iron is cheap and poorly forged.  I wish I had my own blades, but who knows what they did with them.  I fear they are lost to me forever.”
 
   “Let me see it,” Rigo said softly, holding out his hand for the weapon.
 
   Kaler passed it across with a question in his eyes.  Rigo was surprised by the weight of the beast.  Kaler swung it so effortlessly.  He took the grip in his left hand and then wrapped his fingers along the blade on either side and ran them down the length.  Satisfied, he handed it back to the other.
 
   “So?” Kaler asked after the brief action of the odd, younger man he’d only known for a few days.  “What was that all about?”
 
   “It won’t break now,” Rigo assured him.  He repeated the process for the short dagger Kaler had handed him, then slipped it back in his belt.
 
   “I see,” Kaler replied with a hint of sarcasm.  “You made sure of that with a swipe of your hand.”
 
   “Trust me, the blade will hold now,” Rigo assured him.  “We need to get going.”
 
    Kaler would like to have addressed the matter farther, but realized the younger man was correct.  They needed to keep moving least they be discovered.  As one, they turned and headed back toward the steps.  When they reached the point where the guard had been waiting, they found the steps heading upwards behind where he had been sitting.  Rigo pointed across the corridor where a second set of steps lead downward.
 
   “Those go to the lower levels?” he asked.
 
   Kaler nodded.  “I have heard tell that there are four levels to the Duke’s dungeon.  The third level is where interrogations are performed, and the fourth is where they keep those who are not expected to see the light again or who have already started receiving the attentions of the questioners.”
 
   Rigo shuddered when he thought what might have gone on below them.  “I would expect more guards and men down there as well?”
 
   “A reasonable expectation, although I cannot say what kind of schedules they may be on.”
 
   Rigo nodded and quickly hurried across the hallway to the steel gate.  Once again he wrapped his hands around the outside panels of the lock, then after a few seconds stepped away.
 
   “Even if you locked it, they will have the key,” Kaler explained, misunderstanding what Rigo had done.
 
   “It won’t do them any good,” Rigo replied, knowing he had fused the mechanism such that the lock would never work again.  “Let’s go,” he said, and pointed upwards.
 
   Stealthily they made their way up the stone steps, taking care not to bang the weapons against the stone or to let their boots make too much sound.  The ascent was made in darkness since there were no torches in the stairway and to have brought a torch with them would have been to alert anyone above that someone was coming.  Holding their breath for the last ten steps and hoping there were no more than two guards as there had been below, they peeked above the top step.  They were in luck!
 
   Two guards were present, and both were very much asleep.  Rigo wondered what the penalty for such an act might be were the guards discovered, but he wasn’t complaining.  Swiftly he and Kaler made their way across the floor and rendered the two men soundly unconscious.  Then they moved them to the closest cell.
 
   “Do you think we should try on their armor,” Rigo asked.  “It might confuse the guards above if they were to see us coming up the stairs.”
 
   “Have you gotten a good whiff of the way those two smell.  Forget it.  Besides, I don’t think it would make any difference.  We don’t look anything like either of these brutes.  Whoever is up above would know we were fakes the minute they saw us.  We will have to rely on being quiet and unseen.”
 
   Rigo nodded then pulled the door closed and locked it as he’d done on the previous level.
 
   As they made their way down the long hallway to the back of the level where the spiral staircase led up and out of the dungeon into the basement level of the castle, they understood why the guards might have been sleeping.  There appeared to be no prisoners on this level at all.
 
   The entrance to the dungeon was at the very back of the castle basement.  The entrance was a large room with several small holding cells used for temporary prisoners and room for several guards to spend long hours in relative comfort.  The room was blocked off from the rest of the basement by an extremely sturdy hardwood door built into the normal narrowing of the stone in this part of the basement.  The workers in the other functioning specialties; the bakery, the leather and wood working shops, the weapons repair, and the special grain storage areas, were aware of the dungeon, but its presence was something each tried to forget.
 
   Silently Rigo and Kaler examined the steps they would have to climb.  Each had come down them when they had been brought to the lower levels of the prison so they knew roughly what to expect.  The stone steps had been cut out of the side of the shaft they needed to ascend.  At one time the shaft must have been a naturally occurring cylinder in the stone, probably cut by the flow of water over eons before the castle was built.  Now the steps followed the outside edge of the walls as they circled their way upwards.  The shaft was nearly fifteen feet in diameter and the steps encircled three-quarters of the circumference as they wound upwards.
 
   The cutting of the stone steps was crude and uneven, some slightly higher than others and none exactly level.  The way was more brightly lit than the rest of the dungeon because the steps were potentially treacherous.  That was bad.  If any one of the guards above were to look down the shaft, they would be immediately spotted.
 
    “There’s too much light,” Kaler complained in a whisper directly into Rigo’s ear as they considered the climb.
 
   There was little to be done about the lights near the top.  If they were to go out, someone would immediately notice.  But those down here, deep in the shaft they could afford to be without.  Then they would have the faint light from the torch above to help guide them and anyone peering into the shaft would see nothing but inky darkness.  Rigo reached with his mind, and one by one the torches lining the walls most of the way up the shaft blinked out.  Then he turned and did the same for the three torches along the wall behind them.  They were left in darkness.
 
   “How?” Kaler whispered, but Rigo waved him to silence.
 
   “Not now,” he hissed, and pointed upwards.
 
   Kaler led the way, with Rigo coming along a few steps behind, hugging the outside wall in his attempt to stay away from the inside drop off.  Rigo didn’t particularly relish heights, and in the darkness the fall felt greater than it was in reality.  He carried a sword in addition to the belt knife, but wasn’t sure why other than Kaler had insisted.  In truth, it was mostly extra weight, as he had no idea how to use the heavy bastard.
 
   Luck wasn’t on their side this night.  They had made the agonizing slow ascent in darkness and were on the final steps when someone peered into the shaft, perhaps drawn by the lack of a reflective glimmer that was normally there.  Rigo could see it was the mean bastard that ran the dungeon, the ugly gash across his eyes from an old sword strike white in the light of the torch he was holding.  Rigo had seen the brute beat a man to death in the dungeon a couple of days earlier.  And now it was obvious he had seen them.  He was preparing to shout a warning.  
 
   With no time to think about consequences, Rigo acted.  A patch of the foot thick stone on the lip of the shaft where the man was standing suddenly cracked and broke free, causing him to drop forward and over the edge without warning.  His brief cry would alert the others, but they wouldn’t be certain of the cause.  With a meaty “thowk” the headman struck the bottom solidly.
 
   “Do you think he’s dead?” Kaler couldn’t help asking.
 
   “Don’t know.  Hit solid though.  He won’t be a problem in any event.”
 
   They could hear movement up above as the unknown remaining guards burst into motion and headed their way.  Quickly Kaler vaulted up the remaining steps, his sword ready.  As Rigo came up behind him he watched as Kaler fought with two armed guards, holding them back.  A third guard was approaching Kaler’s back with his sword raised, but the younger fighter was too busy dealing with the pair he had engaged to notice.
 
   Rigo dropped the heavy sword he was carrying and retrieved the belt knife from his pants.  Without thinking he threw it with all his might toward the guard who was preparing to strike Kaler from behind.  The blade flew quickly, but oddly across the room.  It didn’t rotate end for end as one would expect, but flew point forward level and true, and faster than reasonable.  It struck the guard as he started his swing in the forearm, penetrating the arm and nailing the arm to a wooden beam.  The guard screamed in agony and dropped the sword from the immobilized appendage.
 
   Kaler disarmed one of his opponents and turned his full fury on the remaining adversary.  Rigo had picked up his sword and smacked the guard who had lost his sword on the back on the head dropping him to the floor out of the fight, then repeated the process on the guard who was impaled by the thrown knife.  By the time Rigo looked up, Kaler had finished with the remaining guard who was either unconscious or dead on the floor as well.
 
   “Where’s the key?” Kaler asked, looking around.
 
   “Probably on the one at the bottom of the shaft.  He looked to be in charge,” Rigo answered.
 
   “Shit.  You are probably right.  I’ll go,” Kaler offered.
 
   Rigo shook his head and headed for the door, retrieving another belt knife from one of the downed guards on the way.  Without thought he slid it into his belt.  He couldn’t get his hands on either side of the lock this time because of the solid wooden door, but wood was easy.  He had a lot of experience shaping wood.  He laid his hands alongside the lock and the wood turned to sawdust almost immediately.  In less than a minute the lock fell out into his hands and he pushed the door open slowly with a grin.
 
   “After you,” he said to Kaler who gave him another wondering glance.
 
   It was still early and the number of people in the basement was far reduced from what would have been expected during the daylight hours.  That worked for and against them.  While there were fewer to note their presence, those who were here were likely to know one another better than the crowd that passed through here on random tasks during the day.
 
   Staying as much in the shadows as possible, the two escapees moved steadily toward one of the sets of stairs that led upward into the castle itself.  There was little to gain by heading to the entrance.  That would be heavily guarded as always, and there would be no sneaking out of the castle that way.  Soon they found one of the passageways used by the saddle maker and were able to make their way up, exiting the stone bowels of the castle near the stables.  
 
   “You’re sure you know the way out of the castle?” Rigo whispered as Kaler seemed to be trying to get his bearings.
 
   “I was up there with Eessa several times,” Kaler replied, then touched Rigo’s shoulder and pointed.
 
   Rigo knew from their discussions that Eessa was the willful young daughter of the Duke who Kaler had been fooling around with and which had landed him in the dungeon in the first place.
 
   “She’s a comely lass,” Kaler had told him, “and as eager for a little sport as I was.  And mind you, I wasn’t the first by any means.  That girl knew what she was doing and what she liked.  She was no innocent maiden, believe me.”
 
   Maybe something good would come from the time Kaler had spent seducing the girl, or as he told it, was being seduced.  If he had learned of a way to get out of here, then it had been time well spent.
 
   Kaler seemed to have found something he recognized, and signaled Rigo to follow.  Kaler grabbed a coil of rope from a post nearby and they moved quickly across the open area next to the stables, the nickering of several horses marking their passage.  Fortunately, no one appeared to notice.  Across the courtyard Kaler lead them inside a door-less tower and up more stairs, coming out on a large balcony with slotted walls facing out from the castle from which defenders could fire arrows at attacking forces.  The balcony was three stories above the external ground level, but was unmanned tonight.  There was no war or siege, so the area was unnecessary for the moment.  
 
   Quickly they tied the rope around one of the stone pillars and dropped the loose end over the side.  It was short by more than a dozen feet, but would have to do.  Signaling Rigo to go first, Kaler watched their backs as Rigo started down.  Moments later Kaler followed, and after a jarring drop to the ground they were outside and free.
 
   “You said you knew where we could hide,” Rigo said.  “It won’t be too long before they learn we are missing.  The Duke will be furious and they will come looking.”
 
   “This way,” Kaler urged, now fully certain of himself.  They headed across the grounds toward the stand of trees a hundred paces away on the far side of the wide stream that cut across the field.  They waded through the chilly water, thankful for the moonless night, and were about to enter the forest when Rigo suddenly stopped.
 
   “Wait,” he said.
 
   Kaler stopped and looked at him.  “What’s the matter?”
 
   “Over here,” Rigo said, and turned and walked parallel to the forest for a dozen paces.  Then he reached out and picked up something leaning against one of the trees.
 
   “Okay, we can go now,” he said when he returned to where Kaler was standing.
 
   “What’s that?” the young fighter asked.
 
   “My walking staff,” Rigo replied, immense satisfaction apparent in his voice.
 
   “You left it out here?” Kaler asked.
 
   “No.  Not at all.  They took it from me when they arrested me.  Probably tossed it away.  It has a way of finding me.”
 
   “It sure doesn’t look like much,” Kaler said eyeing the old grainy shaft of wood.  
 
   “No, it doesn’t, does it,” Rigo replied.  For the first time in days he felt things were looking up.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   They traveled well together.  Kaler knew where they wanted to go and was far more familiar with the area, but despite growing up on a farm he wasn’t a woodsman.  Rigo had been raised in a small village yet was far more at home in the wilds.  So while Kaler could point out the desired direction, it was Rigo who led them smoothly through the underbrush and the thick stands of trees despite the lack of a moon.  Unfailingly they made their way eastward and were soon able to tell the land was rising.
 
   The castle was situated near the base of Branid’s central mountains.  The smallest, yet richest of the three independent kingdoms on the continent, Branid had several ranges of medium sized mountains within its borders.  The truly large mountains, the Great Whites to the north that had always filled the skyline from Rigo’s village were huge and all but impassible.  Perpetually covered with snow hundreds of feet deep, he had never heard of anyone who had ever found a way over them.  Further to the east, the smaller but still impressive Purple Titans of the Great Dividing Range marked the shared border with the neighboring kingdom of Lopal.  There were several passes that wound their way through the dividing range, but even those passageways were not for the faint hearted.  Neither mountain range was relevant for the two men tonight.  They were leagues away and not destinations they were considering.  Their plan was to make their way into the local mountains where they could hope to hide from the searchers the Duke could be expected to send after them.
 
   There was little doubt the Duke would react by sending his soldiers after them.  While Rigo was simply a minor thief in the Duke’s mind, Kaler had been caught defiling his daughter.  That was something that could not be tolerated, although the Duke was aware that it was more than likely his daughter’s doing as much of that of the handsome young Kaler.  He would have to see to her later.  More important than anything else was the fact that the Duke had made public announcements about the impending executions to be held at the spring feast.  He’d intended to place a seed of fear in any others who might consider his daughter fair game.  The story that had been spread was that Kaler had been caught attempting to break into the young woman’s private quarters.  It wouldn’t do for it to become public knowledge that he’d been found in her bed the morning after the two had spent a passionate night together.
 
   Rigo and Kaler had considered their escape route carefully.  The lands to the east of the castle were forested and led into the foothills and eventually the mountains themselves.  There would not be many people to be found here, especially since these were the Royal lands, held as the nobles’ private hunting preserve.  That’s what had landed Rigo in trouble in the first place.  Because they were alone, they would stand out.  Out here, movement was the revealer, and they had to move quickly while it was still dark and find a place to settle down for the daylight hours.  Kaler knew of caves and that’s where they were headed.  Rigo had assumed the Duke’s men would know of any caves as well, but Kaler promised there was a hidden chamber inside one of the smaller caves that he had found and he was certain was unknown to anyone else.  They were placing their hopes on his being right.
 
   The remaining three points of the compass would have had them making their way through the village outside the castle.  Even though it was night, people would have been up and about, and they would have been far less conspicuous.  There was, after all, nothing that made them stand out.  They were still dressed in their own clothing, and they appeared no different than any other young men who might have been out wenching or drinking this night.  Unfortunately, neither knew anyone who could provide them with shelter and a place to hide, and once they left the village the lands for several days travel were flat, given over mostly to vineyards.  The grapes grown locally were among the finest of those in all of Branid, and in fact were responsible for the well-deserved reputation of Branid Red.  The rich, heady wine was sought throughout the many kingdoms and yielded the Crown a substantial number of golds each and every year.  There was no place in those directions they could reasonably expect to remain hidden.
 
   “I think they have discovered our escape,” Rigo observed as they crested one of the smaller hills that afforded a view looking down on the castle in the distance behind them.
 
   Kaler looked back where Rigo was pointing.  It was still an hour before dawn and an unusual number of torches could be seen moving atop the walls and in the inner courtyard.  It was obvious the guard had been roused and was conducting a search of the castle itself.  Kaler knew the village would be searched as well, and out of sight inside the courtyard groups of men were preparing to ride out in search of them.  Those men would be mounted and would move much faster than they were able.  They needed to keep up their own pace so they could be inside the caves by the time it was fully light.
 
   Up here on the side of the hills the first rays of the sun could be seen breaking over the tops of the hills and illuminating the leaves in the trees.  Far out on the flats the dark was already being pushed back.  Only the fact the castle sat in the shadow of the mountains was it still in complete darkness.  He glanced at his companion.  Rigo was taller than himself. The six-foot three-inch lanky frame of the dark haired stranger with whom he’d made friends moved with ease as they made their way upward.  Kaler had thought himself in excellent shape, but he found himself pressed to keep up the pace of the other.
 
   “How did you do it?” he asked as they started up the next hill.  He had pointed out their target destination from the previous peak and now Rigo was winding his way unerringly through the backside as they crossed over toward the hill Kaler had pointed out.
 
   “How did I do what?” Rigo replied without breaking stride.
 
   “Several things actually.  I’ve known of people who could defeat locks, so I wasn’t entirely surprised that you might know how to do that, but some of the other things I can’t understand.”
 
   “What other things?”
 
   “The way you cut through the wooden door to the dungeon, and whatever you did to snuff the torches.  Also, I’ve never seen a knife thrown the way you did.  I’d have said that was impossible, especially since you don’t seem particularly at home with weapons.”
 
   “I used magic,” Rigo replied simply without breaking pace.  He’d shown Kaler more of what he could do than anyone ever before.  In this case there had been no choice if they were to escape.  They weren’t out of this as yet, and he would probably need the other to trust him.  He’d reluctantly decided to reveal what he could do.  It would be interesting to see what kind of response he received.  He’d long wondered how someone would react if he told them his secret.  After all, once this was over he could go his own way.  Who would believe Kaler if he told them?
 
   “Balls!” objected Kaler.  “Tain’t no such thing.” 
 
   “How would you explain it then?”
 
   “I don’t know.  That’s why I’m asking,” Kaler replied.  “Why should it matter if you tell me?  Makes no sense for you to make up something as ridiculous as magic.  Maybe out in the sticks where you’re from people still believe such nonsense, but I’m not some country boy.”
 
   Rigo stopped and turned toward his companion.  Kaler’s shoulder length blond hair was dirty and uncared for, yet Rigo could see why the women would be attracted to him.  A couple of years older than himself, Kaler was muscular with arms almost as thick as his own thighs.  His hands were powerful and carried the heavy sword effortlessly.  With piercing blue eyes, he looked at Rigo waiting for an explanation.  Well, Rigo thought.  He’d started this.  He should have sidestepped the issue as usual.  He wasn’t entirely sure why he hadn’t.
 
   Rigo pointed to the sword Slayer carried.  “How good would you say the blade on that weapon is?”
 
   “You saw what happened to the other one.  I wouldn’t expect this one to be much better.  Why?”
 
   Rigo pointed to a five inch thick knarled and weather-hardened section of a nearby hardwood tree.  “See if you can cut through that,” he said pointing.
 
   “The blade would more than likely snap,” objected Kaler.  “This sword isn’t much, but it’s all we have at the moment.”
 
   “Trust me,” Rigo insisted.  There was something in his voice that caught Kaler’s attention.  “I told you the blade wouldn’t break.”
 
   Kaler looked at Rigo for a long couple of moments, then shrugged.  “This is stupid,” he said, but walked over toward the limb that Rigo had pointed out.
 
   “A single swing,” Rigo encouraged.  “Assume it will cut through and be prepared for it.”
 
   Kaler didn’t say anything, but squared his shoulders and then brought the blade swiftly around, catching the branch halfway through his swing.  The blade passed through almost effortlessly, cutting the hard wood smoothly.  Kaler stepped back and looked at the fallen branch in surprise.  Then he examined the grayish metal of the blade.
 
   “I don’t believe it.  Not even a mark.”
 
   “Now that you have some reason to trust my judgement, come here,” Rigo said.  He pointed at a large rock.  “Take a swing at that.”
 
   “You are determined to break this sword, aren’t you?”
 
   “It won’t break” Rigo promised again.
 
   Kaler hesitated, but then brought the sword smartly over head in a two handed swing, bringing the edge down onto the rock that Rigo had pointed out.  The blade rang at the impact, and imbedded itself almost an inch into the hard granite.  Kaler looked at the blade, still intact, and the slice into the stone.  
 
   “Pull it out and have a look,” Rigo suggested.
 
   Kaler rocked the blade and after a moment it slipped free.  He examined the blade.
 
   “The edge isn’t even dulled,” he said surprised.  “How the hell is it possible?”
 
   “Magic,” Rigo said smugly.  “It won’t last though.”
 
   “What won’t last?” Kaler asked.  He’d been examining the blade with new respect.
 
   “The magic embedded in the blade.  It’ll leak away after a few days.  Somehow I feel that it should be possible to make the change permanent, but I don’t know how.  It’s one of many things I feel are possible.  There has to be someone in the world who can show me the secrets.”  Then Rigo pointed uphill.  They still had a way to go.
 
   Kaler looked at the branch before starting.  “You don’t think we left them something to track us?”
 
   Rigo looked at the downed branch.  It had fallen with the cut end out of sight and didn’t look particularly different than a dozen other branches lying on the ground on the side of the hill.  The odds they could be tracked were slim.  The guard would simply use a large force and hope to stumble onto them.  Rigo had yet to see any of the King’s forces display the careful tracking techniques that he and his friends were familiar with back home.
 
   “I doubt they would recognize it for what it is,” he said, and started moving once again.  
 
   Kaler followed along behind him, silent and thinking.
 
    
 
   Two hills later the trees were starting to thin as they gained altitude.  The ground had been rocky all the way up the side of this particular hill, ensuring no footprints were being left to give them away.   Kaler pointed out several caves and directed them to one of the smaller ones.  
 
   “It’ll be dark inside.  We need to make some kind of torch,” Kaler said.
 
   “Not necessary,” Rigo responded, and stepped into the opening.  
 
   Kaler followed him inside.
 
   “I told you,” Kaler said once they were both standing in the dim light of the small room of jagged stone.  “We can still see here once our eyes adjust, but it gets darker as we go deeper and the small entrance to the second chamber will be impossible to find without light.”
 
   “A torch will leave behind a telltale smell,” Rigo said.  Then he extended his staff and a ball of blue white light some fifteen inches in diameter formed at the upper tip, floating just above the staff.
 
   “Great Gods!” exclaimed Kaler in shock.
 
   Rigo smiled at Kaler and his outburst.  “As I said, magic!  Lead the way.”
 
   They climbed over rocks at the back of the small room, slipped through narrow gaps and finally making a sharp turn back the way they had come, Kaler pointed to an all but invisible opening.
 
   “In there,” he said.
 
   Rigo stuck the end of the staff into the opening followed by his head.  All he could see were more rocks, but the ceiling opened up suggesting a large area.
 
   “There is a sandy flat area about twenty paces in,” Kaler explained.
 
   Rigo wormed his way through the opening and then waited with the light for Kaler to follow.  Once they were both inside, Kaler climbed up and over several more boulders bringing them to the area he had described.
 
   Rigo examined their hideaway carefully.  The sandy enclosure was larger than he expected, and even if someone peered inside the small opening they would be hidden.  They would have to be careful about the light, but the way the cave echoed, there would be plenty of warning if someone were checking the area.
 
   “This will do nicely,” Rigo said, and pressed the lower end of the staff deep into the sand so it supported itself.  Then he sat down with his back against the rocks.
 
   Kaler slid down across from him, his eyes wide in awe.  “You really can perform magic, can’t you?  Everyone has always said it is only for children’s stories.  How do you do it?  Where did you learn?  Are there others you know of who can do the same?”
 
   Rigo held up his hand to stay the string of questions.  “I’ve never known of anyone else.  I don’t know how it works.  I just can do certain things.  I simply wish it.”
 
   “How about you wish us some gold.  It would be handy for the journey ahead of us.”
 
   “That isn’t the kind of thing I can do.”
 
   “What can you do?”
 
   “A number of things.  Some that I don’t even realize until the need arises.  It’s like the ability is there, but untapped.  Slowly, over the years, I have added capability to my skill.  What do we have in that sack?” Rigo asked, changing the subject.  “I, for one, am hungry.”
 
   They had grabbed a food sack and a wineskin from the guard area at the entrance to the dungeon before making their escape.  There would be no opportunity to hunt or forage until they were certain their pursuers had given up.  The food in the dungeon had been marginal and irregular, and what they had taken would be all they had for some time.
 
   “Dried venison strips and several wrinkled apples,” Kaler said as he dug through the sack.  
 
   “It’ll do,” Rigo said holding out a hand.
 
   “If you can do magic, how is it you ended up in the Duke’s dungeon?” Kaler asked as they each chewed on the tough meat.
 
   Perhaps it was time to exchange stories, Rigo thought looking around the cave.  This place brought back memories of his first days on the road after leaving the village.  He was tired of keeping everything secret.  As he traveled he’d kept an eye out for signs there were other like him, but had never found the slightest clue.  All his life, at least the part he could recall, his ability had been a secret, one that sometimes weighed heavily and made him wonder who or what he was.  Now, he sensed that he might have found someone who he could unburden himself to.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Six Months Earlier
 
    
 
   Rigo had headed west when he escaped his home village of Daro without really thinking the matter through.  That was because he knew where to hide in that direction better than any other.  Fall had just begun, and he would be through the mountains long before bad weather set in.  The Stony Mountains weren’t anything impressive compared to the Great Whites to the north, but they were still substantial mountains and he had spent many a week hunting and exploring the hills.  Far more so than anyone else from his village.  Those who lived in Daro were a mix of hunters and farmers, but the rocky peaks a half day’s walk from the small village held little of practical use and few of the residents were inclined to climb for the sheer pleasure of it.  Perhaps the futility of attempting to pass through the Great White Ranges had soured many on mountains in general.  Whatever the ultimate cause, it worked well for Rigo.  In the past he had come here for privacy.  It was a place where he could practice his craft without any chance of being observed.  Now the time spent exploring afforded him many places to hide where those seeking him would have no chance of finding him.
 
   Surrounded this evening by banks of stone that would block any searchers from seeing his fire, Rigo reached out with his will and ignited the pile of sticks he had gathered.  Fire was the easiest for some reason.  It has been the first instance of magic he had ever performed, startling himself when he set the straw in one of the stalls afire many years before.  Fortunately it was just as easily snuffed out, so the damage had been minimal and he had been able to clean up the burnt straw before any of his family had seen what he had done.  That night he had lain awake trying to understand what had changed inside him.  He could sense that fire and other actions were within his reach, callable by a simple act of will.
 
   He wouldn’t need a fire later tonight.  The weather was warm.  But he didn’t like to eat his game raw, and the pair of hares that had fallen to rocks from his sling were already skinned and prepared.  A few spicy leaves and naturally occurring salt would add a bit of flavor.  With the fire burning brightly, Rigo set the two sticks that spitted the rabbits across the fire and sat back.
 
   He was confused by his feelings.  He felt a gaping hole in his chest knowing that going back to Daro was not an option for him.  He had been away before, several times for nearly two weeks, but the option of returning was always there.  This time, especially after apparently fleeing from a crime, he couldn’t return.  Hopefully his father was correct and the matter would sort itself out sooner or later.  Already he missed the older man who had made him part of the family.  He even missed his two brothers, despite the frequent animosity that flared between them.  His thoughts turned briefly to Sarlee.  He’d entertained hopes that something might develop between the two of them.  A year younger than himself, with long dark hair and a sensuous smile, Sarlee had been around more and more the past year.  It was as if she found ways for their paths to cross.  He had done the same, of course, but had yet to actually make a discernable move that would reveal his wishes that the two of them be paired.  He was fearful that she wouldn’t agree, and that would have been a crushing blow to his pride.  Long had he been working up the courage to make a move and reveal his interest. At night he’d lie awake and imagine how he might proceed.  Now it didn’t matter.  At their age six months was too long.  Another would make his move before he could return.  This summer was the time such relationships were affirmed and she was of the proper age.  He knew that others had been interested, which had vexed him with his inability to make his own move.
 
   He also thought briefly about his friend Tory.  Rigo hadn’t been able to say goodbye or explain why he was leaving.  It would appear to his friend that he might be guilty, but it couldn’t be helped.  Had they talked, Rigo would have had to reveal his intent, and Tory might have volunteered to accompany him.  He was that kind of person.  It wouldn’t have been fair to his friend.  Hopefully, one day Rigo would have the opportunity to explain.
 
   The rabbit demanded attention so he reached over and turned the spit again, noticing the aroma of the cooking flesh.  His mouth watered in anticipation.  With fall just upon them, he would have no trouble traveling and supplying himself from the abundant game that had matured over the summer.  He had his belt knife, a quality blade given to him by his father on his eighteenth annual day, a date that really reflected the day he had joined the family.  He had known his age when he had been adopted, but had no idea of his history or the actual day he had been born.  He also carried the sling which he had practiced with to the point he was remarkably accurate.  Finally there was the staff.  The deceiving pole of old wood, polished smooth by years of carry was of far more use than anyone would expect.  It not only enhanced his own powers, but seemed to have some of its own.  It also appeared to be bonded to him in some way that he couldn’t begin to explain.  Once some years before he had mistakenly left the staff behind when he’d gone into the woods, only to find it waiting for him alongside the barn when he returned home. 
 
   As he ate, Rigo considered what he knew of the world.  He really should head east.  The head waters of the Great Central River that flowed from the base of the Purple Mountains along the eastern border of Branid and then bisected Kellmore and Lopal would have carried him all the way to the southern most reaches of the continent.  His father had told him the river grew in size as multiple smaller rivers merged along its path until it was nearly a mile wide and very deep.  They had gone to the much smaller beginnings last spring to take a large load of pots, specially ordered, that were to be shipped down the river to a city in the south.  Rigo had been intrigued by the boats and the men who manned them, making the month long journey south, and the even longer return trip where they had to pole the boat against the current.  Their life had seemed exciting to him, and he had sworn that he would make the journey himself one day.  
 
   He didn’t have sufficient coin to book passage, but thought it would be possible to earn his way.  He was strong and willing to work.  If that wasn’t possible, he could walk and follow the course of the river.  That might even be better.  Going by boat, he would float past the cities catching only the briefest glimpses of them.  He wanted to see what they were like and how the people dressed and acted.  His father had told him how different people were in other places.  
 
   If he followed the river far enough, the Purple Mountains would change into foothills, and later disappear altogether.  Once the river passed beyond the boundaries of Branid, he would have a free choice of exploring the foreign lands of Kellmore to the west or Lopal to the east.  From what his father had told him, Kellmore was a more rural version of Branid, known for their farm products and especially their extensive herds of meat animals.  Branid relied on imports of beef and pork to supply their needs.  Kellmore was also known for their fruits.  The southern part of the country was far warmer than any of the other lands and blessed with fertile flatlands where thousands of acres of exotic fruits that would grow nowhere else were produced.
 
   Lopal, on the other hand, was a very different sort of place.  The wild lands as his father called them.  The whole of the country was mountainous, which changed the way people lived.  The people were more scattered, and there were fewer large cities.  While there was a chosen king, the people were fiercely independent, and often as not would follow their own leaders if they didn’t like the direction the king had selected.  Independent fiefdoms were scattered throughout the land, loyal more to local leaders than the chosen king.  The politics had seemed complicated when his father had tried to explain the intricacies.  The people of Lopal were ferocious fighters when challenged, something that was becoming a concern the past few years.  Even in remote Daro rumors were increasingly common that Lopal was pressing the boundaries with southern Kellmore.  The rich flatlands west of the Great Central River offered a much needed solution to the needs of Lopal.  They had not been hit as hard by the sickness some years past, and their population continued to swell while both Kellmore and Branid were far from recovered.  Within the existing boundaries of Lopal with its rough terrain there was simply not enough land that could be used to grow food.  The kingdom was forced to import from both Kellmore and Branid, the exchange paid for with special ores dug from the mines in the north, and timbers much sought by Branid for their ships.  Branid was known for the durability and speed of the craft it produced.  Anyone who wanted to engage in sea trade was outmatched unless they purchased their sea going vessels from the shipyards along the coast near central Branid.
 
   “The sea,” muttered Rigo softly to himself as he finished the last of the first rabbit.  The second he would wrap in leaves and have a small amount for breakfast and the rest along the day as he journeyed.  He knew what he wanted.  The stories of huge ships, far larger than anything that would travel the inland rivers, and of water that stretched to the horizon and beyond had captured his imagination.  He had to see it for himself.  He envisioned finding passage aboard one of the ships and sailing to the far off land from which his adopted mother had come.  He would go there first.  The coast was only several weeks walk given the fine spring weather.
 
   Sadly, his funds would not be sufficient for any grand journey to far away lands.  He knew that without having any real reference for what such a journey might cost.  He had enough to cover certain consumables and if he were frugal to stay at one of the lower quality inns once a fortnight.  Otherwise, he would be restricted to sleeping out under the stars.  He hadn’t considered what that might mean come winter.  That was simply too far into the future to be concerned about.
 
   Rigo snuffed out the fire with a casual thought, then stood and walked downhill where he relieved himself.  As he stood, his eyes looked westward. The first few days would be the hardest, making his way upwards to cross over the peaks of the Stony Mountains.  He wasn’t concerned.  He’d been to the top and while he’d never journeyed down the far side, he had seen how the land looked.  There was a goodly sized river that flowed through the hills and out onto the flats below.  He would follow that.  
 
   Satisfied, he returned to his cooling fire, lay down on the leaves, and threw the thin blanket over him.  He briefly wondered how his father was doing before falling asleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   The journey through the mountains was for the most part uneventful.  Rigo encountered nothing that he hadn’t seen there before.  Game was abundant this time of year and water was plentiful as well.  Everywhere that was except near the very peaks of the mountain, where the snow was still frozen despite the lateness of the season.  That situation was easily remedied by a judicious application of his hidden ability.  
 
   As near as he could discern no one was tracking him.  His enhanced senses and his keen eyesight could make out no sign of anyone as far back as he could see.  There were no campfires in the evening to signal the approach of pursuers.  If they had given up this easily, could the matter at home in Daro have been resolved already?  Perhaps it was safe for him to return to the village?  He was torn between wishing it were so and hoping for the excuse to press onward.  He had wanted an excuse to experience the world, and despite the emptiness that accompanied him, he wished for the opportunity to continue.  He had long dreamed it would be a journey shared by himself and his father, who would have made a superb guide and would have known exactly where to go.  Rigo had known for years, however, that the aging bones of the older man would never allow for such a venture ever again.
 
   Rigo’s only foreboding was an odd uneasiness deep inside that somehow suggested that he might be headed the wrong way.  He couldn’t have told anyone why, but he sensed that he should be headed to the southeast.  He’d spent hours at night thinking about the mental map he had of the continent based on schooling and his father’s tales to see if there was anything his subconscious might have recalled that his conscious mind had forgotten that might create such a wish.  Heading in the sensed direction would take him into the southern half of Lopal.  He could not imagine what it could be.  He knew little of that area, and unless his existence before appearing near Daro a decade before had placed him there, he had never been anywhere even close.  He might have reconsidered and changed his intended path were it not for the fact he had already made up his mind.  He liked to see matters through once he had done so, and with nothing more than an odd feeling, he concluded there was little reason to make such a drastic adjustment to his plan.
 
   After ten days of travel he encountered the first of several villages on the western slopes of the mountains.  The people who lived here were not unlike those from his own village, and they were engaged in similar pursuits.  At first his arrival was met with excitement.  Travelers usually carried news of the outside world, and they had heard only occasional stories of how the country fared.  Unfortunately, he was soon considered an especially dull wanderer, knowing as little, and perhaps less, than they already did of such matters.  His village had been, after all, even more remote than this one.  At the third such village, well onto the flat lands once again he found an inn, the Twisted Briar, that reminded him of the lone inn back home.  It offered rooms and board for a modest price and he decided he would spend some of his coin for a single night.  Washing in frigid streams had kept him clean, but he felt the need of a full warm bath and a change into clean clothes.  He was certain he could get those he had been wearing washed while he was here.  He was getting closer to the coast and knew he would be encountering more people and larger cities.  Appearing washed and better dressed would make him look less like a lost wanderer.
 
   A week later he could actually see the change in the horizon where the Great Western Sea stretched off into the distance, the land having ended.  The path was easier now, a well worn dirt roadway that led toward the still distant city of Garth that was his destination.  He’d started out early and had settled into a sustainable pace when he heard the sound of hooves and the creak of wheels behind him.  Looking back, he saw a large wagon pulled by a team of four large horses coming up from behind.  Sitting on the boxy wooden seat casually directing the animals who obviously knew to simply follow the path was a middle aged heavyset man with a thick brown beard.  Even through the tangle of beard, Rigo could see the smile that formed on the man lips as he pulled alongside.
 
   “It’ll be well after dark ‘afore ye get to Garth,” the man informed him in a deep rumbling voice.
 
   “Is it so obvious that’s where I’m heading?” Rigo replied.
 
   The man chuckled.  It was a pleasant sound.  “From your dress you are not local, and there’s nothing else between here and Garth.  It seems a reasonable assumption.”
 
   “Are you a local then?” Rigo asked.  “Can you tell me what to expect from here?”
 
   The man shook his head.  “I’m not from around here either.  I’m a traveling mender.  I sell a few things, fix the metalwork, carry a few indispensable medicines that I offer for a modest price to the residents.  Each year I pass through on the loop I make through the outlying villages and towns.  I’m actually from Sulen.”
 
   “The capital?” Rigo asked taken aback.  He’d never met anyone who’d been to the capital let alone lived there.  Perhaps he could learn something of value from this man.
 
   “Aye” the man agreed shaking his head up and down.  “My name is Sall.  What about your own?”
 
   Rigo replied in turn.
 
   “Might I offer you a ride?” Sall asked.  “It always makes the journey go easier when one has company.  I also travel somewhat faster than you will on foot.  You could expect to get there before dusk if you ride with me.”
 
   Rigo didn’t need to be persuaded.  He’d been walking for several weeks now, and the thought of riding was almost as enticing as the chance to speak with the man.  He voiced his acceptance and climbed up onto the seat alongside the portly gentleman.  Once he was situated, the man snapped the reins and the team started moving once again.
 
   “Been on the road long?” the man asked.
 
   Rigo told him about his trip across the mountains.  He’d already told him he was from Daro before it occurred to him that it might not be wise.
 
   “Heard of it,” Sall said.  “Never been there though.  It’s a little too far out of the way to justify the travel.  Don’t think I’d make enough in sales for the extra weeks of travel.  I’d have to skirt around the mountains rather than clamber over them as you did.”
 
   Rigo told the man of his desire to see the wider world.  He neglected to mention that his expedition had been triggered by the unfortunate killing of which he’d been accused.  He told him of his father and the tales he had told of far places and of his adopted mother who had come from beyond the Great Sea.
 
   “I’ve always had the wanderlust myself,” Sall agreed.  “It has kept me single and footloose.  There are days I feel I have missed out on something important, but each year after a few months at home I can feel the need to be on the road gnawing at me.  Some are made for the life.  Others not.  How have you found your journey thus far?”
 
   “Lonely,” Rigo answered honestly.
 
   “Aye.  It’ll often be that way, unless you can find a trustworthy traveling companion.  Such are rare.  You will need to become a careful judge of character.  There are many on the road that are sly and treacherous.  One must know how to judge.  Otherwise you will end up with your coin missing and more than likely your throat cut.  Coming from where you have, thus far you have probably encountered few, and those were not to be feared.  You are about to wade into a sea of humanity, and it is filled with sharks and other predators.”
 
   “Can you tell me about Garth?” Rigo asked eagerly.  He knew how he must sound to the experienced Sall, but with the city so close, he was bursting to know what to expect.
 
   For the next hour Sall told him of the city.  It was one of three major ports that were spread along the coast of Branid.  The smallest and oldest of the three ports, Garth, like the others, was built in a naturally occurring bay that provided shelter from the ocean waves.  To the far north the largest natural port had been left to degrade as it was too far from the heartland making it economically infeasible. The city had been built around the port and the Sanbur River which flowed from the mountain they were currently riding down to the mouth of the cove.  Goods were transported from the surrounding countryside for shipment to southern Branid as well as across the Great Sea to far away lands.  Similarly goods that came from afar were distributed to the surrounding countryside, some being shipped overland to Lopal where they were sold for exorbitant prices.  
 
   “It is a busy place,” Sall explained.  “There is much coin to be made, or lost.  It is also a dangerous place.” He looked across at Rigo as he said the latter.
 
   “More so than elsewhere?” Rigo asked.  He had thought himself well prepared for the kind of individuals he might meet during his journey.  He knew of cutpurses and thugs who could be found along the road. His father had warned him, although he had yet to encounter any such criminals.  
 
   “Aye.  There is something about the life aboard ship that makes for hard men.  They are exposed to constant dangers and away from others for long periods.  Shipboard discipline is strict and the punishments harsh.  When the crews come ashore many appear to be looking for trouble.  All know they will soon sail away and be out of reach of the local magistrate.  Hard liquor, women, and gambling are vices they gravitate towards.  Most will cut your throat for a couple of coins.  Be wary when you are out and about.”
 
   Sall pulled back on the reins and brought the wagon to a halt.  They were on a hill on the eastern edge of the city.  From here Rigo could see the city of Garth spread out below him, the winding and haphazard streets like strands of a spider web forming a matrix that surrounded the harbor.  Near the shore he could pick out a half dozen ships, their bare masts extending high above the decks.  The ships were large he could tell, but the actual size difficult to judge without something to set the scale.  Out on the water he could see a single ship with full sail hurrying toward land, hoping to make port before the sun, which was dipping rapidly toward the ocean, could set. 
 
   “Have you thought about where you will stay?” Sall asked.
 
   Rigo admitted he hadn’t.  Not knowing anything about the city, he had planned on staying at the outer perimeter, then finding a cheap inn the following day.
 
   “I would suggest that you find a place in the city tonight.  It is not wise to sleep in the open even on the edge of town.  You might not wake up.”
 
   “The risk is really that high?”  Rigo had never been in a place where one couldn’t safely make camp outside of the village.
 
   “Truthfully, the risks are greater than you might think.  This is especially true in the larger cities.  How much did you wish to spend?  What does your budget allow?”
 
   Rigo told him what he had expected to spend, actually upping the amount realizing he was in an area that would be more expensive.
 
   Sall released a long breath.  “You will find that costs are inflated from what you are familiar with.  For that kind of coin, you will find only the cheapest of accommodations.  That would put you in the rougher area near the port.  You cannot find your way clear to spend a bit more?”
 
   Rigo shook his head.  The amount he had quoted Sall was more than he had originally planned and would seriously deplete his funds.  He would only be able to fund a couple of nights before he would be out of money.  
 
   “I would suggest you stay with me, but I am staying with a friend and am not in a position to extend his hospitality to another.  I can drop you in the area where you will be able to find lodging, but I must warn you once again to take care.”
 
   Rigo nodded understandingly as Sall urged the team onward and turned down one of the packed dirt streets off the main thoroughfare.  They continued toward the ocean, the scent of salt and something else growing stronger as they progressed.
 
   “Fish, seaweed, kelp, refuse,” Sall said sensing Rigo’s attention to the growing odor.  “The ports are always like this.  After a while you won’t even notice.”
 
   Rigo found it difficult to believe that could be so.  He had expected the ocean to be fresh and invigorating.  Not this appalling and overwhelming  assault on the senses.
 
   “Here it is,” Sall said as he brought the wagon to a halt in front of an older and somewhat run down establishment.  The aging sign hanging from a rusty chain over the forbidding entrance sported a faded painting of a ship’s anchor and the lettering with the name Rusty Anchor spelled out in crude letters below the painting.  “I’ve heard of this place.  It doesn’t appear to be much, but it is run by an honest innkeeper and if there is room is more than likely the best accommodations you will find in your price range.  Let’s see what we can learn.”
 
   Without waiting, Sall climbed down from the hard wooden seat and gestured for Rigo to follow.  Together they walked through the dark entrance to the inside.  There the inn was marginally better than outside, but Rigo would have probably fled if he’d encountered the place on his own.  The innkeeper back in Daro would have been appalled by the general lack of cleanliness.  The wooden walls were deeply scarred and one of the inner doors was cracked and ajar on its hinges.  It had been propped permanently open as a result.
 
   None of this appeared to have an impact on Sall, who marched purposefully forward until they arrived at an unpainted counter desk near the center of the structure.  A large, balding man with a salt and pepper beard sat behind the counter, muttering as he made marks on a sheet of paper, comparing something on the sheet to the contents of a dog-eared journal open and placed in a handy location.  The wide hallway they were in continued another dozen feet before ending at a pair of large swinging doors.  Across from the desk was a very large open room with a number of tables and chairs, a large fireplace, and windows with massive shutters now open to show the area outside the back of the inn.  From the closeness of the structures as they had passed down the narrow street to get here, Rigo hadn’t realized how near to the water they were.  Through the windows he could see several adjacent structures, a wide pathway that ran along the upper area of the beach parallel to the water, and the ocean itself.  It couldn’t be more than fifty paces away!
 
   Inside the common area Rigo could see a number of people at the tables.  Some were merely talking, but most were eating.  The low murmur of voices mingling into a meaningless mumble was all he could make out. He saw two people moving between the tables, sometimes stopping to speak with the diners.
 
   “My friend is seeking lodging,” Sall said to the proprietor, dragging Rigo’s attention back to the matter at hand.
 
   The bearded man held up a hand, continued his perusal of the journal, then finally marked something on the sheet of paper.  Carefully he set the paper and the quill down, and looked up at Sall.  He stood and walked over to the counter, his eyes switching back and forth between Sall and Rigo.  He quoted a price for the room.
 
   “That includes the evening meal, mind you,” he added.  “My own wife does the cooking and guests eat the same food as my family.”
 
   The price was considerably more than Rigo had said he was willing to spend.  Risos!  If they wanted that much for a place like this, he would be broke after a night or two.
 
   Sall was not perturbed.  He responded with an offer considerably less than had been quoted.  The proprietor grinned.  The two men exchanged offers, the proprietor extolling the virtues of the room and Sall noting the shortcomings of the establishment.  Finally they came to an agreement, for an amount modestly lower than Rigo had agreed to spend.
 
   “Okay then,” the proprietor said.  “How many nights will you be wanting?”
 
   “Three to start,” Rigo said.  He wasn’t sure how long he would need to be here, but even that would severely tax his purse.
 
   The bearded innkeeper nodded and reached back and retrieved a large brass key and handed it to Rigo.  “Your room is on the second level; room number six.  Payment in advance.  The evening meal has already started and is available for another hour yet.  My wife can’t be expected to serve you at all hours.  Any trouble and you’re out.  No return on your payment.  Understand?”
 
   Rigo nodded and counted out the required coins from his now nearly empty purse.  He handed them over and received the key in return.
 
   “Come, let’s retrieve your things,” Sall said with a happy smile.  
 
   Together they headed back out to the wagon out front.
 
   “The man has a soft heart,” Sall said as they gathered Rigo’s belongings.  “He could tell you were strapped for cash and clearly an outsider.  He let the room go for less than he normally charges.”
 
   “How can you know that?”
 
   “It was obvious in his bargaining.  He wasn’t really trying.”
 
   “Is everything like that here?” Rigo asked.  He was used to a little bargaining from home, but usually people had a clear idea what something was worth and the matter was simple.  Here it seemed like the price might be what the better negotiator could wring out of the other.
 
   “Aye.  The price is often what the seller believes you can afford.  Be wary of everyone who has something to offer.  A block down the way you might find the same thing for a quarter of the price.  Know what you are getting and take your time to investigate.”
 
   It was time for them to part.  Rigo had his few possessions and Sall was preparing to climb back up to the driver’s seat.
 
   “Thank you,” Rigo said to the merchant.  He felt a certain sadness that they would be parting.  In the few hours they had been together the man had helped him understand the area in which he found himself, helped him secure lodging at a fair price, and had acted as a friend.  Once again, Rigo would be on his own.
 
   “Aye,” the merchant said and extended his hand.  “Perhaps our paths will cross again.  Just be careful.  People here are not like those where you grew up.   Be slow to trust and don’t allow them to see what you have.  The smallest item might be considered valuable by someone.”
 
   They clasped hands, and then Sall sat upright.  He snapped the reins and the team started moving once again.  He was able to turn them around in a wide spot in the road a short distance ahead, then passed by Rigo on his way back the way they had come, waving as he passed.  There was nothing for Rigo to do but walk back inside and go locate his accommodations.
 
   He clomped up the worn wooden stairs and turned down the hall in search of his room.  It was located midway down the hall, and the key provided opened the door.  Inside it was dark.  He realized there were shutters that could be opened, and released the catch and pulled them back revealing a grand view of the ocean. The window had no glass.  A series of metal bars were set deep into the hardwood frame of the window, and while a couple rattled loosely, the way they were installed none could be removed without major damage to the window.  No one was coming in or going out that way.  
 
   With the shutters thrown open allowing the light breeze to permeate the room, the musty smell soon disappeared.  There was a small stand of drawers with a candle and flint next to the bed.  The bed wasn’t exactly soft, but it was far superior to the hard ground he had become used to.  There were only a couple of small holes in the bed covers, and enough blankets he was sure he would be quite warm even with the shutters thrown wide should he so desire.
 
   He set his pack on the bed, and leaned the staff against the wall.  They should be safe enough here while he ate.  He knew no one would get very far with the staff.  Besides, it wasn’t the kind of thing that anyone was likely to steal.  The innkeeper had told him he had an hour before they stopped serving.  He was quite hungry and decided that food should be the first order of business.  Locking the door behind him, he made his way back down to the common room.
 
   There were fewer people present than there had been just a short time ago and Rigo could pick where he wanted to sit.  He chose a spot off to one side close to one of the open windows.  The evening breeze was bringing in the smell of salt air which was surprisingly fresh here, the somewhat rotten smell no longer present or noticeable.
 
   “Would you like supper?” a soft voice asked from beside him.  Rigo hadn’t heard her come over and was somewhat startled.  He looked at the serving girl.  She was perhaps sixteen, plain looking and demurely dressed.  He guessed she was the daughter of the innkeeper, or at least family of some sort.  The other server was older, and male.  Probably her brother.
 
   “Please,” he replied.
 
   “We have either stew or fish steaks tonight,” the girl replied.  “Either comes with a plate of hard bread and house wine.”
 
   Rigo didn’t have to think long.  He’d never had fish and wasn’t sure that was something he wanted to try his first night here.  He was hungry and decided he would be better served with a solid meal before becoming adventurous with new foods.
 
   “I’ll have the stew,” he told her.
 
   She smiled and nodded.  “I’ll be back shortly.”
 
   Rigo surreptitiously studied the other patrons while he waited for his supper to arrive.  In the far corner was a family of four.  The man and woman had two teenaged children.  All were dressed differently than himself, but in clothing that was of the same general quality.  Poor.  He could hear enough to discover they were planning on a sea voyage the following day.  He wondered where they might be going and how they came by the funds for such a trip.  Closer to the fire were a couple of burly men in their thirties.  They had mugs of something and talked heads together quietly.  Rigo wondered if they were sailors or soldiers.  The size of the men suggested they were one or the other.
 
   “Here you go,” the girl said surprising him again.  She set down a medium sized bowl of the stew and a wooden plate with the bread.  Finally she placed a large mug of wine.  “There’s seconds on the wine.  Call me if you need a refill.”  Then she smiled and wandered off leaving him to his meal.
 
   He was shocked by the smell of the stew.  Then he realized it wasn’t the meat stew he was familiar with, but a stew made of the locally available food, fish.  There were vegetables he couldn’t identify, and a clear broth that was clearly spiced.  Cautiously he took a small taste.  Different, and he found the texture disquieting.  Slowly he chewed and gradually became accustomed to the flavor.  After several spoonfuls he decided he liked it.  The bread was more than hard, and he ate sparingly of it.  The wine was harsh and a little bitter, clearly not the vintage for which Branid was so justly proud.  Still, by the time he had finished the bowl, and more of the bread than he’d expected, he was pleasantly full. Once softened by the broth, the bread wasn’t bad either.  When the girl came by and offered more wine, he declined.  It wasn’t that good and he wanted a clear head.  He was remembering the cautions that Sall had so recently given him.
 
    
 
   He slept far better than he might have expected, and woke to the call of gulls and the faint wash of the waves breaking on the beach.  He grinned and threw back the covers.  Today he would see the ships up close.  He dressed, then grabbed his staff and headed out, stopping briefly at the washroom on the first level and then to ask directions before leaving to explore.
 
   The Rusty Anchor was less than a half mile from the main docks, and Rigo set off with a happy stride in that direction.  Halfway there he passed through a small marketplace already bustling with activity as residents completed their daily shopping.  He purchased a fresh apple from one of the vendors and ate as he continued toward the docks.
 
   The docks were encompassed by a number of large warehouses that had huge doors, now flung open as myriad dockhands scurried in and out leading wagonloads of goods toward the waiting ships for loading while others brought similarly laden wagons of other items that had been offloaded.  He walked along the wooden walkway toward the ships themselves, bypassing the busy workers.  Finally he stood opposite one of the vessels and marveled that something so large could exist.  The ropes twanged softly as they were stretched tight, then allowed to go slack as the water moved the ship back and forth.  Huge cylindrical bumpers hung from the side of the ships to protect the hull from abuse by the dock as the water moved it up against the heavy timbers.  Rigo watched as the heavy bumpers were mashed and deformed by the mass of the huge vessels.
 
   He lingered for a while as heavy loads were extracted from the interior of the ship and swung over the side and lowered to the dock by skillful workmen.  Finally he moved on, and watched the scene being repeated at a number of other vessels.  In some cases the flow was the opposite direction, but in every case the actions were smooth and seemingly effortless.  Only one ship was quiet with no activity.
 
   Rigo decided that the ships that were being loaded was where he needed to inquire about possible passage.  He was uncertain how to proceed as everyone appeared so busy and he didn’t want to start off by getting underfoot.
 
   “Ya looking for something, mate?” a ragged voice asked.  The accent was thick, but Rigo was able to drag the question out of the burr.
 
   “I wanted to speak with someone about possible passage,” he said to the burly man with a missing ear.
 
   “This would not be the time to be disturbing the captain,” he was told.  “Tonight, he and the other captains will gather at the tavern.  That’s when they consider passengers.”
 
   “The tavern?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Aye.  The Drowned Rat.  It’s off the wharf a couple of blocks up Main Street.  Anyone can direct you.  The sailor told him the name of the ship as well as the captain.”
 
   Rigo nodded his thanks.  He had time to explore and expected he could locate the bar without too much difficulty.  Already he was getting his bearings.  
 
   After another hour watching the bustle of activity, Rigo found he was losing interest.  He elected to go in search of the tavern, then explore a bit of the town.  He was becoming uncertain what he expected to accomplish now that he was actually here.  The ships were impressive, and while he wished to see where they might take him, he knew he would be unable to fund such a voyage.  He also wondered if it was the wrong choice.  He obviously knew little of this land.  It was starting to seem premature to sail off to one completely foreign.
 
   The bar and several others were easily located as the sailor had suggested.  They were open, but a quick check inside showed only a few patrons were present.  All seemed engaged in drinking and gaming.  Rigo purchased a mug of the local bir and while he drank it watched a table of four sailors playing some kind of card game.  The men had some of their cards showing on the table while they held others in their hands.  They were betting on the card to be drawn as each player took his turn.  The three standard suits of fifteen cards, shovels, blades, and gems, were in use, with gems the dominant suit as usual.  Other than that, Rigo couldn’t make sense of the game at all.  What he did discover was his ability to know what card was about to be drawn.  He had to concentrate, but found he was always right.
 
   The game of dice was more readily understood.  The rules appeared to be simple and straightforward.  Curious what he could do, he was intrigued to discover that while he couldn’t predict the specific outcome of the toss, he could tell when it was wise to make a wager and when not to do so.  A number of possible results could be advantageous to the bettors.  He also could sense that one of the men was cheating.  Rigo didn’t understand the nuances of the game enough to understand how, but he was certain that was the case.  It wasn’t his problem, and when he finished his brew, he left to continue his exploration.
 
   He located several more markets scattered around the docks.  Some of the items for sale were totally unfamiliar to him.  Many of the fruits were varieties he had never encountered, which once again underscored to him how little he really knew of the world.
 
   In the village square he came across a magic show and was immediately interested.  This was the first time he’d ever heard anyone publicly admit to magic and wondered if part of his quest might have ended so quickly.  Perhaps it was only in the provinces where people didn’t know of magic.  If he could show someone here what he could do, maybe they would accept him into their ranks and teach him more of what he knew had to be possible.
 
   His excitement was short-lived, however.  It was readily apparent to his keen eye augmented by his unique senses that what he was seeing wasn’t magic but some kind of slight of hand.
 
   “Aren’t they marvelous,” a young woman remarked to him.  She and her consort were watching the show next to him.
 
   “They use trickery,” Rigo complained.  “What you appear to see is not what is happening.”
 
   “Of course not,” the woman replied.  “The fun is in trying to figure out how they do it.  You didn’t think it was really magic did you?”  She had taken in his country clothes and realized he wasn’t local.
 
   “No, I guess not,” he said and turned away.  
 
    
 
   After the evening meal, Rigo grabbed his staff and headed out into the dusk with the intent to return to the Drowned Rat.  He knew the direction he needed to go, and with a full moon he had no trouble finding his way.  In some of the busier areas, torches had been lit along the street to help light the path.  The crowds grew thicker as he approached the areas where the sailors spent their liberty time.  The Drowned Rat, like the other taverns were crowded and loud this evening.  
 
   He pushed his way inside, jostled by the sailors making their way as they moved in the opposite direction.  Rigo went straight to the bar and ordered another bir.  He wanted to observe before he took any action.  
 
   He was certain that he knew where the ship captains had set up.  There were several men at the same table who were dressed better than the others in the room.  They were allowed to converse in peace, while at most of the tables, rowdy sailors would frequently stop and exchange loud greetings and curses with those gaming.  Rigo could see that drinks were being served by mostly younger women dressed in scandalous outfits designed to reveal their charms.  They allowed familiarity and caresses from the patrons that would have gotten men arrested back home.  Other women waited on the balcony overlooking the main room, and periodically one or more of the sailors would make their way up the stairs to the whoops and jeers of their comrades.  Rigo didn’t have to guess what that was about.  He was mostly but not entirely inexperienced with the fairer sex, and he knew what those girls were here for.  
 
   “I’m looking for Captain Narthum,” Rigo finally asked the bartender.
 
   The man pointed across the room to a small table behind the one Rigo had been looking at earlier.  A lone man sat there watching the merriment taking place.  Rigo suspected he was watching his own sailors.  He was scheduled to depart the following day, and would want to make sure his crew would be able.
 
   Rigo expressed his thanks, set down his empty mug and headed across the room.  The dark bearded face of Captain Narthum looked up at him when he stopped next to his table.
 
   “Aye,” the man asked.
 
   “Captain Narthum?” Rigo asked just to be certain.
 
   “That I am.  Why do you care?”
 
   “I am curious about booking passage on a ship.  I am told you will be heading to Kal’Ran.”
 
   “You have been informed correctly.  Kal’Ran will be the first port of call on this voyage.  Why would you want to go there?  It is not a common destination.”
 
   “My mother was from there,” Rigo replied.
 
   Captain Narthum shook his head.  “Not so.  There is none of the Kal’Ran blood in your veins.  It shows true overwhelming other strains.”
 
   “She was my adopted mother.  I thought I would like to see where she came from.”
 
   Captain Narthum peered at him for some time.  “Perhaps so.  It is a long voyage.  Almost two months.  Have you experience with sea travel?  Two months can be very long if one suffers from motion sickness.  It will also be costly.  Conveying passengers and providing their food is not my primary interest.  Perhaps you would be willing to eat what the crew does and not be expecting a higher standard of provisions.”
 
   “That would be acceptable,” Rigo agreed, not knowing for sure what he was agreeing to.  “What would such a voyage cost?”
 
   Captain Narthum examined Rigo once again.  Finally he quoted a sum.  Rigo was shocked at the amount.  He didn’t know what to say.
 
   “You weren’t expecting that, were you?  There are others who might be cheaper.  They are not here at the moment, but should reach port here within a month.  You might want to speak with them.”  He gave Rigo the names.
 
   “That is indeed more than I expected,” Rigo admitted.  He had known that he couldn’t afford the voyage, but hadn’t realized how far off he’d been on his estimate of what it might cost.  The captain had also given him something to think about.  He didn’t know anything about this seasickness.  It would be wise to understand that before venturing on an extended voyage.  Perhaps there was a way to make a short trip to see how he took to it.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Rigo finally managed to say.  “I shouldn’t have bothered you, but I needed to know.  I am unable to fund such a trip at the moment.”
 
   The Captain smiled.  “That was obvious before you sat down.  Go home.  This is not the place for someone as young and naive as yourself.  There are those who would take advantage of you.  I know of several Captains that would offer you passage for a modest sum, then once you were at sea and away from port, you would find yourself impressed and part of the crew.  You don’t know what you are involved with here.  Be careful.”
 
   Rigo stood.  Surprisingly the Captain extended his hand as he did so.  Clearly, this was an honorable and considerate man.  They shook, and then Rigo turned and walked back across the room and then out the double doors onto the street.  He had learned a great deal, but he wasn’t sure what it meant to him and what he should do next.  As he headed down the darkened street toward the Rusty Anchor, he failed to notice the three men who had stepped away from the shadows along side the tavern and began to follow him down the quiet street.  Rigo was headed away from the direction where most of the night traffic tended to flow.
 
   “Are you sure of this one?” asked one of the men softly of the ringleader.  “He doesn’t look to be having much coin.”
 
   “You saw the warm greeting the Captain gave him.  They had business.  He was clearly seeking out the Captain to book passage somewhere.  That is never cheap.  Loest alerted me to him earlier.  He is seldom wrong.”  Loest was the bartender at the Drowned Rat and frequently alerted the man to potential targets for a cut of the takings.  “He’s a dumb one at that.  He’s headed out onto the pier at this hour.”
 
   Quietly the three men followed the youth as he walked past the closed warehouses and out onto the pier.  This one was deserted, with no ships at anchor.  It allowed for a good view of the bay, with the full moon overhead, but was not the kind of place a man should wander alone at this hour.
 
   “There’s no way he can slip past us,” the leader said.  “We’ll do this the usual way.”
 
   The usual way meant the other two would come up from behind while the leader held the attention of the victim.  It also meant there was usually a body floating in on the morning tide.
 
   “Are you lost?” asked a gruff voice causing Rigo to break off his thinking.  He’d been lost in thought since leaving the tavern and had come out here where it was quiet to think.  Now he suddenly realized what a bad mistake that might have been.  He turned toward the voice and what he saw did nothing to alter his misgivings.  The man was tall and powerful, with a short sword held loosely by his side.  His hair was long and scraggly, and he wore several days of stubble on his chin as opposed to a proper beard.  
 
   Before Rigo could respond the man said, “I’ll be having a look at your purse.”
 
   There it was.  Right out in the open.  It was what he should have been alert to and could have probably avoided had he gone straight back to the inn.  Well, Sall had tried to warn him.  But he was still used to Daro where one could wander freely at night without fear of being accosted.  If he survived this encounter he would need to adjust his actions in the future.
 
   There was little to be gained by answering the man.  Rigo brought his staff around and held it in both hands.  He was less than marginal with edged weapons, but his father had taught him a thing or two about fighting with the long wooden shaft and he’d practiced carefully.  The outcome wasn’t as certain as this thug thought.  Then Rigo heard the scrape along the dock behind him.  He might have guessed.  There were more of them.  He backpedaled and shot a look over his shoulder to assess the situation.  Two more that he could see.  Both armed with knives rather than swords.
 
   “Gut him,” one of the muggers whispered to the man with the sword from behind him.  
 
   As the swordsman advanced, Rigo heard the two men behind begin to move toward him as well.  Rigo stepped around a heavy barrel that was sitting near the edge of the dock and flung out his right hand with the palm flat and upraised toward one of the two men attempting to sneak in behind him.  Ten feet away, the man Rigo had targeted felt a heavy blow strike him in the chest and was shocked to find himself being flung off the edge of the pier into the water.
 
   One down.  Rigo had no time to repeat the maneuver, and returned his hand to his staff and turned toward the man who had initially confronted him.  The man was already swinging his sword, the blade coming in low and fast with the intent of cutting Rigo’s legs out from under him.  These men had no intent of taking him alive.  They would gut him as the man had suggested, and toss his remains into the bay.
 
   Rigo parried the blow with the staff, the blade biting deep into the wood of the pole with a solid “thunk”.  The blade was driven so deep into the wood it didn’t immediately come free as the attacker had hoped, and Rigo was able to use his leverage to yank the weapon from the man’s hands.  With a sharp flick of his wrist, Rigo caused the sword to break free of the staff and fly over his head into the water.  That gave him a few moments to deal with the remaining attacker coming up from the other direction.
 
   The man was cut from the same mold as the one he had taken the sword from.  He was coming up quickly hoping to bury the knife he carried into Rigo’s back while his attention had been on the man in front.  He hadn’t expected to see his friend disarmed so easily.  Now he was too close to back away but not close enough to reach Rigo with the knife.  Staffs and knives are not equal in such situations.  With a suddenly flick of the long pole, Rigo whacked the man along the side of the head, causing him to drop limply to the dock.
 
   Now there was one left.  Rigo turned and faced his original attacker.  The man had drawn his own short knife and was considering how to proceed.  Clearly this one was more experienced than the other two, and now that he had seen how Rigo used the staff was watching it carefully looking for an opening.
 
   “Let it go,” Rigo warned.  
 
   The attacker now faced a quandary of his own.  He was too close to break off easily.  If he tried, Rigo could more than likely chase him down and render him unconscious with the long reach of the staff.  Also, he was obviously overmatched.  As good as the man was with the knife, he wasn’t good enough to overcome the advantage of reach the man had with the staff.  There was also the matter of what the man had done to fling the first of his cohorts off the pier.  He still didn’t understand how that had been done.
 
   The knife wielder lunged, faking an attack hoping to cause the staff carrying mark to make a mistake.  If he couldn’t, this might end badly.  The staff whistled by his head, and if it hadn’t been for his lightening reflexes he would have been on the dock with his partner.  A couple of quick counter moves had Rigo backing up.  Then Rigo did something that made no sense to his attacker.  He simply let the staff fall to the dock as if surrendering.  The attacker advanced, a wicked grin in place.  He didn’t understand, but he also didn’t care.  The victim was his now.
 
   Then Rigo raised his two hands and brought them sharply together.  The attacker was five feet away and had a brief moment to feel sharp blows on either side of his head before he crumpled unconscious, the knife falling from his hand.
 
   Rigo looked at the fallen mugger and let out his breath.  He hadn’t been sure he could do it, but his experiments back in Daro had suggested he should be able to.  He was gratified to see his magic was as effective as he’d thought.  He held out his hand and the staff leapt off the pier and smacked firmly into his grip.  Rigo tested the man with the end of his staff to verify he was indeed unconscious, then advanced to have a closer look.
 
   The small knife gleamed on the dock and Rigo picked it up.  He couldn’t be certain in the moonlight, but the blade looked shiny with small ripples in the metal of the blade.  He thought it might be pure Kellmore steel.  Only the knife makers in the southern region of Kellmore knew how to make such blades.  It was far better than his own, so he retrieved the leather sheath from the unconscious man’s belt, slipped the fine blade into it, and placed it on his own belt.  He’d have a better look at it later.
 
   These men were obviously muggers and killers and had intended to rob and murder him.  He had felt no guilt then at returning the favor.  He checked the man’s belt and discovered a small purse.  He retrieved it and had a look.  There wasn’t a fortune inside, but from the gleam of gold and silver there was more coin than Rigo had started this journey with.  He slipped the purse onto his own belt and went to check the second man.
 
   The knife this man had carried was far inferior and Rigo tossed it into the water without a concern.  He found a second purse which he appropriated as well.  He’d check the contents when he was safe at the inn.  It would probably be a favor to everyone to slit the throats of these two vagabonds, but Rigo wasn’t built that way.  He’d let them be.  The one he’d tossed into the bay must have drowned since he’d heard nothing since the man struck the water.  That was enough killing for one night. He wasn’t about to dispatch two unconscious men and didn’t want to deal with the authorities over the matter by reporting the attack.  There were actions he’d taken he wouldn’t want to explain.
 
   He stood and with a final glance headed back down the pier, turning toward the Rusty Anchor at the far end.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   When he was safely back in his room, Rigo heaved a sigh of relief and relaxed for the first time since the three men had braced him.  His mind was in turmoil.  He’d never killed anyone before, and he was certain that the man he’d tossed into the sea with a push powered by his magic had drowned.  How could someone live by all this water and not know how to swim?  Rigo had only wanted to take the attacker out of the fight and reduce the odds against himself.  For that matter, he didn’t really know the fate of the other two.  His father had warned him that knocking someone on the head hard enough to put them out could have grave consequences.  While it might be said the men deserved whatever happened to them, Rigo wasn’t at ease with the thought he had most likely killed, even in self defense, and maybe more than once.  
 
   After lighting the candle in his room, he took the staff and ran his hand along the length, checking it for damage.  As he expected, the time worn smooth surface was intact, even down near the bottom where the sword had hacked into the wood.  There was no sign of the cut the blade had made during the fight.  The staff had thrown off the damage and returned to its pristine state, if such a word could be applied to something that appeared worn and aged as the staff did.  He’d seen similar damage shrugged off by the staff in the past.  Once he’d had to use the staff to break into a burning building to help a trapped family back in Daro.  The portion that had been thrust into the flames had been blackened and burned, but the next morning had lost all sign of the damage.  There were several marks and dents on the staff, but those had been there from the first day Rigo had found it and he had decided they were a form of camouflage.  A staff as old as this wasn’t supposed to look unmarked, so it had marks.  He had never managed to add to the collection of scars the staff carried.  Rigo didn’t know why or how the staff had come to be lost so close to where he lived, but he knew that, like himself, it had powers that were not to be found anywhere else.
 
   He set the staff against the wall near the head of his bed and retrieved the two coin purses.  The coins inside clinked against one another as he upended the purses and allowed the contents to spill onto the top blanket of his cot.  He set the purses aside and sat down to count his sudden wealth.  He had no qualms about taking the coin.  It was fair payment for the attack, and he knew the men would have taken more than money from him had they won the fight.
 
   Six gold Royales, seven silver Falcons and twenty-two cents, which meant just over another two Falcons!  The cents were of silver as well, but were made from the small centers punched out of the larger silver coins.  The holes were flattened and repressed to make the smaller denomination coin.  It took ten of them to add up to a full Falcon.  Twenty-five falcons were required to make a full Royale.  This was considerably more money than he’d had when his journey started.  It wouldn’t even make a dent on the fee that Captain Narthum had quoted him for the voyage to Kal’Ran, but it would serve him well on his journey once he decided where he would be going next.  He was surprised that the men had such a princely sum on their person.
 
   A little numb, Rigo gathered up the coins and placed several of the Falcons in his own bag, gathering the others together and putting them back in the finer of the two remaining purses.  The last one he would dispose of in the morning.  The purse containing all the Royales and the majority of his new wealth he hid under the thin mattress of his cot.  He’d have to think of a better way to hide the coins when he traveled, but at least having two separate containers for his coin would serve as a first level of hiding the money.
 
   Finally, the adventures of the day began to weigh on him and he shed his clothes and slid beneath the covers on the cot.  It took a surprisingly long time, but eventually he drifted off to sleep.  He was surprised to open his eyes and see that the room was brightly lit by the morning sun.
 
    
 
   When he left the inn a short while later, Rigo turned away from the docks and headed in the opposite direction.  He’d seen the large marketplace as he’d come into Garth with Sall and now had reason to seek the place out.  He had sufficient funds to consider a few additional purchases that would ease his travels.  He had decided during the night that he would travel down the coast and loop inland toward Sulen when he was far enough south.  Sulen was the capital, and if any place might have answers to some of his questions, that would likely be the place.  It would take several weeks of travel, and he’d learned that the bag in which he carried his goods was not the most convenient for the extended walking he had been doing.  He also thought that a better set of clothes would be appropriate.
 
   The walk to the market center took more than forty-five minutes, but allowed him a chance to think.  He was suddenly uncomfortable with the amount of money he carried and felt that everyone was aware of the fortune he had on his belt.  He hadn’t felt comfortable leaving the coin in the room, and he wasn’t exactly comfortable carrying it on his person.  He would have to get used to the idea, because he would have no choice as he traveled.
 
   Finally he reached his destination and as he wandered among the shops and stalls he was distracted by the goods offered for sale.  He found several items that he thought he would like, but then recalling Sall’s warning, walked away without buying when he was unable to bargain the price down near something he considered fair.  As he’d been told, he found similar items elsewhere in the market, and in one case a far better choice for a smaller price.  He found the clothes he sought, a carrying pack, and a special money belt that he could strap to his body under his clothes.  That he purchased even though the price seemed high.
 
   Finally he was finished, and he turned back toward the inn.  He wandered back through the marketplace, this time seeing shops and vendors that he hadn’t paid any attention to while his mind had been focused on his shopping.  Near the center of the market he spotted a large, cheerful tavern, that seemed to be doing a bustling business.  That was always a good sign, and Rigo realized he was hungry, having not eaten since the dinner provided by the inn the previous night.  He stepped inside and was directed to a small table off to one side.
 
   “Wine, bir, or ale?” asked the comely young server who appeared at his side within moments of his being seated. Her costume bared her shoulders and revealed just a hint of tanned bosom under the cream colored blouse.  She wore a long dark skirt that hid her feet and carried an oval platter on which Rigo assumed she delivered customers orders.
 
   “The ale I think,” Rigo replied.  
 
   She nodded and pointed to a heavy piece of parchment attached to the wall.  While I’m fetching your ale, you can consider your selection,” she said.
 
   That was novel, Rigo thought.  He’d never been in a place where the server didn’t simply tell one what was available.  He read down the list and found several items that interested him.  He could dine far better here than back at the inn.  Of course, he didn’t know what the prices were, as they weren’t listed.
 
   The woman returned with his ale, which was surprisingly cool and tasty.  They discussed the items and prices, and Rigo made his selection.  He drank his ale and considered his options while waiting.  
 
   He had another night to see what he could learn of the roads heading south.  He suspected there would be multiple paths heading toward the capital.  He didn’t want to go there direct, which would mean heading inland almost immediately.  He preferred to travel along the coast for a while and see more of the vast ocean.  He had to believe there was a major road headed that way, and once he was closer, a road that would take him to Sulen.
 
   While he was mulling over the possibilities, the server returned with his selection.  It was better than he could have hoped, and he dug in enthusiastically.  By the time he had cleaned his plate he still wished for more, but realized he was full.  The flavor of the dish more than his hunger was urging him for seconds, so he reluctantly finished off the excellent ale.  On his way back out to the square, he noticed a gaming area off in one corner of the tavern.  Several men were playing, and something drew him to watch.  
 
   Once again it was the ever popular dicing game.  Four men were betting on the throw of the fifth man, and money was changing hands.  Once again Rigo realized he could instinctively sense when to bet.   He knew he could make some money if he joined the game, but was it fair?  With his special ability, he had an unusual advantage.  He decided his ability was borderline cheating.  In one sense, he was using an innate skill, just as several of the others used their ability to read the faces and body language of their competition, he used what his mind told him.  Still, his ability was truer than the skills the other players relied on.  He was about to turn away when he suddenly sensed that the man who held the dice was cheating.  Rigo wasn’t certain how the man was doing it, but he was certain it was the case.
 
   That changed things.  Rigo had no problem turning tables on a cheater.  He wandered over and asked if he might join in.  Eager for another pigeon to fleece, the man with the dice agreed, especially after Rigo produced several falcons to show he had the funds.  
 
   Rigo allowed himself to lose the first couple of tosses on which he bet.  It was not a requirement to bet on any given toss, so he watched and jumped in periodically.  He was down three Falcons when he seemingly boldly matched a bet by the cheater and won five Falcons back.  Confident now that he’d had a chance to actually exploit his skill, Rigo played cautiously, careful not to always win, and careful to take the larger pots when the money was that of the cheater.  Rigo attempted to lose back money he’d won from the others, but it was impossible to completely balance the exchange.  In less than an hour he had won the equivalent of an additional eight Royales.  He decided it was time to quit.  The cheater was getting annoyed at his unexpected losses, and Rigo didn’t want to bring anymore attention to himself than he already had.  He pulled back the rest of his winnings and left the game.
 
   Rigo left the tavern and headed back out into the market square.  He had learned a bit of caution after the previous night, and checked behind himself to see if anyone had followed.  While he was waiting in a darkened shady spot watching the market behind him, he noticed a vendor selling charms and jewelry.  Deciding he was less obvious if he appeared to be shopping, Rigo wandered over to examine the merchandise.  Almost immediately a man’s necklace with a heavy chain supporting a blue jeweled version of the Looped Circles of Risos caught his attention.  Rigo wasn’t particularly a believer, but something about the necklace drew him.
 
   “How much?” he asked the vendor.
 
   Rigo shook his head at the stated price.  He wasn’t in a mood to bargain, so turned and started away.  The man called after him with a much reduced price.  Rigo ignored him and continued on his way.  Realizing he was about to lose a sale, the vendor called after him once again, this time with a price almost a tenth of the original request.  Rigo hadn’t really been paying attention, having already almost forgotten the necklace, but then turned and repeated the number back at the vendor.
 
   The man nodded sadly.  Rigo considered, then walked back and handed the man the requested amount, taking the necklace in exchange.  Upon examination, the necklace was used, with several dents and scratches in the chain and in the metal loops that encased the blue stone.  
 
   So, maybe not such a deal even at the price.  Rigo shrugged and slipped the chain over his head.  It hadn’t cost that much, and after his winnings he deserved to treat himself.  Carrying his other purchases, he headed back to the Rusty Anchor.
 
    
 
   “Master Rigo,” called the innkeeper as he was leaving the inn again some time later.  He had considered his newly acquired wealth and was curious if he could afford to take a ship down the coast to Nulwar, which would put him much closer to the capital and provide him the opportunity to experience a short sea voyage.  
 
   “Wait for a moment,” the innkeeper urged, coming out from behind his desk.  
 
   Rigo turned back and met the man halfway.
 
   “Are you headed to the docks?” the innkeeper asked.
 
   Rigo nodded.
 
   “I thought as much.  My daughter said you had been going that way frequently.  It’ll be dark in another hour or so.  I thought you should be aware that ill deeds have visited that area.  Three men were found dead this morning, clearly the result of criminal intent.  You should think carefully about being there alone after the sun sets.”
 
   Three men.  That was too much of a coincidence.  Rigo felt momentarily sick that he might have killed all of them.  They were no loss to the world, but even so that he might have killed them unintentionally didn’t sit well.
 
   “What happened to them?” he asked trying to keep his voice neutral.
 
   “One washed up on the tide this morning.  The other two were known to be brigands, and were found on the pier with their throats cut.”  
 
   So he hadn’t been the cause of all the deaths.  At least not directly.  He couldn’t kid himself that he was entirely absolved of responsibility.  He had left them there unconscious and vulnerable to whomever had finished them off.  
 
   “Does anyone know what happened?”
 
   “Unlikely it will ever be known.  Men like these kill themselves off all the time.  But the fact the action is recent suggests extra precaution should be taken.  That’s especially true for an outsider such as yourself.  Is there any reason your business cannot wait until the morrow and daylight?”
 
   “I wished to inquire about passage on one of the ships down the coast,” Rigo told him.  “I was led to believe one should speak with the captains at one of the taverns after the day’s work was complete.”
 
   The innkeeper was shaking his head.  “That might be the case for a voyage across the Great Sea, but the ships that sail along the coast are more regulated.  There is an office not far from here where you can book passage.  There is no need to venture down by the waterfront.”  He explained to Rigo where he should go.
 
   “I appreciate your concern,” Rigo said.  “I will go where you have suggested and see what I can learn.”
 
    
 
   Walking back after a successful visit to the maritime office of the coastal shipping company the innkeeper had pointed him to, Rigo considered where he wanted to eat tonight.  Then he decided he would take advantage of the free meal at the inn.  The food wasn’t that bad, and he shouldn’t start thinking himself wealthy.  The fare for the three-day voyage, in the lowest class with two meals per day and a hammock in a common room, had run just short of a full Royale.  While that had not significantly depleted his funds, he couldn’t expect to always be so flush and should continue to conserve what he had.  He would have to negotiate another night at the inn as it was, since the ship he was booked on wouldn’t leave until the day after tomorrow.  He would have to be at the docks just after sun up, but would require a room for another night. Decision made, he picked up his pace.  There was little point being out after dark even here.  It wasn’t that far from the docks after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
   Rigo stood on the passenger observation deck of the ship as the crew carefully maneuvered her from the dock.  It looked to be a tricky task, yet the men who swarmed across the main deck hauling on ropes and shouting indecipherable commands were clearly used to it.  Slowly the gap between the ship and the pier grew and then an unheard command must have been given because sails were suddenly being raised on the central mast.  This ship carried three masts, and Rigo assumed all would be filled with the snapping white sails before long.  Now, however, even with only the central mast partially filled with sail, he could see the forward motion as the ship moved away from the pier.  They were under way!
 
   He continued to watch the activity below as well as the shoreline as the ship began to pull away and gain speed.  It was novel and instructive to see the city of Garth from this unique perspective.  At first he was able to pick out a few landmarks he was familiar with, including the ocean facing side of the Rusty Anchor.  Then the jumble of buildings and streets became unfamiliar and soon the city itself was fading into the distance.  Still he remained, although the other passengers who had come up had now mostly departed.  The feel of the salty ocean air on his face was a new experience, as was the motion of the ship under his feet.
 
   The scratched and corroded brass plaque mounted along the forward barrier of the passenger viewing area indicated the ship had been constructed twenty-two years earlier.  That made it older than himself, which gave him an odd feeling.  Men had been sailing on this vessel, making this identical trip, several years before he was even conceived.  While the ship seemed sound enough, at least to Rigo’s untrained eyes, it did show the marks of years.  The bronze fittings were shiny and cared for, but worn and rounded from years of use and polish.  The wood was dented and scarred, and the common cabin where his hammock was strung bore the marks of literally thousands of previous passengers.  
 
   Now there were only a couple of passengers left on the observation deck.  All of those remaining were like himself, passengers of the lowest rank, third class.  He had seen each of them in the large common room when he had first come aboard.  Unlike the higher paying passengers they didn’t have private quarters to retire to.  Going back to the cabin would mean lying in the hammock, which didn’t appeal while there was this adventure to experience.  It was too early to visit the dining area since only a late breakfast, starting tomorrow, and dinner would be served.  They had been told they could use the room for other activities during the day, so Rigo thought he would check it out later and see what it was like to watch the sea from the tables there.
 
   The ship that had appeared so large from the docks, now felt considerably smaller.  As the land receded and water stretched away in every direction he could sense how insignificant they really were.  He wondered what it would be like to travel so far that all sign of land would be lost.  He’d been told that they would follow the coast and the land would be visible for the entire trip.  He wasn’t sure why, but was glad that was the case.  One step at a time.
 
   He turned and headed for the aft stairway.  That one was reserved for passengers in his class and the class immediately above his own.  The narrow stairs were awkward with his staff, but he managed, bypassing the first deck where the doorway was secured, and continuing down until he reached the second level.  The stairs continued downward to the crew level and whatever other mysteries existed below.  He stepped out into the central hallway and hesitated until he got his bearings.  To the right side, starboard he’d been told, was the single large community cabin where he would spend his nights.  On the port side was a series of small cabins for those traveling second class.  Only about forty percent of the length of the vessel was used for passenger accommodations.  Both forward and aft were areas that were inaccessible from their part of the ship where cargo and officer crew were located.  Cargo was the real money maker for these voyages and the previous day the crew had been scurrying over the vessel as load after load of goods were placed aboard.  Rigo had watched from the docks.
 
   Forward, along the bulkhead that separated the passengers from the restricted areas was the large dining room that stretched across the width of the ship.  He’d been told that the first class deck above them had a similar layout with considerably larger private cabins along either side.  Supposedly there were six of the large staterooms on that deck, but he didn’t know how many were occupied this trip.  As near as Rigo could discern, the vessel was carrying less than half what it was able in the two classes he could interact with.
 
   For the first few hours, Rigo was fascinated.  The land that drifted past was varied in character.  There were small villages, some appearing almost deserted and others bustling with activity.  There were green fields that came almost to the water, and areas where impressive hills and steep cliffs made access to the ocean difficult.  Slowly, however, a combination of familiarity and the fact the ship was slowly moving farther from land making it difficult to ascertain details, took the newness from the experience.  While Rigo could sense how quickly they were moving and how long it would have taken him to progress this far on land, he understood that this kind of travel could become boring.  At least he had detected no sign of the motion sickness that Captain Narthum had warned him about.
 
   Late afternoon found him back outside.  He liked the breeze and found sitting inside less appealing.  He had left his staff in his hammock.  He wasn’t worried that something might happen to it.  It appeared no more than an old stick to the casual observer, and he knew he could toss it overboard and when he returned to his quarters later it would be there waiting for him.
 
   “Is this your first voyage?” asked a seductive voice behind him.
 
   Rigo turned to look who it might be.  A young woman, perhaps a year or two younger than himself was coming up behind him and reaching for the railing to steady herself.  The first thing he noticed, of course, were her startling features.  Immediately afterwards his eyes scanned her quickly from head to foot, something he couldn’t help, which he was sure she had detected by the wry smile on her lips.  Her hair, which fell to mid waist wasn’t blond, nor red.  The color was something in between, and was being teased and tossed by the breeze.  She wore a skirt which nominally hung far enough to cover her shoes, but which was frequent blown by the wind affording him a glimpse of shapely legs.  While her cream blouse was buttoned to the neck, the breeze pressed it snuggly against her revealing beyond any question that she was indeed a fully developed woman.  The sleeves were short, and like her legs, her arms were firm and shapely.
 
   “Is it that obvious?” Rigo asked, looking into the light green eyes.  It was immediately clear that this young woman was one of the upper class passengers.  Since there was only the one passenger deck, this was the one common area where passengers of all classes might encounter one another.  The upper class had their own stairway, which bypassed the lower deck entirely.  
 
   The young woman smiled.  “There is something about the intentness with which you try and see everything that suggests this might all be new to you.”
 
   “Well, in fact it is.  The first time I even saw the ocean was a few short days ago.  I was raised inland far from the sea.  How about you?  You appear completely at home here.  My name is Rigo, by the way.”
 
   “I’m Inge.  My mother and I travel this way several times a year,” she said, indicating an older woman who bore a marked resemblance to her watching closely from not too far way.  Rigo was certain he could sense a certain displeasure with her daughter’s forward approach.  He also could see how Inge might look when she was older.  If she were like her mother, she would age very well.  
 
   “It is far faster and less tiring than making the journey by land,” Inge said.  “However, I find that I become dizzy when confined to the cabin.  I do better when I can get some of the breeze.  We live in Nulwar, but most of our family still resides in Garth.  Mother likes to visit since father often travels with his business.”
 
   They talked briefly exchanging histories. Rigo made no attempt to portray himself other than he was.  He was a simple country boy who was following a dream nurtured by his father.  She called him brave to venture so far from home on his own.  She was the only daughter, with two brothers.  Unlike them, who had a chance to participate in their father’s business, she was limited to special tutors and waiting for a suitable suitor.  Rigo could sense she wasn’t at all pleased with the restrictions placed upon her.
 
   “Do you think there will be war?” Inge asked him abruptly.
 
   He was caught completely off guard.  He had no idea what she might be talking about.  She took his reaction to be a condemnation of her question.
 
   “Oh, there I go again.  That isn’t a proper topic for a young lady.”
 
   “No, no,” he hurried to reassure her.  “I simply have no idea what you are referring to.  War?  With whom?”
 
   “It’s all the talk in the capital,” Inge said.  “We spent a few days there before coming on this voyage.  Lopal has apparently been making raids against Kellmore over the past year and a half.  The King of Kellmore fears that Lopal has its eyes on the vast agricultural flatlands along their common border.”
 
   “I am embarrassed to admit I’ve heard nothing of it,” Rigo confessed.
 
   Inge looked put out.  “I hoped you might have a unique perspective that I could present to my friends.  You come from the north you said.  I’ve heard that Lopal has shown indications they want to annex the northern province around the Burn River.  It’s said they want the old port there which would give them direct access to the sea, something they haven’t ever had.  I’d have thought people from your area would know all about that.”  She looked at him defiantly.
 
   “I guess my village is more isolated than I realized.  Nothing has been said about such things.  Even the traveling merchants have brought no news like this.”
 
   “Hummph,” Inge groused.  “Well, it’s true.  The King of Branid is even looking to fortifying ties with Kellmore so we have a firm ally against any aggression by Lopal.  It is said he is attempting to arrange a marriage between his daughter Mydra and the eldest son of Kellmore’s King.”  
 
   Inge swayed with a far away look.  “How lucky she is.  I’ve seen the heir to Kellmore’s throne.  He is handsome and strong.  I wish I was a princess with a chance to marry one such as him.”
 
   “I thought the heir to Kellmore’s throne was older,” Rigo said to demonstrate he wasn’t entirely ignorant of the affairs of the world. 
 
   “He is,” admitted Inge.  “He’s thirty-five, but never married.  The King of Kellmore has no daughters, so any arrangement would have to be with one of the sons.”
 
   “I thought there were other sons.  Wouldn’t one of them be of a more appropriate age.  It seems odd that the eldest son has never married.”
 
   “Pooh.  The middle son isn’t at all handsome. Why would the princess want him?  The youngest is a mere child.  No, Prince Awll is a fabulous catch.  He must be worldly and masterful.  He probably hasn’t found a woman suitable is all.”
 
   Rigo wasn’t certain what to make of Inge’s comments and didn’t like the image of her with a much older man.  Their conversation was brought to an abrupt halt as her mother informed her that it was time to return to the cabin to prepare for the evening meal.  Rigo was hungry himself, but there would be no sharing of supper with Inge and her mother.  Besides the fact the parent obviously was uncomfortable with her daughter being so sociable with one of the lower classes, they ate in separate dining areas.  Rigo suspected the fare they were served would be far superior to what he was likely to see.
 
   With a flash of perfect white teeth, Inge smiled and waved goodbye.  Rigo watched them go, then headed aft to the stairs that would take him below.
 
    
 
   Rigo was surprised at the vividness of the dream he was having.  Inge and he were on the beach, their clothes randomly scattered on the shore some distance away and Rigo was about to demonstrate once again just how desirable he found the young woman.  It had to be a dream.  He had only just met her, and was very much aware that he wasn’t at all in her league.  Still, his senses told him otherwise, and he was in no mood to wake up and prove his visions wrong.  He wished to extend the embrace for however long possible, but having become aware that he was probably dreaming had already destroyed the ambiance and he could feel the sense of reality fading away as he became aware of the slow swing of the hammock.  The ropes that held it to the supports were creaking softly, and as he reluctantly opened his eyes and looked around the dim interior of the open room, he could see several other passengers asleep, their own hammocks moving in unison with his own.  The ship must be encountering some weather, as the movement was significantly greater than Rigo had experienced before.
 
   The two small portholes at opposite ends of the room to allow circulation showed that it was getting light outside, so he must have slept better than he thought.  The last remnants of the delightful dream were now lost, and Rigo reluctantly let go of any thoughts of trying to fall back asleep to resurrect the fantasy.  He hadn’t had something like that happen since the first time he’d spent an evening with Sarlee back in Daro, and they had exchanged kisses and tentative caresses.  If anything, his dream about Inge was even more vivid and arousing.
 
   Curious what the world outside would look like, Rigo carefully climbed out of the swaying hammock.  He found the thing tricky and didn’t want to fall on his face in the process of getting free.  Once he was standing on the deck, he felt the increased motion that was causing the sway he had detected.  He briefly monitored his own reaction to the motion, concerned that he might begin to experience the motion sickness he’d been told about, but could sense nothing.  Satisfied, he placed his staff into the hammock, then quietly made his way aft and up onto the deck.  
 
   The sun had cleared the horizon almost an hour earlier although the skies were still gray.  Numerous clouds crowded the horizon, and the sun was playing hide and seek with them.  To the west the sky was clearer, suggesting once the sun was higher in the sky the day might yet be bright and cheerful, although the sea was choppier than the day before with whitecaps being whipped up by the wind and deeper rolling waves than he’d seen before.  The larger waves slapped at the hull as the ship plowed heedlessly into the troughs and then bobbed skyward.  Clouds of spray were thrown up each time the bow crashed into the oncoming waves, and the taste of salt was especially noticeable this morning.  Rigo found it invigorating, and stood with the wind in his face for long moments.
 
   When he heard the bell sound, he realized how hungry he was.  Pushing away from the railing, he looked around.  Only one other passenger, an older man who from his dress was one of the upper class passengers, was on the deck this morning.  Smiling at the man, Rigo matched his gait to the motion of the ship and headed aft with the intent of going to the dining room.
 
   Several hours later the sun had indeed broken free of the clouds and the sea was brightly lit by the sun.  The wind was still brisk, however, so it was with some surprise that Rigo saw Inge and her mother making their way up the forward stairs and onto the passenger deck.  The mother clutched at her coat and looked unhappy to be here, but Inge smiled upon seeing him and made her way over to the railing.  Rigo couldn’t bring himself to believe she had actively sought him out, but given how few were on deck this morning, the explanation had a certain plausibility.
 
   The weather had forced a change in her dress, and unfortunately she was wearing a concealing jacket this morning and a much heavier dress.  Her hair flew out behind her whipping in abandon, and as she approached her greenish eyes looked mischievous.  Perhaps she had detected the eagerness with which he had watched her approach.  
 
   When she was close enough to be heard without shouting, she said, “Good morning.”
 
   Rigo returned the greeting, and held out his hand to steady her as she sought stability at the rail.  The contact, even though muted by several layers of clothing, and the flash of a smile from her lips, now only a couple of feet away, had a surprising effect on him.  Momentarily a mental image of Inge in a very different state, a residual from the sensuous dream from the night before came into his mind.  He felt a sudden flush, and was glad she was unable to read his mind.  For a moment, the way she studied his face he wondered.
 
   “Is this weather too rough for you?” he asked.  She had indicated that the cabin made her dizzy the day before.
 
   “The breeze helps.  We can open the portholes in the cabin and the fresh air helps offset the movement.  It is better here on deck.  My mother doesn’t like it out here when it is like this, however.”
 
   Rigo was pleased that he had a chance to speak with her once again.  He had feared he had seen the last of her, the rougher weather probably confining her below.  Now, elbow to elbow they chatted almost like old friends.  Inge asked him about his plans.  He responded, indicating honestly they were very tenuous and ill thought through.  He would disembark at Nulwar, spend a day or two to see the town, then make for the capital.  
 
   Inge was a wealth of information, and explained the history of the city, described the various districts and the general layout.  She also explained the two main roads that would take him to the capital, one cutting inland and working up through the coastal mountains, the other heading south along the coast for a day, then turning inland swinging around through the foothills.  Both took about the same amount of time.  On horseback, he could expect a week’s travel.  She also had several suggestions where he might stay, deftly probing him about the kind of money he wished to spend.  Rigo had no cause to pretend to have more than he did.  He was traveling third class after all, and he sensed she appreciated his open honesty.  She finally decided the Crystal Cove Inn would suit his needs.  It was located several miles to the south of the main port area in a very scenic spot.  Rigo had learned from her descriptions earlier that the upper class lived mostly to the north of the city.  She hadn’t explained exactly where she lived.
 
   They talked for several hours, taking turns between standing at the rail and sitting on the solid oaken benches back against the bulkhead.  All the time, Inge’s mother kept a close eye on them from her seat near the stairs.  When it started to drizzle, Inge’s mother insisted they go below.  Reluctantly, Rigo agreed that she should get out of the weather, and watched as she disappeared down the stairs.  As the intensity of the rain increased, Rigo also went below, and spent the afternoon watching out the window from the dining area.  They were far enough from land, and the gray that had come with the rain made the distant shore colorless and uninteresting.
 
   He had been able to hear the rain throughout the night, but the ship had continued on, the swaying not much different than the day before.  By morning, however, that had changed.  The ship was now being tossed about, and allowed to crash back into the sea.  Huge clouds of spray were flung up, and waves even broke over the bow at times.  The ship groaned and creaked, and Rigo found it a wonder that it held together given the ferocity of the waves that pounded against her. 
 
   Rigo was certain now that he was immune to seasickness, as he felt fine, other than a certain concern being about such a small raft in the middle of the churning ocean.  What folly for someone to challenge the seas in a vessel like this?  Others were not fairing nearly as well as himself, and the smell of their distress drove him from the common room.  He tried to go on deck, but found it far too treacherous.  He finally settled on a seat in the dining area close to one of the viewing portholes.  He was able to obtain a steady stream of fresh air to carry away the smell of the sick.  He couldn’t help wonder how Inge and her mother were doing, but there was no way to check.
 
   The evening meal for the few who were inclined to eat was an apple and a chunk of hard bread washed down by a tankard of ale.  In seas like this there was no way the cooks could function, and the food would have been thrown from the tables of the few who were well enough to wish something.  Rigo climbed carefully into the hammock at dusk, eager now for the morning when the voyage would be over.  He had learned what he wished, that he could survive an ocean voyage, but he was clearly not of a mind to take an extended trip at the moment even if he had the funds.  Risking a voyage far from land seemed more than a little foolhardy to him.  He would be very glad to be back on land.
 
   Sometime during the night the storm abated, and he woke to the kind of calm he’d experienced the first day of the voyage.  He ate, hurried onto the deck, but no one was there.  He stayed on deck as they made port, hoping that Inge might appear one last time, but it didn’t happen.  He watched as the first class passengers were allowed to disembark first, and he thought he might have seen her in the crowd, but it was difficult to tell.  By the time he was able to set foot on the pier, those who had been allowed off first were long gone.  Knowing it didn’t really matter, he still wished to have spoken with her once more.  He picked up his pack and turned south.  His first order of business would be to seek out the inn.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
   Nulwar, and Inge as well, were days behind him.  Rigo had elected to take the southern road.  It gave him an opportunity to visit several of the small towns that dotted the shores along the Great Sea, which offered a different experience than the larger port cities.  Nulwar had been different than Garth only in size, otherwise the two could have been interchangeable.  Nulwar was larger, and was responsible for well over half of the goods that entered Branid by sea.  It also had a larger percentage of the truly wealthy than Garth.  The relative proximity to the capital might have been one reason for that.  Now, after a week heading south, Rigo had turned inland.  He was moving far slower than Inge had predicted, but that was because he was on foot, and wasn’t pressing to reach the big city.  He wanted to see what the countryside had to offer.
 
   To save coin that he was certain to need in Sulen, Rigo had taken to making camp each night rather than seeking the more comfortable lodgings offered by an inn.  The weather had generally been fine, with only infrequent showers, and game had been plentiful.  He did not feel at all put out, and camped far enough off the road that no one generally knew he was around, which he felt would make the habit safe enough.
 
   He was nearly a week out from Sulen when he was taken into custody.  He was up and preparing to break camp when the two armed men came riding over the crest of the small hill that he’d camped behind to hide him from the road.  From their dress he could tell they were soldiers, or at least something of the sort.  He stood and waited for them to address him.  
 
   “Stand fast!” commanded the closest of the two men.  Both were large and imposing figures and each had drawn a large sword from a scabbard strapped to their backs.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Rigo asked, now somewhat concerned.  The actions were directed toward him as if he had committed some kind of crime.
 
   “You shall consider yourself in custody,” the soldier informed him.
 
   “For what?” asked Rigo shocked.
 
   “Hunting on private land is an offense,” the soldier explained.
 
   So that was it.  He was on some Lord’s land.  “How would I know it is private,” Rigo asked.  “There are no markings.”
 
   “Everyone knows whose land it is.  It is your responsibility to be aware of such things.”
 
   Well, Rigo couldn’t argue that.  Back home the land wasn’t marked and everyone just sort of knew whose land he was on.  Of course, back home no one begrudged anyone the odd hare or two for dinner either.
 
   “I wasn’t hunting,” he explained.  “I merely was camping for the night before continuing on to Sulen.”
 
   The second of the soldiers pointed to the bones and the skins of the hare he had cooked.  “I would say you were hunting.  It will be up to the magistrate to decide.”
 
   They ordered him to stand while they checked him and his belongings.  His only real weapon intrigued them, the knife he’d acquired from the thug on the pier in Garth.  It wasn’t the best workmanship available by any means, but it was true Kellmore steel, and therefore worth more than the rest of his belongings combined, including the gold in his slowly depleting purse.  They never gave the staff a second look.  
 
   “It was my father’s,” Rigo lied when they asked him.  There was no way they could tell if he was lying, and under the circumstances he could see little gain in explaining where it had come from.  
 
   The elder soldier looked at him as if to say he didn’t believe him.  They were somewhat taken aback when they saw the coin he had in his purse.  A more careful search revealed the money belt and the additional coin Rigo had secured there.  He expected them to snatch the coin then and there, but these men were either loyal or afraid of their superiors.  They put the coin purse and belt in a sack along with his knife and the necklace they took from him.  After a careful search of his person, they commanded him to follow between the two horses.  They walked away leaving the old walking stick behind.  Rigo couldn’t carry it as his hands were bound and he felt it was probably better to not make an issue of the staff.  
 
   At least they were headed in the direction Rigo had wanted to go, so he wasn’t backtracking.  He was confident the matter could be resolved and would be on his way before long.  After slightly more than an hour of rapid walking, they came to a turnoff.  Rigo’s captors made the turn, and within another five minutes they came to a large stone structure.  Rigo was escorted inside and locked in a large cell along with several other prisoners.
 
   “What now?” Rigo asked, uncertain what to expect.
 
   “Now you wait for the magistrate to plead your case,” one of the guards replied.
 
   “Later today?” Rigo asked hopefully.
 
   The guard looked at him and laughed before walking away as if he’d just heard a good story.
 
   They kept him there for three days.  He knew he could get out if he really wanted, but that would draw attention he didn’t wish, and he didn’t feel he was in any real danger.  At least they fed him, albeit it not very well, and he was learning a great deal talking with some of the others in the cell.
 
   King Therl Rupermore at the ripe old age of fifty-four was healthy and remained very much in control of the kingdom as he had for more than three and a half decades.  At that age he was still half a decade away from the average life span of those who died from causes other than war.  It was said that the effects of age were starting to take their toll, but overall he appeared to be doing well.  The Queen, Usaya, was the King’s third wife, the previous two having died from various causes many years before.  Usaya was the mother of the King’s youngest daughter, Hegha, who was reported to be spoiled, pampered, and a truly willful child.  At seventeen years of age she had discovered men, and the stories were she actively sought the sons of the Lords.  Supposedly there were few that had not sampled the charms of the willful young woman.
 
   The two sons, identical twins as it were, Rhory and Rhog, were both twenty-four and were the offspring of the King’s first wife who had died in childbirth.  The elder of two brothers, elder by a matter of several minutes and therefore Bauumi, the rightful heir to the throne, was in fact everything the people might want in a future king.  He was tall, strong, good looking, and more importantly smart and a natural leader.  He was married to a woman he’d known since childhood.  His wife had the very rare white-blond hair that marked her as one of the Ny’ild who according to legend were able to foretell the future.  The fact she had never demonstrated such a talent did not change how she was viewed by the people, and the thought of one who potentially had such power was seen as a good thing for a future queen.
 
   Rhog, who by sheer chance was technically the younger brother and therefore Thilas, the second in succession, shared his brother’s height, but not his good looks or physical stature.  Twice cursed, a childhood illness had ravaged his face, leaving it somewhat scarred, in addition to stunting his development so that he was a much leaner and lankier version of his twin.  Single, a womanizer, and short of temper, Rhog was a cunning and devious young man who many thought was less than content with his position at the Royal Court.
 
   The final Royal sibling, the daughter of the King’s second wife was Mydra, who at age twenty-two was a true beauty.  With the raven black hair of her mother, and smoldering brown eyes, she had been sought by many of the elder sons of Branid’s nobility.  Thus far, she had rejected any consideration of marriage, and the rumors were her father was starting to run short of patience.  She was rapidly reaching an age where it would be more difficult for her to find a suitable husband.  Many blamed the King for the situation.  He had allowed Mydra to be tutored along with her brothers, something normally only the male heirs were permitted.  The scholars who had taught the Royal offspring had opened Mydra’s eyes to greater things, and she was now disinclined to becoming a nobleman’s decoration.  Rigo found it interesting that nothing was mentioned of an impending marriage with the son of Kellmore’s King.  Either Inge was mistaken, or the gossip of the inner court had not yet reached the streets.
 
   On the morning of the fourth day since his detention they came for him.  He was escorted from the cell by a trio of guards he’d never seen before and taken to the magistrate.  Others appeared to be waiting outside the court, but they bypassed those waiting and went directly inside.  They arrived just in time to witness the previous defendant being hauled away in tears, crying out his innocence.  The sight did nothing to dispel Rigo’s apprehension.   
 
   “Speak only to answer specific questions put to you,” the guard advised him.  “Insolence is not tolerated by his honor, and you will find the outcome of your case could be directly affected by your attitude.”
 
   Wondering if he should have attempted escape during one of the previous nights, Rigo stood before the magistrate.  Rigo’s attention wandered and he noted the linked circles of Risos on one banner and the Royal Bear on another.  He wondered how this would go if they knew the reason he had begun his journey and left Daro. 
 
   The magistrate peered down at him from the bench set well above the rabble to be judged.  He sensed the man having a careful look at him as if trying to judge his character.  He wished he had been wearing his better set of clothes.  What he had on was travel worn and stained.
 
   “You have been accused of a major offense,” the magistrate began.  “I see from the records of your arrest that you had sufficient funds on your person that there was no need for you to be engaged in unlawful poaching as you were.  Can you explain why you didn’t stay at an inn given it was within your means?”
 
   Rigo glanced at the guard who nodded.
 
   “The coin I carried is the whole of my wealth,” Rigo explained.  “I am on an extended pilgrimage to see what I can of my homeland and those funds will have to see me through my journey.  I have tried to conserve by sleeping in the wilds and hunting for my meals whenever possible.  As I’ve come into the more populated areas, this has become more difficult.  I didn’t realize, however, that it was an offense to do so.”
 
   “How did you come by your coin.  You do not dress like one who would normally carry such a sum.”
 
   “The money was left to me by my father,” Rigo lied.  “I dress as I do because it diverts attention and camping as I do, these clothes are more durable and suitable for traveling.”
 
   “And the weapon you carry?”
 
    “My father’s before he died,” Rigo said, repeating the falsehood he’d manufactured several days before.  “It is better than needed for the skinning and cutting I do, but it also is one of the only links that remain to my father.”
 
   The magistrate asked additional questions, including where he had been and where he was from.  Finally he said, “There are no indications of misdeeds along the road where you were apprehended, and no one who has reported a thief or such matching your description.”
 
   Rigo realized that during the time he’d been locked up someone had done some checking.
 
   “I will therefore elect to accept your tale and allow you to continue on your way given several provisions,” the magistrate continued.  “You will use some of your coin to buy supplies so you do not have to raid the lands of those you pass.  You may sleep on lands provided you first obtain the permission of the owner, otherwise you must pay for appropriate lodging.  Finally, you must reimburse the Lord for the trespass and unlawful poaching on his preserve.”  
 
   The magistrate named an amount.  It was more than three times what it would have cost Rigo to stay at a fine inn complete with meals.  He was wise enough, however, not to protest.  He nodded his acceptance.
 
   The guard suddenly grabbed his shoulder and pointed toward the exit.  They went through a different door than they had used to enter, and Rigo found himself in a back room.  His belongings were returned to him after the stated amount was extracted from his purse.  Quickly he checked through his goods, somewhat surprised to find everything, the knife and his money in particular, were being returned.  He tightened the money belt, slipped the necklace into place and then looked at the guard expectantly.
 
   “You are free to go,” the man said.  “Be careful not to break any additional laws.  It is not often the magistrate is so lenient.”
 
   “Where is the market?” Rigo asked.  “I am going to need to buy provisions before I set out again.”
 
   The guard gave him rough directions and Rigo left out the back, anxious to be away.  Sometime later, his pack heavier with the weight of several days supply of food, Rigo turned back onto the road heading toward Sulen.  He had gone less than a hundred paces when he saw his staff leaning up against a tree off to the side.  He walked over and picked it up, then continued on his way.
 
    
 
   Two days later he came upon a farmer with his wagon stuck on the side of the road.  Somehow the unfortunate homesteader had allowed the cart to come too close to the side at a point where the bank was steep and sharply cut off.  One of the rear wheels slipped off the edge, and now hung free in space, the bottom of the wagon firmly planted against the road.  As the wagon was heavily loaded, it would be difficult to correct the matter.
 
   “It looks as if you could use some help,” Rigo said as he approached the farmer staring despondently at the trapped wagon.
 
   “I fear I will have to remove most of the load,” the man complained.  “It will take a couple of hours for the unloading and reloading.”
 
   “Perhaps we can lift it,” Rigo suggested. 
 
   The man was already shaking his head.  “You and I together would not be anywhere near strong enough.  You are young and healthy, but are not nearly sturdy enough for this.”
 
   Rigo wandered over and looked at the wagon.  He stepped down into the ditch and examined the wheel and where he might stand.
 
   “How about we give it one try?” Rigo suggested.
 
   The farmer looked as if he was going to decline, but then shrugged and walked over and climbed down next to Rigo.  Together they grasped the base of the wagon and heaved.  Rigo applied his strength, but also drew on power the other couldn’t see.  Careful not to make it seem too easy, he forced the wagon upwards.  Once the wheel cleared the ditch, he pushed forward, and together they cheered as the wagon rolled back onto the road.
 
   “Praise Risos,” the man exclaimed.  “You are far stronger than one would have guessed.”
 
   Rigo smiled as he looked at the wagon. It had taken little effort on his part.  It was one of the things he didn’t understand about his ability.  The effort to move the wagon would have normally wearied three strong men, but he knew he would feel nothing from the effort.  Whatever supplied the energy for his magic, it took no toll on him that could be detected. 
 
   “Where are you headed?” the man asked, noting that Rigo had a traveling pack and walking stick.
 
   “Sulen,” Rigo replied.
 
   “That’s where this load is destined.  You are welcome to ride along if you wish.”
 
   Rigo nodded, and soon the pair were moving at a modest pace toward the capital.  It beat walking, and once again Rigo had someone who could tell him what to expect when he reached the city.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
   Sulen was even larger than Rigo had expected.  The city extended for miles in every direction, starting with scattered houses and farms, which gradually gave way to denser groupings of homes and finally the city proper.  The farmer had dropped him off on the fringes of the city, explaining he had to turn north at the crossroads while the area that Rigo sought was farther to the west.  Enlightened by the information imparted by his fellow traveler, Rigo had some idea where to search for lodgings.  There would be no camping out while he was in the vicinity of the capital.  It took him most of the morning to select an inn.  He looked at more than half a dozen in the district he’d been directed to before he found one that he felt comfortable with, his senses telling him the proprietor was honest.  The price was also within the range he felt reasonable, although that was partially because he was willing to settle for a room with no view.  He wasn’t here for the view, so it didn’t matter.  The only thing he could see out of the window in this room was the back of another building in the adjacent yard.  The inn offered warm baths in a special bathing area, and Rigo took advantage of the opportunity, switching into his better clothes and asking the innkeeper if he could have the stained and trail weary set he’d been wearing cleaned somewhere.
 
   As was the case in Garth, his room came with meals provided, in this case two meals, although the morning meal was mostly a fruit covered pastry and tea.  The evening meal was far more substantial, and if the first day were any indication in terms of quality and size of the servings he would be eating most of his dinner meals at the inn.  His thoughts were somewhat influenced by Cinde, one of the three serving girls.  Cinde had short, shoulder length, yellow-blond hair and stood five and a half feet tall.  Compact, she had a spectacular figure that was subtly accented by her serving attire.  She also had an outgoing personality and a winning smile and appeared to be as intrigued by Rigo as he was by her.  Perhaps that was simply wishful thinking on his part, but he sensed her eyes on him even as she was off about other tasks.  More than once he glanced across the room to earn a bright smile when she caught his look.  
 
   Rigo spent the first couple of days getting a feel for the city.  He walked for hours, and by the time several days had passed he was reasonably familiar with the locations of the marketplaces, the castle and the center of government, the upscale homes of the city’s wealthy, and the lower class regions and which should be avoided.  He had also located several areas where taverns and a wide spectrum of eating establishments were located.  He didn’t expect to need the former often, but he knew he was going to need to augment his purse before his stay in Sulen was complete.  That meant he needed to be able to find where men would be gambling.  He also wanted to find games where cheaters thrived, because he felt better about using his ability to strip away some of their winnings than he did in a game where the other players were honest.
 
   His wanderings exposed him to more of the politics of Branid.  The city showed signs of wear and wasn’t as well maintained as Rigo would have expected.  The general feeling he learned from the many casual conversations was that even the Crown was pressed for coin these days.  The economy was nowhere near as robust as it had been in past generations, the population still well below what had existed before the last coming of the plague, and the Royal treasury was under pressure to support all that was required.  Coin for extensive rebuilding simply didn’t exist, and with the rumblings of a possible war, exactly what Inge had warned Rigo about, the King was trying to conserve coin to support the army he might need to field.
 
   To further complicate the matter, the reduced population and smaller army had forced the King’s father many years ago to appoint a pair of nobles, Duke Cordale and Duke Rodelos to oversee certain areas of the country and administer the laws and collect revenues for those areas.  The arrangement had worked well for many decades, as the two Dukes were close friends of the former King.  Now, however, just as the current King had taken the throne from his father, the current Duke Cordale and Rodelos were the eldest sons of the nobles originally appointed, and the relationship with the Crown was not always as cordial.  It was said that the Dukes ruled almost like they were independent countries, and that funds due the Crown were not always paid.  Given the current state of affairs, the King was in no position to challenge the rebellious Lords. This was especially true of Duke Cordale to the east, who was far more open about his independence and was known to be a harsh and sometimes unjust overseer.  
 
   What Rigo hoped to find was something that would point him in a direction that would help him understand his ability.  If anyone else was capable of doing the kinds of things he was, this should be the place to learn about them.  It appeared, however, that no one here believed in magic even to the degree some might have back home. Whereas in Daro, charms and talismans might be deployed, here such items were clearly held in contempt.  The people were too sophisticated to take comfort in such superstitions.
 
   The problem was, he knew magic existed despite what everyone else seemed to think.  What he could do was certainly magic.  For that matter, what his staff was capable of was magic as well.  So why was there no record or knowledge about it?  Rigo also had trouble believing he was unique, although that raised the question of where had he actually come from?  Perhaps he would need to cross the Great Sea.  Maybe that was where magic was understood.  The problem in that regard was his adopted mother.  She had originated from that part of the world, and she had never shown any sign that she believed in magic.
 
   At dinner on his seventh day at the inn, Rigo met Burke.  Burke was a scholar who was traveling around Branid in an attempt to document the history of the plague cycles in hopes that someone would be able to better predict and prepare for the inevitable upheaval associated with the recurring event.  He was young for a scholar, perhaps in his early thirties, with a wiry frame and short brown beard.  He was gregarious, and appeared to love to meet new people.
 
   “She’s a sassy one she is,” he’d said to Rigo when Cinde had wandered off after bringing Rigo a second tankard of bir and lingering to blatantly flirt with him.  
 
   “Pretty too,” Rigo had replied, surprised to be addressed by a stranger.  Most of the travelers kept pretty much to themselves.
 
   Somehow they had started talking, exchanging histories and backgrounds.  Burke was from the far south of Branid, just a few miles from the border with Kellmore, and had in fact been educated in Kellmore at the seminary just across the river from the port city.  If Rigo was seeking information, Burke suggested he visit the Temple of Risos.  The priests there had an extensive library that covered almost any imaginable topic and might be able to aid his searches.
 
   Rigo had been tempted to blurt out what he sought.  Somehow he felt that as a scholar and a traveler, Burke might have come across something that would suggest others had ability with magic.  On the other hand, he didn’t know him well, and Rigo was somehow intimidated by the man.  Without demonstrating magic was real by performing some feat Rigo felt the man might think him a simpleton for believing in such a topic.  Finally he elected to wait until he knew the man better.  Perhaps after a day or two he would feel more comfortable raising such a sensitive topic.
 
   The next day he learned from the innkeeper that Burke had checked out and was gone.  Rigo then wished he had taken a chance and asked his questions.  Now the opportunity was lost.  Something about Burke had left him unsettled, however, not the least of which was the fact that his necklace with the sign of Risos, hidden under his shirt, had felt warm against his chest the entire time he had talked with the other man.  He’d checked it once he returned to his room, but then it was back to its usual state.  Had he imagined the change?  Never before had he had such a sensation, and he thought about it for some time.  The one thing useful that had come from the conversation was Burke’s suggestion to seek out the library at the temple.  Perhaps one of the priests could help him with his questions.
 
   His plans to seek out the temple were temporarily delayed by other developments, however.  The next evening he returned late to the inn, having spent the evening adding to his dwindling supply of coin.  When he climbed the stairs and made his way to his darkened room at the back of the second floor, he was shocked to find a guest.  A somewhat shy and very naked Cinde waited in his bed.  There was no doubting her intentions, and given the immediate physical reactions Rigo had to seeing her this way, no chance that he wasn’t willing to participate.  There was a lot he didn’t know about the activity they embarked upon, but Cinde was more schooled than he, and they managed remarkably well.  Another mystery solved, Rigo realized happily.  It was sometime later that Rigo learned the uncomfortable truth.
 
   “He’s your father?” Rigo said uncertainly, after Cinde had revealed that she was the innkeeper’s daughter.  He could envision all sorts of repercussions to their recent actions.
 
   “Hush,” she said, snuggling up against him, her firm and very delightful chest mashed against his own.  “The other two girls just work here, but Pa says I need to learn a trade.  Just because he makes a good living, I need to be able to fend for myself.”
 
   “But what if he knew we just . . .”
 
   Cinde giggled.  “I don’t think we should tell him, do you?”
 
   Rigo was certainly not interested to see what would result from that revelation.  “Are you certain he won’t know what we just did?”
 
   Cinde snuggled closer which caused Rigo to have a reaction that she noticed right away.  “You don’t seem too worried.  Are you ready again so soon?”
 
   Rigo was, and he was willing, and sometime later they settled down in another comfortable embrace.  
 
   “Won’t your father know you are missing?” Rigo asked.
 
   “This is my night off, and he won’t finish downstairs for a while longer.  We have a little more time before I need to go.”
 
   Sometime later, Cinde climbed reluctantly out of bed, slipped into her clothes and gave Rigo a warm lingering kiss that made him want to drag her back into bed.  Then she silently made her way out and down the hall.  He thought that would be the end of it, but in the middle of the night the following day, she climbed into his bed while he was fast asleep.  After momentary confusion, he realized what was happening, and eagerly joined in the festivities.  Most nights she came to his room and stayed a few hours.  Cinde was an energetic and adventurous lover.  She wanted to experiment with any number of things.  The few ideas Rigo was able to contribute, based mostly on discussions with other young men back in Daro, she eagerly wished to try.  More than once he had reason to be happy his room was at the back end of the inn well away from the common room where her father spent his evenings.  When she left for her own quarters in the early dawn each night, Rigo was pleasantly spent and slept soundly with a satisfied smile on his face.  The only difficult part was trying to pretend nothing was going on when he had dinner each night.  Some nights he ate elsewhere just because he didn’t want to give her father too much opportunity to observe them together.
 
    
 
   The priest at the temple was willing to allow Rigo to use some of the books and scrolls, so long as he understood that nothing was to leave the room in which it was found.  Only certain priests and scholars were allowed to remove any documents.  
 
   There was no point in delaying, so Rigo asked the priest, “Do you have any books on magic?”
 
   “Oh, you are interested in literature.  I had thought you were here for research.”
 
   “Literature?  No, I want books that would have information on the history of magic.  I’d like to find where it is practiced and what is known about it.”
 
   The priest shook his head.  “There are no such books.  Magic doesn’t exist and there is no history to record.  In the alternate religion section there are some articles that refer to certain groups who believe that magic once existed, but there is no factual backing for the beliefs.”
 
   He took Rigo to the appropriate section, and spent some time showing him relevant items.  Rigo sat down and started to read.  It didn’t take long to see what the priest had meant.  There was nothing substantial, just the words that recorded belief, without anything concrete to support the convictions.  After a week of reading, he only found one thing that might have the slightest hint of substance to it.  Many of the tales and passages suggested the base for those with such power was far to the east, beyond even Lopal, in what was referred to in the geography texts as the Great Ruins.
 
   Rigo switched to geography and the scholarly histories.  He spent weeks in the temple library reading.  Some of what he learned caused him to investigate rudimentary science texts, but what he found there was mostly unenlightening.  
 
   He lingered in Sulen long after he had exhausted what the library had to teach him.  Partially he stayed because leaving would be admitting defeat.  He didn’t want to admit that there was nothing that might help him understand the source of his ability.  He didn’t however, relish the thought of heading into the Great Ruins, which seemed to be the only lead he had found.  He wished to explore yes, but what he had been raised to believe, and what the tomes in the Library of Risos supported, was the harshness and emptiness of the area.  Even if he were to travel there, he could expect to find no human residents who might be able to answer his questions.  No one went there any longer and hadn’t in centuries.
 
   The other reason he lingered was Cinde.  The delightful side benefits of staying at the inn were something he couldn’t simply walk away from.  Even that, had to end however.  One night, more than a month after they had first shared a bed, Cinde and he fell asleep and she forgot to return to her room.  When she woke at dawn and hurriedly slipped away, she was certain her father was aware of her late return.
 
   “I think he knows,” she told Rigo while serving him that evening.  They had not been together for three nights.  
 
   Rigo had noted a change in the innkeeper’s attitude as well.  He agreed.  There was no chance they would be able to continue as before, and that was the final spur he needed to resume his travels.  He bought a horse, an especially nice piece of jewelry for Cinde, and early one morning headed east out of Sulen.
 
    
 
   “After I left Sulen I traveled east, eventually running afoul of the Duke and ending up where we met,” Rigo finished his tale.  
 
   “How did you manage to end up arrested for the same kind of offense that had placed you in trouble before?” Kaler asked.  “I would have thought you would have learned from the earlier experience.”
 
   “I was attempting to be careful,” Rigo explained.  “I asked one of the local villagers if camping and hunting were permitted in the area and was told it was common for travelers to do so.  That didn’t stop the Duke’s men however.  I am certain they were directed by the Duke to find me after I inadvertently thwarted his efforts to frame a townsman the day before.  I witnessed what had happened, and when the magistrate’s men came to arrest him, I spoke out in his defense.  As many people heard what I had to say, it was impossible for the arrest to be made and the man was released.  From what I learned afterwards, I suspect the Duke was behind the matter.  My interference was more than likely the reason they came after me.  Revenge, pure and simple.”
 
   “Your tale tells of your travels, but explains nothing of your background or why you might be capable of doing such incredible things,” Kaler objected.
 
   “I tried to explain that is what I seek to find.  When my father found me, I was incoherent and emaciated.  My clothing was singed and my hair mostly burned away.  I was barefoot, blistered, and scarred with burns along my arms.  Here, I still have a scar,” Rigo said, showing Kaler the roughened skin on his left arm.  “I was out in the flatlands, miles from any village, and no one else was around.  My father was never able to understand how I came to be there in such a state.”
 
   Rigo took a long swallow from the waterskin.  They had been hiding in the cave for more than a day.  Soldiers had poked around in the outer area the day before, but none had ventured very deep.  From the entrance, the first chamber looked small and unappealing, and none had ventured deep enough to have a chance of finding the concealed entrance to this area.  Rigo had snuffed the light from his staff when they had been present.  Thankfully, the practice of using dogs to aid in searches was not followed in this part of the country.  Their food was running low and they would have to venture out soon, if not the next day, certainly the day after.
 
   “Your turn,” Rigo said.  “What is your tale and how did you come to be marked for execution?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Fourteen Months Earlier
 
    
 
   Kaler placed his foot in the stirrup and swung his right leg up and over the back of his mount, settling comfortably in the saddle.  The horse shifted under him, adjusting to his sudden weight, then settled down passively and waited for Kaler’s command.  It felt odd, yet somehow natural to be departing, leaving the home he had known for most of his life.  The snow on the heavily forested mountains now remained only at the peaks, which wouldn’t matter as he wouldn’t be headed that way.  The ranch, situated in the foothills to the north of the towering peaks was eight day’s ride from Pagner, the capital of Kellmore.  That is where he would head, with hopes of finding a place in the King’s Guard.  He was certainly skilled enough, but he had been warned by others that without being of noble birth, or at least of the gentry in some manner, his chances were slim of being accepted.  He felt the warnings must be false.  Why would a man with skill such as his own be turned away because of a simple matter of his birth?  In his case, he was the son of a middle class rancher, better off than most, but with no ties to the high-born class. 
 
   Now that it was time to go, Kaler took a moment to fix the details of his home firmly in his mind.  It was almost as if he hadn’t seen them each and everyday for so many years.  His mother and father had started this ranch, years before Kaler had been born.  His eldest brother Teirr had been a mere babe at the time, and his second brother Nyll had come along two years later.  Kaler had been a later arrival. Being born almost ten years after Nyll.  He’d been only five when his parents had been killed.  He could hardly recall them, only that his mother was slight and his father was a darker haired version of his uncle, the man who had raised the three of them.  After the deaths, his uncle, who was unmarried and without a family of his own, had returned from the capital where he had been living, and stepped in to act as parent.  During the past winter he had died from the common flu.
 
   Being eldest, Teirr was the rightful heir to the ranch.  They had all known that for years, and there was no bitterness between brothers as a result.  It was the way these things were done.  Kaler might have stayed on, Teirr made it clear that he was welcome, but also that he was now in charge, and he had his own ideas how things were to be run.  The fact that he and Kaler had often been at odds as siblings, added to the fact Kaler had practiced the swords with his uncle for years, made them both aware he would leave.  Now that the spring was upon them, it was time.  He had a full purse, and more to his credit that his brother would hold for him, all his worldly goods of any import, and two horses that were all he felt he would need.  In addition to the swift running mount on which he sat, he had a strong packhorse that would carry his supplies.
 
   Of all his personal possessions, his weapons were the most cherished.  While not of the famed Kellmore steel, each was a fine blade with a bit of history to it.  He had carefully acquired them over the past few years and with the help of his uncle, once a fighting man himself, had learned their use and was now quite skillful.  Only the older belt sword, a one-handed fighting weapon of excellent quality had come from his parent.  The small hand knife and the large two-handed Claymore had cost him much of his savings several years back.
 
   Now twenty years old, standing an inch over six feet, Kaler was muscular and strong, with especially strong arms.  He could wield the heavy two-handed sword with ease after spending hours each day in practice.  He knew he was skilled, and had shown his ability in the contests held each spring the past two years, winning easily over all opponents.
 
   “Be well brother,” Teirr said as he walked over and handed up a filled waterskin.  “May the Trinity watch over you.”
 
   That was something Kaler would have expected more from his middle brother Nyll, but of course he was not here.  The Trinity, the three gods that most of Kellmore’s population held in reverence, represented another fissure between brothers.  Nyll had been a true believer.  While Teirr gave the Trinity vocal respect, he didn’t adhere closely to the teachings in his daily life, and Kaler openly expressed doubts about the very existence of the gods.  The Trinity, Argoth - the god of harmony, Falen - the god of prosperity, and  Banpf - the god of harvest and plenty.  If anything, Kaler thought most worshipped Banpf in their attempt to amass the greatest wealth, often without regards to the impact on others.
 
   Nyll had frequently warned his brothers that their lack of faith would be their undoing, and more than one argument had resulted from the differences in belief.   Nyll had left for the monastery two years before, and other than a brief note a few months after he arrived there, the two remaining brothers had heard nothing more from him.  It was over a month’s travel to the religious sanctuary, located in the southeast corner of Kellmore, just across the border from Lopal and situated in the foothills of the Southern Ranges that bordered the tropics.  That alone made any thought of checking up unlikely, and the note that Kaler had sent back had never been answered.  
 
   “What if things do not go as you expect?” Teirr asked once again.  He was one who believed Kaler would find his dreams difficult to achieve.  “You know you are welcome back.”
 
   “Thank you brother,” Kaler replied, although he knew that while Teirr would feel an obligation to providing him shelter and a home, he would be happiest if Kaler found his own way.  Kaler was certain that within a few weeks of his departure, Teirr would wed his long time girlfriend and move her into the house.  She would not welcome Kaler back, as Kaler had long made it known that he thought the woman to be a scheming witch whose interest in Teirr was his inheritance.
 
   “If matters are as some say and a position in the King’s Guard is not to be had, I will look to others who can employ one with my ability.  The army might be a pathway, and there are those who say war might be on the horizon.  War is a time where one can show his mettle and advance more quickly through the ranks.  I might be able to find an alternate route to the position I seek.”
 
   He looked down on his brother.  Taller by two inches, and with a less developed and wiry build more suited to ranching, the two brothers could not be mistaken for anything but kin.  Kaler took a last quick look around, then reached down and held out his hand.  Teirr took it in his own, clasping Kaler’s forearm firmly.  “Safe journey, brother,” he said.
 
   “Be well,” Kaler replied somewhat formally, then broke contact and sat up.  He smiled briefly, turned his horse, and with a brief pressure of his knees signaled the animal into a slow trot away from the corral.  He stood briefly in the stirrups and turned so he could look back.  He lifted his wide brimmed hat and waved it once, then sat back down and let his mind drift forward to the ride ahead.  He’d made the trip three times before in his life, so he knew the way, although this was the first time he’d journeyed alone.  It was also the first time he would be staying at inns rather than camping out with his uncle, using the wagon for a roof.  
 
   The first few miles took him down the familiar and often traveled rutted dirt road that meandered past the homes of some of his friends.  He had said his good-byes, and there was no point in stopping once again.  That would only delay him.  There were several whom he would miss, but their chosen life style was more like his brother’s.  If there was indeed war in the future, he would more than likely see some of his friends again when the King pressed each family to provide men to defend the realm.  
 
   Near the western edge of the town boundary he passed the path that led to a medium sized cottage on the extensive farmlands where a pair of twins who held a warm spot in his heart lived.  The two sisters had vexed him and attracted him at the same time.  He had long had somewhat of a sweet spot for the pair, never able to decide which of the two young women he liked best.  Both had been openly attracted to him as well, as he’d exchanged a few kisses, and more, with each of them at different times.  Had he decided to stay, he would have almost certainly ended up with one or the other, but he had no idea which, or what would have been the relationship with the other.  He knew his leaving had left some hurt there, but he could think of no way to mend that.  He had to go.  Given the girls’ good looks, he knew they would soon forget him.  He knew of others who had shown interest in each before, so there was little doubt they wouldn’t be lonely.
 
   Finally he was beyond the outer ranches and farms, his village fading into the rolling hills behind him.  The land began to flatten and he could see for miles ahead of him, although there was little there to be seen.  Kaler knew that the country would be open and more than likely free of travelers until he reached the next village, which he should do an hour or so before sunset.  He settled into a pleasant gait and followed the road, watching the twists and turns of the river that flowed along side him off to his right.  
 
   The inn he selected at the northern end of the small village was tired and old.  The village was really a way point that had sprung up at the intersection of the trail he’d been traveling and a slightly larger and more heavily traveled road that went both east and west from the intersection.  Kaler had never been down the road in either direction, but he knew that large farms existed off to the east and later in the season the road would be busy as farmers brought their goods into the capital to sell.  Off to the west were more mountains, and the iron rich ores that were the source of the metal that eventually became the famed Kellmore blades.  The process involved in crafting the blades was a closely guarded secret, and only a few of the treasured swords were made each year.  Someday he would have one, Kaler promised himself.  A man needed a goal, and his was to be successful enough at his trade that he carried at least one of the famed blades.
 
   As he stepped down from his horse, Kaler adjusted his father’s short sword that was strapped across his back.  Normally he carried the shorter sword on his left hip, with the larger, two-handed blade, on his back.  The dagger always rode on his right hip.  While on a horse, he preferred not to have the blade banging against his leg all day.  The large sword was therefore on his pack animal, and the short sword had taken its position on his back.
 
   He decided his belongings would be safe enough for the moment, and headed inside to see to a room.  From the few animals he could see in the stable, he didn’t expect to find the inn overly full.  As he expected, rooms were plentiful and he was given a room down the hall with a view of the river.  The innkeeper said his son would see to Kaler’s horses, so Kaler simply retrieved his travel bags and carried them to the room.  Once everything was secure, he returned to the great room where he could order a meal.  He had skipped lunch and was hungry.  He chose a table in the back where he could watch the entrance and the innkeeper.  He only had to wait a few minutes before the serving girl came to see what he wanted.
 
   The girl was young, with an eye-catching blouse that revealed more than it hid.  She was younger than him, a couple of years his junior, with a pleasantly round face and freckles and short brown hair that came just to her shoulders.  He knew that the girls who worked in the inns were frequently open to the opportunity to make additional coin and those who dressed provocatively were the ones to ask, but he wasn’t really in the mood.  Instead he ordered a tankard of cool ale and some of the stew that was the main, and only, offering that day.  The girl took his order, gave him a wink, she’d seen where his eyes had lingered, and hurried off.  Maybe he should reconsider, he thought as he watched her walk away.
 
   After his dinner, he went straight to bed.  His waitress appeared to have made alternate arrangements which was just as well.  He wanted to leave at first light as he was eager to reach the capital.
 
    
 
   The attack came late in the afternoon four days after he’d left home.  He was riding through a wooded flat, following the course of the river as it continued on its serpentine journey toward the capital.  Sometimes the river would follow close along the trail, and other times it would wander off.  Usually he could hear it, but often it was far enough away that he couldn’t pick it out through the underbrush and frequent stands of yellow leaf trees that were so common in this part of the country.  
 
   There were two of them, and they appeared suddenly on the trail in front of him, one on either side.  It was narrow enough here that he had no chance of turning the horses and fleeing back the way he had come before they would be upon him.  For that matter, at the time the men appeared, he had no way to be certain that more weren’t behind him.  That proved not to be the case, and he was faced with dealing with just two attackers.  
 
   One was a lanky, weasel-faced man with a scraggly beard and a sword held ready in both hands.  There was nothing impressive about the sword, and it looked to be more or less the size of the one Kaler carried on his back as he rode.  His clothes were ragged with a number of rips and were stained with grease and dirt.  The confident grin the rat-faced man gave him showed several missing teeth and a mouthful of badly discolored and poorly aligned chompers that were all in danger of falling out and probably gave the man frequent discomfort and most certainly foul breath.
 
   The man appeared restless, and kept moving back and forth with his weight moving between his two feet.  The second man was altogether different.  A true brute of a man, he stood at least four inches taller than Kaler.  At six-one, Kaler was well above average height and other than his brother had been the tallest man in his village.  The monster in front of him was far larger, and was at least fifty pounds heavier than himself, perhaps more.  With a large flat face that held a pair of dark menacing eyes, he carried a bastard sword easily in one hand.  The sword was almost as large as the two-handed sword Kaler had strapped onto his packhorse, which meant he had half a foot reach on Kaler, not counting the advantage of the man’s very long and obviously powerful arms.
 
   This wasn’t a time to be on horseback.  There was no room to maneuver in this section of the trail, so with a fluid motion Kaler lifted his left leg over the horse’s neck and slid off onto the ground, smoothly drawing his own sword from the scabbard on his back as he did so.  If he couldn’t handle a couple of highwaymen with swords then he shouldn’t be considering the career he had chosen, he reasoned.
 
   The smaller one moved in on him while he was still in the process of dismounting.  What the smaller man lacked in skill he made up in enthusiasm.  His blade was constantly on the move, hacking at Kaler in an attempt to quickly make a killing blow, or at least disarm him.  Any of the blows would have done serious damage had they landed.  The man was far stronger than his thin frame had suggested.  Someone without Kaler’s skill and familiarity with swords would have probably been overcome by the onslaught, but he was able to parry the blows, and once settled launch a counterattack of his own which drove the surprised man back several steps.
 
   The brief retreat of the smaller man gave Kaler a little room to maneuver and occurred just in time as he could sense the giant coming up on his left.  He turned to the attack and was just able to get his sword up in time to block the powerful blow that rang against his sword.  It was fortunate the man had swung with just the one hand.  A two-handed blow at that time might well have stripped the sword from Kaler’s grasp.  His hands slightly numb from the impact of the blow, Kaler disengaged and counterattacked, making several quick thrusts that would have taken bites out of the brute’s arms had he not pulled back.  Kaler could see this one relied on his immense strength rather than finesse or speed.  Feeling the disadvantage of his shorter weapon and arms, Kaler made a feint at the man’s legs to back him up, then turned and delivered a pair of quick blows to the smaller man who had been sneaking up from the other side.  
 
   With both attackers having backed off slightly, Kaler maneuvered for a better spot and worked his way away from the horses which were limiting his ability to move as freely as he would like.  He no sooner found a position when the barbarian came at him with both hands on the sword this time.  He acted as if he planned to split Kaler from head to crotch with the intended blow.  At the last minute Kaler sidestepped, and the blow that had been intended for him sank deeply into the hardwood tree that had been at his back.  The sword was buried deep into the green wood, and even the giant was having trouble extracting the blade.  This would have been the time to go after the man, but the annoying weasel was quickly moving in hoping to draw blood.  Kaler turned to meet the smaller man, moving away from the tree and the giant as he did so.
 
   Once again they exchanged a series of ringing blows, but Kaler now understood how the man fought and how little of proper fighting he knew.  Pretending to be pushed back by the attack, Kaler encouraged an attack to his left side, and sensing weakness there, the lanky highwayman attempted to press his advantage.  Kaler waited until the right opportunity presented itself, then suddenly lashed out with a powerful blow.  His sword caught the other with his sword arm extended and took it off just above the elbow.  Suddenly weaponless and spurting blood from the wound, the man howled as he fell back against a tree for support.  He was out of the fight allowing Kaler to turn his attention to the larger adversary, who had managed to free his blade and was advancing on him with an angry look in his eye.
 
   Kaler knew he could not match this one’s strength and must not let the giant wear him down.  He concentrated on deflecting and dodging the larger man’s blows, and scoring small cuts whenever the larger man recovered a little too slowly from a missed or deflected blow, mostly on the hands and forearms.  Cut after cut was delivered without seeming to make any impression on the monster, until suddenly the man screamed in rage at the continual wounding, and came at Kaler with renewed energy.  The man was fierce, but in his temper had tossed aside what skills he had and left himself open.  Despite the tiredness in his arms, Kaler was able to duck under a wild swing that came close to taking his head and expertly thrust into the man’s groin.  Blood started flowing down the man’s leg soaking his pants.  He bellowed in rage and pain as the sharp blade penetrated his skin.
 
   That cut had made an impression, and the man winced as he raised his sword.  His confidence was affected.  The giant seemed to realize that he did not have much time left and recklessly charged with his sword raised.  One stumbling step told the monster that he was not running anymore.  In desperation, he threw his heavy sword at Kaler.  Kaler sidestepped while deftly deflecting the mighty sword with his own weapon.  The man left a trail of blood from his wounds.  Kaler had also been lucky enough to land a small cut on the giant’s forehead, and blood was leaking into the man’s eyes.  Then, without warning, the man stumbled.  Kaler backed away and watched the man collapse from loss of blood.  Suddenly it was all over.  Once the man was down and Kaler saw that he was dead he quickly checked on the small persistent fighter, but that one had bled out while Kaler was fighting the giant and lay in a crumpled heap at the base of the tree.  
 
   Gasping for breath, Kaler realized he was shaking and placed his back against the nearest tree and waited for his heart rate to return to normal and the shaking to stop.  He looked at the dead and bloody men.  He had never killed before, and felt a bit queasy about what he had done.  There had been no choice, of course, and he knew these wouldn’t be the last.  Still, it was one thing to contemplate killing another in combat and quite another to actually do so.  
 
   After several minutes he felt his body returning to normal, and he stood and checked himself carefully.  He had a couple of minor wounds, cuts that were already drying, the flow of blood minor.  A large cut in his shirt showed how close the big bastard had come to running him through.  He’d have to fix that later.  He also examined his sword.  It had taken some fierce pounding from the large man, not to mention repeated blows from the thinner one.  The quality of the blade was apparent in the fact he could find nothing beyond the need to stone some minor nicks from the blade, again something he could take care of once he reached the inn.
 
   Finally he walked over and looked at the body of the giant.  He picked up the sword which was no where near the quality of his own blade.  It made up for strength by the thickness of the blade.  It was so heavy Kaler could barely lift it.  He set it aside and checked the man for anything else.  He found a pair of silver Falcons and a half dozen smaller coins.  Nothing else was of any real value, and he walked over and checked the other.  He retrieved a single Falcon and small change, as well as the man’s sword and a cheap belt knife.  The blades went on his packhorse and the coins in his purse.  
 
   Kaler considered the bodies, and then shook his head.  He had better things to do than to try and bury these two.  They were far enough off the trail that riders could pass.  He would tell someone at the inn in the village ahead about the attack and the location of the bodies.  Perhaps someone there would want to check the identities and would have to dig them up again anyway.  He took a moment to clean his sword, then returned it to the scabbard before climbing back onto his mount and continuing on his way.
 
    
 
   He stopped at the first inn he came to.  It looked adequate enough, and truth be told he could use a drink and a bath.  Besides, it was already late afternoon, and he wouldn’t get that much farther along before he’d have to start thinking about quarters for the night.  This inn was also closest to the attack, and telling someone here seemed more appropriate.
 
   The innkeeper was a short, slender man.  He didn’t look the type to be running an inn at all, but was quick to respond to Kaler’s request for a room, telling him that the only bath available was the stream out back of the inn.  When Kaler told him of the attempted robbery and the results, the man looked at him with renewed interest.
 
   “There’s been a rash of robberies of late,” he said.  “A couple of men were found with their throats cut off that way just a week ago.  There have also been a couple of incidents up the road to the north over the past few weeks, so I’d keep my eyes open as you continue on your way.  Might be the same two, might not.  I’d say you appear to have done everyone a great favor.”
 
   “Is there some kind of sheriff who would want to know of this?” Kaler asked.
 
   “He comes by once a week or so.  You don’t need to worry about him.  I’ll tell him your story when I see him.”
 
   “What about the bodies?  I just left ‘em there.”
 
   “I’d guess by tomorrow or the next day some of the critters in the woods will have dealt with that problem.  Again, not to concern yourself.”
 
   Kaler nodded.  “I have the swords they were using.  If you don’t mind, I’ll leave them here with you.  You can show them to the sheriff.  Maybe the blades will tell him something.”
 
    
 
   After washing in the stream, Kaler dressed again in the same clothes.  He’d shaken out most of the dust and dirt.  He couldn’t see getting one of his good sets travel stained.  He’d want something nice when he arrived in Pagner and his clothes had to last him for some time.  Satisfied with his appearance, he headed down to the common room for the drink he’d promised himself and something to eat.
 
   The tale of his encounter had been spread by the innkeeper.  Kaler wasn’t certain he was pleased about that.  The men might have friends after all, which could make him a target.  Well, it was too late to worry about that.  The story of his adventure did earn him a look of interest from the waitress, however, and feeling a bit randy from his encounter with death Kaler was quick to flirt with the young woman.  She wasn’t a beauty by any means, with an overly large nose that looked like it might have been broken at some point in the past, and a scar that ran from the corner of her mouth halfway across her left cheek.  She was, however, amply endowed and willing.  She was also skilled as Kaler learned later, and by the time she left his room early in the morning he was completely worn out.
 
   Kaler was a bit of a ladies man, and had worked his way through a goodly percentage of the young women of his village since learning what the fairer sex liked.  While not what most would consider handsome, his rugged looks had served him well in that regard.  He was also wise enough not to brag about his conquests, which had worked in his favor.  Someone had talked, however, as word got around among the ladies, and more than one had dropped hints in his direction from time to time.  
 
   The next morning he hooked up with a couple of families who were headed his way.  Seeing safety in numbers, he rode with them for the next two days until they turned off to the west and he continued on alone once again.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
   Pagner, the capital of Kellmore, was unchanged from the previous time Kaler had come here.  That time he’d been with his uncle, but the city looked exactly as he remembered it.  They hadn’t spent much time in the western districts where the castle was located, but eager to see where royalty had lived, Kaler had badgered his uncle until they spent a full day playing tourist.  Now that diversion paid dividends and Kaler found himself comfortable with the twists and turns of the nearly randomly laid out streets that wormed their way through too many houses and businesses crammed together haphazardly.  Only to the north of the castle had the city been laid out with some forethought as the city expanded and lands once reserved for farming were made available for urban development.
 
   Even Kaler’s horses seemed aware that they were nearing their destination, and that rest and a comfortable stall were not too far away.  Now that he was here, Kaler wanted an inn that was a cut above the kind of place he’d been staying as he traveled.  That would mean he’d have to part with more coin, especially here in the city proper, but he expected to be paying for only a few days before he was accepted into an assignment that would provide him with room and board.  He felt it wise to reside in a solidly middle class establishment rather than the poorer accommodations.  It would improve the type of people he would come in contact with, and would look better to whatever officials he was required to give his temporary address to.  Given what he’d been told about the elite nature of the Royal Guard, it would have been even better if he could afford to stay in one of the truly first class establishments.  Unfortunately the cost of a single night in such places was more than several weeks in the kind of place he was seeking.
 
   Kaler passed over a half dozen inns before he found one that met all of his requirements.  As he’d hoped, he was able to negotiate a better rate with the proprietor by agreeing to one of the smaller rooms in the back that looked out onto the stables behind the inn.  The King’s Land Inn was located a mere half mile from the public entrance to the castle grounds, and was close to a large and bustling marketplace which would provide Kaler with access to anything he could envision needing.  The inn had a large stable with a small staff that would care for his animals, indoor baths that could be provided with warm water for a suitable fee, and two common rooms for social activities and meals.  One was rooms was more refined, for those who wanted a more formal experience, but the same food was served in both.
 
   The innkeeper was a middle-aged man, short and cheerfully plump as was his wife who was often hurrying about seeing to one thing or another.  He eyed Kaler as he dug into his purse and retrieved the amount they had just negotiated.
 
   “Remember now, you can have your meals here for half the listed price,” the innkeeper explained as he handed over a large brass key.  Apparently the food at the inn was very good and many who ate here were not residents.  That was probably why there were two dining areas, Kaler mused.  
 
   “I assume that the Captain of the Royal Guard can be found at the castle courtyard?” Kaler asked.  
 
   “Are you here to join the Guard?” asked the innkeeper, looking at Kaler with new respect, and a little discomfort.  “Perhaps you would prefer a better room.  I did not realize who you might be.  I apologize for any offense I might have given.”
 
   Kaler smiled his most sincere smile and said, “I’m not of the nobility.  But I do hope to find a position with the Guard.  I have trained hard and hope to be able to gain entry on the basis of ability.”
 
   The innkeeper relaxed again, but looked at Kaler doubtfully.  “I hope you won’t be disappointed, but the Royal Guard has a long tradition and those trusted with the protection of the Royal Family have with few exceptions come from the titled class.  I have always believed that one must be born into the proper position to have a chance to join.”
 
   “I have been told as much as well, but also that there are exceptions.  I hope to be one of the exceptions.”
 
   “I wish you luck, but advise you not to get your hopes set too high,” the innkeeper said.  No matter how good the young man might be, and he looked strong and capable, the traditions followed by the kingdom were deeply ingrained and he gave the poor lad little chance. Nonetheless, he gave him careful directions on where he should go.
 
    “My son will show you to your room,” the innkeeper said finally.
 
   Kaler nodded and then followed a young lad of about twelve, who had picked up one of Kaler’s bags and now led the way into the back of the establishment.  They passed by the two common rooms impressing Kaler with the number of people present.  He saw more than a half dozen serving girls moving expertly through the crowded room.  A couple of the young women were quite attractive.  He particularly liked the tall one with long black hair.  They were dressed more conservatively than he’d become used to, but he was certain they were available under the proper circumstances, not that he was thinking along such lines at the moment.  He wanted to get cleaned up, have a quiet meal, and report early in the morning to the garrison.  
 
    
 
   Kaler felt a little self conscious as he made his way through the twisted streets toward the castle wearing all of his swords.  While most men were armed, few carried as many weapons as he was at the moment.  This morning he had the large two handed sword across his back, and the sword he’d used to kill the bandits strapped to his left hip.  The belt knife was on his right hip.  He didn’t know what would be required of him once he presented himself for consideration, but fully expected to be asked to demonstrate his expertise, hence he might need all of his weapons to give a full accounting of his skill.  The members of the Royal Guard were said to be among the most skillful fighters in the King’s Army, so he would need to be sharp and prove himself well. 
 
   Finally he arrived at the public entrance to the castle.  The massive bridge across the mostly decorative moat was in place and looked as if it hadn’t been moved in decades.  Similarly, the huge gate that could be used to seal off the castle was raised allowing people to flow in and out of the entrance, pausing only to pass by the dozen guards who monitored the flow of people.  Kaler stepped forward confidently, and when challenged by the guards, explained his destination.  That earned him a doubting look, but the guard pointed across the courtyard toward the back, which was in line with what the innkeeper had told him.  Kaler nodded his thanks and moved along with the others making their way inside, breaking away from the throng when his destination took him in a direction not followed by anyone else.
 
   “I’d like to see the Captain of the Guard,” Kaler announced confidently as he stepped up to the older guardsman who appeared to be in charge of the facility to which he’d been directed.   While he sounded confident, he suddenly had butterflies in his stomach.  All of the doubts he’d pushed aside for so long suddenly came rushing forward once again.
 
   “Is there any reason he’d want to see you?” the grizzled veteran asked, completely unimpressed by Kaler and his request.  “I wasn’t informed the Captain was expecting visitors this morning.  Who are you and what do you want with the Captain?  He hasn’t time to be bothered by every random youth who wanders in.”
 
   Kaler gave the man his full name.  “I am here in hopes of becoming a member of the Royal Guard,” he said.
 
   That earned him a smirk and a long look from the aging warrior who now walked over to him.  The older man looked him over carefully, noting the swords.  Kaler was certain the man could see the quality of his weapons, but also the relatively average quality of his garments.
 
   “Do you know how to use them swords?” the man asked finally.
 
   “Yes ser,” Kaler responded politely.  “I have trained daily with them for a number of years.”
 
   “What makes you think you are good enough to be chosen for the Guard?”
 
   “I hoped to demonstrate my ability,” Kaler replied.  “If you, or someone, could test me, I believe I will be able to impress you with my skill.”
 
   The man scratched at the top of his beard near his cheek.  He made an odd sound, then asked Kaler directly.  “You have not been told that the Royal Guard only fills its ranks by direct invitation, or that only those of noble birth are granted entry?  The Guard doesn’t accept applications.”
 
   “I was told there were exceptions. I was hoping to be one of those special cases.”
 
   The old veteran sighed.  For some reason he liked this brash youth, but that wasn’t going to change anything.
 
   “Yes, there are rare exceptions.  But those are rare indeed, and those accepted were still lesser nobles and not commoners for as long as I can recall.  There have been cases when a member of the Crown’s Regiment has excelled and demonstrated unusual valor or ability and has been selected by the King himself for advancement to the Guard.  Finally, there are those who can recommend someone for the Guard, but I doubt you know anyone on the short list of Lords who can do so.”
 
   “I know no one in Pagner,” Kaler admitted.  “There is no way my skill, if I demonstrate such to the appropriate person, might earn me consideration?”
 
   The old man shook his head.  “I’m sorry lad.  I can sense your desire, but no matter how good you might be, no one is going to give you consideration at this point.  If you wish to serve, you should consider the regiment.  Good men are needed.  Lopal threatens and at the very least there will be border skirmishes in the months ahead.  There you would have a chance to demonstrate your skill, and given time, perhaps you could excel.  The odds are exceedingly small, but with war seemingly on the horizon, maybe you could win your way to a commission and be noticed.  Truthfully, given that you are not the son of even a lesser noble, I doubt even then that you would have a chance at the Guard.  It’s just the way things are.”
 
   Kaler was shocked at the total rejection he was faced with.  He’d always believed he would at least be given a chance to demonstrate his skill, and once that opportunity was presented, he would win someone over.  But it was clear that no one was going to even allow him a chance.  He was being told if he wanted to demonstrate his skill, he could do so by becoming one of the mass of soldiers and hope he could stand out.  Many of the men that filled the ranks of the regiment hadn’t even held a sword until they joined.
 
   Uncertain what to do, Kaler thanked the old soldier and unhappily made his way out of the facility.  Through one of the back windows he could see members of the Guard engaged in mock battle on the grassy field in back.  He watched for a moment, and was certain he was every bit as good as those who he could see practicing.
 
   Kaler wandered back out into the central courtyard uncertain how to proceed.  He hadn’t considered the possibility of outright rejection.  He’d been so certain.  Normally he was persistent, and would keep at something until he succeeded, but he sensed the old man had been brutally honest with him.  It was what he’d been told before, but had rejected as unreasonable.  Now he suddenly had to accept that the way things worked didn’t have to meet his expectations of rational.  
 
   That left the question of what he was to do.  He needed to find employment.  Either that or return to his brother’s ranch and accept his charity.  After an hour of random wandering, Kaler asked one of the guards for directions to the Crown Regiment headquarters, and decided to have a look.  It didn’t take very long for him to know the Regiment wasn’t for him.  The sergeant who showed him around hadn’t realized what Kaler’s dream had been.  The pay was poor, a month in the regiment paid less than Kaler was spending a night at the inn.  The conditions looked horrible, and he would need to forget about his own weapons and accept one of the standard weapons used by the troops based on the decision of his commander.  He could realistically be looking at ten years before he had a chance to advance to any level where he might have a chance to excel.  
 
   Kaler thanked the sergeant, but once he had broken away he knew he would never return.  The Regiment wasn’t for him.  He made his way dejectedly back to the inn where he would have to decide what to do next.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
   A week had already passed since Kaler had learned his dreams of joining the Royal Guard had been dashed.  He was rapidly burning through his funds, and needed to make plans for his future.  He’d felt lost, and had taken to spending much of his time in one or another of the taverns in the large square not too far from the inn.  He gambled. At least at first.  He played cards, but soon learned that he was inept at both Snakes and Lankers, the two popular gambling games that were in vogue.  He was no better at dice, losing half of his coin in the first few days until he came to his senses.  At this rate he would have to send a letter to his brother requesting additional funds, which would amount to all but admitting he had failed.  After that realization he stopped playing, at least seriously, and was far more careful with his remaining money.
 
   He hoped to meet someone who might be able to point him toward a temporary position of one sort or another until he could sort matters out.  Many of the men who visited the tavern were not that different from himself, and they appeared to have money.  Of course, some were mercenaries and were spending the gain from many months of service.  Kaler also gradually realized that it wasn’t the same men each time.  There was a flow of men that moved through the taverns he visited.  Many came, lost what they had earned, and disappeared not to be seen again.  Soon he was able to separate those who were frequent visitors.  These he watched, and in several cases tried to get to know them.  Several were the sons of minor Lords, and with their allowance, provided by rich fathers or uncles, always had coin for the games, the drink, and the women, both those who worked at the taverns or those who came seeking something else.  
 
   Kaler made a few friends.  One of the young sons of a modestly well to do Lord became a frequent companion, and was more than willing to fund their drinking.  Kaler generally restricted his alcoholic intake to bir, preferring the rich dark bir to the lighter pale variety that was served more widely.  He stayed away from the hard liquors, drinking at most a hearty wine with his meals.  The young Lordling promised to check with his father or his father’s friends to see if a man handy with a sword was needed.  Frequently such men were hired to serve as protection.  Kidnapping and theft were a constant problem for the wealthy.  It was several weeks before Kaler realized his friend had no intention of following through on his promise.  Perhaps this was because he was simply unwilling to approach his parent, he suspected the relationship there was strained, or perhaps the man simply feared of losing a drinking partner, which would happen if Kaler found employment.  Whatever the reason, Kaler began to focus his attention elsewhere.
 
   He eventually found work.  It wasn’t what he wanted, and it wasn’t much fun, but it paid a bit and would help him become known by others who might have something better in the future.  The task had taken almost six weeks, and had involved an extended trip to the southern port, providing guard for a local merchant.  They had slept on the ground and endured rough country and poor food.  Still, it had been better than spending all of his days in the taverns, and Kaler vowed those days were over.  When he returned he decided he would find somewhere cheaper to stay, and focus all his energy on finding someone who would value his skills.  First he had to briefly return to the King’s Land Inn to retrieve the rest of his possessions and his pack horse.  He had arranged with the proprietor to care for them for him for a modest fee.
 
    
 
   He arrived back in Pagner later than they had planned by more than a week.  It was difficult to judge travel, and there had been delays.  It was also late in the day when they were finally released and paid by their employer, leaving Kaler in a position where he would probably have to take a room at the inn for the night before moving on to someplace cheaper.  He had just walked through the door and was making his way inside the inn when he became aware of loud voices raised in anger coming from the back.  Instantly on the alert, he slowed his pace and advanced cautiously to see what was happening.
 
   The innkeeper was on the floor, his hand to his mouth which was red with blood.  His wife was kneeling next to him looking up at a trio of burly unkempt men.  Two had their swords out, and the closer was clearly the cause of the innkeeper’s distress.  The third man stood back a bit.  He had a small dagger out and held it close to the neck of the innkeeper’s sixteen-year-old daughter.  Kaler had talked with the girl from time to time.  A real looker and well developed for her age, she was never allowed to work as a serving girl because of the kind of proposals that were often directed at the women.  Kaler would learn later that the girl had passed through the dining area on the way to the kitchen and had been accosted by the men who decided she was to be their entertainment for the night.  When the innkeeper had objected, the altercation had begun.  Now, the third man held the terrified young woman at his side, his thick arm around her with his hand clamped onto her breast.  The diners had pulled back, none wanting to draw the attention of men armed and obviously as determined as these three.  Kaler suspected they had been drinking otherwise they would realize how untenable their situation was in the longer term.  
 
   “Let her go,” pleaded the innkeepers wife.  “She is only sixteen and isn’t one of those who might agree to your wishes.  She has never been with a man.”
 
   “Time she learned,” the closer one said unperturbed by her pleas.  “She is ripe enough and what we teach her will serve her well in the future.”
 
   Kaler could see that the innkeeper was going to attempt once again to interfere.  It was admirable, but foolish.  He was outnumbered by men with swords.  He was unarmed, and unskilled at this kind of thing.  
 
   As Kaler saw it, the problem was the man holding the girl.  He could use the threat of harming her to force their wishes.  That meant he had to go first.  Then the others could be dealt with.  Instinctively he drew the short belt knife.  It wasn’t made as a throwing knife, but his uncle had insisted that he learn how to use it as such.  Sometime the advantage gained by being able to strike at a distance was important.  This was such a case.  He had to hope it would go as he planned.  Not every throw was correct, although he had practiced enough that almost every time he could stick the blade.  
 
   Tonight he was on target.  The blade flew true and the point was forward as the knife struck solidly into the thick neck of the man holding the girl.  He gurgled as the point struck deep, releasing the girl inadvertently who scurried away as he tried to reach the offending object.  The other two turned to look at the sounds of distress from their friend.
 
   As soon as the blade had been released, Kaler had drawn the short sword from his scabbard.  The larger two-handed blade was too cumbersome for fighting inside and he left it in place on his back.  He slammed his blade against the loosely held blade of the closer villain knocking it to the side and almost causing the man to lose it.  His partner was quicker, and came at Kaler with a murderous look in his eye.  Kaler had to block the man’s attack, which caused him to step back.
 
   Now it was two against one.  As Kaler and the two men battled, the innkeeper struggled to his feet, walked over to where the third man was stretched out on the floor and stepped on the handle of the knife, driving it deep into the man’s neck.  He wouldn’t be a further problem. 
 
   Kaler had been able to back up into the front part of the large common room.  That gave him more maneuvering space than had been available in the lobby area.  He kicked aside a bothersome table as he blocked the attacks.  He had already learned how the two men fought, and could see how to end this.  Without warning he suddenly burst into a flurry of swings, his sword moving back and forth, hammering away at the two men.  They gave ground, and when one stumbled briefly on an overturned chair behind him, Kaler moved smooth past the other, his sword moving horizontally under the blade of the other, cutting a huge gash in the man’s belly.  He screamed and dropped his sword as he attempted to hold his innards in place.
 
   Kaler turned to the third and final man who had recovered his balance and was charging straight at him.  It was no longer a fair match.  Kaler was so much more skillful than his remaining adversary that the outcome was certain. A half dozen blows were exchanged, and then, almost without effort, Kaler slipped his blade past the other’s defense, burying it deep in the man’s gut.  He gave it a sharp twist, and pulled it back.  The man dropped his own sword, and crashed to the floor, a great pool of blood forming around him.
 
   Kaler looked around the room to be certain there were no other threats.  He could see the innkeeper’s wife in the background, holding her crying daughter.  The innkeeper grinned a bloody grin at him and walked over to him.
 
   “Well done lad.  You arrived just in time.”
 
   “Sorry about the damage,” Kaler replied, indicating the broken chairs and a table that appeared to have a smashed leg.
 
   The innkeeper waved it off.  He sent one of his employees for the constable.  There was no fuss.  The bodies were dragged outside and the blood cleaned up.  Within an hour, normal activities had resumed.
 
   “I assume you wish your room back,” the innkeeper said once matters had returned somewhat back to normal.
 
   “For the night,” Kaler agreed.  “I’ll be moving tomorrow.”
 
   “Why is that?” the innkeeper asked.  “I thought you liked it here.  Have you found more permanent employment?”
 
   Kaler shook his head.  “To be honest, the amount I am making does not permit me to live in the style I would like.  I will need to find someplace cheaper.”
 
   “Here now, that’s easily fixed.  I owe you a great debt.  You are free to stay here as long as you wish without charge.”
 
   “That is kind of you,” Kaler replied surprised at the offer, “but that would not be fair to you.”
 
   “A man’s daughter is worth far more than that.  The room you have been using is the least desirable in the inn.  You have been here before, so you must realize that very seldom are all rooms filled.  That means almost always the room you were using lies empty.  I make no coin from it at such times and therefore am out little if you are to use it.  The food, it is insignificant.  I can do no less.  I insist.”
 
   Kaler knew that the inn was often less than fully occupied, but not as often as the innkeeper was implying.  He was overstating his case, but it was also obvious that he felt an obligation and would feel slighted if Kaler were to refuse him.  Deciding he could continue to look for alternate housing later, Kaler nodded his acceptance.  
 
   “You are very generous,” he said.  “I admit it will be very pleasant to be back in familiar surroundings and enjoy more of your wife’s cooking.”
 
   The innkeeper nodded approvingly and his wife smiled at Kaler from where she was listening back behind the counter.
 
   As it turned out, Kaler spent many weeks at the inn, often providing security for the innkeeper.  He also was rewarded by a number of better paying jobs that came his way.  The innkeeper’s contacts spread wide in the city and he made a point of spreading the word to wealthy merchants who might need the reliable and skilled sword of Kaler to help them from time to time.  A combination of his free room and board and the jobs he was awarded allowed him to rebuild his dwindling purse, until he was actually ahead of where he’d been when he arrived in town.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
   The first days of spring are always pleasant.  The winter hadn’t been harsh, it seldom was at the lower elevations and this far south.  Still, the frequent rains were limiting, and now with the sun a more common companion and the first signs of flowers breaking through the ground, Kaler’s spirits rose.  The past months had gone better than he’d hoped, and soon he would have to consider once again what he wanted for a future.  He was getting by, had a number of acquaintances, and was well considered by a reasonable list of clients, most of whom could be counted on to call on him again when their business warranted his services.  Unfortunately, this wasn’t what he envisioned for himself.  He wanted something permanent, and better than being a bodyguard.  He also was certain now that war was coming.  He couldn’t imagine being left out, but still had no desire to fight as a common ground soldier.   
 
   He was between assignments at the moment, which left him free to pursue his own interests.  That meant he had extra time for Inasa, a petite young woman he’d come to be fond of and had spent many a happy night with over the preceding months.  Their relationship wasn’t exclusive, which was fine with him.  He wasn’t interested in something that would tie him down, and Inasa wasn’t wife material anyway.  But she certainly knew how to make a man happy.  The evening was well along and he walked the darkened streets, lit by a full moon and the occasional oil lamps the city was starting to put in place.  He was bringing Inasa a gift, and was anxious to see how she received the leather bag he’d commissioned based on her complaints directed at the purses she currently possessed.  
 
   “Guard!” yelled a voice from around the corner.  “Guard!”
 
   Thoughts of Inasa vanished from Kaler’s mind and he drew his sword as he hurried around the corner of the building.  A covered carriage of the type favored by the wealthy was stopped on the far side, while two men with swords attempted to fight off a group of ragged men who were pressing an attack.  The defenders were the better swordsmen, but they were badly outnumbered and looked to be losing the encounter.  The voice Kaler had heard was that of the portly gentleman who was making his way to his feet.  It looked as if he had been dragged from the coach by one of the bandits.  The bandit lay dead on the street, apparently killed by one of the man’s bodyguards before he’d become too busy fighting the others.  The coachman was dead as well, and lay slumped in his seat at the front of the buggy.
 
   Kaler rushed in, his sword adding to that of the defenders.  Quickly the battle changed character, and now the bandits were the ones defending themselves.  Sensing their cause was lost, the attackers suddenly broke off, backing away and fleeing into the darkness.  One of the guards rushed over to help his employer regain his place inside the carriage while the other thanked Kaler for his help.
 
   “Cort,” hollered the guard by the carriage.  His Lordship wishes to leave immediately.
 
   The guard named Cort waved his understanding.  “Thank you again,” he said to Kaler, delaying as much as he dared.  His Lordship expected prompt response to his orders.  “You saved the day.”  Then he turned and climbed up into the drivers seat and drove the coach away, the second guard following behind riding one horse and leading the other.
 
   The sudden silence after the ringing of blade upon blade was unsettling, and Kaler scanned carefully to ensure the attackers weren’t hiding somewhere nearby, although they would have little to gain by attacking him other than revenge.  The body of the dead bandit still lay crumpled in the street.  Kaler wasn’t about to bother with that.  The city guard would discover him soon enough and see to having the remains carted away.  There was no advantage to him to get involved.  He was about to walk away when he noticed something on the ground near where the Lord had been thrown to the ground.  He walked over and reached down, picking up a substantial soft leather purse that clinked rewardingly as he lifted it.  Looking inside he found a princely sum in gold, and a pair of large, obviously very valuable gems.  What he held in his hand was worth ten times what he had come to Pagner with.
 
    
 
   “The bodyguard’s name was Cort?” the innkeeper asked.
 
   Kaler nodded.  “That’s what it sounded like.  I wasn’t thinking about it at the time.”  Kaler had also described the Lord, his description limited to general body shape since the man had been in the shadows and Kaler had never seen his face.  “Have you any idea who he might be?”
 
   “I’ll have to ask around.  There are any number of nobles in Pagner, some from other countries.  You say he spoke without an accent?  That should make it easier.”
 
   Kaler hadn’t told the innkeeper how much he had found, only that the man had dropped his purse and he had hopes of returning it.  For now the purse and its extremely valuable contents were hidden in a crack between the walls in the stables at the back of the inn.  He didn’t feel comfortable having it in his room.  He also didn’t want to trust the purse to anyone else.  He’d seen what money could do to the most honest of men.
 
   It took the innkeeper two weeks to come up with a name, and Kaler had almost given up on finding out who the Lord had been.  That the story was held so close and not common knowledge suggested, as did the purse with its too valuable contents, that the Lord might have been about some business that was private and not something he had wanted known.  
 
   “I believe the man you seek is Count Batough,” the innkeeper told Kaler one evening when he returned from a temporary duty that was earning him a small amount of coin for a couple of days service.  “I know little of him, but one of my associates has contacts that deal with his household regularly and the servants have made reference to something consistent with what you saw.  The Count himself has been very silent about the matter.  That is why I cannot say with absolute certainty it was he.”
 
   “It is a lead to follow-up,” Kaler agreed.  “D you know where I might find this Count?”
 
   “That part is easy,” the innkeeper responded, providing Kaler directions to the estate where the Count lived.  It was in the elite section of the city which Kaler had only passing knowledge based on a couple of jobs he had performed for residents there.
 
   “I’ll see what I can learn in the morning,” Kaler said.  “I appreciate your help.”
 
   The innkeeper grinned.  “It is not often one encounters someone so eager to return money.  I will be interested in how the Count reacts.”
 
    
 
   The next morning found Kaler walking down the wide and well cared for avenue leading to the Count’s properties.  He’d had to ask directions several times, but now he could see the residence ahead of him.  The property was large, with a white stone house set well back from the roadway and partially hidden by numerous trees and bushes.  The grounds appeared well cared for, and the large gate was protected by a pair of guards who waited in a small shaded structure at the front of the estate.  
 
   “I would like to speak with the Count,” Kaler said when the guard asked him his business.  
 
   “His Lordship did not indicate he was expecting visitors,” the guard replied as he examined Kaler critically.  Kaler had dressed in his best attire, but clearly that wasn’t up to the standards of the Count’s usual guests.  
 
   “If you could just inform the Count that someone is here.  It relates to an event that occurred on the night of the 14th,” Kaler explained giving the date of the attack, but not wanting to reveal the specifics since the Count appeared to be holding that information close.
 
   “His Lordship doesn’t like to be bothered by uninvited visitors,” the guard explained.  “He always informs the guard when he is expecting anyone.  I am not sure I want to be the one to bother him since you are unwilling to provide specifics regarding your visit.”
 
   Kaler had just about decided he was going to have to reveal more than he intended, when he saw a familiar face about to enter the house in the distance.
 
   “That man,” Kaler said pointing.  “Cort.  I would like to speak with him.”
 
   One of the guards turned to look where he was pointing and saw the bodyguard that Kaler had fought beside that night.
 
   “If you know Cort you might gain entry.  He can authorize it.  Wait, I’ll go and talk with him.”
 
   Kaler was left standing with the remaining guard while the other hurried after Cort who had already stepped out of sight into the house.  Several minutes passed while Kaler waited as patiently as he could, never his best characteristic, but finally he was rewarded to see the guard returning with Cort walking purposefully beside him.  When they arrived at the gate, Cort looked him over, clearly recognizing him.
 
   “We meet again,” Cort said warily.  “I’m surprised to see you.  What brings you to the Count’s residence.  Are you looking for some reward for your assistance the other night?”
 
   Kaler shook his head.  “I found something after you left.  I was wondering if the Count might have lost it,” he said being purposefully vague.
 
   Cort looked at him pointedly.  Kaler could tell the man knew what had been lost, so the Count must trust him with secrets the others didn’t know.  “You have this item with you?”
 
   “I do.  If it can be identified, I would be happy to return it to his Lordship.”
 
   Cort nodded to the gate guard indicating he would accept responsibility for Kaler.  He indicated that Kaler should follow him, and they walked back to the house.  Passing through the entrance, Kaler saw that the residence was even more ornate than he’d expected from the outside.  Inside the structure was three stories high, filled with rich carpets and comfortable looking furniture.  A small pool with water flowing from a break in the wall formed a small waterfall creating a pleasant relaxing sound as the flow splashed into the lower, larger pool.
 
   Cort led him past the front entryway and up a wide staircase in the back half of the house up to the second level.  There he was told to wait while Cort passed through another set of doors and disappeared.  Kaler appeared to be alone, but he wasn’t certain he wasn’t be watched.  He couldn’t say what gave him the feeling, but he was sure that eyes were on him while he waited.
 
   Finally the door opened again and Cort motioned him inside.
 
    
 
   “It’s not many men who would be so honorable as to return something of such value, Count Batough said as he examined the contents of the purse.  He paid little attention to the gold but his eyes gleamed as he held the two jewels in his hand.  “I had given up on ever seeing my property once again.  Why would you go to such trouble for someone you don’t know?  This purse would have provided for you nicely for a long time. From what you have said you are not from the city.  You could have disappeared and no one would have ever known.”
 
   “It would not have been right,” Kaler replied simply.
 
   “Right.  Hmmmm,” the chubby Count said, his left hand rubbing his lips as he thought.  
 
   Unlike the night of the attack, Kaler could see the man clearly in the bright light coming through the window of the room where they spoke.  The Count was short, perhaps five and a half feet, and considerably heavier than Kaler had remembered from the brief glance he’d gotten that night.  His hair was dark with a carefully groomed but closely cut beard and moustache.  
 
   “I suppose you are expecting a reward?” the Count asked, his dark eyes hard on Kaler.
 
   “That was not my intent,” Kaler said.  “If I had lost something, I would hope that whoever found my possessions would be thoughtful enough to return them.  That is all.”
 
   “You are a strange one,” the Count said.  “You fight very well.  I saw what you did and Cort told me afterwards of how you changed the outcome of the attack.  Yet from your dress you are clearly not employed by one who might wish someone of your skill at their side.”
 
   For some reason Kaler told the Count why he had come to Pagner and his hopes for the Royal Guard.
 
   “I see.  You expected too much.  Anyone could have told you that the Royal Guard is not generally open.  Only a few are chosen for the honor of protecting the Royal Family.”
 
   “So I have learned,” Kaler replied a bit bitterly.
 
   “Your only hope would be the games,” the Count continued as though he hadn’t spoken.
 
   “The games?” Kaler asked hesitantly.  “What are the games?”
 
   “The games are held each spring, a little more than a month from now.  The best fighters and knights compete to show their skills and win the title.  In addition to a substantial monetary award, the winner earns the right to request a position they might seek.”
 
   “Such as entry to the Royal Guards?”
 
   “Yes, even that,” the Count replied.  “It isn’t automatic.  The decision would be the King’s to make.  He wouldn’t have to grant the request, but I have seldom seen the King turn down the winner.  After all, one wants the best fighter to be where he is happy and able to do the most good.”
 
   “How would I apply to these games?”
 
   The Count smiled.  “There’s the problem, of course.  The games are normally restricted.  Only those in the King’s service are normally allowed entry, and even then seldom is someone who is not of the noble blood authorized.”
 
   The same barrier, Kaler thought bitterly.
 
   “I might be able to help,” the Count offered.  “One such as myself can place a recommendation before the council.  If I were to do so in your behalf, and if it was granted, you would be allowed to participate.  Would you consider such an effort fair payment for your honesty and integrity in returning my purse to me?”
 
   “That would be extremely gracious of you,” Kaler said honestly, taken aback by the offer.  Up to now he’d had a somewhat unfavorable impression of the Lord.
 
   “I think you would add interest to the games.  I cannot say how well you might do. Cort tells me you are skilled, but the best in the kingdom will be there.  Come back to see me in five day’s time.  That should be sufficient for me to see what I might be able to arrange.  Also, I would ask you not speak of the other night to any whom you have not already told.  My business is not something I like to have spread around.”
 
   “Thank you,” Kaler said sincerely, his hopes suddenly reborn.  “I will speak to no one.”  He followed Cort out of the room and back to the front gate.  There the bodyguard grasped his forearm.
 
   “You fought well the other night. I doubt you are skilled enough to take the games, but I wish you luck.  I’m certain the Count will be able to secure a place for you.  He is adept at such things.  You also have my personal thanks.  Had you not joined in, we would more than likely have been overrun.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
   The day of the contest had finally arrived!  Kaler was unexpectedly nervous as he dressed for his trip to the arena for the first day of fighting.  So much was riding on his hopes for success in the coming days.  In the beginning he hadn’t dared to hope that Lord Batough would actually come through on his promise to see his name entered into the games.  When he had raised the matter to the innkeeper, his longtime friend had indicated he had never heard of such a thing.  But the Count had come through.  It seemed that he was involved in the presentation of the games and knew of arcane rules that most had forgotten.  It had been decades since anyone had invoked the rule allowing a non-noble to participate, but the methodology was documented, and given both the Count’s noble position plus his involvement in the games, Kaler was granted admission.  Now it was up to him.  Was he really as good as he hoped?  
 
   Having gone to great lengths to see Kaler admitted to the games, the Count now wanted his recommendation to make a good showing.  He arranged for Kaler to stay at the estate, and made his best bodyguards available to practice with him.  The Count also arranged for a pair of trainers that frequently trained the sons of Royalty destined for the games to spend time with Kaler.  It had been a good thing.  Kaler had found that he had become rusty and his stamina was not what it had once been.  Lazy living and failure to run through his routines on a daily basis had taken a toll, and he had to sweat through a rough couple of weeks to regain his former expertise. But now he felt ready.  Even the trainers were impressed by his performance, and indicated he should make the final rounds.  How he did overall was beyond guessing.  There were others that were skillful as well.
 
   A complicated and convoluted assignment of opponents was followed.  There were two goals of the games.  One was to choose the annual champion, and the other was to provide a party atmosphere and entertainment for the populace.  To that end it made no sense to pair the known best against the newcomers directly.  That would result in numerous boring matches that would fail to excite the people, which would mean low attendance, little betting, and small profits for those merchants who looked to the games to provide such.  No one would be happy.  At the same time, pairing the best opposite one another could mean early elimination of some of the better fighters, as the early elimination matches took their toll.
 
   Three tiers of fighters were available, and having never participated before, Kaler was relegated to the lowest level.  This was somewhat embarrassing for him, as he knew he was better than his ranking indicated.  On the other hand, it almost assured he would advance, and it gave him time to see just how the contest progressed and to watch other fighters.  Fighters within a tier would fight three encounters on a given day.  The results of each encounter were voted on by the judges, and at the end of the day, based on the scores, a certain percentage of the contestants were eliminated.  Those remaining, would fight again the following day, facing possible elimination once again.  The goal was not to harm anyone.  Disarming was seen as a major goal, and judges were employed to judge the exchanges of blows.  Since real edged weapons were employed, some accidents were inevitable. 
 
   After a couple of days, the remaining fighters in the lowest tier, would face the bottom half of the remaining fighters from the middle tier, while the remaining fighters in the top tier would face the remaining fighters in the upper half of the middle tier.  On the last day of the games, the surviving fighters would be thrown into a common pool, and a random selection used to match them up.  Two rounds would be fought with a direct elimination based on a combined vote of the judges and the spectators, reducing the number of fighters from four to two, and then from two to the remaining winner.  
 
   It would take seven days before the winner was chosen, and it would be a time of merriment for all in Pagner during that time.  A week long party.  The city was overflowing with villagers from outside the city, with every inn and hostel filled, often with rooms that had to be shared between families, with many to a bed.  
 
   Kaler discovered the first day that his participation in the games was viewed very differently by the contestants he was likely to face.  Most took his presence well enough. They were, after all, here for the same reason and if he was skilled, why shouldn’t he be allowed?  There were some, however, usually those from the ranks of the higher nobility who saw his presence as improper, and they looked upon him as a usurper of tradition.  Kaler knew these men would put extra effort into seeing him eliminated from the contest.
 
   The first day was easy enough.  Kaler advanced without any real challenge.  Most of those he fought in this rank were first timers like himself.  They were the younger sons of nobility, getting their first exposure to the arena, and had not expected to last overly long.  They did not seem to begrudge Kaler his success, and many openly congratulated him on his performance.  They were there for the seasoning, and the women.
 
    
 
   Yes, the women.  Kaler hadn’t been aware of that aspect of the games.  The glamour of the arena was something the idle wealthy longed to share.  For many of the nobility and affluent, one way the women could participate and share in the glory was to bed the handsome, physical, and brave young men who performed in front of the city.  This was especially true for the more successful fighters in the higher tiers, but even some of the nobles’ sons in the bottom tier received trinkets and summons from women who wished the fighters to entertain them.  The trinkets were of value, sometimes of significant value.  Sending coin was seen as crass, but the trinkets, which were almost always sold for coin, were deemed acceptable as not seen as outright purchasing of sexual favors.  The summons were usually brought by servants, but on occasion a particularly bold woman would come herself seeking to acquire one of the men for her bed. 
 
   Kaler, of course, was not one of those in demand.  An unknown, and clearly not of the noble class, he watched as those around him, including some he had defeated, were approached and sometimes led off to whatever pleasures awaited them.  He found the situation surprising, and unsettling.  He was initially glad that he wasn’t approached.  He needed to conserve his strength for the games if he were to advance.  At the same time, he couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like.  He knew if he were approached he would have to consider the request carefully.  It would not do to offend anyone in the nobility, and by refusing a summons, he might put into motion something that could affect his overall standings.  He knew that there was a political aspect to the judging and was not experienced enough to know how important it was.
 
   Kaler had advanced to a level where he was now paired with fighters from the second tier when he received his first summons.  He was cleaning his swords after the last fight of the day, knowing he had done well and would clearly advance when the servant girl  approached him with the paper wrapped offering.  The girl was quite attractive, and she watched him with wide eyes and frank interest as he opened the package.  Inside was a gold chain with a golden sword pendant.  It had to be worth twenty golds or more.  
 
   “My mistress would be pleased if you would accept this gift and have dinner with her tonight,” the girl said.  “She has been impressed by your showing in the games.”
 
   Kaler was momentarily speechless.  Now he had to decide.  He didn’t know who the woman behind the gift might be, but given the quality of the dress of her servant girl as well as her looks, she had to be someone of considerable wealth.  Kaler knew he would be more than happy to spend the night with the servant girl, who was exceedingly attractive and nicely shaped as near as he could tell by the flow of her dress over her form as the breeze whipped at the soft cloth.  
 
   Kaler was still trying to sort through the ramifications when he caught the eye of one of the other fighters he had come to know.  A young noble of considerable skill, they had fought only once and it had been close.  Kaler had won, but he knew the young man would be a formidable opponent one day.  The noble nodded sagely, indicating Kaler should accept.  Wondering what he was agreeing to, Kaler nodded at the young servant girl, who hesitantly reached out and took his hand, pulling him after her.  
 
   He was taken to a carriage, and then through town to a large estate.  The girl led him in the back way, up through a series of hallways and into a bathing area.  He found a large tub filled with warm water, and clothing that he could wear afterwards, his own dirty and sweat stained from his battles in the arena.  He bathed, dressed, and was about to leave the room in search of someone, when the servant girl re-entered.  He couldn’t help but wonder if she was watching while he bathed and knew when he was ready.
 
   He was escorted up another two sets of stairs and taken into a large area.  The room was filled with ornate and expensive furniture, complete with a table filled with foods.  Off in the back corner he could see the entrance to another room, this one obviously a bedroom.  The girl pointed him to the table and then quietly left.  Moments later a women entered via a door he hadn’t seen.  She was older, somewhere in her early thirties he guessed.  She wasn’t unattractive, but fell far short of the servant girl who had brought him here.  She sat next to him and indicated he should eat.  They talked briefly while he ate sparingly of the rich foods before him.  His stomach was unsettled, and he needed to remember he had additional battles to fight the next day.  The woman made no secret of what she wanted, and before long they retired to the adjacent room.  Kaler was awakened early the next morning by the servant girl, and escorted out of the estate where a carriage waited.  He found another trinket, this one a jeweled ring that he could sell for considerable coin as he never wore such things with his clothes.  He never saw any men at the estate, and wondered if the woman was married and what her husband thought of her actions.  The way he was led in via a back route made him wonder if the man, assuming he existed, knew of his wife’s actions.
 
   Kaler continued to survive and advance.  Finally there were no more tiers.  The remaining fighters were combined in a single grouping.  He was the lone survivor from the lowest ranking, and one of two that had been in the middle group.  The remaining fighters had all been in the top tier initially.  That night he received his second summons.  A nervous looking young woman brought him a gift and a request from her mistress.  Kaler decided he had no choice but to go, so nodded his acceptance and followed the young  servant out of the arena.  
 
   This time it was different, and they went to a much smaller estate that consisted of a large central house and several smaller structures located in the back.  Kaler was taken to one of the houses in the back where once again he was offered a chance to bath and change.  Then he was taken into another chamber in the front of the smaller structure.  A woman waited for him, standing with her back toward him, looking out a window.
 
   “That will be all Elsa,” a soft voice said.
 
   “Yes, mistress,” the servant girl said, and quietly withdrew.
 
   Kaler waited to see what was going to happen.  After a moment, the woman turned around and faced him.  He was surprised.  She was young.  Younger than him by a couple of years and quite attractive.
 
   “I’m Sayn,” she said nervously.  
 
   Kaler could sense she was as uncertain as he was.  He told her his name.
 
   “Yes, I know.”
 
   Idiot, he thought.  Of course she knows his name. 
 
   Sayn walked closer to him, her blue eyes sparkling in the candlelight.  She wore a gown that emphasized her figure, which was shapely, although slight.  
 
   “I have never done something like this before,” she said softly.  “My father would probably have me whipped if he knew.  We are from Branid, here on an assignment for the King.  I came along.  We have no games like this at home, and the customs, as explained to me by my counterpart here, are forward and exciting.  I had to try and experience the thrill.”
 
   Kaler suddenly had an insight that this young woman was probably more than a little problem for her parents and probably already had several lovers back home chosen from the young Lords that would be plentiful.  He was in an uncomfortable situation, but there was no way he could think of to extract himself without serious repercussions now.
 
   Sayn suddenly became bold and walked up to him, letting her hands wander across his powerful chest.  She looked into his eyes and made a decision.  She stepped back, did something to the back of her dress, and moments later stood naked in front of him.  Her eyes boldly met his, then indicated he should disrobe.  Shortly afterwards they were together in the large bed.  
 
   Kaler didn’t stay the night. Sayn had to be back in the main house before retiring, and so he was escorted out before midnight.
 
   “Will you come again tomorrow?” Sayn asked hopefully as she clung to him before he left.  Apparently his performance had been adequate.
 
   He wondered why he agreed, but found himself wanting to enjoy the eager young woman’s arms again, and so submitted.  He won the rounds the next day, and found himself in Sayn’s embrace that night.
 
    
 
   Somehow, against all odds, Kaler had reached the semi-finals.  He was paired, supposedly by random selection against the son of a Viscount who was the games favorite to win.  His opponent was of the same age as himself, and of similar build.  He was also skillful as Kaler had observed when he could watch the other fighters between his own bouts.  Extremely handsome, more so than Kaler by a wide margin, if a little shorter.  Kaler could tell that the young women knew who he was and suspected he had already made serious inroads into the ranks of the available ladies.
 
   Their battle was scheduled to be the first that day, with the other two fighters to follow.  Now facing his opponent, one of the young nobles who had made it clear he shouldn’t have been allowed in the games, Kaler wondered how this would go.  The man was clearly a favorite with the crowd.  The winner would be judged by the combination of the official judges and the crowd.  The King himself would resolve any dispute or uncertainty.  Given the man’s popularity, Kaler knew he must win decisively if he were to carry the day.  
 
   His opponent came at him with every intent of ending the conflict quickly.  Obviously the other had been watching Kaler as he advanced through the ranks and knew something of his fighting style.  Their swords clanged as they met, the shock of the blows running up the length of Kaler’s arms.  Damn, the bastard was strong.  This was clearly the most difficult opponent he had faced, and Kaler suspected from what he had seen, the best fighter he would face.  If he could prevail in this encounter, he was certain he could beat whoever won the other match.
 
   Their swords blurred as the two men fought, each attempting to get past the defenses of the other.  Both landed minor blows to the other, but nothing that constituted a clear win by the rules of the games.  For a while Kaler felt himself being pushed back, giving ground as he defended against a particularly intense onslaught.  Then the rhythm would shift, and he would gain the upper hand, driving the young Lord back in return.  Clearly they were well matched.  The battle lasted longer than any other face off of the games thus far.  Suddenly, without warning, Kaler felt his sword yanked from his hand after a particularly solid impact of sword on sword.  He backed away, sensing where his weapon would land, aware that he was probably eliminated, his dreams dashed.  As he recovered the weapon and turned to face his opponent, he noted that the young Lord had also lost his sword as a result of the severe blow.  That made them equal.  Reassured, Kaler started toward the other when the trumpet sounded, indicating the match was suspended.
 
   The two men stood facing one another, breath coming in deep gasps as they waited to see what would develop.  The official who regulated the contests, waited between them while the judges made a decision.  The encounter was over they ruled, and would be judged.  
 
   The official judges called it a tie, but the people stood behind their favorite, declaring the young Lord the winner.  Kaler was certain the King did not agree by the look upon his face, but when he stood, hesitating for a long moment, he finally said in a deep clear voice, “Let the will of the people stand.”
 
   Kaler was out.  His chance at the Royal Guard was over.
 
    
 
   “There’s no way to appeal?” Sayn asked that night as they cuddled, naked under the covers after an extended bout of lovemaking.  Kaler’s frustration had fueled a particularly energetic coupling, which Sayn had seemed to enjoy.
 
   “The ruling of the King is final,” Kaler replied.  “It would be politically embarrassing to change his decision now.  I think I sensed he favored me, but submitted to the will of the people.  It was a wise political decision.  He needs the support of both the nobles and the people if war comes.  It is an unsettling time.”
 
   “So what do you do now?”
 
   “I was told that based on my performance I am automatically invited to participate again next year.  Perhaps I could advance farther then.  A whole year!”
 
   Sayn snuggled closer.  “Come with us.  We will be leaving now that the games are over.  My father’s mission here is complete and we will be returning to Sulen.”
 
   “What would I do there?  I know nothing about Branid.  Here at least I have friends and employment of a sort.”
 
   “I can speak with my father’s guardsmen.  I can get you a position that will pay well enough.  It will also allow you to meet others who might need services like yours.  Besides, we can be together.”  She rubbed her smallish breasts against him to emphasize the benefits.  
 
   Kaler considered the proposition.  He had made some enemies among the young nobles by how far he had advanced in the games.  He wondered if there might be repercussions there.  Clearly, staying here offered nothing beyond what he had seen the past months, which meant a future that was uncertain and not what he hoped for.  He suspected the Count would offer him employment, but that was uncertain.  What he had been doing was also somewhat boring.  He longed to explore and see more of the land.  He had a full purse at the moment, and going with Sayn to Branid would take him to a new place.  She would help him get settled, and there were obvious side benefits.  He didn’t have to think long before he agreed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
   Sayn had been right about one thing.  The captain of her father’s personal guard had been quite happy to have Kaler join them.  He had witnessed several of Kaler’s bouts and had been impressed with his ability.  In addition, the Legate, the King’s appointed leader of the regimental troops who had escorted the Baron and his family on their mission to call on the King of Kellmore, had also seen Kaler in the games and had a favorable opinion of his ability.  As a result of their being familiar with him, he soon found himself a member of the force that would supply protection for the nobles on their return to Branid.  They had provided him with a horse and agreed he could use his own weapons, which were better than those most of the men carried anyway.
 
   Since the mission was one of arranging a meeting hopefully leading to marriage between the children of the two kings, there was no danger from the forces of the host country, but thieves and vandals were a constant threat in the open lands between the cities.  A group as large as theirs was not something that would be attacked by most of the bands that roved the wilds, but there were bands that numbered a hundred or more, and official emissaries had been attacked in the past.  Fortunately the Legate and the captain of the Baron’s Guard did not judge a man by the country of his birth, but by the ability he had demonstrated and the character he displayed so Kaler being a citizen of Kellmore rather than Branid did not factor into the decision.
 
   The Count had been disappointed to see Kaler leave, and had offered him a place with his own team.  Kaler had considered carefully but in the end wanted a chance to travel and see more of the lands.  Going with Sayn offered him a chance to see another country, and he was excited at the prospect. Unstated, but on his mind, was the secret hope that he might be able to use the offered opportunity as a stepping stone to something better.  He was pleased that the Branid leaders appeared more flexible in the guidelines for electing their troops.
 
   They left early several days after Kaler had been accepted into their ranks, heading north along the southern fork of the Triempol River.  The river, the main branch of which formed the recognized border between Kellmore and Branid, split somewhere to the north.  It would take them almost two week’s ride to reach the fork, where they would cross into Branid turning to the northwest as they continued the journey into Sulen.  The Royal party rode in the middle of the group, surrounded by the twenty-three troops who watched over them.  Kaler rode in the rear group.  Even though this was his country, he knew less of the path to be followed than several of the Branid scouts.
 
   Kaler found the men to be open and amicable, and by the end of the second day he was on good terms with several of the Baron’s guardsmen.  He had also had a chance to talk with the Legate, who rode along side him for more than an hour one day, curious about Kaler’s background and how he had come about his training.  Kaler recounted his uncle’s background and how he had trained Kaler with the swords.  Kaler also revealed he had participated in the games in hopes on winning admission into the Royal Guard, but that hope had been dashed by his failure to take the contest.
 
   Of Sayn he saw very little.  The nobles were clustered together and under close watch most of the time.  There was no opportunity for her to slip away from the rest of her family or from the sight of the guards tasked with keeping her safe.  That meant that there was no chance for her and Kaler to be together.  She slept in one of the coaches, while he slept on the ground with the rest of the troops, catching only an occasional glimpse of her.  Once he had passed close to her and after a quick check to see if anyone else would notice, she gave him a wide smile.  Otherwise, he might as well have not existed for all the attention he received from her.  
 
   The journey was uneventful, and after days of travel they reached the border crossing.  The Triempol River was deep and swift, but near the fork it widened as it spread out to surround several islands.  These conveniently placed spots of land had been connected by a series of large bridges that provided easy passageway between the two countries.  In several places the bridges were quite high, allowing boats to pass underneath carrying goods either direction.  Kaler was told that a half-day’s ride down river toward the west was a large city, and there one could take boats across the river as well.  A brisk trade existed between Kellmore and Branid, with a number of prosperous towns scattered along the length of the Triempol on either side.  As easy as that they crossed over into Branid.
 
   They had been in Branid two days when the party halted travel early and made camp alongside a large pleasant lake.  Kaler noted the more relaxed attitude of his fellows and asked about the stop.
 
   “We are on Duke Rodelos’ land,” one of his new friends explained.  “He oversees a large section of southern Branid for the King who is necessarily distant in Sulen.  As the King’s proxy, he has absolute rule.  This particular section of the Duchy is the Duke’s personal property.  This lake and the nearby forest are well known to the Baron.  We stayed here on the way to Kellmore.  The Duke has a reputation for keeping his lands free of bandits and other vagrants.  The chances of a problem are all but non-existent here.  The Duke deals very harshly with those who violate his decrees and they have taken the hint and moved elsewhere.  We will be able to relax somewhat, and will be given half shifts.  Everyone will have a chance to rest before we make the final push on to Sulen.  It is likely we will be visited while we are here by the Duke’s men who scout the land regularly.”
 
   They stayed two days, mostly because the Baron and his family wanted a chance to be free of their coaches for a while and not because the guards needed the additional time.  Kaler was somewhat at a loss what to do with himself, and was resting on a padded grassy embankment overlooking the lake when Sayn’s servant Elsa crept up and whispered to him.
 
   “Pssst.  Your Lordship.” She said quietly.
 
   Kaler looked up from his reverie and turned to the direction of the voice.  He spotted Elsa hiding behind a tree.  He’d tried to break her of referring to him as a nobleman, but she insisted.  Now she was urging him to follow her with hand signals.
 
   “What’s up?” he asked once he caught up to her.  
 
   She put her finger to her lips to indicate he should speak softly and then pointed.  
 
   “Where are we going?” he asked softly as the servant girl continued to lead him through the thick trees.
 
   She smiled and said nothing, but finally pointed toward a cluster of bushes alongside the lake that didn’t look particularly different than any number they had already passed.
 
   Kaler looked at her in confusion.
 
   Elsa sighed in exasperation.  “Sayn,” she said in a whisper and pointed again.
 
   He started to repeat the name, but Elsa pushed two fingers against his lips and nodded.
 
   Kaler turned and made his way toward the bushes, and then pushed his way through.  On the far side was a small, secluded beach.  At first he saw nothing else, but then, with a hint of a giggle, Sayn stepped out of the bushes where she had been hiding.  With a playful smile, she reached behind her and caused the only garment she was wearing to drop to the sand.
 
    
 
   Ten days later they finally arrived in Sulen.  Kaler learned that the Baron had a place in the city, as well as his ancestral lands and a much larger home near the ocean further to the west.  He used the home in the city during the times he was in residence, leaving behind a small staff that kept it maintained in his absence.  They rode directly to the Baron’s home in Sulen, arriving to find the staff urgently trying to get the house in readiness.  Word had been sent ahead the previous night, but it would take more time than a single day before everything was fully back to normal.  
 
   Many of the soldiers continued on to the castle to report back to the regiment, led by the Legate.  Kaler found himself one of the much smaller force that made up the Baron’s personal guard that stayed behind.  He was assigned to a cot in the common room set aside for the guardsmen, and shown where his gear was to be stored and his horse stabled.  The household was well enough managed, but Kaler found it lacking compared to the much larger and better organized estate of the Count back in Pagner.  He would have to reserve judgement until he saw the country estates of the Baron, but he couldn’t help wondering if he might have been better off staying where he’d been.
 
   Daily life quickly fell into a routine. The Baron was escorted into town to the castle almost every day where he spent the better part of the day pursuing his duties to the King, which had to involve more than simply reporting the results of the expedition to Branid’s Ruler.  Sayn’s mother took over the chore of running the estate.  That and making not infrequent trips into the shops of Sulen where she often made purchases.  Kaler knew this was so as he was part of the assigned escort of the mother almost as often as he was for the Baron.  Kaler much preferred providing escort for the Baron.  The Baron paid little attention to the guards, and once at the castle they were mostly free to pursue their own interests so long as they were readily available.  At the castle Kaler had made a number of casual friends, and found that he could mingle freely with the members of the regiment, including joining in some of their practice sessions.  The workouts helped him stay in shape, and word of his skill slowly started to spread.
 
   Some days he remained at the estate even when both the Baron and his wife were out on errands.  He’d have thought those might be opportunities for Sayn and him to spend some time together, but that didn’t happen very often.  
 
   “I don’t trust the servants here,” she’d confided to him on one of the times they did get together.  “I have allies among the staff at home.  I grew up with most of them.  Like Elsa, some are close to me.”
 
   What she meant was they were under her thumb or indebted to her in some way and she could count on them not to reveal her secrets.  Kaler had started to see characteristics in Sayn he hadn’t noticed before.  She was selfish and petty.  Even with Elsa, who seemed to adore her, she failed to reciprocate the trust and friendship.  Kaler had thought the two were closer than he now knew was the case.
 
   “All of them report to daddy,” she said.  “If they see something, I’m certain the word would get back to him.  That means we have to be careful.  It would be bad for you if he was to find out that we have been sleeping together.”
 
   The revelations got Kaler to thinking about his situation.  He didn’t know what it would be like when they relocated to the Baron’s lands, but he started to realize he might be in a situation that had few options and would give Sayn a leverage on him he didn’t think was desirable.  Five weeks after they had come to Sulen, word spread through the household that they would be leaving the following week.
 
    
 
   “How did you end up in the hands of Duke Cordale?” Rigo asked Kaler when the younger fighter paused in his tale.  “It sounds as if you were heading away from the Duke’s lands.”
 
   “I never traveled with the Baron and his entourage,” Kaler said.  “While everyone was busy preparing to depart the capital, the Duke arrived in the city for meetings with the King.  While he was there I ended up being offered an opportunity to join the Duke’s equivalent to the Royal Guard.  It was a better position, more in alignment with what I wanted.  It also gave me a chance to escape the clutches of Sayn, who was becoming tiresome.”
 
   “How did that happen?”
 
   “A combination of things.  The Legate with whom I’d traveled to Sulen had several friends in the Duke’s Personal Guard, and must have told them about me.  I was told that they observed me at practice one day.  Looking back, I think that even Sayn had a hand in getting me noticed.”
 
   Rigo looked at Kaler with the question in his eyes.
 
   “The Duke’s daughter Eessa had come to Sulen along with her father.  Apparently Sayn had chosen to brag to the other girl about her fighter-lover, and Eessa, a bit of a vixen in her own right had taken the trouble to have a look for herself.  Deciding to see if she could steal me away, she had brought me to the attention of the head of her father’s guard.  She had also made certain that whispers of Sayn’s activities reached the Baron’s ears.  I didn’t know of this until much later, of course.”
 
   “That must have been awkward,” Rigo noted.
 
   “Yes.  Sayn came to me all distraught one day and told me I needed to slip away.  Her father had suspicions and it would be best if I were to disappear for a while.  The whispers that had reached her father’s ears were started by Eessa, of course.  Fortunately, I had already been approached by the Duke’s people, so I simply shifted to his camp, and left with them the following morning.  Of course, at the time I didn’t know what a bastard the Duke was, nor did I realize what a little vixen Eessa could be.”
 
   “So you and the Duke’s daughter picked up where you left off with Sayn?”
 
   “Not exactly the same.  I was one of Eessa many playmates as I later learned.  But she sought me out after we were back at the Duke’s castle, and as attractive as she is, I never thought of resisting.  Unfortunately, we were caught in her bed.  Stupid of me.  Apparently the Duke knows of his daughter’s indiscretions, at least some of them.  They are cut from the same cloth.  Both want whatever they can take.  He seems to be more forgiving of her actions when they involve one of the nobility, especially if it is someone who he sees as a potential confederate for his plans.  I didn’t meet his expectations.”
 
   “And he had you thrown into the dungeon with the intent of executing you,” Rigo summarized.
 
   “That’s  right.  And so now here we are, hiding in this cave.  I’ve lost my horses, my gold, and my swords.  The swords I miss the most, but I can see no way to recover them.  I guess if we get away, I’ll have to return to my brother and fall on his charity.”
 
   Rigo nodded.  He had lost most everything as well.  They had taken everything he had with him when he’d been arrested.  He had also lost his gold – a reasonable sum, his Risos pendant – not that it was worth much, and all of the other goods he had accumulated, including the quality dagger he’d taken in the fight on the docks.  Other than the clothes on his back, his staff – which no one would really be able to take from him, and the cheap blades they had captured while escaping, he had nothing left from the efforts of months of adventuring since he had left Daro.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
   “What do you think?” Rigo asked.  “Should we look and see what’s out there?”
 
   They had been hiding in the cave for more than two days and their food, which they had had little enough to start with, was entirely gone and their water nearly exhausted.  They had enough water to last the night, but they would need to do something the next morning.  That made it seem wise to leave now while it was mostly dark outside.  The moon would still be nearly full and would provide them enough light to travel, but the darkness would conceal their movements from anyone watching from nearby hills.
 
   “We don’t have much choice,” Kaler replied.  “Besides, after the days in the dungeon and now huddling here in the near dark, I’m desperate to see the sky again.  We have to try, and hopefully find some food on the way.”
 
   “Let’s go then,” Rigo suggested, and picked up the empty food sack.  They would try and fill it as they traveled.  They had become accustomed to the sounds of the cave and were certain that no one was inside the entrance.  Guards had come into the front chamber two days before, but after their noisy and inexpert examination of the cave front had left without a serious search.  The hard rock at the entrance had hidden any sign of Rigo and Kaler’s entry, and the dark obviously made the guards uncomfortable.  Since the chamber appeared to be small with no place to conceal anyone, the guards had given it a pass.  Since then, the echoing sound of human presence had been absent.
 
   Before they left, Rigo ran his hands over each of the blades they possessed.
 
   “I told you the strengthening wouldn’t last long.  I’ll have to do this often if they are to retain their special durability.”  Once again it rankled Rigo that he was certain there was a way to make the effect more lasting, but for the life of him he couldn’t think of how.
 
   Kaler led the way to the entrance, and as they approached, Rigo extinguished the ball of light produced by his staff.  That would easily be seen from some distance, and they didn’t need it any longer.  As he smelled the fresher air at the mouth of the small passage connecting their hideaway to the front chamber, Rigo realized there was another reason to be leaving.  Their alcove now smelled distinctly of human presence.  Had the guards come back into the cave, they would have immediately been aware that someone was nearby.
 
   Kaler slithered through the opening silently, then stood up in the other chamber, his sword held ready.  As Kaler silently moved toward the mouth of the cave, Rigo slipped through behind him.  Moving with the grace and silence of one who was raised so he was comfortable in the woods, Rigo made his way over to Kaler.
 
   “No smell of smoke, nor sounds of horses.  I don’t think there is a camp nearby,” Kaler informed him.
 
   “Let’s go,” Rigo encouraged.
 
   Kaler moved soundlessly without replying.  Rigo followed five steps behind him.  Together they turned to the east, their plan to continue the direction they had been heading when they escaped the castle.  The good side to this choice was it would take them away from the Duke’s stronghold and the concentration of his forces faster than any other route.  The bad thing was it would take them toward the Great River that flowed from the northern mountains of Branid to the great jungles of southern Kellmore.  The river would be seen as a likely destination for escapees.  The river offered a quick escape, as did the large concentration of people to be found along the banks of the river.  Neither man however, welcomed the idea of heading back to the lands where the Duke ruled with an iron hand.  If necessary they would find a way across the river into western Lopal, which even the Duke would hesitate to venture into as it would appear as an invasion and could trip the already shaky foundations of truce.  He wouldn’t want to be responsible for triggering the war that many felt was certain to come.  His lands would be among the first to feel the crush of enemy soldiers.
 
   As they moved with practiced care up the side of the mountain, the moon shining brightly in the clear sky providing sufficient light for them to see where they were headed, they listened for any sounds that would indicate the Duke still had men in the area.  Both were surprised they heard nothing.  
 
   They moved smoothly at a moderate pace.  Moving faster would generate more noise, and despite the fact they hadn’t seen any sign of their pursuers, trouble could come across at any moment.  They picked a few apples when they passed a cluster of trees, putting them into the food sack for later.  The hours passed quickly, and as the first ruddy indications of sunrise started to appear in the distant sky, they had traveled a substantial distance from the cave where they had hidden.
 
   “I wish we had the foresight to pack a couple of snares or a sling,” Kaler said sarcastically pointing to yet another pair of large rabbits finishing their nightly feast before seeking security in their holes before the sun rose above the horizon.  “I don’t see myself getting close enough to bring one down with my sword.”
 
   Rigo looked where Kaler had pointed.  His friend was right.  They needed meat.  The apples and other items they could gather would help, but they had a long walk ahead and it would be fueled better with a solid breakfast.
 
   “I can handle that,” Rigo said.  
 
   He started searching the ground as they walked, occasionally stooping to pick up something from the ground.  Satisfied, he started watching for more of the laggards that were still out instead of having sought the safety of their holes as they should have. 
 
   Kaler touched his shoulder and pointed off to the side.  A large hare was sitting watching them, its nose quivering as it decided whether it had been seen and needed to flee.
 
   Rigo had discovered what he was about to do several years earlier.  Another of his accidental discoveries.  He hadn’t used the ability in this manner before, feeling it was cheating somehow, but now they had a real need and he couldn’t afford to be restricted.  Survival was the issue here, not fairness.
 
   Rigo selected one of the small stones he had gathered, and almost carelessly tossed it vertically upwards.  Kaler watched him to see what he was up to.  As the stone passed the apex of its arc and started down, Rigo grabbed it with his mind and flung it outwards with great force.  He could throw stones this way with incredible velocity.  So long as they were small enough that is.  Nothing larger than the tip of his little finger, and no more than one or two at a time.  Even better, he could control where they went.  He had only to focus on the stone and use his eyes to direct it to the desired target.  Faster than the swiftest arrow the stone flew.  Kaler couldn’t know what was happening.  For him, the stone had simply vanished.
 
   The hare didn’t have a chance.  The stone caught it in the side of the head with such force it passed all the way through, killing the animal instantly.  It lay there twitching as Rigo led the way over to his kill.
 
   “You did that with the stone?” Kaler asked.  “You are dangerous in ways I never considered.”
 
   “I can only do it with small stones and my range is limited,” Rigo explained.  “But it was good enough for this.”
 
   “Gods, yes!” exclaimed Kaler who was already busy skinning the animal.  “I suppose that we’ll have to have it raw.  It’s too bad.  This is a fat one, and the grease would have been good if cooked.  There’s no way to make fire.  That’s unless you have another handy skill available,” Kaler said looking at Rigo with one eye expectantly.
 
   “Fire’s easy,” Rigo responded without thinking.  He was scanning the area around them.  There were several places they could build a fire where it wouldn’t be seen from any distance.  It was still dark enough any smoke wouldn’t be seen, and with the light breeze blowing back the way they had come, the smells of cooking wouldn’t be carried to any potential searchers.  They knew the way behind them was clear.
 
   “Over here,” he said, and started picking up dead wood as he walked toward the spot he had selected for their fire.  Kaler followed moments later carrying the skinned rabbit.  He arrived where Rigo had arranged the wood for a fire in a small depression hidden by the thick brush and several large boulders.
 
   “You implied you can start a fire,” Kaler said, not sure what to expect.  
 
   Rigo glanced at the kindling and it suddenly burst into flame.  The small flame he had triggered rapidly grew in size until a satisfactory cooking fire had been established.
 
   Kaler grinned and spitted the rabbit which he carefully placed across the fire to cook.  Before long tantalizing aromas and the sizzling sounds of grease dripping into the flames could be heard.  They had filled their water skin earlier that night, and with the fresh apples they were about to enjoy their first meal in a long time.
 
   “You’ve never met another who can do these things you find so easy?” Kaler asked.
 
   “No one,” Rigo replied.  “It hasn’t been something that I can talk about though.  People have some odd notions about magic.”
 
   “From what you told me you don’t really know where you came from.  Perhaps there is a whole village or race of people who have your abilities.”
 
   “That’s what I hope to learn,” Rigo said.  “It’s why I want to explore.  I sense that there is something out there I’m meant to discover.”
 
   “So, assuming we actually get free, what are your plans?”
 
   “I found nothing helpful in Sulen, and from what you have told me, I’m unlikely to learn much anywhere in Kellmore.”
 
   “I don’t know that much about the country.  My travels have been somewhat limited as well,” Kaler corrected.
 
   Rigo nodded.  “That’s true, but the attitudes seem to mirror what I have seen in Branid.  If there were a group of people with my abilities, it would be known I would think.”
 
   “So where does that leave you?”
 
   “I have decided that I want to travel to southern Kellmore.  There is a monastery there I read about while in Sulen.  In addition to their duties as disciples of the Trinity, the scholars gather books on every topic.  Nothing is forbidden to them.  Perhaps they might have some suggestions where I might have come from.”
 
   Kaler was silent for a moment.  “There cannot be more than one.  If we are speaking of the same place, I have a brother there.  It’s weeks of travel even by boat,” Kaler explained.  “Far longer if you are to travel by foot.  How would you fund such a journey?”
 
   “I have some coin.  I will have to use it to increase our fortune as I have in the past.”
 
   “Where would you hide coin?  We were both stripped of all our possessions when we were thrown in the dungeon.”
 
   Rigo smiled and reached for his staff.  He wrapped his fingers around the upper double hand span of the shaft and concentrating carefully he gave a sharp twist to the wood.  Kaler was surprised to see the wood rotate and unscrew.  Rigo removed the top section and extended the lower section of the staff so Kaler could see.  Embedded in the wood, held so closely they could not move or make a sound, were three gold Royales.  
 
   “Gods!” exclaimed Kaler.  “It looks as if the wood grew around them,” he remarked.
 
   Rigo smiled and brought the end of the staff back toward him and held it over his hand.  Suddenly the coins dropped free of the wood and into his palm.  He passed them over for Kaler to examine.  After a moment’s inspection Kaler passed them back. 
 
   “That’s enough to get you started, but not enough for the journey you plan.”
 
   “There will be games.  I told you how I am at gambling.  There will be those who cheat which mark them as fair game.  Once we reach the river there will be many places where we can expand our wealth.”
 
   Casually Rigo placed the coins back in the cavity in the wooden staff.  Somehow the wood wrapped around to grasp them firmly once again.  Then he brought the upper section close and fitted it over the top concealing the coins, giving the shaft a half twist once again.  He started to lay the staff down when Kaler motioned for him to pass it over.  Rigo handed his friend the staff.
 
   “There’s not the smallest sign that there is a break in the wood.  Nothing to indicate the staff can be broken apart.  How is it done?”
 
   “It is one of the capabilities of the staff.  I don’t know how I learned of the hiding spot. It’s as if the staff can lead me to such things.  Often it controls me as much as I control it.”
 
   Kaler shook his head and handed the staff back.  “You frequently say “we”, Kaler said, returning to their earlier discussion.  “You appear to include me in your plans.”
 
   “I had hopes of convincing you to journey with me.  Knowing you have a brother there makes it all the more reasonable.  But perhaps you wish to return home.  I’ll not stand in your way, but in the short time we have been acquainted I have come to value your company.  Clearly you have skills that would help my journey and it would give you a chance for a bit of adventure.  What do you think?”
 
   Kaler didn’t have to consider the offer long.  The idea of returning broke to his elder brother certainly did not appeal, and there was little path to a position of any significance left in Branid.  He could return to the Count and hope for a better showing next year in Kellmore, but he knew the young Lords would target him for elimination at any subsequent games.  The chance to see his brother Nyll had a certain appeal, although he wondered what kind of greeting he might receive.  Besides, something about Rigo drew him.  What was this magic and what adventures might be ahead in the man’s life?
 
   “It is something I need to think on, but my inclination is to join with you on your journey.  Let us see if we are truly free of the Duke and his guardsmen, and then decide where our future will take us.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Rigo agreed.  He pointed to the rabbit which was now fully cooked.  Carefully they extracted the hot flesh from the fire, which Rigo quenched as easily as he’d brought it into existence.  Once the meat cooled, they consumed every bit of the succulent flesh.  Afterwards they buried the fire pit against the chance of someone discovering they had been here, and they set off once again.  They would continue for a few more hours and keep their eyes open for a secure spot to bed down for the afternoon.  
 
    
 
   The next couple of days were much the same.  They walked through the night and well into the morning.  Game was plentiful and they had more than enough to eat.  They had taken to hunting more than they needed, carrying the extra meat along for their meals while resting in the afternoons.  The quiet times allowed them to sleep and talk more.  
 
   “Do you think that Branid’s King knows that the prince he is arranging for his daughter to marry is simple?” Kaler asked off-handedly one afternoon.  “For that matter, does she?  She has never met the man.  It is unlikely she will until the day of the wedding.”
 
   “Simple?” Rigo asked looking confused.
 
   Kaler tapped the side of his head.  “Not all there,” he added.
 
   “You mean there is something wrong with him?” Rigo asked, recalling how Inge had thought the elder prince handsome and desirable.
 
   “The Crown doesn’t admit to it, but while I was at the games there was a lot of speculation about the possibility.  Apparently the fact the envoy was there to arrange a royal match had started the rumors among the young nobles once again.  The prince is kept secluded and is only seen in public under very controlled conditions.  Since there hasn’t been any concern about war until recently, the extra precautions are unusual, and he has never acted in a very “princely” manner.”
 
   “I have no idea,” Rigo said honestly.  “If the King doesn’t know, wouldn’t that be likely to cause problems once it’s discovered?”
 
   “That’s why I was wondering.  The whole idea is to forge an understanding between the two countries to help fend off any advances by Lopal.  That kind of deceit might undermine the whole effort.”
 
   The discussion turned toward the politics of the two countries, but both were country boys and they were out of their depth.  Kaler voiced the opinion that war was almost a certainty if the observations of those he had mingled with at the games were based on true events and not just rumor.
 
   As Rigo drifted off to sleep he couldn’t help but wonder how these events might affect his own plans.  If war broke out, travel into Lopal would be virtually impossible, and he had a feeling deep inside that he would have to go there to find the answers he sought.  The timing was bad.  He prayed that everything could just remain stable for a couple of years and allow him to complete his journey.
 
   The next morning they reached the first of the streams that flowed eastward to merge with the Great Central River.  That made their travel easier as they followed the path of the water.  Finally they reached Thale.  
 
   Thale was a medium sized town situated on the banks where the stream they had been following joined its water to the already substantial Great Central River.  Many more streams and smaller rivers would do the same as the land’s mightiest river grew in size as it flowed southward.  Thale had been one of the towns that grew up supporting the river trade, and could trace its history back many hundreds of years.  Rigo was certain they would be able to better their situation here, assuming the Duke’s forces were not on patrol looking for them.  Technically, they were no longer on the Duke’s land, but Thale was so close to the eastern border that the Duke probably felt his jurisdiction extended this far.  Kaler had said he was certain the Duke wouldn’t feel restrained by the fact they had walked past the borders of his domain.
 
   They had already stopped at an active outdoor marketplace where Rigo had exchanged one of his gold coins for silver.  They had purchased additional clothing as well as a variety of items that would benefit their traveling as they continued on.
 
   “The inns closer to the river will be cheaper,” Rigo said, having some experience with finding establishments that offered reasonable prices.  In the past Kaler had possessed sufficient funds he could be more discriminating. 
 
   “They will also be considerably rougher,” Kaler replied, looking at some of the burly and unkempt men that sauntered along the dirt streets as they moved away from the more affluent parts of town.
 
   “We want a place where I can find the right kind of game,” Rigo said.  “This will be the first chance to fill our purse.  A few towns like this one and we will be in a position to book passage rather than walk.”
 
   Kaler nodded and didn’t reply, but quietly checked to ensure his sword was free in case he needed to draw it quickly.  
 
   After several tries Rigo settled on a run down looking establishment with weathered gray wood sides that hadn’t seen paint in more years that Kaler had been alive.  Two blocks from the waterfront, the rooms were cheap and the crowd boisterous, even this early in the afternoon.  They paid the innkeeper for a couple of nights and asked about baths.  They were told they would have to go to one of the bathhouses, a couple of blocks away as the inn did not offer anything along those lines.
 
   A quick check of the room showed them a ramshackle pair of beds with stained blankets with a single cracked bowl and an old pitcher filled with water.  The door had a wooden bar that could be dropped into place for security when they were inside, but nothing to close it off while they were away.  Given the limited possessions they had, it didn’t matter.  They headed off in search of the baths carrying everything they owned.  
 
   The baths were pricey, but well worth it, and after dressing in their new clothing they discarded the older garments.  The cost of cleaning would have been almost as much as the cost of new items, and there were reasons not to keep the older items around.  They returned to the inn in time to sample the evening fare, offered at a modest price.  It wasn’t as good as the food they had been eating on the trail, but they didn’t have to prepare it and the ale was cheap if a bit bitter.
 
   “You’re sure you can hold your own among these water rats?” Kaler asked.  The rough nature of the men made him uncomfortable.  They would be the type that might not take too losing very well.  
 
   “I won’t be taking money from the likes of them,” Rigo said.  “I’ll be targeting the types that take their money.  The gamblers who never set foot on the ships and make their living siphoning off their silver.  They will actually be pleased to see the vultures lose a few coins.”
 
   “And your skill is a certain thing?”
 
   Rigo smiled and picked up the five dice that lay in a depression at one edge of the table.  Both cards and dice were available at every table.  The dining tables served a dual purpose, and later all would be given over to those who wished to spend the night gaming.  A number of games were already in progress.  He rolled the dice and let them fall on the table.  The numbers one to five came up in order.  He picked them up again and rolled again.  Once again the same string was shown.
 
   “How about threes?” Kaler asked.
 
   Rigo rolled the dice and all came up three.
 
   “Vipers?” he asked, referring to the single eye that was commonly a winning throw.
 
   Rigo complied and all five dice showed the single spot face up.
 
   “You can control the throw always?”
 
   “I can, but won’t.  That is blatant cheating and I would not feel proper even against the type that would cheat.  I can sense when it is the right time to bet against the roller of the dice and when to hold.  That alone has served me well enough in the past and doesn’t interrupt the natural flow of the game.”
 
   Rigo was proven correct, and while he started slow that first night, by late the next day they had won enough that they decided to slip away and take another room in a better part of town.  Kaler had noted to Rigo that during the last session a burly individual in the back had been paying abnormally careful attention to them.  As a result, they returned to the inn, but instead of going into their room they had walked past, slipped out the back way, and disappeared into the alleyways they had taken care to learn the previous day.  It was time to move on, and before the sun was up the following morning they had left the inn and the town of Thale behind.  
 
   “How long to the next village?” Rigo asked Kaler a couple of days later as they continued to follow the smooth waters of the river southward.
 
   Kaler had no more familiarity with the area than Rigo, but he had had more time to talk with other patrons while he watched his friend gamble and had learned a little about the river and the towns ahead.
 
   “The next village is a lot smaller than Thale and should be less than another day ahead,” he replied.
 
   He was looking at Rigo as he spoke and was therefore surprised when they made the next turn to find three large guardsmen blocking the trail.   
 
   “That’s them,” one of the guardsman exclaimed.  It was clear that somehow their description had been circulated.  The three men drew their swords and advanced toward Rigo and Kaler.  The markings on the guardsmen’s uniforms identified them as the Duke’s men.
 
   Kaler was quicker than Rigo could have expected, and moved forward himself, his short sword already drawn and engaged the two closest of the men.  Metal rang on metal as he deftly blunted their attack.  With Kaler between himself and the two guardsman, Rigo couldn’t take any action, but the third man who was advancing on him was in the clear.  As he had done with the thug on the docks months before, Rigo thrust out his hand and employed a magical push.  The man was thrust off his feet and smacked soundly into a large tree a couple of feet behind him.  That ended his involvement in the fight.
 
   Rigo turned to see how he might help Kaler who was soundly beating the two guardsmen he was battling when he noticed two archers standing atop a huge rocky outcropping off to one side of the trail about thirty paces away.  Kaler’s back was to them, and the first was drawing back his bowstring while taking aim at the young fighter’s back.  His intentions were clear.  
 
   Nimbly Rigo reacted.  He didn’t know what was behind the outcropping where the archers were standing, but it was at least a twenty foot drop off the front.  He used a pull this time, drawing the man toward him rather than away, and although the distance was almost at his limits of ability, he was gratified to see the archer with the drawn bow suddenly start flailing and then fall off the front to smash heavily into the rocky ground where he lay still.
 
   The second archer was in the process of fitting an arrow to his bow.  Rigo reached out to the wood of the bow.  Wood was easy, and he caused the fibers to separate so that when the archer attempted to draw the string, it snapped in two.  
 
   The problem of the archers temporarily resolved, Rigo turned back to check on Kaler only to find the two guardsmen down.  One was already dead, and the other bleeding profusely.  It didn’t take an expert to tell he wouldn’t last long.
 
   Rigo looked back to check on the remaining archer, but he was nowhere to be seen.  He had apparently decided that it was time to withdraw.  Kaler noticed the man at the bottom of the hill.
 
   “Archers?” he asked, quickly realizing the peril he hadn’t been aware of.
 
   Rigo nodded.  “Two of them.  I think we had best get moving.”
 
   “How did they know about us and get ahead?” Kaler wondered aloud as he cleaned his sword on the uniform of the dead guardsman.  
 
   “The watcher back in Thale, I’d guess,” Rigo replied.  “He probably hadn’t been thinking of robbing us as we feared.  He was more than likely one of the Duke’s men watching for us to appear.  I’ll bet they sent someone down river on the boat to the next village.  These men probably have been hiking upriver from there.”
 
   “They probably sent another team north out of Thale in case we went that way,” Kaler surmised.  “These guys are going to be missed sooner or later, and it doesn’t seem wise to head into the next village as planned.”
 
   Rigo nodded his agreement.  “I think it’s time we crossed over into Lopal.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
   “You’re bleeding,” Rigo said pointing toward Kaler’s left arm. 
 
   “One of the bastards got in a lucky cut,” Kaler acknowledged.  “It isn’t bad.  I don’t suppose you can do anything about it with your magic?”  
 
   Rigo shook his head.  “I’ve never been able to heal or cure anything with magic.”
 
   Fortunately, Kaler’s assessment appeared to be correct.  The blood was already starting to dry on the surface scratch, but it was a reminder that as good as he was, Kaler was fighting with limited equipment.
 
   “You need a shield,” Rigo said, taking a closer look at the arm.  He couldn’t help thinking how useful it would be if his magic could repair such wounds.
 
   “I never liked them very much.  They are cumbersome to haul around and they are a detriment to nimbleness.”
 
   “You’ve used one before?”
 
   “My uncle insisted I practice with one.  I had a small arm shield with my gear, but that went the way of the rest of my stuff.”
 
   “Well, if you’re going to be fighting multiple adversaries, we might want to see if we can replace it.”
 
   “None of these guys have one,” Kaler noted, pointing to the three men that lay scattered on the ground.  
 
   A quick check turned up nothing of much value.  Between them the three men had less than a silver Falcon in coin, and their weapons were of the same quality of the one Kaler had acquired when they had escaped the castle.  He did take a couple of boiled leather armbands that fit.  They would protect his forearms against the kind of nicks and cuts he had just received.
 
   “What about the archer?” Kaler asked once they had finished going through the dead guardsmen’s possessions.
 
   Together they walked over where the archer lay in a crumpled heap, keeping an eye out for other guardsmen.  As they approached, Rigo could see why the man hadn’t moved.  He had hit head first on a large stone boulder and had bashed in his skull.  
 
   “Can you use the bow?” Kaler asked, hefting the weapon.  
 
   “Never fired one,” Rigo admitted.
 
   “Me neither.  Rather I’ve tried, but could never get the hang of it.”  Carelessly, Kaler tossed the weapon aside.
 
   The dead man wore another of the low quality swords, but had nothing else of use to them.  Kaler was just standing from his examination when they heard the nicker of horses.  
 
   He was reaching for his sword when he saw the heads of the animals that were tied to the trees behind the rocky embankment from which the archers had attempted to shoot at them.  Together they maneuvered their way over there, alert for any other potential attacks.
 
   “Four horses.  I’d say the fifth man has run off,” Rigo said.
 
   Quickly they checked the animals.  Each had a small shield, larger than the kind Kaler was used to, but which could be carried across his back without interfering with his drawing the large two handed sword.  There were also food bags on each of the animals, which they sorted through selecting the best items since they couldn’t carry it all.  They elected to leave the animals.  Horses would restrict their ability to move through the thick forest, and they hoped to cross the river before much longer and would have to abandon the animals again anyway.
 
   Satisfied they had everything of use, the two friends stealthily moved away from the tethered animals and deeper into the woods, heading south once again, but this time off the trail.  They moved closer to the river in hopes they might find a means of crossing the deep water.  It was too far to consider swimming, at least with all the gear they carried, and unless circumstances forced the issue they wouldn’t leave their gear behind.  
 
   Evening was setting in when they spotted the small dwelling nestled back in the trees.  A small half moon beach had formed along one of the twists of the river, and a wooden boat was drawn up well above the waterline.  Quietly they slipped through the trees and approached the structure.  Perhaps they could hire the fisherman or whoever resided here to ferry them across. 
 
   “There’s no one here,” Kaler said, stating the obvious after they had made a complete inspection.
 
   “Doesn’t look like anyone’s been here in a while,” Rigo agreed, running his hands through the dust on the flat surface that had served someone as a table.  Together they headed back outside to have a look at the boat.
 
   “That’s not going to work,” Kaler observed, looking at the dried out rowboat with gaps between the wooden boards that made up the sides and bottom.
 
   Rigo eyed the old beat up craft critically.  Then he looked up at the sky.  It was too dark to have attempted a crossing now anyway, and it would be foolish to try and travel in these unknown woods in the dark.  They could easily stumble upon more guardsmen.
 
   “Let’s drag it into the water,” Rigo suggested.
 
   “Whatever for?” Kaler questioned.
 
   “It’s dried out.  If we put it in the river, the wood might swell.  There’s a chance the boards will swell enough to seal the cracks.  We can’t go anywhere tonight anyway.  We can check again in the morning.  If it isn’t water worthy by then, we will just have to press on and see what else we can find.  This would be perfect if it can be made to work because there would be no one to reveal we have crossed.
 
   Kaler appeared doubtful.  “You’ve said you are good with wood.  Can’t you use some of your magic to repair it?”
 
   “I can take wood away or weaken it.  I can even shape it a little.  But I can’t put wood where there isn’t any.”
 
   Reluctantly Kaler helped lift the heavy craft across the rock and dirt beach toward the water.  They dragged it out into the water far enough that it would be able to sink completely, then allowed it to settle to the bottom.  Rigo dropped a couple of heavy rocks into the sunken craft, then tied a rotting old rope he found to the craft and a nearby tree.
 
   “You really think that’s necessary?”
 
   “No, but why take any chances.  We’d feel really stupid if the river washed it away during the night.”
 
    
 
   They took turns sleeping during the night, but no one approached the small cabin.  In the morning they ate a cold breakfast washed down by water, then went to see if the boat was going to work.  
 
   “Roll it,” Rigo instructed.  That’ll let the bottom come up.”
 
   Standing in the river, they both were getting soaked, but they managed to get the boat turned.  It floated lazily upwards, and Rigo examined what he could see of the bottom.  The wood had indeed swollen, but there still appeared to be small gaps.
 
   “Right it,” he directed, and together they managed to flip the boat upright so it was floating.  Half a hand of water still filled the bottom, but Rigo climbed aboard and sat on the wet seat that spanned the width of the small craft.  
 
   “It’s still taking on water,” he decided aloud after a couple of minutes, “but slowly enough that I think it will be okay.  Let’s get a couple of those wooden bowls from the cabin and bail it out.”
 
   “I never had much to do with boats,” Kaler admitted as they slowly bailed the seepage and Rigo used the wooden tiller to guide the boat downstream and across toward the far side.  They were halfway across now, and if the rest of the way mirrored the first half, they would have traveled more than a mile down river while working their way across.  Hopefully they wouldn’t encounter the next village before they made it all the way to the Lopal side.
 
   Luck was with them, and they reached the far bank without encountering anyone.  They ran the boat ashore into a cluster of thick bushes that hung over the bank and into the water.  The brush entangled the craft bringing it to a stop allowing them to clamber out onto shore.  It was simple enough to pull the craft deeper into the greenery and hide it from view of anyone on the river.  
 
   They were in Lopal, and hopefully safe from the Duke and his guardsmen.  It was unknown how the locals would react to their presence, but one might assume that along the river at least, it wouldn’t be that unusual for people from the two countries to mingle.  They would just have to wait and see.
 
   Together they worked their way away from the riverbank and farther back into the forest that bordered the river.  It would be tougher going on this side.  Already the mountainous nature of Lopal was showing itself.  The land was relatively flat for less than a hundred paces before a very noticeable increase in the slope was observed.  Off to their left the land rose sharply with thickly forested hills extending as far as they could see both up and down river.
 
   Kaler pointed down river, and the two adventurers began the tricky task of walking over random rocks and around the trees while trying to avoid the thick underbrush.  Clearly this wasn’t an area that had seen much use by the citizens of Lopal.
 
   Just before noon they passed by the village on the far side of the river where they suspected more guardsmen might be located.  The river was wide enough here that they could barely make out the small figures on the wooden docks across on the Branid side, which meant they would be invisible as they moved through the trees well away from the water.  There was no city on the Lopal side of the river, and they continued until dark without seeing anyone.  As the sun prepared to drop behind the mountains, they found a comfortable spot for a camp that was well hidden from the water.  Rigo started a fire and they spent a rather comfortable evening, even enjoying a bit of wine that had been in the water skin of one of the guardsmen.
 
   Two days later they reached the outlying areas of the two villages of Yerma and H’awir.  The two villages were located at the fork where the river split.  The west branch of the split which carried away more than a third of the flow was renamed the Triempol River, and would eventually reach the Great Western Sea.  Continuing southward the Great Central River was reduced in size for the next couple of days travel until it was re-supplied as more smaller rivers once again merged into it.  The fork provided a natural spot for the villages, with the mountains receding leaving an extended plain for building.  On the Branid-Kellmore side of the river, for the Triempol River formed the border to the two countries, the village that grew was named Yerma.  Across the river in Lopal, the village that had actually been the first to be established, was named H’awir.  
 
   As they had hoped, the people of H’awir paid them little attention, other than to note they were obviously foreigners.  Their dress was different, and when Rigo stopped and asked directions he discovered the language here was spoken with a sharp accent and there were words in use he’d never encountered before.  The changes were not enough to make communication impossible, but more attention had to be focused on the speaker’s words than usual.  They purchased a pair of the local jackets and slipped them on replacing their own, which allowed them to blend in better.  Anyone examining them close would see they weren’t from Lopal, but at a distance, they would be hard to pick out.  
 
   They found an inn close to the waterfront and arranged a room for the night.  The food offered contained several items neither had encountered before, and the ale here definitely contained a higher percentage of alcohol, not a bad thing.  If war was brewing between the two lands, there was little sign of it here.  A busy port, goods were obviously being exchanged between the two lands and people regularly crossed over the river border.  Hopefully that freedom of access didn’t extend to the guardsmen they were trying to avoid.
 
    
 
   They spent almost a week in H’awir.  By then Kaler had become fond of the very spicy foods that the inhabitants of Lopal seemed to prefer.  Rigo was less enthused, claiming the spicy foods made his bowels burn, and had elected to stay away from some of the more exotic dishes.  They had become accustomed to the odd pointy structures common on the tops of most of the larger buildings, and no longer saw the oddly angled swords carried by the citizens as unusual.  
 
   Evenings were usually spent in one gambling establishment or another.  Rigo and Kaler walked separately, thinking it better to be seen as individuals than a pair.  It also allowed Kaler to provide better backup for Rigo since no one would be watching him knowing the two were friends.  By the end of the week Rigo had increased their holdings so they had more than enough to cover the costs of a trip on one of the smaller passenger craft that would be heading south.
 
   All of the boats carrying passengers and most of those carrying goods were owned and operated by the citizens of Branid and Kellmore.  The people of Lopal were not water-centric folk, and other than small fishing craft had not elected to build their own river boats.  They appeared satisfied to allow others to work the river, so long as their goods were able to reach the desired markets.  The downside of this for Kaler and Rigo was the need to cross over the river to the Yerma side on the day they were to board the craft.  They were able to purchase passage on this side of the river, but the boat was docked on the far side.
 
   The morning they were scheduled to depart, the two men booked passage across on a small ferry that made the trip several times a day.  On the far side they separated, and watched the riverboat for any sign of someone examining departing passengers, finally boarding only shortly before the boat was scheduled to depart.  They met in the small cabin they had arranged for, one of the smaller accommodations in the back of the boat on the lower level.  Rigo had arrived last and Kaler was about to greet him when they heard a low moan from the small storage space along the back bulkhead.
 
   Swiftly Kaler drew his sword, and the two men advanced on the source of the sound.  Throwing back the separator, they discovered the body of a young lad curled up in the darkest corner of the small storage space.  
 
   “He looks hurt,” Rigo said, noting the gaunt smooth face and dark hollows in the cheeks.  The face appeared young and the youth’s eyes were closed.  He was either sleeping or unconscious.  Rigo suspected it was the latter.
 
   “There’s blood on his tunic,” Kaler observed, putting his sword away and bending down to get a closer look.  He was careful to look for weapons and watch the hands.  He noted a knife near the hand that at first glance appeared to be of excellent quality.  Carefully he reached out and touched the lad’s shoulder.
 
   “He’s out,” Kaler announced.
 
   “Check the wound,” Rigo suggested, and Kaler nodded his agreement.  
 
   The garment worn by the lad was of excellent quality.  It was of a high grade of material, smooth and loose fitting.  The tunic was a pullover without fasteners and overhung the trousers below, which were made of the same odd gray to black material.  The exact color was difficult to determine.  As Kaler tried to lift the shirt to get a look at the wound, he discovered that the shirt had been carefully designed to conceal a long slit on either side which would allow the wearer to slip his hand inside and access whatever was underneath.  Kaler was finally able to get enough of a purchase to lift the shirt up. He peeled back the garment to expose the bloodied skin underneath.
 
   Three things were immediately apparent.  There were more weapons.  Half a dozen more knives were held in place in cleverly positioned sheaths.  Whoever this was, clearly was skilled with edged weapons.  Secondly, the wound was bad, and had turned.  It was obviously infected, the angry reddened skin oozed a foul smelling pus, and dried blood had scabbed and broken away from a gash that extended almost a hand’s length down the person’s left side.  Finally, and most unexpected, this was no boy.  A pair of surprisingly full breasts were displayed by Kaler’s raising of the shirt.  
 
   “It’s a woman,” Kaler said.
 
   “Clearly,” Rigo replied noting the obvious clues at the same time as his friend.  “But who is she and why is she in our cabin?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
   Her name was Nuiz, not that she would have been likely to tell them even had she been able.  What they also couldn’t know was that when she wanted, she was as deadly as anyone alive.  You wouldn’t have thought so to look at her. She could have been anything.  One would never guess her secret.  Small and petite, with her light brown hair cut boyishly short, looking innocent and far younger than her twenty-one years, she was certainly attractive enough, with a figure that was alluring and frequently attracted wistful glances.  She was still remarkably beautiful, so long as one didn’t mind the odd scar or two.  One of the more obvious ones cut across her left cheek and disappeared into the hairline above her ear.  Another wrapped around the circumference of her throat, although that one could be easily enough hidden by a high collar if the need was there.  Usually she didn’t bother.  The scars didn’t bother her.  She had won them honestly.  She was an assassin after all.  
 
   She hadn’t planned for such a life.  There was a time she was a normal young girl with the same dreams as everyone around her.  Life has a way of changing what one plans and wishes for.  For the first fifteen years of her life, Nuiz had lived happily with her family and two siblings in the prosperous town of Roin.  Located in the far south of Kellmore, Roin was the second largest port in the country.  It was a rich city.  To the south was the range of mountains that separated the rich farmlands from the teeming jungles.  Being so far south, the climate in Roin was distinctly tropical, allowing the growing of exotic fruits that were much in demand both throughout Kellmore and in foreign lands.  Over seventy percent of the product produced was shipped out of the country.  Because it was a port, every kind of foreign good that the people of Kellmore longed for was available readily.  Finally, everything else that Kellmore produced for export also passed through the city.  The inhabitants had readily available to them anything they could want.
 
   While it was far from the capital, and therefore the King and most of the nobles, Roin was still ruled by the privileged class.  There was a Duke who oversaw the city and the surrounding lands for the distant King.  He was supported by a number of nobles of various ranks.  They saw themselves as the equal of their counterparts far away in Pagner, and sometimes even their betters as a portion of the wealth that flowed through the city by way of the ships had a habit of sticking to their fingers.  Many became very wealthy, and the same jealousies and the corruption that were common among the wealthy and nobility elsewhere existed in Roin as well.
 
   Nuiz’s father was a tradesman.  He wasn’t anyone special, and labored long days to make a slightly above average living for his family.  Her mother had taken to working at the home of an Earl as a servant to earn additional coin.  The added income from her labors helped make their life comfortable, and for a number of years all was well.  
 
   Then, by sheer chance, disaster struck.  Her mother had been ill and while mostly recovered, was slow in performing her assigned duties at the estate of the Earl.  She was still finishing cleaning up in one of the rooms of the Earl’s eldest son when she heard the man returning, speaking with another.  The son was rude, impatient, and treated the servants poorly.  Knowing she would be the recipient of his anger if he were to find her still here, she hid in the wardrobe hoping his visit would be brief and she could escape unseen as soon as he left.
 
   As she hoped his visit was brief, but during the few minutes he lingered speaking with the unknown man that accompanied him, Nuiz’s mother overheard the son’s plans.  His intention was to have his father killed so that he could inherit the family wealth.  As the eldest son he was first in line, but his father was in fine health and would more than likely live for many years.  The son was impatient to succeed to leadership of the household, especially since he and his father had been of increasingly divergent ideas on how matters should be run of late.  The man was to carry a sum of coin to those who would perform the removal of his parent.
 
   Silently and with great fear, Nuiz’s mother had slipped away when the opportunity presented itself, spending the rest of the day afraid that her presence during the discussions would be somehow discovered.  That night she told her husband of what she had learned, who cautioned her to speak to no one.  They would keep the secret.  Becoming involved in the affairs of the nobles was always dangerous.  What happened, happened.  She would need to continue to work at the estate, lest someone wonder why she suddenly quit.  Perhaps with time, she could withdraw, claiming one infirmity or another.  
 
   Unfortunately, Nuiz’s mother had left behind one of her cleaning implements, a small duster that would normally not be used in the wardrobe.  This was discovered by the Earl’s son the following morning, and while it might mean nothing, he couldn’t help but recall what had been discussed in that very room the day before.  He made a point of seeking out the servant, and while he didn’t accuse her of anything, merely requesting one task or another, the fear he detected in her eyes was enough to tell him what he suspected.  That very day he arranged for additional killings.
 
   The killers came in the night.  Four of them, all trained for this kind of foul work.  They cared little for who they were to kill and knew nothing of the reason.  Gold had been paid for the deed, and that was all that mattered.  This was too easy.  Unlike the guarded estates they more commonly had to infiltrate, the small house of Nuiz and her family lacked even a lock.  The parents died first, their throats cut while they slept.  At least they didn’t know what was coming.  Next were Nuiz’s elder brother, who awoke to see death coming, and finally her younger sister.  Nuiz escaped death because she wasn’t there.  The assassins didn’t realize their mistake because no one had told them how many were in the family.  The instructions had been to kill everyone.  It was assumed that the entire family would be home asleep that time of night.  Since Nuiz shared a bed with her younger sister, they didn’t realize someone was missing.
 
   At fifteen, Nuiz had discovered boys.  Normally an obedient child she had slipped away after everyone had gone to sleep to visit a two-year older young man who lived several streets away.  She was with him until shortly after midnight, when she reluctantly left the warmth of his bed and headed back home.  She arrived to discover several strangers slipping quietly out of her house, and she hid in the bushes along the back wall.  While she waited, scared and fearful of what might have  happened, she heard enough to know who was behind the men’s presence.  When they left she hurried inside to find what she had feared.
 
   More frightened than anytime in her life, and knowing that she would have shared the fate of her family had she been home, she fled back to the home of her boyfriend.  She told him what had happened, and he in turn, went and woke his father.
 
   “You must disappear girl,” the father had told her.  “Soon enough the murders will become known and the word will spread how a daughter escaped.  They will come looking for you.”
 
   “Where?  Where can I go,” she cried in confusion and fear.  She had no relatives closer than the northern border of Kellmore.  Somehow she didn’t think it would be wise to go there even as far away as they were.
 
   “I have a friend who is close to the Wanderers.  He owes me a favor and I am certain they will take you with them when they learn what has happened.  They are always at odds with the nobles anyway.  First, we must change how you look.  Until you are far away, you must not appear how those who know you would expect.”
 
   They had chopped off her waist length hair, one of her most cherished attributes.  Now her brown shortened hair looked dull and unappealing, rather than long and flowing, with soft waves.  They dressed her in poor, third hand clothes, more as a boy than a girl.  Satisfied that she wouldn’t be easily recognized, they gave her a boy’s name, then her boyfriend’s father left to contact his friend.  By morning she was on her way out of town in the back of a Wanderer’s wagon.  The couple that she rode with had a number of children of their own, and she slept in the back of the wagon with them.  They would become her new family.
 
   The Wanderers came by their name honestly.  In the more than two years that Nuiz traveled with them she never knew them to stay more than a week in any given campground.  They moved freely whenever and wherever they wanted.  Countries and borders were not recognized by the People, as they often called themselves, and certainly they felt no allegiance to any King of any land.  Nuiz traveled from Kellmore to Branid and back again dozens of times.  They even traveled part way into Lopal on several occasions.  She really liked Lopal.  The people there were more like the Wanderers than anywhere else, being fiercely independent.  She also loved the beautiful ranges of mountains, and had spent many happy months in the wilderness.
 
   Over time Nuiz learned she wasn’t the only child who had been rescued by the Wanderers.  Another traveled with the band she had become attached to and she met others during the annual grouping, where the bands met for a week of swapping tales and news.  The annual gatherings were always at different locations and Nuiz wondered by what network the word passed as to where it would be.  It was the orphans like her who gave rise to the tales she’d heard in the past how the Wanderers would steal careless children and carry them away.  In fact, they were rescuers.
 
   Her adopted father, Jurde, was a knife maker.  He sharpened more than he made, which brought in coin at almost every stop.  Her adopted mother, Marti, made intricate jewelry which was in demand among the Wanderers as well as the people in the villages they passed through.  Nuiz became one of the People, and performed whatever tasks were assigned her.  Over time she discovered she had a talent with knives.
 
   “Snap your wrist,” Jurde directed as Nuiz’s blade slapped into the side of the tree out of rotation and ricocheted off the wood to land off to one side.
 
   Nuiz grimaced.  Timing the throws was something that just didn’t seem to be repeatable.  She stood in the same position, yet over half her throws wouldn’t arrive point first.  What would happen when Jurde had her make each throw from a different location?
 
   “The blades are balanced differently,” she complained.
 
   “It is not so girl. I made these blades myself.”  To demonstrate he made her stay put and brought the same blade back to her after each throw.  Her score was no better.  Patiently he showed her how to set her wrist and how to make the release.
 
   “It’s up to you,” he said.  “No one is forcing you to do this.  You asked me to teach you,” he told her when she stomped her feet in anger and frustration.  
 
   Nuiz sighed and made another attempt.  She wanted to learn the skill.  She hadn’t forgotten what had happened to her family and who was responsible.  She had visions of someday returning to Roin for revenge.
 
   Each day she practiced.  Then one day something clicked.  Her scores suddenly became remarkably better.  Within a month she could place the knife more consistently than anyone in the caravan.  Within another couple of months she seldom missed.  Throwing wasn’t enough, and she started taking lessons from one of the other members of the group on how to fight with the blades.  She was shocked at how deadly a small sharp piece of steel could be.
 
   “You still have dreams of going back to Roin, don’t you?” her adopted father asked one evening as the two of them sat around the fire late after the others had gone to bed.  She had been with the Wanderer’s just over two years at the time.
 
   Nuiz knew there was no point lying to Jurde.  “I owe my family that much,” she said softly.  “I think I am ready.”
 
   Jurde shook his head.  “Killing is a hard thing.  It is not so simple as you might think.  Besides, you are not ready.  You are skilled, but not as a fighter.”
 
   “I thought Sheys has taught me well,” she objected.
 
   “He has taught you what he knows, but the truth be known he is not a true fighter.  None of the People are.  It is not what we do.”  Jurde hesitated.  “I would rather you set this aside, but I know you will not.  We will be passing through Veph in a couple of weeks.  I think you will need to leave the people and stay there for a while.”
 
   Nuiz felt a chill pass through her.  She had not faced the idea of leaving her adopted family and all of the people she had come to know.  “Leave?  Why?  And what is in Veph?”
 
   “We seldom go to Veph.  They have no need of what we sell, but there are items we want.  Veph is where the famed Kellmore blades are formed.  The process is a closely guarded secret.  Even the Wanderers have no insight into how their miraculous blades are created.  I know of someone there who can teach you things you will learn nowhere else.  It is your choice, but if you are determined to pursue this goal of yours, then I would strongly advise you consider it.”
 
   And so Nuiz bid farewell to her “family” and stayed in Veph.  She was there for six months, far too short according to her mentor, who would have kept her for years.  He had admitted to her that he’d never seen anyone who had such a natural affinity for the blade. 
 
    
 
   Nuiz traveled with another band of Wanderers back to Roin.  Once there she took her leave of them, not wanting any actions of hers to be reflected back on the group.  Within a couple of days she had familiarized herself with the city where she had been raised.  The son of the Earl who had been responsible for her parent’s death was now the head of the household, indicating his murderous plans had gone as he had hoped.  It took Nuiz less than a week to formulate her plan of attack.
 
   Her mentor had taught her far more than how to use the blades.  A former assassin himself, he had taught her stealth, and all of the other tricks and skills that made for successful penetration and withdrawal.  The son, now the Earl, was not expecting any kind of attack.  It had been more than two years since he had taken over his father’s position, and life was good without much in the way of conflict.  He had competitors certainly, and while business was cut throat, it was not that kind of environment.  He had been smart enough to arrange for his only brother to meet with an accident, so he had little to fear about someone thinking of replacing him.  He had also made a point of becoming a useful supporter of the Duke, which provided additional support for himself.  In short, life was good.
 
   The shadow that flowed silently down the corridor of the estate moved with confidence.  The layout of the estate had been easy enough to learn and Nuiz knew where to find her target.  He was known to retire early, usually with his choice of bedmates.  Afterwards, he would eject the woman, his needs satisfied and drink heavily before falling into a numbed sleep.  She was disappointed in the latter.  She wanted the man to know what was coming, but this was the best opportunity to take him and escape without being seen.  Moving slowly, she advanced the last few steps to the entrance to his quarters.  
 
   The killing had been easy.  He had been asleep and unguarded when she slipped into the room.  Checking to be certain no one was near, she had flowed over to the bed where he lay on his back, his neck presented openly for her knife.  With a knife at his throat she had teased him awake.  When he finally realized his danger she had pressed the blade to ensure his silence.  Then she had leaned down and softly spoken the names of her family he’d had murdered.  His eyes widened as she spoke the names, and before he could make a sound, she cut deeply, nearly severing his head.  As the blood flowed, she buried the second knife deep in his chest, penetrating the heart.  Wiping her hands on his bedclothes, she checked to be certain, then slipped quietly away.  By morning when the body was discovered, she was already out of town.  There had been no regrets, nor did she feel remorse as Jurde had warned her.  She felt a sense of peace and closure.  She couldn’t bring her family back, but at least the man responsible would no longer benefit from their murders.  A weight had been removed from her shoulders.  A debt had been paid.  Now she could get on with her life.
 
   Her intention had been to seek out Jurde and the Wanderers and return to the People, her task complete.  She linked up with another caravan of the People and traveled with them, expecting to see her adopted family at the annual gathering in a couple of months.  She hadn’t any thoughts of killing ever again.  The drive that had sustained her was gone.
 
   Then, fate had stepped in.  One of the People, an attractive young woman, had been raped and beaten by one of the young nobles in eastern Branid.  Nuiz learned of the attack through a chance meeting of another caravan of Wanderers when they had both stopped at the same oasis.  Given the position of the noble, there was little that the Wanderers could expect in the way of justice from the Town Council.  Knowing it best to simply fade away, the caravan left early, carrying their broken victim with them.  
 
   What no one had realized was the girl that had been so abused was a friend of Nuiz.  They had become acquainted during one of the annual gatherings and developed an instant bond.  Though they didn’t see one another for the better part of a year, at each gathering they were inseparable.  Suddenly the anger was brought fully back to life.  That night Nuiz slipped away from the caravan with the intent of dispensing her own brand of justice.  
 
   The city where it had happened was new to Nuiz, and it had taken time for her to learn her way about.  She had watched and learned, and when she was ready, she made her move.  Like an avenging  specter she moved through the night, into the estate that was guarded far more carefully than the home of the man she had killed before.  It didn’t matter.  Nuiz had learned and could move so silently it was as if she wasn’t there.  The next morning the young lord was discovered with one of Nuiz’s knives buried deep in his neck.  
 
   Rumors spread.  Slowly at first, but the Wanderers carried the rumors from village to village.  It was to their advantage to do so.  A warning was implicit in the tales.  One should beware of acts against the People.  An avenger existed who would see to the punishment of those who did not heed this advice.  For the most part none knew who she was.  Nuiz was certain that Jurde was aware it must be her.  Perhaps he had told someone.  Perhaps not.  For a long time she did not see her adopted parents.  She traveled with her friend’s caravan for many months, helping her to regain her former health and joy.  The time spent helping her friend also gave Nuiz time to think.  There had to be other cases where the nobility used its absolute power to inflict unacceptable pain on the lower classes.  Not just among the People, but among other citizens as well.  She started to listen for rumors of such crimes as they passed from village to village.  Twice more in the ensuing months Nuiz took action, repaying foul deeds with blood and unexpected death.  Over time she became an avenging sword against those in the nobility that abused their position and power.  She was not interested in resolving disputes or crimes between equals.  She only was interested in taking action in those unique cases where someone in the higher classes used his position to inflict pain and suffering on someone from the less privileged.  It surprised her how often such things happened.  She was a busy woman.
 
   With time, requests started coming through the Wanderers network.  People who needed a champion would spread word through a passing caravan, hoping the word would reach wherever KalaBhoot - the Black Ghost, might be.  The words would eventually reach Nuiz’s ears, and she would have to consider whether the request was something deserving of her attention.  Over time she built up lists of names.  Some were nobles who others had requested her to take action against and she would tend to when her travels brought her close.  Others were names she added herself, based on observations and general intelligence that suggested they were deserving of her attentions.  
 
   One day an odd thing happened.  A request for KalaBhoot’s services made its way through the network.  Except this time it was a nobleman looking for the services of a skilled assassin, not an ill-treated commoner.  Nuiz ignored the request at first, but over the period of a few weeks her thoughts began to change.  Why not allow the nobles to pay, and pay handsomely, for their own destruction.  The more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea of taking coin from them to fund their own removals.  She took the contract, and made sure the funds were distributed among the people where needed.  Over time, she took more such contracts, but only noble against noble.  She had come to learn that there were some who were worthy of their positions of power, and those she never targeted.  The reputation of KalaBhoot grew.  
 
   She had been about to depart for Lopal where she had accepted an assignment from one of the land’s lesser Kings.  Discontent was brewing among the distributed leadership, as some of the tribal headmen pushed for a more immediate call to war which King I’Vorris, the Lemaine – the Master of the Land, was seen as too slow to pursue.  The task that had been offered Nuiz was the removal of King I’Vorris himself.  A true challenge, and one that paid extremely handsomely.  The Wanderer’s had had trouble with I’Vorris in the past, which made him fair game.  Lesser King It’oni who sought her services stood to gain however matters turned out.  The removal of King I’Vorris would increase It’oni’s prospects of being voted the new Lemaine at the joint council.  It’oni had already begun certain actions against the inhabitants of Kellmore along their shared border to the south.  Others would follow his lead when they saw how easily he made gains.  That would be especially true if I’Vorris were to fall and not be there to hold them back.
 
   Weeks before she was ready to depart word had come through the network that Duke Cordale of Branid was seeking the Ghost.  Nuiz knew of the Duke, whose name had almost made it to her personal list of those to be tended to when the opportunity presented itself.  Curious, she had passed word back through the network for those who negotiated such contracts for her to see what the task might be.  These people operated blindly, not knowing who she was, but received a substantial purse if the contract was taken.  
 
   The Duke wanted a certain Count removed.  Nuiz could guess why.  The Count, a real bastard, had long been a thorn in the Duke’s side.  Her dislike of the Duke was almost enough for her to pass and leave the problem for the Duke to solve on his own, but the Count was also one who had made his way onto her list.  To be paid handsomely for eliminating someone she had already marked was too good to pass up.  The task could be done on her way to Lopal, and so she had taken the commission.  
 
   Nuiz never met those who hired her.  The money was passed through intermediaries and disappeared into the network she had slowly established.  She scouted and prepared on her own, on a schedule that she alone was aware of.  Much of her success was due to the fact only she knew when and where she would strike.  That was part of the agreement she made when she accepted any contract.  The Count was a tough one, much harder than she had anticipated.  He knew he had enemies, and took precautions accordingly.  In the end, Nuiz could only find one weakness she could exploit, and that one was extremely risky.  It was also to be her downfall.
 
   The Duke had had his own people scout the Count before he’d sought KalaBhoot.  They had come to the same conclusion.  There was only one approach, but it was one they didn’t feel they were capable of exploiting.  Wanting the Count removed, the Duke had sought KalaBhoot, but also put in place plans to watch for anyone who might seek to access the Count via the path they had discovered.  He would see the Black Ghost removed after the deed was done.  He knew the reputation KalaBhoot had earned, and anyone that effective he didn’t want around in case someone was to target him.  This assignment could accomplish two tasks. The troublesome Count could be taken down, and the threat of the mysterious assassin eliminated.
 
   Nuiz made the kill after several weeks of careful preparation, but on the withdrawal, she had been nearly caught in the trap sprung by the Duke’s private guard.  Nuiz had killed two and managed to slip though the ambush that had been prepared for her, but not before being hit by an arrow from a concealed archer.  The arrow had come within a fraction of an inch of ending her life, the sharpened stone tip ripping a long gash in her side as it passed through her tunic.  
 
   As she rode away on a stolen horse, she silently added the Duke’s name to her personal target list, knowing she would be back for him once she had healed and taken care of business in Lopal.  She promised herself it would be a priority.  That night she cleaned the wound as best she could and applied a poultice of mashed leaves that should help the healing.  It was painful, and restricted her movements somewhat, but it could have been worse.  What she didn’t know was the arrow had been treated with a special poison, and over the course of the next few days the wound festered and became more inflamed causing her to lose strength and to become light headed.  Normally she would have sought help from one of the Wanderer caravans, but she was certain the Duke’s men were on her trail.  Her best hope of escape was to make her way into Lopal, where the Duke would be unlikely to follow.  
 
   Nuiz made it to the River, but not far ahead of her followers.  She was weak, feverish, and unable to think clearly, and had made her way aboard a boat that she mistook for the ferry that would cross over to Lopal.  The effort had taken the last of her strength, and she had crawled into a dark space in one of the smaller cabins hoping to rest until after the river crossing.  While she waited, wondering why the craft didn’t push off from shore, she had fallen unconscious, to be discovered by Rigo and Kaler.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
    
 
   Duke Cordale’s face was infused with blood so great was his anger.  “Got away!  How can this have happened?  This is twice in less than a week that men have escaped from our guardsmen, and this time from your special troops, men who are supposed to be a cut above the common soldiers.  You were to be prepared and have everything in place to assure the target had nowhere to go.  Perhaps you are no longer able to fulfill the needs of your position.”
 
   Roit knew that he must proceed with caution.  The Duke was not known for either patience or forgiveness.  Despite the fact Roit had served the man, and served him well, for a number of years would not prevent the Duke from having him thrown in the dungeons or hung if he became angry enough or if he blamed Roit personally for the failures.  As the Duke’s own choice as Captain of his personal Guard, Roit enjoyed a special position with benefits far greater than any common guardsman.  Most of the troops assigned to the Duke belonged to the King’s Regiment and were simply assigned to the manor to carry out the Duke’s interpretation of the King’s wishes.  The Personal Guard, however, were men specifically chosen by the Duke to guard both himself and his immediate family.  As such they reported directly and only to the Duke, usually through Roit.  The Personal Guard were also men the Duke had selected because he could count on them to perform other actions for him, deeds that the Crown probably would not have approved of.  The Duke did not want word of some of their activities getting back to the King.
 
   “Her reputation is well earned,” Roit said choosing his words carefully.  “She must have sensed the trap and even as it was closing was able to avoid it and escape.  We followed her trail outside the village, but at the river we found the horse she had appropriated abandoned.  There were no signs of where she might have gone although a careful search for signs was made by our best trackers.”
 
   “She?” roared the Duke.  “You are telling me this assassin, famed throughout the land, is a woman?”
 
   Nervously, Roit nodded his head.  “There is evidence to suggest as much, your Lordship.  We believe that is one reason she has been so hard to track in the past.  Everyone assumed a man and looked accordingly.  The way the assassin dresses, she could be either a man or a woman.  The hair is shorn short, and with a little effort the assassin could present herself to be either sex.”
 
   “This woman was able to kill two of your men in the process of escaping your trap.  I thought she was wounded?”
 
   “There is no doubt of her skill and deadliness.  She reacted almost unbelievably quickly when the trap was sprung.  It appeared that the arrow did strike her, although only a glancing blow,” Roit added to answer the Duke’s question.
 
   “The arrow was treated as usual?” the Duke asked.
 
   “As you commanded,” Roit replied.
 
   “Even a glancing blow if it broke the skin should be fatal before too long,” Duke Cordale mused aloud.  “Within a day the poison should have made her ability to even travel difficult.”
 
   “We had expected as much,” Roit agreed.  “But we have yet to find any sign of her.  We expected a body or reports of a very sick individual would appear.  Thus far there has been nothing.”
 
   “Where do you think she might have gone?  Does she have confederates nearby do you think?  That would not be good?”
 
   “Too little is known about the assassin.  We were never able to follow her successfully during the days she was planning the Count’s murder.  You recall you wished us to take no chances our scrutiny be discovered, favoring knowing where she would be after the attack.  Her whereabouts and base of operations were not considered as important since we never thought she’d have a chance to return there.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” the Duke said waving his hand dismissively.  He didn’t want any of the failure to be directed back at instructions he’d given.
 
   “Where do you think she might have gone?” the Duke repeated his earlier question.
 
   “We found the horse west of the village, as if she intended to head back toward Sulen.  There is nothing that says she had to continue that direction.  I have had the men out searching for signs in all directions.  They have found nothing.  It is unfortunate that we have half of our special guardsmen off chasing those two escapees from the dungeon.  We could have used the manpower.  This wasn’t a task we could reveal to the garrison at large.”
 
   “That’s another thing we must talk about,” the Duke replied.  “It is likely we are worried about someone who is already dead.  The body will more than likely turn up eventually.  From what you have told me in the past, no one knows of a cure for the poison. Anyone infected with it will certainly die.  That is true, is it not?”
 
   “That is what the old woman who provides the poison has promised.  I cannot vouch personally that it is always effective, but every instance where we have used it before, the victim has succumbed in fewer days than it’s been since the assassin was struck.  Odds are very good that she is already dead even if she had someone to help her.  I doubt more will ever be heard of the KalaBhoot.” 
 
   “Do not give up looking.  I will not rest comfortably until the death of this hired murderer is assured.  She, if the assassin is indeed a she, will know that it was I who ordered the doublecross.  I will not be able to take any wench to my bed without wondering if she might be the one until the death is verified.”
 
   Roit nodded.  The Duke was known for his sexual appetites, and had a habit of dragging off young women, willing or not, to satisfy his urges when the women struck his fancy.
 
   “Have you learned how those two young men were able to escape from the dungeon?” the Duke asked changing the direction of the discussion.  “There has never been a case where someone has escaped from the lower levels in all the years my father or I have ruled here.  Who helped them and how was it done?”
 
   Roit hated having to have any involvement with the two troublemakers.  The dungeons were not his responsibility and the blame for whatever happened there should fall on other shoulders.  By being placed in a position to investigate, Roit was forced to be the focus of the Duke’s anger unfairly.  Well, he knew the Duke was seldom fair.
 
   “There is little that makes sense about the breakout.  The guards swear they saw no one else in the dungeon.  There had been no one in the lower level other than the guards for more than a day.  The locks were checked at each change of guard as usual.  Yet, both cells had been unlocked when we checked.  One was sitting open and the other was locked and held the two guards that had been subdued.”
 
   “You are certain the guards are telling the truth?”
 
   “Quite certain.  They were questioned intensively.”  Roit knew that questioning involved a long painful session with the Duke’s chief interrogator and that neither of the two guards had survived the experience.  “There is much about what happened that doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “You are certain the locks were not faulty?  Once out, the one who was discovered with Eessa might have been able to overcome those dolts we have for guards down there.  He fancied himself as quite a swordsman according to her.”
 
   “His prowess is known.  I checked with some of those who have sparred with him.  He apparently made a showing back in Kellmore at the annual games they have there.  However, that doesn’t explain how he got out to acquire a sword.  I personally checked the locks on the doors where they were restrained and there is nothing at all unusual about them.  They work fine.  A key had to have been used.  I cannot figure how a copy of a key would have been made.  The only key down there is held back at the entry on the upper floor, to be brought down only when someone is to be imprisoned or released for questioning.” 
 
   Roit hesitated.
 
   “What?” asked the Duke sensing the man’s uncertainty.  
 
   “The door to the dungeon area itself was damaged.  That was how they got out in the end.  The wood, stout oak that is solid as any I have ever seen.  Yet, around the lock the wood had turned to powder, as if hundreds of termites had been gnawing at it for months.  The lock had simply fallen out of the door.  How could that have been done?  The door was always in sight of the guardsmen stationed at the entrance.”
 
   “So, how was it accomplished?”
 
   Roit grimaced.  “I have no answers my Lord.  Nor does anyone else I have shown the damage to.  The method is unknown.”  Roit didn’t mention the lock that had been fused for which he also didn’t have an explanation.  He would wait until he knew more.
 
   “These same two young men, armed with nothing beyond the guardsman’s sword they appropriated, managed to escape and elude your men for days.  When they were discovered, they managed to kill four more men and escape once again.”
 
   “Strictly speaking, the men who were involved in the search were mostly the King’s forces. The Personal Guard did not become involved until later when the regimental forces failed to recapture the escapees.  No one expected them to get very far.”
 
   “True enough,” the Duke granted.  “But it was one of your men who was with the soldiers who encountered them near Thale.”
 
   “It was.  And he died trying to capture them.”
 
   “We are sure that there were only the two of them?”
 
   “That’s what the archer who escaped to tell of the encounter claims.  He has a strange tale to tell as well.”
 
   “You have had his tale verified?”
 
   Roit hesitated.  “I have not turned him over to the inquisitor.  I have personally questioned him at length and I believe he is being truthful.”
 
   “How is it that he escaped unharmed?”
 
   “He was some distance away when the encounter took place.  The swordsmen who attempted to defeat the two escapees were quickly defeated, and the other archer with him inexplicably lost his balance and fell to his death.  He still cannot explain how this could happen because they were well back from the edge.  He claims it was almost as if the other man leaped to his death.”
 
   “And why didn’t he fire at the two men from his position of relative safety?”
 
   “His bow broke,” Roit said solemnly.
 
   The Duke rolled his eyes.  “His bow broke!  Have the man taken to the inquisitor for questioning.”
 
   Roit held up his hand.  “I can do that, but he brought me the bow.  It was a bow that he had been using for years.  One of the better bows he had earned as he moved up the ranks and demonstrated his ability.  His skill was one reason he was chosen for the assignment.  The bow was indeed broken, but more than that, the wood near where one would place the hand to support it had changed.  It was no longer strong and flexible, but dry and powdery.  I could crumble it with my fingertips.  When I did so, it turned to powder.”
 
   “You are making a comparison to the door that was weakened by termites,” the Duke said.
 
   “Precisely,” Roit agreed.  “Termites that seem to strike only when and where needed.  The two events make me believe the events are being recounted to me honestly.  The guardsmen in the dungeon never had a chance to discuss their story with the archer.”
 
   The Duke leaned back and stroked his beard.  “The two men are gone by now I assume.”
 
   “They could be anywhere.  It appears they crossed over into Lopal and haven’t been seen since.  We have no way to know if they boarded passage down the river or have traveled deeper into Lopal.”
 
   “I guess there is nothing to be done.  They are not worth any more effort, but it galls me that they were able to get away.  It’s an embarrassment to announce the hangings for the festival and not have bodies to entertain with.  Do we have anyone else we could use to fill in?”
 
   “I’m certain someone could be found.”
 
   “See to it,” the Duke commanded.  “Also, I’d still like to have my inquisitor have a chat with that archer, even if you are convinced he is telling the truth.  Maybe a little discomfort will help him remember more of the encounter.  Perhaps he can fill in for our missing young men afterwards.”
 
   Roit bowed.  “As you wish, your Lordship.”
 
   “You are dismissed.  See to replacing the men you have lost.  With the way events are shaping up, it would not be wise for the ranks of my personal guard to be reduced.  With what the King told me when we were in Sulen and what your spies are reporting, the chances of war are increasing.  This is not a time to be shorthanded.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
   Duke Cordale watched as Roit hurriedly left the chamber.  He unconsciously twisted the large emerald ring on the middle finger of his left hand and he thought about their meeting.  The man had served him well for many years and the Duke had expected to grant him a position as his highest military adviser once he became king.  Now he wondered.  Was the man losing his touch or was something more at work here?  He hoped nothing was wrong.  Far too much depended on Roit and his contacts.  Replacing him would be costly in gold and schedule.  He’d have to watch developments more closely than usual, just to be certain no action was required.  
 
   The Duke wasn’t used to having his plans thwarted.  Too much was in motion now for problems to develop, and  Roit was aware of far too much if a problem was developing with him.  The Duke knew he was exposed and unless he could progress smoothly to the end game, he could lose it all.  That was why he’d needed to have the Count removed.  The old fool had found a discrepancy in the accounts of the annual coin delivered to the Crown.  He wouldn’t let it go, and was getting too close to the truth.  Cordale knew the Crown expected a certain amount of coin would be improperly siphoned off, but it had no idea of the true amount being pilfered.  Less than half of the coin being collected within the Duke’s domain was being forwarded to the Crown.  The Duke’s coffers were fuller than those of the King, who had annual expenses greater than what he could take in.  The Duke had even helped lead the kingdom into debt, loaning coin to the King through several tame bankers he controlled.  The gold was just one facet of the plan in place to see the King removed and himself put into place as the new ruler.  Once again he wondered about the assassin he’d hired and whether the poison had done its job.  Now he wished that Roit hadn’t been so adamant that they couldn’t get at the Count forcing him to seek the legendary skills of KalaBhoot.  He was concerned that the woman, if it was a woman as Roit believed, would die and they would never know for sure.  That would leave a small anxiety in the back of his mind that he simply didn’t need.
 
   The matter of the two escapees was also bothersome.  How could that have happened?  They must have had help, although nothing pointed that way.  He’d been looking forward to the hanging for reasons beyond those he’d revealed to Roit.  The hanging was to have been a test for Eessa.  She was beyond a doubt his daughter.  She had the same extreme appetites as himself.  He was very much aware of her many affairs.  So long as she kept her activities discrete and private, he couldn’t deny her the same freedoms as he took himself.  In fact it was reassuring that she was so much like him.  Still, it was important that she appear to be the virtuous daughter because at some point her hand in marriage would be an effective means of solidifying his power and reach across the whole of Branid.  That wouldn’t be possible if the full range of her sexual exploits became known.  
 
   The Duke had become concerned about her infatuation with this young foreigner.  Usually she played with her conquest, then moved on.  In this case she had allowed the contact to drag on, with repeated evenings spent with the young man.  It had to be stopped, so the Duke arranged for them to be discovered.  Eessa didn’t realize how carefully she was being watched by the Duke and how much he knew of her many lovers.  She seemed to react as he hoped.  She feigned embarrassment to her father, and then seemed to forget the young fighter.  The Duke figured if she allowed her former lover to be hanged without protest, then his concerns had been misplaced, but if she attempted to intervene in any way, he might have to reconsider where she stood.
 
   Now he had to wonder.  Could Eessa have had a hand in the escape?  She was one of the few individuals within the Duke’s domain who had the knowledge and possibly the ability to cause the guards to take actions against his orders.  It was a worry.  Why couldn’t the hanging have come off as he planned?  That would have put the matter to rest once and for all.  Now he would have to think of some other way to test his daughter.  He’d also have to have her watched even more closely.  If she had helped the young fighter escape, might he return to her?
 
   The Duke’s other children were both less valuable to him and much less of a concern.  The two boys were years apart in age.  The eldest was a major disappointment to him.  How he wished he could be more like his daughter, although that would raise certain concerns about whether he might try and replace his father at some point.  As it was, however, the Duke’s elder son had no interest in ruling or in power in general.  Upon reaching the age of adulthood, he refused to continue his combat training, and sent away the tutors who were employed to teach him what a ruler must know.  Instead he spent his time in his tower painting.  The Duke was certain his son was odd in other ways.  His spies had assured him the young man never had women brought to him.  He didn’t want to think what that suggested.
 
   His youngest son was only ten.  He had come late and had cost the Duke his wife who had died in childbirth.  He appeared to have the proper instincts, but was far too young to be an asset in the overthrow that the Duke was planning.  Hopefully he would grow into his rights as the future king once the Duke had taken over Branid.  Until then, Eessa was the only blood that he could count on, if indeed she was what he hoped.
 
   The plan had begun with the Duke’s father.  In the latter years the former Duke had become disillusioned with the King and his promises.  After decades of supporting the other, he had never been given the power or wealth he felt was rightfully his.  The King was too busy seeing to the rebuilding of the land and the well being of the peasants that were supposed to be working for him, not the other way around.  He had begun to prepare the foundations for the eventual overthrow of the King.  The plan had taken far longer than anticipated.  The Duke’s father had fallen ill, and within a year he had died and he’d taken his father’s place.  Two years later the King died and was replaced by his own son.  On the surface it looked like the status quo had been retained, but from the first day the Duke had accepted power, he had worked to see his father’s dream come true.  Now the time was close.
 
   Through Roit, who in turn worked through a series of intermediaries, the Duke acquired teams of mercenaries.  None knew who exactly they worked for, but the kind of men they employed cared little where the coin originated so long as it kept coming.  Attacks were simulated along the border between Branid and Lopal.  To make matters look believable, Cordale had even had several attacks simulated in Kellmore.  Mostly he concentrated in the northern territories of Branid.  That area was far enough from the capital and so sparsely populated that it was difficult for the King to obtain a valid picture of what might be happening there.  Over time the desired rumors had begun.  Lopal was planning war.  Undercurrents of concern and fear were beginning to spread across the country.  
 
   The King would have to investigate.  When the Duke was in Sulen some weeks before the King had discussed the problem with him and encouraged him to strengthen his patrols along the border.  The King had indicated he would be sending a force to check the northern territories.  He had also indicated that his son Rhory, one of the twin sons of the King and the nominal heir to the Throne, would be in charge of the expedition just as the Duke had expected.  That would provide the Duke and his mercenaries all the opportunity needed to deal with the man.  He could be killed in what appeared to be a clash with a raiding team from Lopal.  How unfortunate!
 
   That left Rhog, the second twin.  Duke Cordale knew the young man had his own wishes and would be very pleased should something happen to his brother in combat far away.  That would absolve him of any blame in the death, something which the Duke knew the brother had investigated means of implementing in the past.  The death of his brother would put Rhog in direct line for succession to the Throne.  That was fine with the Duke.  He knew the young man was somewhat inept and Cordale had already put into place certain evidence that he could have “discovered” that would show that Rhog had been behind the attacks and the killing of his brother.  That would sweep away any plans he might have of becoming King.  The people liked Rhory and would crucify Rhog if the rumors were released. 
 
   With Rhory killed and the other plans in place, it would come down to having the King Rupermore removed.  He didn’t want an assassin for that task.  Too many would look carefully at whomever came to power afterwards with suspicion.  He had a better plan.  The same old wise woman who provided the poison for the arrows had shown his father a means of simulating the coughing sickness.  The simulated disease was not contagious because this soon after the last plague everyone had inherited immunity.  The induced disease displayed the identical symptoms as the widespread plague had, and was invariably fatal.  This was because the disease was real.  The only reason that the victim would succumb was because of the massive exposure to the stimulus that triggered the disease.  If one wanted the disease to appear to spread, others could be unknowingly given a dose of the pollen from the plant that carried the germ as well.  The Duke had tested it and was certain it was dependable.
 
   The pollen was taken from a rare bush that was difficult to find.  Outbreaks of the plant were located from time to time, usually far away from populated areas, since it was looked upon as a weed and vigorously stripped from cultivated lands while it was a seedling.  It was actually a beautiful plant, with flowers that seemed to glow in low light.  They actually twinkled.  The Duke had seen them, but knowing the deadly nature of the plant had kept his distance.  The only reason such an attractive flower had not become sought for its beauty was the foul smell and poisonous nature of the sting from its thorns.  A sting that penetrated the flesh would result in serious infection that took a victim many weeks to recover from.  The poison used on the arrows was made from a distillation of this same venom. 
 
   When the Duke had learned of the King’s plans to wed his daughter to the eldest son of Kellmore he had at first been concerned.  He had toyed with the idea of revealing that the man chosen was mentally damaged, but then had reconsidered.  One of the concerns that was currently developing involved Lopal and the intelligence that the country appeared to be considering the very actions the Duke had been trying to fake.  Lopal might actually be considering war.  Whether the actions by Lopal were being triggered by his own faked attacks, or whether the planning was something entirely independent, the Duke didn’t know.  It was coming at a very bad time however.  If Lopal were to attack, his lands were closest to the border and he would be the first to encounter the attackers.  Having Kellmore aligned with Branid would definitely be a deterrent that Lopal would have to consider.  Therefore, he decided to let the marriage go ahead.  While women couldn’t inherit the Throne in either country, more than once in the past they had ruled from behind their weaker spouse.  If Mydra, the King’s eldest daughter were to marry Awll and move to Kellmore, she would be out of sight, and might actually be of use to him.  As for the youngest daughter, he wasn’t certain yet, but it would probably be best if she were to contract the disease from her father.  She had shown herself to be unmanageable and Cordale didn’t want to be bothered with whatever trouble she might be.  It would also be important that people were concerned the illness might be spreading, and making her one of the victims would be reasonable and clear out a potential problem.
 
   Yes, everything was falling into place.  If it weren’t for the disturbing intelligence that Roit was getting from his mercenary teams, all would look promising.  He’d have to move carefully.  It wouldn’t be good to be in the middle of a transition, with the King dead and his son exposed as the killer of his brother at a time when Lopal attacked.  The distraction could cost them the war.  
 
   The Duke wasn’t sure how well they could stand up to Lopal under the best of circumstances.  He wouldn’t want to be King and have to pursue that war.  Clearly he needed to know more and soon.  He’d have to talk to Roit later.  Risos!  He hated being dependent on someone, but the man had skills and contacts that were essential to his plans.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
   After leaving Duke Cordale, Roit moved purposefully down the dark stone hallway toward the north quadrant of the stronghold.  He nodded toward the two men who were on watch at the end of the hallway.  They were his, as security for the Duke was his primary responsibility.  Not far away the normal troops were garrisoned and could be called upon with very little notice if a threat were to arise.  He passed by the men and turned down the adjacent corridor that was even darker than the main hallway he had just left.  This one had only a few small ventilation holes high in the walls to let in light.  None of the torch holders were filled.  It made sense.  This area had been all but unused until he’d made it his personal area.  The dark didn’t bother him and it made others uncomfortable, something he felt wasn’t a bad thing.  
 
   His boots echoed off the stone as he continued down the dusty corridor.  At the far end he stepped through a narrow stone doorway and started up the very steep narrow steps that wound around the inside of the tower.  There were sixty-two of the steps.  Two tall stories worth.  The walls were close with only a single small window that he could have peered through to observe the surrounding area.  There was no need.  He’d seen the view and knew what was out there.  Besides, there was far more to see at the top.  He continued climbing without slowing his pace, ending his climb at the top where he had to stop and unlock the sturdy door with the key he carried in his pouch along with his coin.  Pushing open the door he emerged into the medium sized room where he lived.  There was a narrow bed along the far wall with a small wooden stand located along side it.  In one corner of the room stood a wooden wardrobe where he kept his clothes.  The largest item in the room was a rectangular table where he sometimes took his meals and where he did most of his planning.  Several scrolls lay on the table and he had a small stack of parchment where he could make notes or scratch out formal orders to his men.  In the corner was a large fireplace with a goodly supply of hardwood set aside.  The fireplace hadn’t been used for sometime now.  With spring in full bloom he didn’t feel the need for additional warmth.  The sparse furniture had been brought up piecemeal to get through the narrow stairwell.  The wood had also been brought up by some of the servants under his personal watch.  
 
   The sun shone brightly through the western facing window which was open with the heavy shutters thrown wide, and the mild breeze that flowed slowly through the room carried the scent of fresh flowers.  He walked to the window and stared out across the stronghold and the village beyond.  From this height he could see a long way, easily to the fields beyond the small town.  From the other window he could see into the forest and had a marvelous view of the mountains to the east.  
 
   “Curse Risos!” he muttered angrily.  
 
   Roit knew that the Duke was disappointed in him for failing to find the assassin.  He was angry with himself.  He’d underestimated the woman.  She was better than he expected.  Better than anyone he’d seen before.  So quick.  He was certain the assassin was female, even though he would have been pressed to give hard evidence to support his belief.  He’d overseen the preparations to trap and kill the assassin after the contract to kill the Count was executed.  The killing of the assassin would have made it appear that the Duke’s forces were responsive.  While too late to save the Count, they would have been praised for taking down the killer.  Now, with the assassin having escaped they had to face the criticism of failing to protect the nobles and live with the uncertainty as to whether the assassin still lived.  If she did, the Duke had reason to be concerned.  
 
   He’d personally seen the archer release the poisoned shaft and was certain that it had struck a glancing blow.  Enough to introduce the deadly poison?  Even a small cut, anything that broke the skin was supposed to be enough.  If so, why hadn’t they been able to find the accursed woman?  There had been blood on the saddle of the horse they had found that further supported his certainty.  But of her there was no sign.  She must have supporters nearby who aided in her escape and were hiding her or her body.  He toyed with the idea of an all out search.  He didn’t need to justify his actions to the people after all, but something told him it would be a waste of time.
 
   Disgusted with the developments, he walked across the room and pushed open the door that lead out onto the terrace outside.  Normally he loved to come out here in the open so high above everyone else.  Only the tower at the opposite end of the fortress was as high, and no one used that.  The Duke’s wife had used it as her own private space before she’d died, and even had a small garden on the terrace across there.  Now, the area was sealed away forgotten.  Even the Duke didn’t venture up there any longer.
 
   Roit went and checked the cages.  The message birds were his primary means of staying on contact with scouts and spies at the far reaches of the Duke’s lands.  His messengers also included humans who came via horseback, but it could take several weeks for them to arrive if they started from one of the remote corners.  He found two birds with the small messages wrapped around their legs and carefully removed the vital information.  He returned to the table inside and slowly opened each and read what had been sent.
 
   No sign had been found of the two young men who had killed the four guardsmen before disappearing along the river.  His scout was of the opinion they had crossed over into Lopal after realizing they were being sought along the river.  Roit wasn’t surprised.  It was the likely move and what he would have done himself.  Had he been there, he would have crossed over and searched for them, but his men weren’t as daring as himself and the Duke didn’t want to create any incidents.  The situation with Lopal was fragile enough, and while the Duke wanted to create the impression of possible war with Lopal, he didn’t wish it along his own border.  
 
   He might not have a choice, Roit realized as he read the second message.  This one was from farther away, to the northern territories of Branid.  His mercenaries there had confirmed that one of the Lopal Kings had been raiding across into Branid.  What they had started appeared to be happening for real.  The message also indicated that  the success of the raids had encouraged others from Lopal to follow suit.  The raids were starting to spread southward and it was likely only a matter of time before the northern extent of the Duke’s lands might be affected.
 
   Roit scratched at the stubble of his beard.  It had been almost a week since he’d scrapped away the growth and it was about time to do so once again.  He wondered what was the best course for himself.  War was coming, of that he was certain.  He could feel it in his bones.  What would the war mean to him?  If Lopal were to unite under the leadership of their King and attack along the full extent of the border, then the Duke and his forces would be engaged in a battle Roit didn’t think they could win.  
 
   He had reason for his opinion.  Unknown to anyone, especially the Duke, Roit had been born and raised in Lopal and knew of the strengths of the country.  He’d done well, he felt, for the bastard son of a drunken whore who didn’t have the slightest idea who his father had been.  Born in one of the small towns along the Great Central River, his mother had kept him around as a child to run errands for her.  When he’d become a teenager and refused to do her bidding, she’d thrown him out.  He’d survived on the streets, learning the hard way what happened to the weak.  When he was twenty he’d crossed over to Kellmore where he spent several years as a mercenary, traveling north to Branid later when the need for his kind of skills shifted that way.  The encounter with the Duke had been accidental, but the Lord had recognized Roit’s potential immediately and brought him on board.  Within two years Roit had become the Duke’s lead man.
 
   If fighting broke out he knew where his loyalties would lie. The same place as always, with himself.  Lopal had done nothing for him, and he doubted he would be willing to let himself be killed defending the Duke.  Uneven skirmishes with troublemakers and directing other men into battle was one thing, but an all out war with the randomness and risks that involved was not something he considered a reasonable bet.  That attitude showed how much he had changed.  Before he hadn’t been so discriminating.  Now, however, he had put away a goodly sum of gold, more than even the Duke might suspect.  He intended to live to enjoy it.  He would like to stay with the Duke, but not if it meant getting killed.  If the Duke’s plans succeeded Roit stood to profit handsomely.  He would be the Duke’s right hand, and as the right hand of the King the wealth he could expect to amass would be beyond anything he could have dreamed of a few years earlier.
 
   There was little to decide at the moment.  It was too soon, but he’d know before the rest if the border had been breached and had made a few subtle preparations if he should need to flee.  He would head west, traveling all the way to the coast where he would hope to wait out the war.  Lopal would not press to take all of Branid and Kellmore.  They didn’t have the ability to do so, so he would be safe there.
 
   Roit set the note down and trapped it under a heavy mug.  He would have to tell the Duke, but he’d wait until later.  He wasn’t eager to face the man again at the moment.  His eyes fell on the broken bow the archer had given him.  Slowly Roit reached out and picked up the wooden shaft.  He ran his fingers along the powdery wood as he’d done a number of times before.
 
   “What could have caused this?” he wondered aloud.  He set the bow down and picked up the section of the dungeon door that still held the heavy lock.  The wood was the same.  Soft and powdery.  He had examined the wood closely.  There was no sign of termites or anything else that could have weakened the aged oak. The problem also did not extend very far from the lock.  The pattern of softened wood followed the outline of the metal almost exactly.  Something was at work here he didn’t understand.  He decided he would take the damaged wood to the old woman.  She might have seen something like this before.  She was a mystery herself.  Roit had known one like her before, on the docks in Lopal as a child.  The old woman there had been said to be over a hundred years old and knew things that were unknown to everyone else.  He didn’t believe all of the stories, but that old woman had eyes like this one, young knowing eyes that peered out of an ancient body.   
 
   Roit knew the Duke wondered if his daughter had anything to do with the escape.  Roit knew better.  Eessa had been totally unconcerned about the fate of the young fighter.  He knew this because he had been with her, sharing her bed the very night the breakout had taken place.  It was a foolish action on his part, knowing how the Duke would react if he knew.  But Roit was the one the Duke charged with monitoring Eessa’s affairs, so the chances of being discovered were almost nonexistent.  Try as he might, he hadn’t been able to resist the infrequent summons from the young vixen when they came.  After the escape he had wondered if the timing of her summons might be more than coincidence, but then he recalled the shocked look in her eyes when she learned of the getaway.  Roit was certain she couldn’t have faked that.  Nor could she fake the excitement with which she had been looking forward to the hanging.  The idea that a man would be executed for being with her was something she found stimulating.
 
   If the two escapees had help, it wasn’t her.  From the questions asked of the guards, Roit didn’t really believe anyone else was involved.  That brought him full circle back to how it could have been done.
 
   He shook his head and pushed away from the table.  He looked at the bow and decided he best go and have the archer turned over to the inquisitor.  It was a waste of a good man, a man who might be needed before much longer, but he also knew that it wouldn’t be prudent to fail to follow up on a direct command from the Duke.  It was unfortunate for the young guardsman, but he wasn’t about to let a little thing like that affect his own situation.
 
   As he started for the stairs, he couldn’t help but wonder if the message was correct and the two men had ventured into Lopal.  If so, what might they know of the plans for war.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
    
 
   Lor’et I’Vorris, Lamane, Master of the Land, King over all lesser kings of Lopal, listened with his full attention to the old woman who wore a long dress formed from specially prepared skins sewn together.  He’d never known her to wear anything else.  In fact, the dress she currently wore had changed so little in style and appearance it could have been the same one he first saw her wearing when she had appeared in his father’s camp more than three decades ago.  Deep lines were etched into the ancient leathery skin.  Only the eyes remained young, and they were alive with inner purpose and untold secrets.  Her scraggily hair had faded from the bright white blond of her youth and was tinged with a faint purple that his father had told him indicated she was a seer of great power. Her abilities as a seer had been proven time and time again over the years.  Only a fool would fail to heed her words.
 
   She was a witch, or at least that was what she had told him.  He believed her, although he wasn’t entirely sure exactly what constituted a witch. Sometimes she could tell him if an action was advisable or not, although in those cases she usually could not tell him why.  In other cases she could explain why something was important, but not tell him what the outcome of various choices might be.  In either case, she had always been proven correct in her guidance.  Further, years before, shortly after she had wandered into the camp while his father still was King, she had saved him with a potion from an illness than none had ever survived before him.  At the time she had said her presence was important for Lopal, but had never explained exactly who she was or where she had come from.  At the time she had looked much as she did today.  If she had aged, he couldn’t see signs of it.  Her name was Sooor.
 
   “You agree that the tribal leaders are on a path to war,” I’Vorris said as he paced back and forth in front of the witch.  “You claim that such a war is inevitable and that we would win, yet you advise against pursuing it. Why?  Too many have already started making raids and to oppose the others could well see my leadership overthrown.”
 
   I’Vorris was aware of what some of the lesser kings had been up to.  He had spies throughout the land.  How else would one be able to retain power over such a fiercely independent people.  He rubbed the stubs of the two missing fingers of his left hand as he thought.  He’d always been a survivor.  His father had taught him well.  More than once he had killed without warning when one of the lesser kings who had thought their plans to overthrow his rule had gone undetected.  I’Vorris would kill the offender himself or have it done if that was more expedient.  
 
   He had his own doubts about a war with his neighbors.  Long had he been aware of the current advantage Lopal held in terms of manpower and strength.  He agreed with the lesser kings that taking vast sections of the neighboring countries could be done relatively easily.  But then what?  Even Lopal didn’t have the manpower to take, and more importantly, hold all the land to the Great Sea.  Taking a section of the country would mean either killing the current residents or driving them away to join their countrymen in what remained of their land.  While Lopal could gain valuable properties, they would also gain a lasting enemy that would harass and snipe at them for the foreseeable future.  Unlike the current borders with natural boundaries with its protective mountain ranges, they would be left guarding an artificial and open border.  It was not a sound approach.
 
   Better they focus on taking on one of the two neighbors in its entirety and leave the other alone for now.  Of course, there would be issues with the tribal leaders, the lesser kings, those who would not share in the gains of those leaders nearest to the conquered lands.  That would make it difficult to impress the alternate plan on his people.  There was also the chance that Branid and Kellmore might unite and come to one another’s aid.  That would make the war more difficult than some expected.
 
   Now Sooor was advising him against the war.
 
   The witch nodded her head.  “I cannot tell you why, only that it is so.  Pursuing an extended war with the western lands will be the end of your rule.  Other factors are changing and will become important.  You will find yourself divided against multiple foes if the wishes of the lesser kings are not rejected.”
 
   “Divided.  Another foe?  Who?  Who else is there besides the forces of Branid and Kellmore?”
 
   Sooor shrugged.  “I do not know at the moment, only that it will be so.  You know also that those under you already plan for your death?”
 
   I’Vorris was fully aware of this.  It was always a consideration for leaders in Lopal.  Someone else always yearned for the power and prestige of leadership.  He didn’t know exactly who was plotting at the moment, but he could be certain at least several of the wishful would-be leaders were doing so.  It’oni for certain.  His former friend had become disillusioned with him and had become vocal in his condemnation of I’Vorris’s procrastination of the proposed war.  More than likely Elm’ad and Bab’hon as well.  He waved aside the talk of something that was a constant and which he could do nothing about for the moment.
 
   “What of the northern passage?” he asked the bent old woman.  That was something he agreed with the others that they should pursue.  Having a clear shot at the Great Sea on land they controlled would be a great benefit to Lopal.  The land in question had been all but ignored by Branid since the last visitation of the plague, and he didn’t think they would fight very hard to retain lands so far from their population centers.  He had hopes of focusing the unrest in that direction.
 
   “There is little risk of pursuing that effort,” Sooor said.  “However, the gains will be far less than you expect.”
 
   I’Vorris wished there was a way to pull more specific answers from the witch-woman, but he knew that no matter how he tried he would get nothing very specific.  He was considering how to proceed when Ton’er, the leader of the Guardians of the Faith, arrived for the meeting.  He was uncharacteristically early, probably because he knew I’Vorris would be consulting with his witch.  Ton’er and Sooor shared an ongoing distrust and hatred for one another. 
 
   Ton’er was middle aged.  His chubby face was mostly concealed behind a long flowing beard of curly brown hair.  The beard concealed his facial expressions, which is one reason I’Vorris believed he wore it.  Only the cleric’s eyes were visible to reflect his thoughts and attitudes.  As usual he wore the long black robes that were a sign of his rank.  The wide red sash that wound around his waist marked him as the senior leader of the faith.  He had led the faithful for almost as many years as I’Vorris had been Lamane.  
 
   Ton’er stepped into the room after I’Vorris recognized his presence.  Like Sooor and a very few others, he didn’t bow to the Lamane.  He was, after all, the spiritual leader of the land, and therefore in his own mind, if not that of many of the people, almost an equal.  Nine out of ten inhabitants were followers of the faith, a fact that I’Vorris had to keep in mind when dealing with the cleric.  In some ways the man commanded more respect and following than he did himself.  Ton’er looked at the old woman as he found his place in one of the padded seats with distrust and annoyance.
 
   “You have started the discussions without me,” he observed.
 
   Unconcerned by the priest’s observation and annoyance, I’Vorris replied.  “Sooor and I have many topics to discuss.  Many are not matters you would find of interest.”
 
   I’Vorris disliked Ton’er immensely.  He felt the man a phony, having more insight than most about the workings of the Guardians and the men who held power within the organization.  
 
   “The extent of my interests might surprise even you,” Ton’er replied handing I’Vorris a small rebuke.  It was a breach of etiquette that would have been unconscionable in the presence of anyone but the old woman.  The three of them knew how each regarded the other.  “What of the petition from the tribal leaders?” Ton’er asked, directing the conversation to the matter of greatest interest.  Ton’er was behind those seeking war.  New lands conquered meant more potential believers and power.  “The God of War is in ascension and the God of Luck follows close behind.  You cannot deny this is an auspicious time for Lopal to make its move.  Such a favorable alignment does not come often.”
 
   I’Vorris was certain that manipulation by the cleric had more to do with the fortuitous alignment than fate.  He also felt the pressure being applied.  In addition to the cleric, and therefore the church and much of the population, virtually every lesser king had petitioned for war.  For him to resist would be to pit himself against all others.  Despite what the witch warned, he could see more chance of being overthrown by resisting such a popular action than by allowing the war to go forward.  Even his wives had warned him that he must yield to the wishes of the tribal leaders.  His two eldest sons saw the chance for glory and riches and had argued with him long into the night.  Against all of these he had only the advice of the seer.  Advice from one he had never known to be wrong, however obtuse her warnings might be.
 
   The truth of the matter was that he also believed that war was necessary.  He might pursue it differently than the others, but he could see the signs that almost assured victory.  Rather than attempt to take all of the land or expand the borders of Lopal beyond the Great Central River, I’Vorris sometimes wondered if it wouldn’t be better to burst out and send his fighters along the Triempol river all the way to the Great Sea.  If they were to capture lands a day’s ride on either side of the river they would win the port they wished.  The Triempol River would provide a natural path from Lopal, and more importantly the approach would completely separate Branid from Kellmore other than what limited trade they might be able to pursue by sending ships between the two lands.  The long border they historically shared would be finally severed.  That would limit the ability of the two countries to work against Lopal.
 
   The unfortunate side of his plan was the need to protect the long border of the corridor that would be formed from attacks by either side.  Militarily it looked wrong to him, but in fact the length of border that would require protecting would be no longer than what would be formed if Lopal were to cross the Great Central River along the full extent of its borders.  His plan would also have the advantage of concentrating his forces far more than the plan backed by the tribal leaders.  He also knew that it would be an approach that wouldn’t be greeted with enthusiasm from the lesser kings.
 
   Setting aside logistics, options, and warnings from either side, the vast farmlands and ranching lands of Branid and Kellmore were more important than ever before.  Early reports had been coming in from the Lopal’s eastern borders.  The huge herds of wild elk and buffalo which Lopal relied heavily upon for its annual food supply were unexplainably shrunken this year.  The numbers were far lower than anyone could ever remember, and some of the survivors showed signs of horrible wounds.  Something was hunting the herds, and if it continued Lopal would find itself far short of its needs come winter.  I’Vorris wondered if it might not be better if he sent his warriors into the Ruins along the eastern borders in an attempt to discover what was taking place in that long ignored wasteland than to begin a long war.
 
   I’Vorris listened while Ton’er presented his case.  There was little new in the exchange, and Sooor listened without speaking.  She seldom said anything in the presence of the cleric, considering the short plump man beneath her contempt.
 
   “Clearly a decision is called for,” I’Vorris said finally.  He was tired of hearing the same arguments over and over.  He needed time to choose the proper path.
 
   “A Caucus is required,” he said cutting the cleric off.  
 
   “A Caucus?” the clerical replied surprised.  “There has not been a formal Caucus in many years.  It will take time to get everyone here assuming they are willing to come.”
 
   Indeed it would.  Given the time to send the invitations and for the lesser kings to travel, it would be later in the summer before they could all be assembled.
 
   “If they choose not to come that implies they are willing to accept whatever decision is reached,” I’Vorris said. 
 
   “That could delay any war until the fall, which would mean in truth into the following year.  We will have wasted an opportunity,” objected the cleric.
 
   “This is something we cannot rush,” I’Vorris replied sharply.  “One does not rush into battle without a full understanding of the plan by his generals.
 
   “What of the raids that the tribal leaders are currently conducting?  Do you demand that those be discontinued as well?”
 
   “No.  The raids may continue.  They will provide us a sense of the strength and resolve of the Branid and Kellmore leaders.”  I’Vorris didn’t mention that the raids would also provide foodstuffs that might become very important in the future.  Anything they could deny the others and bring into their own larders would be beneficial.
 
   “I assume you wish the Guardians to send your messages inviting the leaders?” Ton’er asked.  The Guardians had a network and a means of sending messages that was far quicker than any other known means.  It was a secret they had kept for generations, allowing the leaders to access it only in special situations or in time of war.
 
   “That would be most helpful,” I’Vorris agreed, even though he would have preferred to buy time by using his own slower system by sending his scouts. 
 
   “I’ll see to it immediately,” Ton’er said as he stood to leave.  “I’m not sure the delays that this Caucus will cause is wise, but I will send the invitations and provide you with the responses as they come back.”  Ton’er shot a glance at the witch who watched him with those all knowing eyes.  Then he turned and strode out of the room.
 
   Sooor nodded her head at the Lamane after the priest had stood and left.  She knew that I’Vorris was acting to delay any immediate action.  I’Vorris wondered if he would be any more prepared or certain how to proceed by the time of the Caucus, and more importantly, who he was going to dispatch to the Ruins to see what was happening along the wilderness that ran the full length of his land.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
 
    
 
    
 
   Rhog stood high on the fortifications of the manor just above the entrance through the massive gates that led into the castle grounds.  He was high above the gathering of soldiers that filled the available space of the courtyard and which were just now beginning to move forward and proceed out of the gate.  At the head of the force his twin brother sat grandly on his personal steed, and flanked by his senior Captain, led the way.  Rhog grinned happily, his scarred face glowing with happiness as the wind whipped his long reddish hair.
 
   “Branid Overtaglong” he shouted down the ancient war cry at his brother as he passed below, a cry so old few knew what the words really meant.
 
   Rhory must have heard him as he glanced briefly upwards, his own handsome face grinning as well as he passed through the gates.  He raised his hand in salute to his brother and the cheering crowds.  Finally, after weeks of preparations, they were on the way.  It would take many weeks for the troops to reach the northern territories, but Rhory hoped to encounter the raiders that had been causing so much trouble in that area.  Here was his first chance to show his father, and the citizens of Branid, what kind of leader he would be someday.
 
   Rhog’s happiness was not feigned either, although the reasons for it were different than those around him might suppose.  While everyone else present today shared the excitement and hopes for the troops being deployed to chase away the invaders, Rhog was focused on what he hoped was the last time he would see his brother alive.  War, even if it meant brief border skirmishes as this expedition was likely to face, was a dangerous business.  Men could get killed, and no one would be surprised.  Some were more at risk than others, but even the leaders faced an uncertain future.  His brother looked forward to showing his skills as a fighter and a leader, but the simple truth was that he was going into danger.  Even though he was heir to the King, he wasn’t invulnerable.  If something went wrong he could be maimed or killed.  It had happened before.  There was no way to change it.  A future King couldn’t hide in the castle and let others take all the risks.  The people would not respect him and he would find the task of ruling impossible.  
 
   Rhog had long hoped for this opportunity.  If something happened to Rhory, he became the new heir to the Throne.  It had galled him for years that a few minutes’ difference in the timing of his birth had deprived him of the power and riches that should have been his.  The only way to remedy the situation was for something to happen to his brother.  Over the years he had considered various accidents that might befall his handsome and well-liked brother, but it was not as easy as one might think to kill off the heir.  Not and get away without suspicion.  A mysterious death would be looked upon carefully and he would be a likely suspect.  He had the most to gain after all.  But if Rhory died in combat, weeks away from the castle, how could he be blamed?
 
   Not one to rely on random chance, Rhog had made special plans to ensure this fateful opportunity was not wasted.  Two independent plans were in place.  Among the troops were several ranking soldiers who worked for him.  Friends of his for many years, they stood to gain substantially if he was to become king.  They were tasked with making sure his brother didn’t return.  There were those here in Sulen who would support him as well.  Quietly, covertly, he had skillfully selected men who would trade their loyalty for expected gains if he became king.  He even had several bishops aligned with his cause here in the capital.  A secondary facet of his planning revolved around one of those church leaders.
 
   His brother’s expressed doubts about certain aspects of the Order of Risos had cost him support among the faithful.  The small but dedicated band of followers Rhog had carefully assembled would support him in a variety of ways to see him elevated to the Throne.  He knew there were others who coveted the Throne as well, so once Rhory was dead, he would have to choose the right time to make his move.  He needed something that would take his father unexpectedly, so he could smoothly move into power before others could initiate any actions of their own.  He hadn’t figured out how to make that happen just yet, but there must be a way.  Worst case he would have to bide his time, but given his father’s age, it shouldn’t be too many more years.  Once he was confirmed by the Cardinal, it would be more difficult for any one to make an independent bid.  
 
   Rhog watched as the troops continued to flow out of the courtyard.  He pushed off of the shoulder high stone barricade and turned so he could walk across to the other side of the wall to look out beyond the castle at the departing column.  By the time he had crossed and found a place to peer through the slotted stone, his brother was already a goodly distance away.  He could pick out the two riders at the head of the column, but only by the colors could he tell which was his brother.
 
   “Unsafe journey,” he whispered so softly that even had someone been standing beside him they wouldn’t have been able to understand his words.  “You were always the fortunate one.  Now it’s my turn,” Rhog finished his thought.  Then he stood back from the stone and strode purposefully down the stairs and into the castle.  He had a lot to do.  First he had to visit the Temple of Risos.  
 
   “They are on the way then?” Bishop Orano asked.  He and Rhog were secluded in the Bishop’s private quarters where they met on those occasions they wished to speak secretly.  Since Rhog was seen as a steadfast supporter of the faith, no one paid much attention to his visits.  In truth, Rhog saw the church as simply another political entity, employing whatever deception and leverage they could to retain as much power for themselves as possible.  In that small way he was in agreement with his brother, but he had been careful never to give voice to such thoughts.  It was something he would remember however, once he was King.  He wasn’t so naive to believe this Bishop was helping him for altruistic reasons.  
 
   “The Cardinal cannot know of this,” the Bishop said.  “He and your father have a long history with one another.  My superior has elected to overlook many of the faithless comments your brother has made, something some of the rest of us cannot do.”
 
   “Even more so than my father, the Cardinal is very old,” Rhog noted.  “He cannot live very much longer.”
 
   “And when he passes it is certain that one who feels as we do will rise to fill his post.”
 
   “Are we certain that those tasked are steadfast and will follow through?” Rhog asked.  He hadn’t told the Bishop of his independent plans, which would only be activated if the followers of Risos failed to remove his brother.
 
   “The senior priest traveling with your brother is an understudy of mine and is loyal to me above all others.  He feels as I that your brother cannot be allowed to rise to power where his lack of faith might be spread.  Among the mercenaries that are part of the force marching with your brother are a handful that we have recruited and paid to follow the priest’s directions.  After seeing your brother killed, they will disappear.”
 
   “You are certain these men can be trusted?”
 
   “Yes, as much as can be certain with men such as these.  But in this case the men selected have performed services for me in the past.  In each case they have been rewarded handsomely and they will want to retain the possibility of future opportunities.  I trust their wish for coin even more than their word.”
 
   “We do not know how it will happen?” Rhog asked.
 
   “That will depend on circumstances.  Action will be taken when the proper situation develops.”
 
   “Until we hear we just have to wait patiently,” Rhog agreed softly.
 
   Bishop Orano nodded his agreement.  “It will be many weeks before we can expect word.  The journey is long, and even a swift rider carrying word will take time.  In the meantime, we must continue to act normally.”
 
    
 
   At the same time as Rhog had watched happily as his brother marched out of the fortress, across the courtyard on the opposite side of the massive gates, Mos’pera, the beautiful Ny’ild wife of Rhory watched as her husband departed.  She stood close to King Rupermore who also watched as his son rode away.  In her case the departure was one of great sadness, for it would be far too long before she would feel his warm embrace once again.  Her mind was in turmoil because she knew things that no one else did.  There was no logical way to explain what she knew, and had not spoken to anyone, including her husband because the thoughts were so poorly formed that they were nearly impossible to articulate.
 
   She knew there were those who plotted against her husband.  She was aware of at least two men, although their identities so far had remained elusive.  Attempts would be made against Rhory while he was away from the castle, but she was reassured that they would fail.  He would face fierce battles and several opponents, but he would persevere.  Had she any doubts otherwise, she would have broke her silence and warned him.  That she said nothing was traceable to her mother who had warned her this day would come, and that any revelations she made must be done with great care.  The wrong words, hints of what might lie in the future, could trigger a chain of events that would alter what was to happen.  Since she was certain that nothing would befall her husband, she had chosen not to speak of the matter.  As she grew in ability and understood her gift better, she would know how to proceed in the future.  This too her mother had told her.
 
   Mos’pera was two months pregnant with their first child, a girl she was quite certain.  It was another reason she hated to see her husband ride away.  She would have welcomed his presence during the trying months ahead.  She had her loyal servants to take care of her, two of which stood back several paces behind her.  They would have to be enough until Rhory returned to her in the fall.
 
   It was the pregnancy that had triggered her ability.  She had been warned by her mother that this would be the time if it were to happen at all.  Among her people, one in a hundred gained the gift at this time in their life.  In her family the percentage had always been somewhat higher than this, but the chances for her had always been small.  Her mother had explained to her if she were blessed with the gift she would most likely be one of extraordinary power.  Both her mother and her father shared the gift.  It was almost unheard of for a male to have the ability, and the daughter of such a pairing would more than likely be unique.  She would have to send word, carefully of course, to her mother. Mos’pera was certain her mother would come.  There was much she needed to learn.
 
   The presence of the gift was held close, and since the numbers of her people were so small to begin with, those who actually held the ability were few.  Those who developed the talent were trained not to reveal who they were, but over the years rumors and betrayals had lead to folklore that her people were gifted with the ability to foretell.  Nothing was ever said to confirm or challenge the belief, and many came to disbelieve the possibility that the Ny’ild were any different than anyone else.
 
   Mos’pera raised her hand and waved at her husband’s retreating figure as he became a small dot in the distance.  Then she turned and waved at the crowds below, earning a spreading cheer as the commoners below acknowledged her wave.  She and her husband were favorites among the people of Sulen.  From them she had nothing to fear.  Somehow she needed to unravel the secret of who wished her spouse harm.  She felt a momentary concern for the King.  She was suddenly certain the same people wished the King himself ill, although that threat seemed less immediate and specific.  It was maddening to have these revelations, and not know what they meant.  Part of her wanted to rush over to the aging leader and tell him what she sensed, but that would be pointless until she had specifics to support her prophecy.  She knew she would appear foolish were she to approach the King with such ill-defined feelings.  The King was one of those who held no belief in such powers as hers.  Her fears would be chalked up against her pregnancy, especially since she could point to no one as the individual behind the plots.
 
   As the last of the riders cleared the gates below, the King signaled it was time to go. Mos’pera stepped back from the stone wall and motioned to her servants that she was ready to go back inside.
 
    
 
   King Rupermore had watched as his son Rhory disappeared into the distance.  He was proud of his son, yet he felt as any parent might seeing his favorite child, yes his favorite despite the fact he was supposed to cherish all of his progeny equally, ride into danger.  Rhory would make a fine king one of these days.  Sadly, it was important that he expose himself to danger and fight battles such as those he would soon encounter.  It was always this way, and the outcome had not always been what one might hope.  But the people would lose faith and respect for a leader who hid behind others.  As the heir to the kingdom, he would be expected to lead his men into battle, take the same risks as them, and to be strong and skilled enough to survive.  If he could not do that, then perhaps he wasn’t destined to be king.
 
   King Rupermore knew such beliefs were sheer nonsense.  War and battle were such a disorganized affair that even the best could get killed by sheer random chance.  A stray arrow or a lucky swing of the sword could cut down his son even if he hadn’t been targeted.  In the days he had fought, twice he had almost met his death.  Luck, and the sacrifices of the brave men around him had saved him both times.  He had sent some of his best men to watch over his son, and could only hope that it was enough.  
 
   Rhory, of course, had been eager to go.  He’d been that way once, before he’d seen what such battles were really like.  When he returned, Risos protect him, he’d have matured and learned the cost of such encounters.  Sadly the wars were sometimes necessary.  The borders and people had to be protected.  He had to know if the rumored threats of a Lopal invasion were true.  That’s why the people chose a king, and failing the people, he would rightfully lose their allegiance.  He just wished it could be different.  
 
   His bones told him that Lopal was indeed contemplating a move.  The conditions were ripe for it.  That’s why he had sent the envoy to Kellmore to discuss a marriage.  Branid would need Kellmore on its side if hostilities were to break out.  Kellmore would need Branid as well.  Fortunately, the two kings saw the matter in a like manner, and the offer had been well received.  A royal marriage would bring the peoples of the two lands together behind the couple and ensure a common purpose.  Now if only he could resolve matters with his daughter Mydra.
 
   The fool girl had learned somehow that Awll, the elder son of Kellmore’s King, was mentally stunted.  Rupermore had known of the condition even before his emissary was dispatched to suggest the marriage.  That minor affliction had nothing to do with the real matter at hand.  It could even work in her favor.  She had always been an independent young woman.  If her husband became king, she would be in a position to rule from the shadows.  That should have been enough to encourage her.  Such a situation could bode well for Rupermore also, having his offspring functionally in charge of Kellmore.  She could take any number of lovers once she was married.  But the cursed woman was balking at the proposal.
 
   It might have been different if the chosen groom had been the middle son, Briz.  Briz was not nearly so handsome, but at twenty-four was closer in age to Mydra and was apparently very sharp.  Two issues prevented a marriage between Briz and Mydra.  First of all, the Kellmore King wasn’t particularly fond of Briz.  He was certain his wife, and the mother of the three sons, who was now fifty-two and suffering her own form of dementia, had taken a lover years earlier which had produced the boy.  There was no other explanation why the young man bore no resemblance to any other member of the family.  It was okay for him to take lovers, but the wife of the ruler should be above that.  The King wasn’t about to allow the results of his wife’s infidelity to have a chance at the Throne as long as there was any other alternative.  None of this would have mattered to a royal marriage, since it wasn’t necessary for Mydra to marry the future king, just one of the sons, but Briz had married just months earlier.  The only remaining son was Neip, who was a mere fourteen years old.  Rupermore had considered offering Hegha, his youngest at seventeen, to Neip as an alternate.  The ages were skewed, but in royal match-ups such things were often ignored.  It was the political statement that mattered after all.  Hegha’s mother and his current wife had threatened castration should he pursue such a course.  Given the wildness displayed by young Hegha, it was probably a bad idea anyway.  Why was he saddled with such unreasonable women?
 
   Mydra had been so angry with her father she had refused to be present for the ceremonies today and had sent him a very worrisome message.  Mydra admitted to an affair, not too shocking he’d decided, but she also claimed to be with child, which could be a bit of a problem.  Annoyed, he hurried back into the castle to see what he could learn.  At least his sons gave him no trouble.  Rhog had been on the ramparts and cheering his brother onward just as he should.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23
 
    
 
    
 
   “She’s in no shape to tell us how she got here,” Kaler remarked looking at the festering wound that covered the entire side of the petite young woman.  “I guess we need to get her some help right away.”
 
   “I’m not so sure that would be a good idea,” Rigo said disagreeing with his friend.
 
   “Why not?” asked a surprised Kaler.
 
   “Her wound has taken a while to get that bad and she apparently hasn’t turned to anyone for help.  That suggests she had a reason to stay hidden.  It must be very important to her not to be exposed to the authorities.  How did she get such a wound?  It looks to me as if someone shot her with an arrow.  It’s likely she is being sought just as we are.  She carries all those knives for a reason.  Revealing her now might have consequences we can’t foresee.”
 
   Kaler thought about it and then looked back at the unconscious girl.  “She’s going to die if something isn’t done.  She’ll probably die anyway.  Whatever she is hiding from can’t be worth risking death.”
 
   “You’ve seen infections before.  What are the chances of curing one?”
 
   “Not good,” Kaler admitted.  “Usually you have to catch it very early.  Either that or amputate the affected limb so it can’t continue to spread.  Of course, in this case an amputation wouldn’t be possible.”
 
   “There’s another matter to consider,” Rigo continued as he nodded his agreement.  “What about us?  Bringing the girl to the attention of the captain is going to generate a lot of interest in us.  He’s going to want to know if we’re connected to her in some way.  Why would she have chosen our stateroom?  Should we be put off the boat just in case?  Our carefully planned getaway is going to fall apart.  It’ll probably mean the Duke’s men will learn about us.”
 
   “So you’re suggesting that we should just let her die to ensure our own safety?”
 
   “No, I’m not.  But I think we have to be careful here.  There might be another way.  Let me have a closer look.”
 
   Kaler stood and backed away making room for Rigo who knelt beside the feverish young woman.  He pulled back the upper garment exposing the wound once again.  It looked even worse now that he was closer.  The best medical man in the world wasn’t going to be able to do much for her.
 
   “Maybe I can do something,” Rigo said at long last.
 
   “I thought you couldn’t use your ability to cure illness?”
 
   “I can’t.  But I can use it to kill.  I can probably kill the infection.  Any healing will have to be done by her, however.”
 
   “What are you waiting for.  It doesn’t look like she can last too much longer.”
 
   Rigo adjusted his position, laid the staff across his bent knees and rested his forearms on the staff.  He let his hands wander over to the site of the wound and when his palms were half a hand’s width from the woman a bright greenish glow burst forth forming a growing ball that spread until the area of the external infection was covered.  The glow pulsed and flickered slightly and the young woman groaned softly in response to the forces at work on her.  Suddenly multiple glowing green filaments of brightly colored light spread out from the area of the wound, crisscrossing her body under the skin.  Some of the larger filaments plunged out of sight into the core of her central torso, while other quickly flowed along arms and legs and even up her neck.  
 
   “What’s happening?” Kaler asked seeing the glowing filaments encircling the young woman.
 
   “I don’t know,” Rigo replied.  “I think the magic is chasing down the infection inside her.”
 
   “You don’t know?  How come you don’t know?”
 
   “I’ve never done this before,” Rigo explained.
 
   “This is the first time you’ve tried this?  How do you know you’re not killing her?”
 
   “It feels right.  I’m sure this will help although I can’t be certain it’ll be enough.”
 
   Kaler watched transfixed as the magic did its work.  Suddenly the glowing filaments winked out, and then almost as fast the glowing ball under Rigo’s palms began to fade.
 
   “That’s it,” Rigo said.  “I’ve done all I can.”
 
   The area of the wound and infection looked different now.  It was still an angry red, but the foul smelling pus was gone leaving behind a very large and deep cauterized wound that covered the entire area.  Rigo was in the process of closing her shirt when he lashed out with a ball of controlled fire to burn the remnants of the blood and pus that covered the inside of her clothing.  The ash that was all that remained he brushed away, then gently closed the garment.  The woman’s face and arms were bathed in sweat and she was still warm to the touch.
 
   “Is she still alive?” Kaler asked.
 
   Rigo felt for a pulse and nodded.  “I think she is a bit stronger.  I gave her a bit of endurance while I was killing the infection.”
 
   “You gave her what?”
 
   “I could tell how weak she was.  I used the magic to increase her ability to fight back and heal.  Hopefully it’ll help.”
 
   “How could you do that?”
 
   Rigo shrugged.  “I don’t know.  It just seemed easy enough at the time.  A lot of what I can do I don’t really understand how.  It just happens when I want it.”
 
   “Now what do we do?” Kaler asked looking at the comatose woman at their feet, concerned at Rigo’s obvious lack of understanding of what he was doing.
 
   “Let’s move her to one of the beds.  I think we should cool her down with water soaked towels and see if we can get a few drops of moisture into her.  She probably hasn’t had anything to drink in some time.”
 
   Carefully they picked her up and carried her to the bed closest to the porthole that supplied fresh air to the small room.  Kaler used his knife to cut up one of his old shirts.  They soaked the strips in water from their water skin and applied them to her forehead.  Rigo wiped down the arms and then using the last of the clean strips dribbled drops of water onto her lips.  Most simply slid off the cracked lips, but a few passed between.  
 
   “She’s already cooler,” Rigo said.  “We’ll just have to watch her and keep trying to get liquids into her.  Maybe if she seems better we can get some broth from the galley when we go for meals.”
 
   While they had been seeing to the woman, the boat had made its departure and they were now more than a mile down the river, the village out of sight behind them.  They stayed in the cabin most of the time, going out only for meals, during which times they were alert to anyone watching them.  It appeared that they had gotten away cleanly.
 
   By the time nightfall arrived, it was apparent the young woman was improving.  Her temperature was still above normal, but the intense fever she had had when they found her was gone.  She appeared to be sleeping now rather than being unconscious, which Rigo took to be a good sign.  They had dripped a few drops of stew broth thinned with water into her mouth.  It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
 
   For the next day and a half they tended her, gradually increasing the amounts of liquid she was given.  Twice she appeared on the verge of waking up, once opening her eyes briefly.  The effort was too much for her and she quickly dropped off again.  Then, on the third day, Rigo returned with his cloth saturated with water that he intended to place against her lips, to find a pair of deep violet eyes watching him guardedly.
 
   “Where . . ?” she croaked, her voice breaking after the single word.
 
   “Where are you?” Rigo said, finishing her question.  “You’re on a boat headed down the Great Central River.  We found you in our cabin.  You were in a bad way.  The infection is gone, but you have a long way to go yet.”
 
   “Gone . . ?” she asked in another single word question.
 
   “It appears to be so.  You have been getting slowly stronger the past couple of days.”
 
   “Who . . ?”
 
   “We’re just a couple of travelers headed south.”
 
   “We?” 
 
   “My friend is outside at the moment getting food.  He’ll be back in a while.”
 
   “Why have you . . ?”
 
   Rigo smiled.  “It appears that we’re in somewhat the same situation.  We are running away from an unfortunate situation much as it seems you must be.  Perhaps when you are well we can swap stories.”
 
   Rigo noted her eyes became guarded and she tried to move her hands to check her side.  It was more than she could manage.  She stopped trying after a few moments.
 
   “Weak.  Hungry,” she said.
 
   “Rest,” Rigo encouraged.  “Kaler will be bringing back something for you in a little while.  What is your name?”
 
   Rigo noted the guarded look that returned to her eyes.
 
   “Daria,” she whispered finally, her eyes steady as she met his own while providing the name.  “You can call me Daria.”
 
   “Daria,” Rigo repeated.  He didn’t for a moment believe that was the woman’s name.  But it would have to do.  He wouldn’t have given his own name under similar circumstances, but he was pleased to see her wits had returned enough that she could convincingly provide an alternate.
 
   She had managed only a few spoonfuls of the stew broth, but at least it was the full broth and not the watered down liquids she’d been getting.  Then her eyes grew heavy and she had gone back to sleep.
 
   “Daria,” Kaler said.  “Nice name.  Do you think it’s really hers?”  Obviously Kaler had the same doubts as himself.
 
   “I doubt it,” Rigo replied recalling the careful consideration she had put into her decision to tell him.  He glanced at the collection of sharp throwing knives they had set off to one side.  The woman obviously had quite a story to tell if she ever decided to trust them.  “But it’s all we have for now.”
 
    
 
   Two days later Daria was much improved.  She was able to sit up and could converse almost normally, although she as yet had been unwilling to reveal much about herself.  Walking was still something she found difficult, and both Kaler and Rigo had needed to help her down the hall early that morning when she needed to use the pisser.  They had finally gotten enough fluid into her that her system was starting to work normally.  It had been a matter of embarrassment for all of them.  She had obviously been in considerable pain as they helped her, but though her eyes reflected the anguish, she held back from making any sound of complaint.
 
   One of the first things she had wanted upon reaching her improved state was her knives.  She had discovered they had been removed and made it clear she expected them back.  She seemed to relax once they handed over her special rig that had held them strapped to her body.
 
   Rigo found it interesting that she was not as concerned with the massive scar that she would be left with once she healed.  The first day she had been fully awake she had insisted on examining the wound herself, and with Rigo and Kaler helping she had been able to view the damaged area.  She had been totally unconcerned that she was half-naked in front of them.
 
   “That’s really something,” was her initial comment.  Both Rigo and Kaler had expected cries of dismay.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Rigo offered.  “I did what I could.”
 
   “How’d you get rid of the infection and poison?” she asked.
 
   “Poison?” Kaler was unable to refrain from asking.
 
   She nodded.  “That’s what caused the infection.  A simple arrow cut wouldn’t have been a problem.” She looked at Rigo.  “If you didn’t know about the poison, how did you cure it?”
 
   “My family has some ability with herbs,” he lied.  “I carry a supply with me when I travel. They must have worked on whatever kind of poison was present.”
 
   Daria snorted.  “It seems you have secrets of your own. I would have thought no one could cure the infection I had.  I watched as it grew for several days.  It would be useful to know how it was done.  Once I’m well I can offer you substantial coin for the knowledge.”
 
   “That’s something we can discuss when you are fully recovered,” Rigo said avoiding the topic.  “Are you ready to tell us who shot at you?”  He and Kaler had already recounted their tales, although Rigo had mentioned nothing of his ability with magic.
 
   “Like you, my problem is with Duke Cordale.”
 
   “Why would he be after you?” Kaler asked, pleased she was starting to trust them and share a little more.
 
   “That’s personal,” Daria said.  “It’s a matter I’ll be taking up with him before too much longer.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 24
 
    
 
    
 
   It was early afternoon the following day and their boat was scheduled to dock in the next river port sometime that afternoon.  The village was located where another tributary merged with the larger river.  The boat would remain at the docks until the following morning when it would resume its journey down river.  When Rigo informed Daria of this he was certain she was very concerned although one wouldn’t have known so from the complete lack of expression she displayed.  This woman didn’t reveal much no matter how desperate her situation.
 
   “I mention this because I’m not certain what you might wish to do,” Rigo informed her.
 
   “You and Kaler aren’t disembarking here then?” Daria asked, her eyes moving back and forth between the two men.
 
   “Not here,” Rigo agreed.  “You haven’t said where you wished to go.  Perhaps this is the village you were seeking.”
 
   Daria flashed them a wry smile.  “I’m in good shape to venture off on my own, aren’t I?”
 
   Here she was stating the obvious.  While she was clearly better than the day before, she still was in considerable pain, which she masked very well.  She still couldn’t stand fully upright and walk normally, moving more like a very old man bent at the waist and using her hands for support whenever something was available.  Even a few minutes walking about the small cabin had her face bathed in sweat.  Even so, she made a point of moving about frequently to build up her stamina.
 
   “The simple truth is I didn’t have a destination in mind when I hid aboard.  I just needed a way to escape and I wasn’t in any shape to walk or ride any farther.  I wasn’t thinking much beyond the moment.  I was hoping you were traveling farther and I could continue on with you.”  She flashed them a smile, something they had not seen in the entire time they had known her.  The smile transformed her face, making her look young and less fierce, and frankly quite attractive despite the thin and somewhat wasted condition she was in.
 
   “That’s settled then,” Kaler said.  “We didn’t see how you could hope to move about on your own, but you might have had kin here to help.”
 
   “No kin,” she said simply.  The flat manner in which she said it made Rigo suspect there was a story there somewhere, but it didn’t seem polite to probe.
 
   “Now that is settled, our plan is for Kaler to go into the village and pick up a few items while we are docked.  It would be useful to have a supply of food of our own now that you have started eating again.  It is difficult to bring enough for you from the meals they serve topside without attracting attention.  Perhaps a few skins of wine as well.”
 
   Rigo’s words earned them another smile.  
 
   “Perhaps you could pick up something for me?” she asked softly.
 
   “Of course,” Kaler agreed.  “What do you need?”
 
   She glanced at Rigo with a barely concealed smirk as she said.  “Since you are out of the medicines you brought from your family, I could use a few items to help heal this wound. There are herbs that will assist my recovery in other ways as well.”
 
   Rigo frowned.  “I wouldn’t know what to get,” he said truthfully.
 
   “Get me something to write on,” she directed.  “I know what I want.”
 
   A short time later Rigo and Kaler scanned the list she had created.
 
   “I’ve never heard of any of these,” Rigo said after reading the full list.
 
   “Just take the paper to any herbalist.  They will know what they are,” Daria explained.  Then she lay back exhausted on the bed.
 
    
 
   Two hours later, Rigo and Kaler were topside as the young fighter prepared to leave.
 
   “I still am uncomfortable for you to go alone,” Rigo said.
 
   “They will be looking for two of us, and dressed in these clothes I won’t stand out,” Kaler replied.  He was still wearing the items they had bought on the Lopal side of the river a few days earlier.  “It’d be best if you stay in the cabin and out of sight.  They might be watching the boats.”
 
   “I’ll stay with Daria.  Maybe she will tell me more about herself.”
 
   “Don’t expect too much.  She doesn’t seem to be the sort to reveal her history.”
 
   “You know weapons better than I,” Rigo said.  “Do you think she knows how to use those knives she carries?”
 
   Kaler nodded.  “Without a doubt.  The knives are of good quality, far better than any blade we are carrying, and of a special design.  Actually she has a couple of designs in her collection.  She might carry one or two if she was unskilled, but given the number, the assortment, and that special rig she has, I’d say she knows a great deal about them.  Don’t forget the circumstances under which we found her, and some of the scars she carries.  I’ll bet she can be dangerous when fully healthy.”
 
   Kaler’s assessment matched his own.  Rigo would really like to know her story, but didn’t hold out much hope.
 
   “She’s certainly smarter than I would have expected,” Rigo noted.  “She can write, that’s not a common skill, and she appears to know medicines.”
 
   “I doubt we’ll ever learn the truth of it,” Kaler said.  He looked at the gangplank and discovered that the rush for shore had abated and he could leave without being jostled by others eager to visit the shops in the village.  “Just stay out of sight.  We are far enough down river I’d hope we are free of followers, but whoever the Duke sent after her might be even more persistent than those who were following us.  I’ll be back before dark.”
 
    
 
   True to his word, Kaler climbed back aboard as dusk was fading to dark carrying two bags filled with items he’d acquired ashore.  He knocked softly on the door of the cabin with the prearranged signal.  The door opened almost immediately as a worried Rigo peered out to verify it was Kaler.
 
   “Took a bit longer than I expected,” Kaler apologized.  “But I found a number of other items that will be useful.  Spent most of the coin we had though.”
 
   He set the bags on the floor of the room and proceeded to go through the items he had purchased.  He handed Daria a bag filled with dried buffalo strips and fruit.  Immediately the young woman pulled out a hardened strip of the dark meat and bit off a section, letting it soften in her mouth.  She almost sighed in contentment.  She accepted a skin filled with wine as well.
 
   “Hungry,” she admitted as Kaler smiled.
 
   “Here are your herbs,” Kaler said as he pulled out a smaller pouch from within one of the bags and handed it over to her.  He’d already set aside several other bags with an assortment of food that would carry them for a number of days.  “You were correct.  The herbalist had no trouble with your list.”
 
   Eagerly she accepted the pouch and scanned the contents.  “They’re even fresh,” she claimed after checking each bag.
 
   “The herbalist warned that some of those aren’t for internal consumption,” Kaler informed her.
 
   “Of course not,” Daria replied, sending him a look that seemed to ask if he thought her stupid.
 
   “I got you some other clothes.  The ones you are wearing are stained beyond recovery and have blood spots in places.  Sorry but I could only find pants and shirts, no dresses.  But given what you are wearing, I didn’t think you’d mind.”
 
   “Pants are better,” Daria agreed, giving him a grateful look as she examined the items he passed over.  
 
   “Finally, I grabbed this just in case.”  
 
   Kaler handed her a walking stick.  She looked at it strangely, then slowly nodded.  
 
   “I guess I need it for now,” she agreed.  “Thank you.”
 
   While Daria ate, Kaler told them of what he had seen in the village.  He’d watched carefully, but had seen no sign that anyone might be looking for any of them.
 
   “I think we have escaped,” he said finally.  “Another week down river and there will be little doubt.  We are well beyond the Duke’s lands now.”
 
   “I think it would be safe enough to get you to a healer if you wish,” Kaler explained.  “Especially if we were to go now that it is dark.  I asked and the herbalist directed me to one who will be available for a few more hours.”
 
   Daria shook her head rejecting the idea.  “I don’t think it would be wise.  It would leave a trail, however thin.  I have what I need.  I’ll mix up a poultice for the wound and a tea of the remaining items that will help my stamina.”
 
   Neither Rigo nor Kaler was surprised by her decision.  Since they had missed the meal served for passengers, they all made a dinner on the items Kaler had brought from shore.
 
    
 
   “You’re getting off the boat tomorrow?” Daria asked to be certain she’d heard right.
 
   “At the next village,” Rigo agreed.
 
   It was a week since the boat had stopped at the small village where Kaler had shopped.  Daria was much better, but still walked with a bit of a stoop, and still tired easily.  She would have benefited from another week or two of travel on the river but it wasn’t to be.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me before,” she complained.
 
   “I didn’t want you worrying about it any sooner than necessary.  I didn’t see how it would help if you knew.  I’m sorry.  I guess I should have told you.”
 
   “I thought you intended to go to the southern border?” she asked recalling Rigo’s stated destination.  
 
   “That’s our plan, but the rest of the journey will have to be on land.”
 
   “Why?  The boats travel all the way to the south.”
 
   “A couple of reasons actually.  First of all a simple matter of coin.  We used most of what we had to book passage this far.  Our purses were forfeited when the Duke incarcerated us.  The coin we acquired since escaping wouldn’t take us any farther.  Being on land and passing through the villages will provide an opportunity to rebuild our purses.”  
 
   Rigo didn’t explain how he would accomplish that.
 
   “Finally, the boats aren’t going any farther,” he continued.  “Actually, they do go another three days, but that’s all.  There have been attacks and raids where boats have disappeared.  The blame is being put on Lopal, but whoever is responsible has effectively shut down the southern third of the river for now.”
 
   Daria sat back, analyzing the news.  It was one of the characteristics that Rigo had come to admire about her.  She seldom complained, and rather than moan and wring her hands about the situation, she carefully considered how to proceed.
 
   How will you travel?” she asked finally.
 
   “By foot.  We have no other options.”
 
   “I cannot travel far by foot,” she said simply.
 
   “I know.  Kaler and I have discussed the fact.  We are uncertain how to proceed.  If only we had a horse.  We are hoping you have some suggestion.  Is there someone anywhere that can help you?  You have indicated you have no family, but you must have some idea where you wish to go.”
 
   “I need to find a Wanderer camp,” she told him.  “They will know how to help me.  Unfortunately, this is not an area they frequent.  I was hoping to travel farther south with you until we crossed one of their more common routes.”
 
   “You do not look like one of the Wanderers,” Kaler noted.  He had been listening to the two of them talk.  “Your hair is too light.”
 
   “I was adopted by the Wanderers when my family was killed several years ago,” Daria explained.
 
   “Perhaps I can win enough coin in the village tomorrow to allow us to purchase a horse,” Rigo mused aloud.
 
   “Coin is the issue?” Daria asked.  “You do not mind my traveling with you?”
 
    “You feel like you belong with us for some reason,” Rigo said.  “We will find a way.  I cannot see leaving you to fend for yourself after all we have gone through to get you healthy.”
 
   Without a second thought Daria hobbled over and recovered her knife harness.  She’d stopped feeling the need to have it immediately at hand as she’d grown comfortable with the two men.  She sat down on the bed, extracted one of the knives and started to cut on the threads at one of the sewn corners of the rig.  After a few minutes she set the knife down and dug something out of the opening she had created.  She held out her hand and Rigo accepted what she was passing over to him.
 
   “What are these?” he asked looking at the sharply sparkling stones in his hand.  There were two of them.  He’d never seen the like.
 
   “Diamonds,” Daria informed him.  “My emergency fund.  Even out here you will find a merchant willing to pay for them.  She actually had given them only half of what she carried.  Another pair of the gems was hidden in another part of the harness.  
 
   “You won’t be able to get what they are really worth, but they will bring enough to make our journey more comfortable.”
 
   “What could these be worth?” Rigo said eyeing the small stones.  He’d see emeralds and rubies, but they had been far larger.  Rigo looked at the stones with more respect when Daria quoted him the value in gold.
 
   “These little things?” he asked, uncertain she could be right.
 
   “Diamonds are far rarer and more valuable than other gems,” she explained.  “That is their advantage.  I can conceal something that small, whereas a ruby of equivalent value would be too large to hide effectively.  Don’t expect to get that much out here.  The merchant will try and cheat you, and would never pay the full amount.  If we can get half the value, we will be okay.”
 
   “With that much coin we could get several horses,” Kaler suggested.
 
   “How about horses and a wagon,” Daria suggested.  “I’m not sure I’m ready to sit upon a horse all day just yet.”
 
    
 
   They hadn’t known what to expect of the village where they were to disembark and so were pleasantly surprised to discover the village was large, nearly as large as Yerma had been.  Numerous boats, some just like the one they had traveled down river upon, and any number of larger cargo vessels, were tied up to the docks.   Dock hands scurried about loading and unloading cargo.  Set back from the docks themselves were a number of shops selling the goods that had come off the boats as well as several places to eat.  Tantalizing smells drifted on the breeze from the direction of these establishments, but they didn’t have time for them.
 
   They had several hours before they would be expected to leave the boat, so while Rigo and Daria waited, Kaler left in search of an inn where they could stay.  He and Rigo had enough gold between them to cover the expenses for a couple of days during which time they would be able to exchange the diamonds for more readily spent coin.  
 
   When Kaler returned to the boat, he and Rigo carried their goods to the wagon Kaler had hired to carry them to the inn he had selected.  Had it just been the two men, they would have walked, but Kaler hadn’t thought that Daria could make it that far.  She did better than he expected, walking almost normally with the support provided by the walking stick, making it to the carriage without drawing attention to herself.  Standing almost upright for the first time, Kaler could see that she was a little taller than he’d thought, the top of her head coming up to the bottom of his nose.  Once Kaler sat inside next to her, however, he could see the sheen of sweat that dotted her brow.  The short walk had obviously been more taxing than she’d let on.
 
   Two days later they left the village behind having successfully completed all the transactions.  They had a small wagon which Rigo drove, pulled by two horses that could also be used for riding if they wished.  The saddles and associated gear rode in the back of the wagon.  Daria rode next to him, or lay in the back on a straw padded mat if the road became too rough and caused her discomfort.  Kaler rode along side, often scouting a bit ahead, fully armed now having purchased an adequate two-handed sword and carrying scabbard to strap across his back.  
 
   Rigo hadn’t had to gamble for additional coin.  They had done better than expected with the sale of the diamonds.  Daria had told them to keep all the gold, of which a substantial amount still remained after all of their purchases.  She claimed she owed them that much at the very least.  Now they looked forward to a month of travel to reach the monastery where Kaler’s brother would hopefully be found.  A week before that, they should reach the area where Daria claimed she would be likely to find a band of Wanderers.
 
   Because of the wagon they were restricted to following roads as they traveled.  They had elected to parallel the river south because the road was known to be good and because it would involve less back-tracking when they reached the southern border.  The inland road followed another river, considerably more west than they would need to go to find the monastery.
 
   They hadn’t seen another traveler in two days when they were suddenly attacked. Rigo and Daria rode side-by-side on the seat of the wagon while Kaler rode just off to the left side.  The roadway was relatively narrow and closed in by large boulders and trees.  There was no place to turn around or maneuver effectively.  Suddenly three men burst out of the brush on the left.  Another pair jumped out from behind the rocks on the right.  As Kaler drew his sword and pushed his mount forward, Rigo grabbed his staff by reflex.  A motion in the distance caught his eye and he detected three archers in the trees well ahead just as they fired their arrows.
 
   Instinctively he thrust the staff out horizontally in front of himself and Daria, giving it a couple of quick jerks as the arrows closed in.  Three solid “thunks” could be heard as the arrows embedded themselves in the wood of the ancient shaft.  Rigo’s full attention was on the distant archers, who he could see were preparing to fire another volley.  He heard sounds off to either side, but couldn’t afford the time to check on what was taking place.  
 
   Something shifted in his mind and he knew the staff needed to be employed here.  The archers were too far away to destroy their bows.  Even had they been closer, he couldn’t deal with three of them at a time.  He pointed the staff in the direction of the distant archers and envisioned fire.  Immediately a series of fiercely burning bright balls of fire erupted from the end of the staff, swiftly traversing the fifty paces between himself and the enemy archers.  The fireballs were easily guided by mere thought.  Each of the men were struck repeatedly as the balls of energy ripped into them and ignited the very flesh of their bodies.  Within moments three burning crumpled heaps of what had been men were all that was left.
 
   Realizing the danger from the archers was over, Rigo turned to address the nearer danger only to find that Kaler had handily dispatched the three men on his side.  Daria hadn’t been idle either, and Rigo saw that the two men who had attempted to approach the wagon on her side were dead with knives buried in their throats.  That answered the question of whether she could use the knives she carried.
 
   “Are you all right?” he asked, turning towards his passenger.  Her face looked uncommonly bright.
 
   “I’m okay,” she replied, but her wide eyes were intent upon him.  “What did you do?” she asked.  “How did you do that?”
 
   Rigo realized she had seen him launch the balls of condensed fire.  In fact, he didn’t know how he’d done it.  Once again, this was a skill he’d never tapped before.  He sensed the staff had a hand in what had happened.  The need had been there and suddenly he’d known how to respond.  If he could survive enough encounters like this he might be amazed at what abilities he uncovered.
 
   He held up the staff with the three arrows embedded in it.  He shook it once and the arrows dropped free, the holes they had created vanishing as if they had never been.  “This is going to take a little explaining,” he said uncertainly.
 
   “He used magic,” Kaler said as he rode over beside them.  “I’ve never seen that particular aspect of his skill, but he’s always full of surprises.”
 
   “Magic?” Daria asked doubtfully.  “There’s no such thing as magic.”
 
   “Call it what you will,” Kaler said, “but what he does is close enough for me until someone comes up with a better explanation.”
 
   Daria’s eyes shifted to Rigo.  “Is it true?”
 
   “It seems to be,” Rigo said knowing there was little point of trying to deny it.  “Don’t know why, but I’ve always had some ability with it.  My abilities appear to be maturing though.  Kaler’s right.  I have never done something like that before.”
 
   “It was a good time to learn,” she noted.  “We wouldn’t have been able to deal with the archers without it.”
 
   Rigo nodded, his stomach a bit sour as he looked at the still burning mounds in the distance.
 
   “Cutpurses?” he asked Kaler, indicating the bodies scattered around them.
 
   “No.  From their dress they look like they’re from Lopal.  I’d guess it is part of a raiding party.”
 
   “You mean there might be more of them nearby?” Rigo asked, quickly scanning the trees.
 
   “Can’t say.  We should be more alert as we continue.”
 
   “Is there anything on them that identifies them?” Rigo asked.  He climbed down from the wagon to have a look.
 
   Rigo checked the bodies of the men that Daria had killed, finding nothing of much value.  He recovered her blades, wiping them on the clothes of the deceased men.  He handed the blades up to her and she calmly slipped them back out of sight.  He could tell she was still watching him uncertainly.
 
   “Nothing on these two,” Rigo said.
 
   “Just a few items on the others, “ Kaler said having completed his own inspection.  He handed Rigo a few loose coins and a small leather pouch one of the dead men had been carrying.  
 
   Rigo handed the coins back to Kaler after noting they bore the imprint from Lopal, and proceeded to check the contents of the purse.  Several small coins fell into his hand, followed by a silver colored chain and a pendant with a blue stone.
 
   His hand froze momentarily as he spotted the necklace.  Carefully he extracted it from the coins and let it dangle at the end of the chain.  It was the crossed circles of Risos.  It was the twin of the one he’d had taken from him by the Duke’s men.  He examined it carefully and came to the inevitable conclusion this was actually the same necklace he’d owned before, not a copy.  He’d worn it for many months and was familiar with each dent and scratch on it.  This was without a doubt his.
 
   “What’s that?” Kaler asked noting his intense scrutiny of the object.  “Valuable?”
 
   “Not really,” Rigo replied absently.  “But how did it get here?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Kaler asked.
 
   Rigo looked up at his friend.  “It’s mine.  It was taken from me back in Branid when the Duke had me arrested.  How could it be here, so far away and in the hands of men from Lopal?”
 
   “It’s just a copy,” Kaler replied.  “I’ve seen many like it.”
 
   Rigo silently shook his head.  He knew it wasn’t the case.  Like his staff, the necklace had found him again. He slipped it over his head.  It was something to think about.
 
   He climbed up into the wagon next to Daria.  “You know one of my secrets.  How about telling me one of yours?” he said.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You are damn good with those knives.  Both struck absolutely perfectly and in the same location.  I’ve never known of anyone who can consistently throw and hit with knives.  You did it unprepared and while still stiff and sore from your wound.  Who are you?”
 
   Daria was silent for several moments.  Rigo could see the calculation going on behind her normally unrevealing eyes.  He expected a lie when she suddenly said softly.
 
   “Sometimes I’m called KalaBhoot,” she said, watching for his reaction.
 
   The name meant nothing to Rigo and he showed his confusion.
 
   “What’s a KalaBhoot?”
 
   “It’s from the ancient language of the Wanderers,” she said.
 
   Kaler who had been listening asked softly, “the Black Ghost?”
 
   Daria’s eyes shifted to Kaler and she nodded.
 
   “What’s the Black Ghost?” Rigo asked, the new name meant no more than the other to him.
 
   “I heard rumors while in Pagner,” Kaler said.  “KalaBhoot is whispered to be the most deadly assassin in the known world.  Most thought him to be just a legend.”
 
   “There’s a lot the stories have wrong, but I’m real,” she said.  “I guess I owe you the whole story, huh?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 25
 
    
 
    
 
   They made camp early that evening, once they were well away from the scene of the ambush and in a spot that was well concealed and defensible.  They had not seen sign of any additional threat, but that didn’t mean that someone might not be nearby.  The woods were thick here and could conceal a small army.  The spot selected, in this instance by Daria herself, allowed for a fire that was well concealed against being discovered.  Even so, they passed the night without a fire, since it was already summer and warm enough in this latitude.  They made do with a cold meal from their supplies, and relied on the light from the moon.  The night was half over when they had finished their respective tales, speaking softly in the security of the hideaway.  Among other things, Rigo explained how his magic had been able to purge the infection from Daria allowing her own resilience to bring her back from near death.  Daria had told her tale earlier, holding back only her real name.  That was something known only to a very few and linked her to her past.  She could see no reason it was important and chose not to reveal that one private fact.
 
   “You really have no idea how you came to have these marvelous abilities?” Daria asked Rigo when he had finished his story.
 
   “None at all,” he replied.  “I have no memories of the time before my adopted father found me.  I can only assume there must be others, and I hope to find some evidence that can point me to them.”
 
   “You mentioned in your telling that you feel compelled toward the southeast.  That would seem to be a call that should not be ignored.”
 
   “I am coming to believe you are right.  At first I thought it a meaningless whim, but given what I have seen I am starting to believe there is substance for it.  I had hoped to learn more before venturing in search of what the call might be.  Besides, the direction is so vague I am not certain it would be able to direct me effectively.  It is also certain the journey would require passing through Lopal, which we appear to be at odds with at the moment, and beyond, into what is known as the Ruins.  I am not sure I am up to such a venture.  I had hoped to find answers without venturing into such a desolate and unforgiving place as it is said to be.”
 
   “It would be an expedition not to be taken lightly,” Daria agreed.  “But it may be the only way to find the answers you seek.”
 
   “Hopefully we will learn something at the monastery which will decide the matter for me,” Rigo replied. 
 
   “You certainly have skills that I have never seen the like of before. They should serve you well if you elect to go.  The way you were able to catch those arrows in flight was something to behold.  We would have died if not for your quick actions.”
 
   “That was not me,” Rigo answered her.  “That was the staff acting to protect me, or I guess us, in this case.”
 
   “Your staff,” she said in surprise.  “That’s absurd.  It’s just an old piece of wood.”
 
   “It’s far more,” he countered.  “Can you find any sign of marks from the arrows that were imbedded in it?  asked Rigo.  “I can leave the staff behind, and it will find me before long, and immediately if its presence is required.  I do not know the origin of the device, but it is somehow linked to me and what I am to accomplish.”
 
   “You believe you have some purpose you are meant to accomplish?”
 
   “Something is prodding me onward.  There has to be an explanation for the staff and why it is tied so closely to me.  Also this,” he said as he pulled the necklace out of his pouch.  “I bought this by sheer chance.  It has never revealed its purpose to me.  It was taken by the Duke, and now it appears once again.  It is beyond me to think of how that could happen.”
 
   “You don’t know its purpose?” Kaler asked, looking at the dangling ornament.
 
   “Not at all.  Only once did it seem to turn warm against my skin.  I still don’t know if that was real or imagined, and have no idea of what it might have signified.  I suspect its purpose is important, or it wouldn’t continue to find me.”  
 
   They were silent for a moment, then Kaler spoke up.  “What about you?” he asked, directing the question to Daria.  “What about the Duke and the contract you have in Lopal?  Are you really intending to go back there?”
 
   “Both will have to wait.  I am in no shape to function at a level that would have much chance of success.  The Duke represents a personal debt, and I have made a solemn promise to myself that he will feel my blade at his throat.  I may have to forfeit the contract in Lopal.  I will have a message delivered through the contacts that initially forwarded the request and negotiated the terms.  If the matter can wait until I am functional again, then that may still go forward.  Otherwise, the requestor will have to look elsewhere.  It is the first time KalaBhoot has failed, but I cannot see any other way.  I took the contract as much because it was a real challenge as anything, and now I am simply not up to it.”
 
    
 
   The next morning they continued their journey, alert to any sign that others were in the area.  At the first crossroad that headed inland, they turned away from the river, assuming the path south would be safer the farther they ventured from the border with Lopal.  They would have to pass through the wild, an area of rugged hills that separated the flatlands along the southern section of the river from the vast greenbelt of the interior.  Rigo demonstrated to Daria’s amazement the staff’s ability to follow him by jamming it firmly into a soft spot beside the trail and then continuing on without it.  An hour later they came upon it similarly positioned in the center of their path many miles down the trail.
 
   No other encounters marred their journey, and a week later they came upon the first village since leaving the boat back at the river.  Anxious for a chance to enjoy real beds and a warm bath, they checked into the larger of the two inns available.  They met in the evening in the common room for the evening meal, something far more varied and flavorful than they had been accustomed to on the trail.  The break was pleasant, even the background chatter from the other diners, making them feel they weren’t alone in the wilderness.  Having passed through the wilds, they were back in settled lands where vast farms spread as far as the eye could see.  Rigo’s enjoyment was marred only by a nagging sense of being observed the entire time they were in the village.  When he asked Kaler about this, the other indicated he had detected no sign of anyone.  Daria similarly was unaware of any interest in them, and her senses were far superior to their own in this manner.  Nonetheless, Rigo was unable to shake the feeling, that only passed after they left the village to continue onward.
 
   Days became weeks as they continued heading south.  Daria became stronger, the angry redness fading from the wound in her side.  While she said the pain was far less, the stiffness and restricted movement did not seem to be getting better.  That concerned her far more than the unsightly scar that covered the entire left side of her torso.  She accepted her condition stoically, and spent an hour every morning and evening performing stretching exercises in hopes of improving the situation.  For a couple of hours every morning she sat astride one of the horses pulling the wagon.  Finally she declared herself fit enough to ride all day if needed.  Should the need arise, they could abandon the wagon and travel overland, departing the established roads.
 
   One night while they were camped in a small canyon with a crystal clear stream flowing gently through it, she came back to camp from washing at the stream carrying a small glowing flower.  She sat next to Kaler and passed him the bloom.
 
   “What is that?” he said, marveling at the soft glow from the blossom.  
 
   “The People call them “twinklers”,” she told him.  “They are very rare and resist cultivation.  I’ve seen them from time to time spread all over the lands I traveled.  They appear to choose for themselves where to grow.”
 
   “Was this one growing in bison shit?” Kaler said, pushing the blossom away from him after attempting to smell it.
 
   Daria laughed.  “I should have warned you.  One of the sad things about them is the foul odor they carry.  With such a remarkable flower, one would expect just the opposite.”
 
   Rigo reached over and accepted the bloom from Kaler, careful to keep it away from his nose. He could already smell enough for his taste. 
 
   “Are they good for anything?” he asked, twirling the single flower to examine it from all sides.
 
   “Not that I know of,” she answered.  “They are too rare to spend much time on, and those of the Wanderers who have tried, have found nothing of value in them.  They appear to be just a curiosity.  I just thought you might find it interesting if you hadn’t encountered them before.”
 
   Rigo handed the bloom back to her.  “I have to admit they are intriguing, but being around that smell very long would become tiresome.”
 
   Daria nodded and threw the stem into the fire where it quickly blackened and then burned away, taking the last remnants of the odor with it.
 
   “How long to Shyll do you think?” she asked after staring into the fire for a while.
 
   Shyll was the town where they would part ways.  The Wanderers passed through the southern town as they made their way into Lopal and back.  Daria had hopes that someone among the people might have an answer for the stubborn tightness in her side.
 
   “Perhaps another week,” Kaler replied.  “I don’t know much about this part of Kellmore and am guessing based on what the innkeeper back in the village told me.”
 
   They were all silent.  They had come to be comfortable traveling together, and both men would miss Daria when she left.  No longer was she a charge to worry about, but seemed more like one of them.  It would be an adjustment to press on without her.
 
   The following day was not unlike those of the previous week.  By noon however, it was apparent that Rigo was getting sick.  His eyes were red and he frequently sneezed.  As the afternoon wore on he complained of feeling chilled, so they broke early for camp.  He was uncharacteristically unable to start their fire, so Kaler had to rummage around in his packs and find the flint.  Rigo crawled into his sleeping blankets after picking at his food and fell asleep.
 
   He woke several hours after dark, chills racking his body despite being bathed in sweat.  Neither Daria nor Kaler had any idea what to do to help. They had no medicines, nor were they close enough to Shyll, the only village in the area, to go in search of a Healer who might help.  Their present location was in an area where even the farms had not spread, despite the abundance of fine land.  They kept him cool as best they could and watched over him.
 
   By morning the fever had broke, and a weak and haggard Rigo sat by the fire as Daria prepared him something to eat.  He sipped at the broth slowly.
 
   “How are you two feeling?” he asked between sips.
 
   “I’m fine,” Daria said.  Kaler nodded his agreement.
 
   “What could I have caught and why only me?” Rigo wondered aloud.  “We have been together constantly and haven’t seen anyone in several weeks.  I don’t understand.”
 
   Neither of the others had answers either.  
 
   “How are you feeling?” Kaler asked.  He and Daria had already decided they would be staying in the camp for at least another day.
 
   “It’s a good thing we don’t have to fight anyone today,” Rigo grinned weakly.  “I can’t sense my magic at all.”
 
   “Has that ever happened to you before?” Daria asked.  “I mean when you were sick and all.”
 
   “Never,” Rigo replied with certainty.  “Even when I had the red spots that covered my entire body and itched furiously, I still had the ability to act.  Not now.  It’s a weird feeling.  I have come to rely on it.”
 
   Not knowing what to say, the two friends tried to make Rigo comfortable.  He mostly wanted to sit with the sun on his face.  By noon he appeared stronger, and put away the blanket he’d kept himself wrapped in all morning.  Soon he was walking around the camp, and by dinner he seemed completely normal other than the dark patches under his eyes.
 
   “You appear to be throwing it off,” Kaler noted as they sat around eating the evening meal.  For the first time Rigo seemed interested in the food and ate a considerable quantity.
 
   “I’m glad you two didn’t catch it,” he said.  “It’s pretty nasty.”
 
   “What about your magic?” Kaler asked.
 
   Rigo replied by picking up a small stone and making it whistle away into the dusk to smack against the stone hillside some distance from the fire.
 
   “I wish you could teach me how to do that,” Daria said earnestly.  She had seen him bring down game at long distances using the mentally thrown stones.  She could think of cases where it would have applications for her.
 
   “I don’t think it can be taught,” Rigo said, but smiled with the realization his ability had returned.  For a while when he was ill he’d wondered if maybe it was lost to him.
 
   “We can press on in the morning,” Rigo assured them.  “Unless I relapse, I’m fine now.”
 
    
 
   A week later they reached Shyll.  As luck would have it, a Wanderer caravan had been in town for more than a week and was preparing to continue on the following day.  It would seem they had arrived at the perfect time.
 
   “Let’s go see who’s here,” Daria suggested
 
   Rigo and Kaler walked with her into the camp.  The three obvious outsiders earned a number of curious stares from the dark-haired Wanderers, but no one objected to their presence.  Unerringly, Daria made her way toward a large colorful wagon near the center of the camp.
 
   “I must speak with the headman alone,” Daria told them apologetically.
 
   “We’ll wait here,” Rigo replied.  “Don’t worry.  We understand.”
 
   Whatever Daria had told the headman to identify herself, it worked wonders.  The three were accepted into the gathering with smiles and warmth.  Their wagon was brought from the perimeter where they had parked it and placed in close proximity to the headman’s, a sign of honor they all recognized.  While Daria went off to see the Healer, Rigo and Kaler ventured into town to have a look around and to buy items they would need for the rest of their journey.
 
   “What did she say?” Kaler asked Daria later when the trio reunited.
 
   “She said I would have to adapt to the scars and the tightness they bring.  She knew of nothing that would change anything.  The muscles and skin have been affected and it will never be the same once again.”  Daria sighed.  “I am going to have to practice and learn what the new limits to my abilities will be.”
 
   “Perhaps someone else might know better,” Rigo suggested, hoping to cheer his friend up.
 
   “It is unlikely that someone would know better than one of the Healers of the Wanderers.  We travel the land and learn all that is known of such things.  I have known this woman before, and she is held in high esteem among the People.  I doubt there is someone better.”
 
   That seemed to end the matter.  That night they were treated to a vast feast and celebration.  Daria seemed changed by being in the camp of her adopted people, some of her tenseness and reserve set aside.  She smiled more and joined in the dancing, dragging both Rigo and Kaler into the party where they awkwardly tried to mimic the steps.  By the time they tumbled into their blankets, each was tired and happy, the cares of the journey temporarily forgotten.  Only the thought of the inevitable parting the next day kept Rigo awake into the night.
 
    
 
   Finally the last of the wagons rumbled away, the dust slowly settling in their wake.  Rigo and Kaler were sitting on their horses as they watched the wagons go.  They had given the wagon that had carried them from the river to the Wanderers, and would continue their journey from this point on horseback.  It would be faster, and they no longer had need of the wagon.  They sat until the last of the wagons had made the turn out of view into the trees in the distance.
 
   “She’ll be alright,” Kaler said, as he observed the despondent look on Rigo’s face.   “She won’t go after the Duke until she is ready.”
 
   “I know,” Rigo replied emotionlessly.  Slowly he turned his horse and headed the opposite way.  They would turn south an hour out of town.  Kaler followed wordlessly after him.
 
   They had just about reached the turn off when they heard the sound of horses hooves thundering on the trail behind them.  Wondering if there was trouble, they spun together to face a possible threat to spot Daria riding hurriedly toward them.  She pulled the sweating horse to a stop alongside them.
 
   “I’m going with you,” she said without preamble.  She looked from Rigo to Kaler and back again as she gauged their reaction to her pronouncement.  
 
   “What do you think?” Kaler said to Rigo keeping a poker face.  “She can’t cook you know.”
 
   “Fights pretty good if you recall,” Rigo said, following suit.
 
   Kaler seemed to consider this.  Finally he said.  “You’re right.  That’s probably the more important thing.  I guess it’s okay with me.  You decide Rigo.”
 
   “Conversation is better with three,” Rigo observed.  “I vote yes.”
 
   Daria had listened to this with a growing smile.  Finally she burst out laughing.
 
   “What changed your mind?” Rigo asked.  “What about traveling with your people?”
 
   “They’re going back into central Kellmore, and frankly there is nothing they can do to help me.  It’ll be better to be out on the trail where I have to work harder.  Besides, I want to see how this works out for Rigo.  I sense an adventure, and I’ve gotten used to you two.”  The last she said almost shyly, an emotion neither would have expected from her.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 26
 
    
 
    
 
   The Monastery of Ald-del was nestled into a small, steep-sided valley that backed close into the southern range of mountains that formed the border of Kellmore and separated the rich farmlands from the snake infested swamps known to exist on the far side of the immense mountains.  Almost as tall as the Great White Mountains that bordered Branid on the north, these lacked any sign of snow.   That wasn’t surprising.  The weather had been growing warmer and more humid for many days, and now it was uncomfortably hot.  They each had wet patches under their arms from sweat, and Rigo felt the seat of his pants hadn’t been completely dry in days.
 
   The rains didn’t help matters either.  Every day the sky would darken as huge black clouds formed in the early afternoon.  The billowing clouds would rise into tall towers and then the thunder and lightning would begin.  Shortly thereafter, large drops would begin to pelt them.  More often than not the rain would become an intense downpour that would soak land and riders alike unless they were able to take refuge under some convenient stand of trees with enough of a canopy to protect them from the worst of the onslaught.  As a result of the daily soaking, the ground was damp with frequent patches of mushy ground.  Today had looked to be no different, with the clouds beginning to form already, although it wasn’t yet noon.
 
   They came upon the monastery suddenly, after more than a week of travel from Shyll.  The traveler that had provided them directions two days earlier had been accurate in his instructions.  They made the turn around the large outcropping of gray stone that formed the base of the latest embankment and there it was in the distance. 
 
   Situated a short distance up the hillside on a large flat area, they could see the top two-thirds of the structure as it rose over the stone wall and thick brush that enclosed it on all sides.  In fact, the wall ran across the narrow valley and effectively sealed off the monastery from any approach.  To gain entry, one would have to pass through the heavy gates set into the massive wall.  Rigo decided they liked their isolation.
 
   As the three riders approached the wall, more detail began to stand out.  The monastery itself was roughly symmetrical.  Built mostly of the gray stone cut into large blocks that was common in the area, it had a multi-story tower with a steeply peaked roof at either end.  Just outboard of the towers were large circular turrets with arrow slots cut into the walls.  The turrets, two stories shorter than the towers, could support twenty men if necessary.  Between the towers, a somewhat shorter building stretched at least a hundred paces long linking them.  Like the towers, the building was built of stone, with a slanted roof that would quickly shed the rains.  Windows were scattered uniformly along the front, and there were a couple of balconies where residents could wander outside and observe the countryside.  Those areas that appeared to be made of wood looked to be well cared for, and freshly coated with whitewash.  Rigo wondered if the coating was applied annually with the coming of spring.  Flying from a post atop each of the towers were large banners.  Rigo couldn’t make out the pattern, but the two were clearly different, as one was a bright red and the other a more sedate blue.  
 
   “Maybe we can beat the rain,” Kaler suggested as they unconsciously picked up the pace.  
 
   Each of them was anxious to put the riding behind them and find quarters indoors.  Some place with a bath to wash away the sticky accumulation of dirt and sweat and the smell of damp horse.
 
   As they rode up to the massive gates which remained closed despite the fact they had obviously been seen, Rigo wondered if the journey would prove fruitful or whether this was going to be another dead end.  Without some guidance to the contrary, he was running out of options and would more than likely have to submit to the nagging urge to turn toward the Ruins, now to a location east and actually somewhat north of their current location.
 
   “What might ye be seeking at the Monastery of Ald-del?” queried a voice from the protected inset in the wall just off to the right of the top of the gates.  They could make out a pair of identically dressed men looking down at them.
 
   “We have come to seek consul from the scholars,” Rigo shouted back at them. “Also, my friend has come to visit his brother who is one of your number here.”
 
   “And who might ye be?” the guard shouted back.
 
   Rigo provided their names.
 
   “And what is the name of the Novice who you wish to see?”
 
   Kaler shouted out his brother’s name.
 
   “You will have to wait while I send word to the Subprior.  He will decide if your visit can be approved.  
 
   Without waiting for their response, the robed man disappeared from sight back behind the wall leaving them sitting on their horses.
 
   “Friendly bunch,” Kaler noted.
 
   Daria said little.  She scanned the skies and noted the clouds were forming up and experienced now by days of being rained upon judged they had less than a glass before it would begin again.  
 
   They waited for a surprisingly long time and Rigo was beginning to wonder if they were simply being ignored when the massive gates suddenly split in the middle and begin to draw back providing them entry into the courtyard beyond.  Waiting a short distance inside stood another man in one of the tan frocks.  The only identifying feature that Rigo could detect was the presence of a purple sash rather than the tan worn by everyone else he could see.  That must be some indication of his authority.
 
   The uniformity of the men went beyond their clothing.  Each had his hair closely cropped along the side and front, but wore it long in the back held in place by a leather thong.  The range of ages varied from his own age to those with gray hair.  With the exception of the man waiting for them, all wore the standard garment with the tan sash.  No women were in evidence.
 
   “Welcome to Ald-del,” the waiting man said once they had approached and climbed down from their horses.  “I am Subprior Taent and will be your contact for the moment.  Depending on how your inquiry is judged, you may be assigned someone else to be your guide during your stay.”
 
   “How our inquiry is judged?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Many come to Ald-del seeking something,” Taent explained.  “Not everyone can be accommodated.  The decision is for the Prior to make.”
 
   Now that they were closer, Taent peered more closely at Daria.  
 
   “You’re a woman,” he said surprised.  “Women are not common here.  You will not be allowed in the inner court.  This is a sanctuary for men and contemplation.  I will have to ask that you restrict your stay to the guest compound and the chapel.  This is very important.  In all matters, violation of the rules here by any member of your party will mean immediate expulsion from the monastery.”
 
   Subprior Taent then turned his attention to Kaler.  “I see that you are heavily armed.  Weapons are not allowed in the inner area either.  We realize the dangers posed by the world outside and the need to carry such weapons.  However, they must remain in the guest compound when and if you are admitted to the inner area.  That includes all belt knives as well.” 
 
   He turned his attention to Rigo.  “If you require your staff to walk properly, you must make a special request of the Prior to bring it with you.  Otherwise, like other potential weapons, you must not bring it inside.
 
   Having disposed of the matter of their armaments, Taent asked which of them had a brother here.  Kaler identified himself.
 
   “You have come at a good time,” Taent informed him.  “Soon it will be the Sixth day, the only day set aside for a Novice to meet with another from outside the monastery.  It is also fortunate that Brother Nyll has recently been advanced to a second level Novice, otherwise he would be unable to speak with you.  Novices who have not advanced beyond the first level are forbidden to speak at all.  The restriction is an important part of their training in obedience and acceptance.  I will arrange for you to meet with him in the chapel on the appropriate morning.”
 
   “What of my desire to meet with the scholars here at the monastery?” Rigo asked.
 
   “You will have to present your case to the Prior.  He will decide if your investigations are something the monastery can support.  He will meet with you soon, probably the day after tomorrow.”
 
   “There is no way to advance the time of the meeting.  We have traveled many weeks and I am understandably anxious to see if the monastery can help me.”
 
   Taent looked back at Rigo with disapproval.  “The reckless pace of the outside world is not a matter of concern within the sacred walls of the monastery.  You have come seeking our assistance.  You will have to be comfortable with our manner of dealing with these matters.”
 
   “I see,” Rigo said slowly, clearly not happy with the casual way his request was being treated.  “While we are waiting then, might you arrange for your Healer to visit us?”
 
   Taent let his eyes wander quickly across the group.  “Is one of you injured?  I didn’t detect any sign of such.”
 
   Rigo held up his hand.  “An older injury, but we were hoping that someone here might know something of this kind of wound and be able to help.  It is mostly healed, but has left behind stiffness and a lack of mobility we were hoping could be improved.”
 
   “I see,” said Taent.  “I will have a Healer sent to you once you are settled.  Come, I will show you to the quarters you may use.  If there is anything you need from your mounts, you should collect those items once we reach the cottages.  The mounts will be taken by Novices to the stables and cared for during your stay.”
 
   Taent turned without waiting for a reply and headed off at an angle across the inner courtyard.  He wasn’t interested in being a guide and pointed out nothing of the facility as they walked.  Across the wall they passed through another set of gates into a smaller compound that contained several buildings.  Taent stopped before the largest.  
 
   “Oblate Cari will show you to your quarters.  The chapel is the building behind me and is available at any time should you wish to use it.  Meals will be taken in the building to your right.  Oblate Cari will inform you of the schedule.  Baths may be taken behind the rooms.  You must remain within this compound unless escorted to another area.  If you need anything, inform Oblate Cari.  Do you understand?”
 
   The three travelers nodded in unison.
 
   “Fine.  I will take my leave now.  There are other matters that require my attention.  The Healer will be by shortly, and the Prior will contact you once his schedule permits.”
 
   Without another word, Subprior Taent turned and walked away, disappearing out the gates through which they had come.
 
   “Seemed happy to see us, don’t you think?” Kaler said sarcastically.  “Let’s go have a look at the rooms and see about a bath.”
 
   They were each given a separate small room.  Fortunately the rooms were located adjacent to one another so that they could move freely between quarters if they wished.  Rigo was in the center with Kaler and Daria on either side.  The rooms had a minimum of crude wooden furniture, but the beds were comfortable and the blankets cleaner than anything they had encountered in any inn during their travels.  
 
    
 
   “What did the Healer say?” Rigo asked later when they were gathered for the evening meal.  The dining area was connected to the rooms, so they had been able to make their way over without having to go outside where the storm was pounding the area with a particularly intense downpour.  
 
   “He was extremely curious how the wound had been acquired.  I told him it was an infection, neglecting certain details.  After completing his inspection, he expressed grave doubts about being able to help.  He promised some salves that have had good success returning flexibility to the skin, but he couldn’t promise anything.  I am not going to expect much.”
 
   Kaler stirred the boiled mush in the bowl before him.  The monks were vegetarians, and beyond the vegetables in the porridge, they had bread and ale.  Eating here was not going to be very exciting.
 
   “Do you think they might let us go out and hunt our own food?” Kaler asked hopefully as he reluctantly raised a spoon to his mouth.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 27
 
    
 
    
 
   “Magic, you say,” said the Prior after Rigo had briefly explained what he sought.  Subprior Taent had escorted him to the room where the Prior, the Monastery Librarian, and the Sacrist, the overseer of all things holy, and several scholars were waiting for him.  The Prior had a short carelessly trimmed beard as though it was a necessity and a distraction.  His eyes were a deep penetrating blue, but tired and sad looking.  
 
   Rigo knew that Kaler was off in his own meeting with the brother he hadn’t seen or communicated with in some time.  He couldn’t help wondering how that was going.
 
   “Magic is a thing of amusing tales, but hardly a matter for serious contemplation,” the Prior said.  “Our scholars have more important matters to study.  I am surprised that you would come all this way to bring such a manner before us.”
 
   “I was told that the monastery did not restrict any topics from investigation and that if anyone had records or histories on the matter it would be here,” Rigo interrupted before the man could reject his request outright.
 
   “It is true that we collect all manner of histories and have novices who are responsible to see to their care, but some subjects are deemed of far less significance and are treated accordingly.”  
 
   The Prior addressed his next question to the Librarian.  “Do we have a section on such a mundane topic as I have stated?”
 
   The Librarian hesitated.  “There are records and books that address the topic,” he said finally.  “They are poorly catalogued and studied.  I don’t know if anyone has much knowledge of the materials.”
 
   “Brother Lorcer,” one of the scholars added, interrupting the Librarian.
 
   “Brother Lorcer?” the Librarian asked, unable to stop himself.  Brother Lorcer had long been a problem for those at the Monastery.  He failed to contain himself properly, and failed to be properly diligent in any task he was assigned.  More than once the leaders had raised the matter of dismissing him from the brotherhood.
 
   The scholar who had supplied the name nodded.  “He finds many topics amusing and spends long hours reading for personal pleasure rather than conducting appropriate researches.  I know that the matter of magic has long intrigued him.  He has a rather fanciful imagination.”
 
   “I see,” said the Prior.  “So it would be possible to allow our guest to have a look at these documents?  Perhaps that would be sufficient for him.”
 
   Two of the scholars objected immediately.  “It would not be wise to allow someone access to materials that have not been properly vetted by the brotherhood.  We could tarnish a reputation long in the making by presenting materials as fact, which in truth are merely the result of someone’s careless imagination.  Before allowing anyone from outside the monastery to have access, the documents should be more carefully reviewed within.”
 
   “This seems a reasonable precaution,” the Prior agreed.  “Especially as it appears Brother Lorcer has not performed his task of doing so to our satisfaction.”  He looked at the Librarian who nodded his agreement.
 
   “How long would such a review require?” the Prior asked.
 
   The two scholars consulted one another quietly.  The third listened, but said little.
 
   “Six months, perhaps a year,” the more vocal one suggested.  “We aren’t really certain how much there is to investigate.”
 
   “Six months!” Rigo blurted out.  Even the shorter date indicated was unreasonably long.  It was time to try and move this along.  
 
   “I am prepared to make a donation to the monastery for consideration of speed,” he said, looking at the Prior.  The idea of offering gold for their cooperation had been Daria’s idea.  
 
   “Pious as they may seem, greed had not been purged from them.  Gold makes things happen.”  She had provided another of the small diamonds and told him to offer it if required.
 
   “A donation?” the Prior asked, suddenly curious.
 
   “A hundred gold Royales if you can make available the material you have in a timely manner.”  Daria had told him the diamond was worth twice that, but not to try and over value it.  He could show it to them, and they would know its true value even if they pretended they did not.
 
   “Where would you come upon such a sum?” Subprior Taent asked.
 
   Rigo extracted the gem from his pouch and handed it over.  Taent’s eyebrows rose as he examined the perfect gem, which he handed over to the Prior.
 
   “What do you seek in the archives?” the third and previously silent scholar asked while the gem was being examined.
 
   “I seek proof of the existence of those with such powers, and more importantly some idea where they might have lived.  I would seek them out if any still exist.”
 
   “They do not,” the Prior said with certainty as he finished examining the sparkling stone.  “We would know of them if they did.  At most your studies will reveal fanciful tales and stories.  More than likely you will soon come to understand what I say is true.”
 
   “I have shown I am willing to pay for the privilege of satisfying my curiosity,” Rigo said.  “That should make it worth your trouble.”
 
   “Yes.  Yes.  You have shown your seriousness.  Perhaps it would be possible to accelerate the review process somewhat.”  He looked to the scholars.
 
   Now they were uncertain.  “Perhaps a couple of months.  Certainly not much less.” They were not used to working under pressure.
 
   “I am willing to work with Brother Lorcer to see what exists and make the materials available sooner,” said the scholar who had asked about Rigo’s interest.  “Perhaps in a week or so I can have completed a partial review.  He could start with the approved documents while I continue working my way through the rest.”
 
   “Perhaps,” replied the Prior slowly.  “This matter must be brought before the Archimandrite.  This is not a subject the church should be encouraging an interest in.  Until I have spoken with him, I think we need to let the matter rest.”
 
   Rigo could see where the matter was going.  He knew the Archimandrite was the senior leader of the Monastery.  He might well decide belief in magic would undermine the foundations of the teachings here.  They might completely disallow him access, or filter what they had to leave only the fanciful and useless materials.
 
   “I think there is another factor you should carry to your superior,” Rigo said deciding he needed to elevate the stakes.  He had hoped that gold would have been enough.
 
   “You claim that magic is false, yet you hesitate to allow anyone to look into it.  I can assure you that magic is quite real.  I know that because I am able to perform magic.  Your Archimandrite should know that as he considers his decision.”
 
   “Come now, what manner of claim is this?” asked the Prior.  “I am of a mind to refuse this manner once and for all.”  He handed the gem back to the Subprior to return to Rigo as if it had suddenly turned dirty.
 
   “Would you like a demonstration?” Rigo asked, suddenly angry.
 
   “Yes.  That would be instructive,” answered the Prior.  “Afterwards we can be done with this nonsense and we can have you escorted out.”
 
   Rigo pointed to a sheet of parchment lying on the stone table in front of one of the scholars.  “Is that of any value?” he asked.
 
   Startled, the scholar shook his head.  “It is blank.  Why?”
 
   “Without answering, Rigo made a totally unnecessary gesture towards the sheet.  He’d learned that a little showmanship sometimes was worth more than the result itself.  The sheet suddenly burst into flame, startling everyone in the room.”
 
   “How did you do that?” asked the Subprior.
 
   “Magic,” hissed Rigo.  “The very force you claim doesn’t exist.”
 
   The Prior had been surprised, but now he said.  “A conjurer’s trick.  If you really were a wizard of some sort, you would be able to do something far more impressive.”
 
   Rigo considered the skills he had at hand as he surveyed the room.  He wished he knew more about his abilities.  Finally he pointed at a section of stone wall that formed part of the hallway.
 
   “How important is that?” he asked.
 
   “The wall?  Not particularly.  It is mostly a decorative section.  What did you have in mind?”
 
   “May I damage it?” he asked without replying directly.
 
   “Please do,” replied the Prior with a touch of mirth.  “I would love to see you harm it.  It is six inches thick and solid stone.”
 
   Rigo thought that his pushing force, applied sharply rather than as a smooth shove might just be able to crack it or punch a small hole.  He’d considered the fireballs, but hadn’t tried them without his staff, and he didn’t want to burn the place down in any case.  He wasn’t certain if they would bounce around in here.  He wished he had his staff.  He knew it augmented his power somehow.
 
   “Where did that come from?” the Subprior suddenly asked.  “I asked you not to bring it from the guest area.”
 
   Rigo was startled to find his right hand wrapped around his staff.  He recalled wishing he had it, and here it was.  Had he always been able to call it into his presence?  He wondered that he had never attempted to try, given the fact he knew it would follow him.  He wondered how many other things he should try.  He clearly had failed to be sufficiently proactive.
 
   “You know I didn’t bring it with me,” he said.  “Where have I kept it through these discussions?  It has a tendency to appear when I am about to perform magic or consider its presence important.”
 
   The group of monks murmured among themselves, clearly uncomfortable with the turn of events.  There was something here they didn’t understand.
 
   “You are certain about the wall?” he asked.
 
   “Proceed,” said the Prior, although he sounded less certain than before.
 
   Rigo faced the wall, then suddenly extended one hand, the palm flat and parallel to the wall.  In his mind he focused on a sharp slap rather than a push.  He hoped this would work.  He was going to look foolish if nothing happened.
 
   As he snapped his hand forward, the section of wall he had selected exploded violently away from him, the entire height from floor to ceiling and a section four paces long suddenly breaking and flying away to crash into the supporting wall of the room some distance away.  There was no sound of an explosion, only the crashing noises as the blocks of stones smashed into the far barrier and then tumbled to the ground.  Great clouds of dust filled the space.
 
   Rigo looked at what he had done.  He had expected a small hole at best, not a complete destruction of the wall.  First the fireballs and now this.  His powers must be growing for some reason.  He turned and looked at the Prior, careful not to let his own surprise show.
 
   “Magic,” he said simply.  “Do you require something more?”
 
   The Prior swallowed.  He was visibly shaken.  “I must speak with the Archimandrite immediately,” he said finally.
 
   “Please do,” Rigo agreed.  “Explain to him that this matter is important to me and I will be awaiting his decision.”
 
    
 
   “You did what?” Kaler asked aghast when Rigo had been returned to his quarters pending a decision by the Archimandrite.  
 
   “I shattered a wall,” he said somewhat smugly.  He was pleased with what he was able to do.
 
   “It might not have been wise to reveal what you are capable of,” Daria said softly.  
 
   “It was clear how things were going.  They were going to deny me access to what they have.  Either that or filter the documents and give me only the useless ones.”
 
   “It is not wise to make people like these fearful of you,” Daria repeated.
 
   “What can they do?  They are not fighters.  Kaler could probably take on the entire lot without breaking into a sweat.”
 
   “Just the same, we should be extra alert now.  We should consider the possibility of poisons in our food.  That would be an easy way for them to rid themselves of a problem they don’t like.  Don’t think because they are some kind of holy men they wouldn’t consider such an act.”
 
   “Poison?” Kaler asked.  “Do you know anything about poisons?”
 
   “Quite a bit actually,” she said.  “They are useful in my work.  I clearly don’t know as much as I thought though.”
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Rigo.
 
   “The poison the Duke had used on me.  I have never encountered any that work as that one did.  It is something I will need to research at some point.”
 
   “Would you be able to detect poison in our food?” Rigo asked.
 
   “In this tasteless mush.  Probably.  At least most of them I could.  There might be some of which I am unaware, however.  I would think we need to eat from a communal pot or tap into our own meager supplies just to be safe for a while.”
 
   Rigo had trouble reconciling the idea of being poisoned by the monks with what little he knew of a religious order.  Then he remembered the look on the Prior’s face, and Daria’s warning suddenly became more of a concern.  Perhaps she wasn’t over-reacting.
 
   “What about your brother?” Rigo asked Kaler.  “Wouldn’t he be someone you could count on to look out for you?”
 
   “That meeting didn’t go well,” Kaler told him.  “We spoke only briefly, and it was obvious he was less than pleased that I had come to remind him of the world outside.  He has given himself to the order.  I doubt my fate matters much to him.
 
    
 
   Later that same day Subprior Taent returned to their quarters.
 
   “The Archimandrite would speak with all of you immediately,” Taent informed them.  
 
   They stood up and followed the man out into the courtyard.  Taent glanced at Rigo and his staff, then shrugged.  It was obvious from his action he had accepted the folly of having Rigo leave it behind since he seemed able to call it to him whenever he wished.
 
   They were led to an area inside the inner compound that Rigo hadn’t visited before.  Taent took them inside a large structure and then through a pair of ornate doors.  Inside the Archimandrite, the Prior, and the scholar who had agreed to help waited.  Once they were seated the Archimandrite spoke to them.  Unlike the other monks, he was dressed in a white robe, a sign of his authority.
 
   “You present a quandary for us,” he said bluntly.  “From what I have been told, you possess a power that was believed to be legend and unreal.  Your existence does not fit well into our beliefs and understanding of the world.”
 
   “I cannot explain what I am, but clearly I exist.  If there is one, then there must be others.  I would seek them out.  I do not wish to be a threat to you or your beliefs.”
 
   “Yet you possess a great power.  How much more damage could you have wrought had you wished?”
 
   “I could have easily leveled this entire Monastery,” Rigo said evenly.  It was a bold lie, but one the Archimandrite couldn’t be sure of.  As surprised as Rigo had been by the amount of damage he had wrought, he had sensed at the time that was the limits of his strength.  Not realizing what he was doing, he had expended the total of his power in the demonstration.  Still, it would be useful if the monks thought he could do more.
 
   “That would make you one to be feared,” the Archimandrite said.
 
   “I have no reason to use my power.  One of the reasons I wish to find others of my kind is to learn appropriate control.  The demonstration earlier shows how easy it is for my strength to be ill used.”
 
   “I have instructed the Prior to see to your studies.  The scholar you see here today will be directly responsible for seeing you have access to everything we have.  You may begin today if you wish.  If you feel you are not getting the support you require, have word sent to me.  A Novice will be assigned to you to carry messages.  Is there anything else you require?”
 
   “Yes. We would eat with the rest of the monks in your common dining area,” Daria said boldly.  Rigo could tell she was not the least cowed by the power this man represented.
 
   A brief smile passed across the face of the Archimandrite.  “I understand your concern.  I will make it so.  If you prefer, you may hunt the local woods for your own game.  I suspect you find our fare somewhat less appealing than you are accustomed to any way.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 28
 
    
 
    
 
   “You’re really anxious to get away from here, aren’t you?” Rigo asked Daria who was throwing herself into the task of getting their belongings gathered together so they could leave the Monastery later in the morning.  Kaler was absent for the moment attending to an unexpected request for a visit from his brother, and Daria was organizing his items, her own already put away and ready.
 
   “This place is too restrictive,” she replied.  “I’ll be glad when we are able to better control our own destiny.”
 
   It was true that Daria had had a rougher time than the two men.  As a woman, she hadn’t been allowed to move around outside the guest area, although she’d spent most days with Kaler out in the nearby hills hunting for fresh game.  But the end of each day had meant returning to the Monastery and its restrictive rules.  No wonder she was happy to be leaving, even though it had taken them less than two weeks to complete their researches.
 
   “It’s too bad you didn’t find more of what you were seeking.”
 
   Rigo shrugged.  “We may have found more than we realize.  There was more to sift through here than anywhere I’ve been before.  Clearly there are indications that those with my abilities existed, and although their numbers dropped drastically, others may still exist.”
 
   “Do you really think that map you and the scholar created from the many references has any value?”
 
   It was the same question the Archimandrite had asked him the previous evening.  Rigo recalled the meeting and could sense the senior monk was happy Rigo and his friends would be leaving.
 
   “It suggests an area to be investigated,” Rigo had explained to the Archimandrite.  He didn’t tell the man that it matched to some degree where his instincts had been pointing him all along.  Not exactly, but east, beyond Lopal. The map focused on an area much further north, which would mean they would have to backtrack a significant distance.  He toyed with the idea of following the urging inside him since it might be closer, but an instinct warned him that he might not yet be ready for that journey.  He wished he understood better the conflict inside himself.
 
   The references in the limited materials the Monastery had resulted in defining a rough area some four to five day’s travel distance in diameter located to the east of central Lopal.  That was a huge area and would take time to search.  It was also located in a rugged area of the country.  Even going into Lopal at this time might have its own difficulties, but that’s where he would have to venture if he were to find any answers.  Rigo had hoped the archives here were more extensive, but the scholar who worked with him indicated this was truly all they had.  Rigo sensed the truthfulness in the man, and had accepted that he would have to glean whatever he might learn from the materials provided.  
 
   “Did you find anything else that would serve you in finding answers to your abilities?” the Archimandrite had asked.
 
   “There were clues and suggestions, but nothing definitive.  One could easily dismiss the materials as fiction, but knowing what I can do there were threads that suggest some of the stories were factual.  Those with my abilities appear to have been limited in number compared to those without, but at one time appear to have been spread around the world.  Some kind of plague, perhaps even the coughing sickness, struck and reduced their numbers to a pitiful few.  Even with their magic they were unable to fight off the plague, and in fact might have been more susceptible to it.”
 
   The references suggested powers and abilities that dwarfed his own.  He saw references to a focused energy bolt that was fiercely destructive.  He thought he might like to try something like that once they were away and in a secluded location.  Other references indicated that a select group of wizards, both male and female he had learned, had the ability to heal.  He’d seen one reference that indicated they could fly.  Most of the tales suggested the wizards served the nobility, in particular the king, and helped hold the kingdoms together.  
 
   There were also several confusing texts that pointed to an on-going battle with some kind of brutal creature that only the power of the wizards could hold back.  No specifics were found, and Rigo could only wonder if those accounts had any validity since no such creatures were known and there had been no wizards to control them for centuries. 
 
   “And now you will seek out others like yourself?” the Archimandrite had asked.  “What will you do if you find them?”
 
   “That I cannot say,” Rigo answered truthfully.  “A lot will depend on what answers they can give me.”
 
   The audience with the Archimandrite had ended cordially enough, although Rigo was certain the man would have liked to suppress what Rigo had learned.  He feared the power that Rigo commanded, and that had been the only reason cooperation had been so forthcoming.  Rigo wondered what actions the man might take once they were well away from Ald-del.
 
   “It will be a difficult and long expedition,” Rigo said to Daria.  “It is not a trip you need embark upon.  I know you have matters of your own to pursue.”
 
   “That can be decided later,” she replied, pushing aside his concern.  “How much longer do you think Kaler will be?  The last time he met with his brother it didn’t take long at all.”
 
    
 
   Brother Nyll sat silently across from his younger brother.  Ten years older and decidedly plump from years spent in study with a minimum of manual labor.  He shared the same blond hair as Kaler, although with his cut close on the side in the style of the Monastery, and a wide bald spot taking away the front, his looked like a half ring except where it hung in a thin ponytail in the back.  Kaler hoped the baldness was not something he would have in his near future.  
 
   Kaler waited patiently, uncertain what had prompted his brother to request this meeting.  The first time they had met, it had been clear that Nyll had seen his intrusion on the sanctuary an invasion of the carefully constructed world his brother had made for himself.  At that time he had wanted nothing that would link him to Kaler and his friends, almost denying the family ties that had existed.  Today was different.  Nyll smiled contentedly.
 
   “You are leaving today, I’m told,” he said finally.
 
   “That is correct,” Kaler answered, still wondering what this was about.
 
   “You have found what you came for?” Nyll asked.
 
   “Not as much as my friend would have liked,” Kaler admitted.  “But apparently enough to point us elsewhere.”
 
   “I assume you will accompany this wizard on his journey.”
 
   “That is my intention. Why?”
 
   “I fear you will find great dangers await you,” Nyll replied.
 
   “From the Archimandrite and the monks here?”
 
   “I cannot see what means they would have that would affect you, but from the whispers within these halls it is no secret the Archimandrite would not feel badly should something befall your party. I am also certain that any future visitors who come seeking the knowledge that you came for will find that no scrolls or texts on such matters exist here any longer.”
 
   Kaler nodded.  He wasn’t surprised.  “Should you be telling me these thing?”
 
   “I should not be speaking with you at all.  My life here requires denial of all outside.  Family and the world of others does not exist.  It should not matter to me what becomes of you.  I will have to admit to certain transgressions to the Prior and accept the appropriate penance.  It is likely I will be returned to the lowest level novice to spend another year or two in silence to reflect upon my failures.”
 
   “I’m sorry . . .”
 
   Nyll held up a hand to stay Kaler’s words.
 
   “This is my choice.  The Monastery is supposed to seek enlightenment.  I have witnessed a side of the order that was not revealed to me before.  Some of the same pettiness and self-serving politics that I sought to escape have been displayed.  I will have to think on this during my years of penance.”
 
   “Is there something you wished to tell me?” Kaler asked.  “Is the map and the guidance provided false?”
 
   Nyll shook his head.  “Brother Yori is without deceit.  He led your friend true.  For him it was another intellectual challenge.”  
 
   Nyll paused and seemed to reflect.  
 
   “You know that war is coming?” he asked suddenly.  
 
   “There have been rumblings of such for some time,” Kaler replied.
 
   “We are secluded here, far from most of the affairs of men, but we have our eyes and ears.  In recent weeks the clashes have grown in number and ferocity.  It is unlikely the path can be turned aside.  Lopal will be the aggressor and will seek to win lands from both Kellmore and Branid.  Your path will take you into Lopal.  The current state of affairs will make that even more dangerous than normal.”
 
   “I am aware of the dangers,” Kaler said.  “If war comes, there will be no places that are truly safe.”
 
   Nyll nodded, and then hesitated.  Finally he reached down and picked up something from the floor behind him that Kaler hadn’t noticed earlier.  It was long and thin, and wrapped in a cloth bag.
 
   “Take this with you on your journey,” Nyll said.  “It might make a difference in the outcome.”  He handed the cloth wrapped object to Kaler.
 
   Curious, Kaler accepted the object from his brother.  Upon grasping it he was certain what it had to be.
 
   “A sword?” he asked surprised.  His brother had never approved of his interest in weapons.
 
   Nyll nodded.
 
   Carefully, Kaler pulled the sword from the protective cloth bag.  Inside was a beautifully crafted scabbard for the blade.  It was almost a foot longer than the short sword he normally carried, but considerably shorter than the two-handed blade he carried across his back.  It felt surprisingly light and was not nearly as broad as any sword he’d handled before.
 
   His interest truly peaked, he slowly pulled the blade from the scabbard.  Bright clear steel with the smallest of ripples greeted his eyes as the blade was exposed.  The blade was wedge-shaped with an edge on one side only as compared to his current sword that carried an edge on both sides.  He couldn’t believe what he was holding.
 
   “A Kellmore Serang?” he asked almost whispering.  The Serang was the most cherished of all of the Kellmore blades.  Fewer than ten were made a year if the stories were to be believed.
 
   Nyll nodded.
 
   “How did you get this?”
 
   “The story of how it came to be at the Monastery is unimportant.  The former owner has no need of it, and the weapon has been locked away deep in the bowels of the facility.  No one will miss it and wonder about it.  Take it with you.  It might make a difference as I said.”
 
   Kaler didn’t know what to say.
 
   “A gift such as this. . . .”
 
   Nyll held up his hand.  “It is nothing to me and you have always had a way with the blades.  This is what you deserve.  I cannot see you go into danger knowing this might have helped.  Now, I must go.  I have been delinquent long enough.”
 
   Nyll stood and turned toward the door.  Then he stopped and turned back.
 
    “Our brother is well?” he asked.
 
   “I have not seen or written him for some time, but he was doing well enough when we last exchanged letters.”
 
   Nyll nodded.  “You see.  I have not properly divorced myself from worldly cares.”  Then he stepped through the door and disappeared.
 
    
 
   Kaler led the group as they rode away.  The Monastery was already lost in the forest behind them as they headed northwest.  As they rode they considered the route they would take.  With the news from Nyll that the coming war had increased the raids across the borders they decided they would cross into Lopal as soon as possible.  They would change their clothing to the local style.  Hiding their accents would be difficult, but they would be less likely to run into raiding parties inside Lopal than they would by riding along the river on the Kellmore side.  Since Lopal was mostly wilderness, they would have a reasonable chance of making their way unseen.  Even if discovered, they were hardly a force that could be considered threatening.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 29
 
    
 
    
 
   After eight days of following the river northward Rigo was beginning to despair they were ever going to find a way across.  This far south the Great Central River lived up to its name.  It was deep and swift, and extremely wide.  It was far too wide for their horses to be able to swim across.  It was starting to make sense why the river had become the established border between Kellmore and Lopal.  Rigo was beginning to suspect that short of a boat they would have to ride all the way back north until they reached one of the few villages on the river before they would find a means across.
 
   They were well into summer and the tropical storms had tapered off during the time they had been at the Monastery.  Only twice since they had left had they needed to find refuge from a sudden downpour.  The giant broadleaf trees with their already ripening long orange clusters of fruit had provided sanctuary in those cases.  The ground still showed signs of moisture, but no longer did they find themselves traveling through fields of mud.  
 
   At night when they made camp Rigo had taken to spending a little time practicing his skills and attempting some of the abilities he’d read about in the records he’d been exposed to at the Monastery.  He could now create the fireballs and control them far more expertly than before, with or without the staff at hand.  He’d shot them into the river where they exploded and threw great clouds of steam high into the air when they struck the surface.  In other areas he’d had far less success.  He was unable to create the energy bolt that had seemed such a formidable weapon.  He simply had no idea where to start.  Similarly, he was unable to levitate, something that might have been helpful in their current situation.
 
   “We’re going to have to circle around again,” Kaler said as they viewed the path ahead from the top of a small hill.
 
   The ground was slanting upwards ahead and they could see the river in the distance.  Once again a sheer rock wall rose out of the water more than a hundred feet before reaching the crest.  The rock wall was slanted outward at the top, so that the river at the base was actually almost fifty feet under the lip of stone above.  What surface was discernable above was barren of trees and bushes, and appeared to be the loose unpredictable stone they had encountered before.  The first trees didn’t take root for more than fifty feet back from the edge, suggesting anything on the loose and slanted surface was at risk of falling into the current below.  It didn’t help that several hundred paces away on the opposite shore they could see smooth flat beach that would have been simple to ride along.
 
   “We’ll need to backtrack to get around the hill,” Daria noted as she stood in the stirrups of her saddle observing the way ahead.  
 
   “Lead on,” Rigo said.  He doubted they would make much distance today.  Maybe it would be best to circle inland and travel north for a day or two before returning to the river to see if the nature of the country had changed.  This climbing up and down and circling around was taking far too long.
 
   Daria led the way through the ravine that finally brought them out onto the skirt of the bluff that had cut off their progress.  
 
   “It appears if we bypass the next two hills there is a slow climb that might take us up high enough to get a look at what the river is like for some distance.  Maybe we will want to ride inland after having a look, and try to work our way around this local cluster.  There is too much stone and the river seems to be guided by it.”
 
   “It’ll be time to make camp once we climb up there,” Kaler said.  “Maybe tomorrow we will be luckier.”
 
   Daria led off again with Kaler following and Rigo bringing up the rear.  At least they hadn’t seen any sign of anyone else.  It made sense. If Lopal was indeed sending frequent raiding parties over the river by boat, they would be more likely to do so farther north where there was something to raid.  
 
   They were nearing the top of the next bluff when Daria suddenly held up a hand and said softly, “I smell smoke.”
 
   Now that she had brought it to their attention, both Rigo and Kaler noticed it as well.  As yet it was subtle, indicating whoever had started a fire was still some distance away.
 
   “We better have a look,” Kaler said.  “We need to know what we might be up against.”
 
   Daria pointed to a small ravine protected by a copse of hardwood trees where they could hide the horses.  There was wet grass the horses could eat and they would be out of sight.  Daria checked her knives, while Kaler tested the new blade in its scabbard.  He had practiced almost daily with the thin and flexible blade and was now quite comfortable with it.  Rigo simply took his staff in hand and they set out, testing the wind to determine which direction the smoke had come from.
 
   They used the lengthening shadows and cover provided by the brush and trees to make their way up the side of the hill.  Whoever was up there would have had a commanding view of the direction they had come from and had they been watching would have seen them coming for some time.  They couldn’t rule out the possibility of an ambush.
 
   “It looks like one man,” Daria whispered to the others when they had found the source of the fire and had managed to slink in close enough to have a careful look.  Two horses were tied off to one side where both water and grass were abundant, and the lone camper seemed to be happily going about his chores making dinner.  From the looks of the camp, he’d been here for at least a day or two.  Had there been more than just the lone man, they would have been able to see sign of their presence in the arrangement of the camp.
 
   “I wonder what he is doing out here?” Rigo asked softly.
 
   “Maybe we should go and ask him,” Kaler suggested.  “He might be someone a little more familiar with the area.”
 
   Certain they were not walking into trouble, the threesome slowly made their way up the last section of the hill to where the man, an older man they could see now, was stirring something in a pot with his back turned.  Daria hadn’t come by the name “ghost” for no reason and probably could have drifted up on him without his being aware, but as hard as they tried neither Rigo nor Kaler could match their friend for stealth.
 
   “Took you a damn long time to get up here,” the man said suddenly startling them.  He didn’t even turn around to face them.  “Are you that concerned about a lone old man out in the woods?”
 
   “We weren’t sure who you were.  We wanted to be certain that we weren’t walking into one of the raiding parties from Lopal,” Kaler said.
 
   “Ridiculous,” the man growled.  “There ain’t none of them down this far south.  “I haven’t seen any of ‘em more than a day or two south of Ny’em.”
 
   “Ny’em?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Sure don’t know the area do ya?  Ny’em is the southern most camp that Lopal has along the river.  About six days north of here.  Lots of swampland or rocky hills on the south side makes it not too useful for many things.”
 
   “You saw us coming?” Daria asked.
 
   “Of course I did.  It pays to keep an eye out for the unexpected out here.”
 
   The old man turned and looked over his shoulder at them.  He slid around on the flat rock that served as his seat to face them.  He looked to be at least fifty, although with the fluffy white beard and mustache that hid most of his face it was difficult to be sure.  His white hair was chopped short on the top and sides, probably to minimize upkeep, and just a little longer in back.  Even the beard had been hacked off so that it wasn’t more than a couple of inches long.
 
   Wise and humorous eyes peered out of the wrinkled face, and a generous round nose filled in much of the remaining landscape.  The man’s lips couldn’t be seen, hidden somewhere beneath the hair on his face.  Sitting, his height couldn’t be judged exactly, but he appeared to be of medium height, with a build that Rigo would have termed husky.  He appeared fit and at ease.  Other than a belt knife he carried no weapons they could see, other than a stout staff made from a branch of a tree that rested against a rock a dozen paces away.  It appeared to be well worn.
 
    “You don’t seem to be concerned about our presence.  Maybe we are scouts for raiders,” Kaler said.
 
   The man snorted at the idea.  “You aren’t raiders.  That’s pretty obvious.”
 
   “Maybe we’re bandits,” Kaler said, pursuing the idea.
 
   “Ye ain’t,” the man said positively.  “I could tell that from far off.  You look like a mixed lot that doesn’t know what they are about.  You’re the only one that’s really armed.  Of course, now that you’re near, I can see the woman has a couple of knives hidden away.  And of course, you have that wizard’s staff,” he said pointing at Rigo with a large spoon.
 
   “My what?” Rigo sputtered taken aback.  “Are you talking about my walking stick?”
 
   “It’s a lot more than that,” the old man said positively.
 
   “This is just an old staff that helps me walk, and also serves as a defense weapon,” Rigo insisted.
 
   The old man fixed Rigo with a knowing look.  “Of course it is.  We both know better.  I’ve seen one before.  Ain’t likely to forget something like that.”
 
   “Who are you?” Daria asked to change the subject.
 
   The eyes shifted to her, lingering as he evaluated her carefully.  “I think you might be the dangerous one,” he said finally.  Then he added, “I’m Ash’urn.  Welcome to my camp.  Anyone hungry?  I made a lot of stew when I saw you would get here for supper.”
 
   “That’s a name,” Rigo said.  “But it doesn’t explain who you are.”
 
   “I’m a wanderer; a naturalist, a biologist, a scientist, an explorer, an adventurer – whatever you like.  Take your pick.  Mostly I’m just a curious sort and like to have a look at things that grab my fancy.  Some say I’m just nosy.  I’ve been a teacher.  Maybe I’m a scholar of sorts.  I’ve seen a lot and know a bunch of random facts.”
 
   “What brings you here?” Kaler asked.  “What is there to study out here?”
 
   “Well, that’s kind of my business, but in fact I’ve been following the southern mountains.  I’ve traveled all the way from the Great Sea.  Seems to me there has to be a way to get on the other side, but it looks like I’ll need to travel on into Lopal if I’m to find a way.  I could float down the river here, but that’s a one way trip.  I usually like to know a way back from places I visit.  I might not like it down there, after all.”
 
   “You’re going into Lopal?” Rigo asked.
 
   “That’s what I said, isn’t it?  By the way, if you’re staying, one of you best fetch your horses before it gets dark.  It’s treacherous climbing around these hills at night.”
 
   “I’ll go,” Kaler offered.  
 
   “Good,’ Ash’urn said.  “Company’s always welcome.  Maybe you can tell me what you three are stumbling about out here for while we eat.”
 
   Ash’urn stood up nimbly enough.  Rigo realized the man was taller than he’d expected.  His worn, faded and scuffed pants and a sturdy pair of boots both had seen lots of service.  His shirt was long sleeved, but rolled up against the heat with a couple of the top clasps undone showing the white hairs on his chest.  He walked over to a sack and rummaged around, coming out with more bowls and spoons.  He waved these at Rigo and Daria, who slowly came forward and accepted the dishes.
 
   “Help yourself,” Ash’urn said as he shoveled another spoonful into his own mouth.
 
    
 
   “Where are you headed in Lopal?” Daria asked as they sat around the campfire.  They had finished up and it was now quite dark.  The fire lit up the small circle of campers, their blankets spread around the circumference.  For the moment they sat on the blankets and traded small talk.
 
   “I figure I’ll have to follow the southern range all the way to the Ruins,” Ash’urn replied.  “From what I’ve been told and read, there isn’t a southern passage in Lopal any more than there is in Kellmore.  “I’ll have a look, but if needed, I’ll continue east.  The mountains are supposed to fade away out in the wastelands somewhere.  How about you?  What are you looking for in Lopal?”
 
   “Who said we are headed into Lopal?” Rigo asked.
 
   “It’s pretty obvious. Otherwise why would you be following the river so close.  It’s a lot easier to travel a half-day inland.  There’s even a trail.  But then you know that.”
 
   “We have personal business in central Lopal,” Rigo said finally.
 
   “That so?” Ash’urn said.  “That’s why you are sneaking in the country down here rather than traveling the easy way up north a ways.”  Then he shook his head.  “Sorry.  I told you I was nosy.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Daria said, smoothing over the moment.  “There are some people we are looking for.  We are not sure exactly where they might be and want to be able to ask questions as we travel north.”
 
   “Maybe you’d like to join us until our paths point us in different directions?” Kaler suggested.  “We both need to find a way across the river.”
 
   “Don’t think so,” Ash’urn said.  “You’re lost.  Can’t see how that’ll help me much.”
 
   “I suppose you know how to get across the river?” Rigo asked.
 
   “’Course I do,” Ash’urn said.  “Why else would I be here?”
 
   “You mean there is a way across nearby?” Daria asked.
 
   “A half days walk from here,” Ash’urn replied.  “Maybe you want to join me?”
 
   “Where is this crossing?” Kaler asked, doubtful the old man knew what he was talking about.
 
   “A place called the connector,” the old man answered.  “There is a large waterfall just over the next hill.  At the bottom, the river goes underground for a spell.  The land between Kellmore and Lopal are joined at that point and one can just walk across.”
 
   “We had been planning to simply loop around the next couple of mountains and get away from the rocky cliffs before following the river again,” Rigo said.
 
   “Well then, you would have had to walk all the way to Ny’em before finding a crossing,” Ash’urn told him.
 
   Everyone was silent for a while.  After a while, Ash’urn pointed at Rigo’s staff.
 
   “Are you willing to tell me about that?”
 
   “My walking staff?” Rigo asked cautiously. 
 
   Even through his beard Rigo could see the old man’s frown.  “We both know better,” Ash’urn said finally.  “Or perhaps you don’t know what you have there, but I find that hard to believe.  At least based on what I’ve been able to learn after forty years of looking.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Rigo asked, suddenly curious.
 
   “I saw one much like it once before,” Ash’urn said slowly.  “I was about ten.  A man, about your age visited the village where I lived.  He carried an old staff like that, same kind of aged wood.  There was a problem at the time with the herds being thinned out by some kind of wild beast.  No one ever saw it, but each day one or two of the bison were gone.  This man came into the village and offered to see what he could do.  The village elders explained where the losses had been happening and he headed out one night alone to see what he could discover.  Everyone was afraid to go with him, but I was just a stupid child.  I knew the way and several shortcuts as well.  I caught up to him and trailed him.”
 
   “He found the herd and set up behind some rocks to wait and see what would appear.  I hid in a tree, afraid to go any closer or to be on the ground.  I wished then I had stayed in the village.  After several hours something attacked.  The man seemed unconcerned and walked out into the open and challenged the beast, whatever it was. It was too dark to see distinctly.  It was large however, and seemed to flicker with some kind of internal light.  As the man walked toward the beast, it shot a flickering bolt of yellow light at him.  Sort of like lightening, only very faint.  The man seemed to push it aside without a thought and then from his staff or his hand, I’ve never been sure which, shot a bolt of brilliant blue white light.  It was so intense I couldn’t see clearly.  After the light dimmed, he walked over and checked where the beast had been.  Then he stood and walked into the trees. We never saw him again.”
 
   “What was the beast?” Kaler asked after a moment.
 
   “I don’t know,” the man said truthfully.  “I hid in the tree until it was light.  Then I carefully crept down to have a look.  All that was left were a few remains and a corpse I couldn’t make sense out of.  I was too afraid of what I had seen to tell anyone else in the village.”
 
   “Where did this happen?” Rigo asked finally.
 
   “I was born in the far northeast of Lopal,” Ash’urn replied.  “It was there I saw the staff like yours.  I have always wanted answers since that time.  When I was old enough I started looking, hoping I might find the man again.  I never have.”
 
   Rigo questioned him about the man but there was little Ash’urn could add.  It had been a long time ago and there had been nothing to distinguish the man.  He could have been anybody.
 
   “That’s quite a tale,” Daria said.
 
   “It ain’t a tale,” Ash’urn snapped.  “It’s the truth by all the gods.  And I know that staff your friend carries can do the same.  Do you know how to use it, or are you carrying something you don’t understand?” he asked looking at Rigo.
 
   Rigo was shaken by what he had just heard. The description of the bolt from the staff matched too closely to what he had read in the accounts just a few weeks earlier.  He had to believe the old man had seen what he described.  He also appeared to know the way across the river.  Perhaps he could be helpful to them.  Something inside him told him that the old man was very important to what lay ahead.
 
   “I can’t do what you described,” Rigo said finally.  “But I can do a few lesser things.”
 
   “You have the power of magic?” the old man said, his face revealing he hadn’t really dared to hope even though he’d been so positive in his claims.  “Show me,” he pleaded.
 
   Rigo picked up his staff and caused it to form a ball of light, the same light he and Kaler had used to explore the cave so long ago.
 
   “I knew it,” Ash’urn said, as though the weight of forty years had been lifted.  “I knew what I saw was real!”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 30
 
    
 
    
 
   Ash’urn was up with first light and had a fire going so that a warm broth could quickly be made when the others rolled out ready for the day.
 
   “Are you certain you know a way across the river?” Kaler asked the older man.  “Have you ever crossed here before?”
 
   “Once before,” Ash’urn assured him.  “Two years ago when I first heard of the place I came in search of it.  Be assured it exists as I’ve described it.  It is a sight to behold and not so very far.”
 
   They quickly finished a breakfast of the broth and what remained of the two geese that Rigo had brought down the morning before.  Then they set to packing up the camp, which went quickly with four pairs of hands.
 
   “What have you got in there?” Rigo asked after he helped Ash’urn load a heavy leather bag onto the pack horse the old man used to carry most of his belongings.
 
   “My journals.  I keep records of the places I’ve been.  Maps, descriptions of the country.  I hope one day to write a number of books.”
 
   “You carry them with you everywhere you go?” asked Daria in wonder.
 
   Ash’urn shook his head.  “There would be too many.  Every year or so I drop off what I had added at the home of my brother.  He keeps them for me.”
 
   “Where is that?”
 
   “In northern Lopal where I lived as a child.  Not many from my village ever leave there.  I am somewhat unusual and many in the village think I am not entirely sane.  But at long last I may have found what I have been searching for.”  He glanced at Rigo as he said this.
 
   Once everything was loaded, they set off with the old adventurer leading the way.  Rigo rode alongside him trying to answer some of the questions that he was bombarded with.  Daria and Kaler rode a short distance behind.
 
   They climbed up the backside of the first hill, then looped away from the river.  They followed Ash’urn through the thinning broadleaf trees down through a saddle-point that looked as if it would dead end not very far ahead of them.  When it appeared they could go no farther, a sudden turn in the hillside revealed a narrow passageway between a pair of huge boulders that opened onto a flat expanse of ground that extended for some distance to the east.
 
   They rode carefully onto the rocky ground whose thin soil supported only bushes and the rare tree.  Large areas were smooth expanses of bare stone that would have been difficult to cross without the horses slipping had it not been as level as it was.
 
   “We are over the river now,” Ash’urn said.  He pointed to the north and south.  They could see the river in the distance, and it was obvious by connecting the two that unless the mighty river made a very sharp loop somewhere, it had to cross through the point where they stood.  To the north a distant rumbling could be heard.
 
   “Come, you should see this,” Ash’urn urged and turned his horse northward.  
 
   The thundering grew in intensity as they moved toward the strip of river they could see to the north.  After a bit, Ash’urn signaled them to tether their horses.
 
   “We should go the rest of the way on foot,” he explained.
 
   They walked single file, Ash’urn, Rigo, Daria, and Kaler bringing up the rear.  It was difficult to talk over the roar of the falls which had to be close.  They worked their way between massive stone boulders, and had to move more slowly as the rocks became wet with the mist from the falls.  Small rivulets of water flowed between the rocks at their feet, sometimes forming mini streams that worked their way back in the direction of the river.
 
   Then, there it was.  A series of massive waterfalls as the river thundered over rocky cliffs to a small roiling lake below.  The falls were of different heights, some a single plunge into the waters of the lake, others a series of smaller falls.  The amount of water cascading over the edge was incredible, as was the resulting noise.  Below, the lake churned and spun the water around in a whirlpool.  At the base of the stone mountain they stood upon, where the water would normally have continued on its way, was a sheer stone wall.  Waves broke against the base, but the wall appeared continuous.  Somewhere, under the surface of the swirling waters was a massive tunnel carved into the base of the mountain.  Large enough that all the water flowing over the falls was able to find passage down under the mountain.
 
   “That’s incredible,” Rigo said, looking in awe at the magnificent display.
 
   “The far side is less impressive,” Ash’urn said.  “The water flows out of the ground almost sedately from a number of openings and rejoins to form the river once again.  It is hidden from sight only along this short crossing which we could walk from end to end in less than a half glass.”
 
   They were getting wet and it was time to continue on.  Ash’urn led them back to the horses and they resumed their trek across the passage.
 
   “So you don’t know how you came to be blessed with such powers?” Ash’urn asked Rigo as they walked side by side leading their horses.
 
   Rigo had explained a little about himself and that he was unable to answer many of the burning questions that had driven Ash’urn since he had witnessed the wizard kill the beast so long ago.
 
   “You imply that your journey is related to your own search for answers,” Ash’urn said.
 
   “We have learned that the ancient stories consistently point to a small area in eastern Lopal where people with magical powers were said to live.  I am hoping there are answers to be found there.  It would not be inconsistent with your own experience.  Where we are headed is only weeks away from where you lived as a youth.”
 
   “I would travel with you,” Ash’urn said.  “You offer the best chance I’ve had at learning about those with magical powers.  If nothing comes of it, I can always visit my village and exchange my load of journals before continuing on my own.”
 
   “What about your trip south of the mountains?” Rigo asked.
 
   “The Ruins and the mountains will still be there.  I feel I can be of use to you in your travels.  I am, after all, a native of Lopal.  That might work in your favor, especially now that relations are deteriorating between countries.”
 
   They arrived at the far side where the soil became thicker and the trees begin to grow more abundantly.  The Lopal side was flatter, at least along the river’s edge.  They passed several sandy beaches before coming to a split in the trail, one path continuing along the river northward and the other branching east, heading toward a deep valley between the mountains.
 
   “I believe we should travel inland before turning north,” Ash’urn said.  “We will be less likely to encounter others, and those we do see will be less likely to be expecting someone from Kellmore or Branid so far inside the borders.”
 
    
 
   Three days later they approached a small village.  
 
   “It’ll be easy enough to skirt around unseen,” Ash’urn explained, “but it might be wise if we invest in some more appropriate local clothing.  What you are wearing was obviously purchased along the river and was intended for sale to visitors from outside Lopal.”
 
   “I thought it matched the local style quite well,” Kaler objected.
 
   “Only to the eyes of a foreigner,” Ash’urn countered, pointing out several discrepancies that were obvious once identified.
 
   “I would suggest that Daria and I go in and do some shopping.  I can pass as a local, and she can be my niece visiting from up-country.”
 
   “Are you certain you can pass?”
 
   “Quite certain,” Ash’urn replied, but now his accent was thick and mimicked exactly the speech of the locals.  “Remember, I was born here.”
 
   “That’s amazing,” Rigo said.
 
   “I have a way with languages,” Ash’urn replied.  “I’ve found it works to be able to pass as a local.  You will note my dress is a blend that could be almost anything.”
 
   “What about Daria though?  Won’t she raise questions?”
 
   “Certainly she is dressed oddly, but I think the attention will be more on the fact she is an attractive young woman.  So long as she doesn’t speak, other than short phases of agreement or dissent, I’m certain we can pass.”
 
   They made camp an hour out of the village, and while Kaler and Rigo stayed behind, Daria and Ash’urn headed off into town.  They returned just before dark having purchased new clothing for the trio, as well as restocking their travel food.  They spent the night and left early, passing the village with a wide margin well before many would be up.
 
    
 
   “I don’t like it,” Daria said looking at the narrow pass ahead of them.  Kaler voiced his agreement.
 
   The path narrowed and wound its way for a considerable distance between closely spaced stone hillsides with patches of dense brush and trees nestled into the flat areas where there was room.  There was no way to go but ahead or back, and it was the kind of place where one could be trapped.
 
   “Yes, I had forgotten what this was like,” admitted Ash’urn.  “I wasn’t particularly concerned about such things the last time I was through here.  The only other path is to back-track a day or so, then work our way around the current range of mountains and come up the far side.  It’ll take a week or more, but it is possible.”
 
   “No one is looking for us,” Rigo argued.  “In the worst case we are Kellmorian tourists who are perhaps more inland than is common.   We haven’t seen any soldiers, or much of anyone else to worry about.  How long before this opens up into forest again?”
 
   “Perhaps a glass of walking at a normal pace,” Ash’urn said, dipping into his memory.
 
   “I vote we continue onward,” Rigo said.  “We won’t be able to avoid every questionable area if we are to get where we want to go.”
 
   Somewhat uncertainly, the others agreed to press on.  Ash’urn led the way having passed this way before, and he would be the person they would want to speak with anyone they encountered.  Hopefully his familiarity with the language and customs would allow him to bluff their way past any interference.
 
   The trail closed in as they made their way down the side of the small hill and into the narrow confines of the valley.  The large rocks that lay along the base of the trail had obviously fallen from the steep sides of the rock walls around them.  The brush usually extended less than a couple of paces off the trail filling in gaps between the massive stones before running into the vertical walls themselves.  Sometimes there were small areas that extended fifty paces or so off the trail in one direction or another.  These they watched closely.  In addition to soldiers, there was always the chance of encountering highway thieves, although given the lack of foot traffic in this area it wouldn’t be very likely.
 
   The first sign of trouble came when a large man mounted on a gray war-horse rode into the trail in front of them.  He had his sword drawn and was backed by five others wearing uniforms of some kind.  Ash’urn came to a halt and signaled the others to stop as well.  Then they noticed the archers positioned in the trees on either side of them.  The waiting archers had chosen their locations for concealment and field of fire.  The four travelers were caught in a crossfire.  The archers could fire freely without worrying about hitting their own, and anyone trying to flee back down the trail would be exposed long enough that multiple arrows would have a chance at them.  With a half dozen archers on either side of the trail, they had little chance of getting away.
 
   The leader shouted for them to throw down their weapons and surrender.  Ash’urn tried to argue they were peaceful travelers and questioned why they were being accosted.  
 
   “Spies,” yelled the leader pointing at Kaler.  You are dressed as locals, but there is no doubt of your origin.”
 
   The man rushed forward, his sword swinging in an attempt to cut Ash’urn from his saddle.  Kaler was able to move quickly enough and drew his own blade in time to block the attempt, steel ringing on steel.  The encounter was all the archers waiting needed.  They released nearly in unison, a dozen arrows flying toward the group.  
 
   Rigo prepared to block those arrows he could and was about to release a series of fireballs at the attackers, but he knew it would be too late.  There were too many arrows and each of the members of the party had been targeted.
 
   Miraculously, the speeding arrows simply came to a halt in the air, then simply dropped harmlessly to the ground.  Almost as one, both parties became aware of a man standing off to one side atop one of the larger rocks, his hand out, a soft glow surrounding his body.  One of the archers got off another shot, this one at a range of no more than ten paces directed toward the new comer.  The arrow couldn’t miss, but somehow it seemed to, passing almost through the same space as the man.  He seemed totally unperturbed by the attempt.
 
   As the archers readied additional arrows, the leader and his supporting swordsmen pressed forward.  Kaler was quick to engage, and Daria released a pair of knives that found their mark and reduced the number of fighters.  Kaler took down one, then two, and was finally left fighting the last pair.  They tried to get on either side of him, but Daria was quick to slip into position, and the remaining soldier suddenly realized his innards were spilling onto the ground.  That left Kaler and the leader.  That wasn’t even a fair fight.  Already the leader was giving ground as Kaler’s hand flashed with the wickedly sharp Kellmore blade.
 
   While this was happening, Rigo released ball after ball of fire at the archers in the left group.  He had taken down three of them when a bright flash originated from the man off to his right.  The intense beam of energy sliced through the six archers on the right, literally burning them from existence.  The remaining three in the group Rigo was fighting tried to flee, but a second bolt took them as well.  
 
   Rigo looked to see how his friends were doing and realized the fighting was over.  Kaler had finished off the leader, and was walking back to check on Ash’urn who had slipped off his horse and hidden behind one of the boulders.  Rigo then turned his eyes toward their savior.  The man confidently surveyed the carnage, then jumped down lightly from the rock perch from which he had conducted his part of the battle.  Something about the man seemed familiar to Rigo.  He also was aware that for the second time since he’d owned it, his necklace was warm against his chest under his shirt.  
 
   As the man walked toward him a smile on his face, Rigo was shocked to see why he was familiar.  It took a few seconds for him to dig up the name, but there was no doubt it was Burke, the man he’d met briefly in Branid so many months before.  Now that he recognized him, Rigo could see he was dressed very much as he’d been before.  Even his trim beard was the same.
 
   “Greetings Rigo,” Burke said as he came close.  “Seems like you have a habit of drawing trouble upon yourself.”
 
   “Burke?  Is it really you?  What in Riso’s name are you doing here?  Where did you come from?”
 
   “Lot’s of questions,” Burke replied with a wry grin.  “All in due time, my friend.  For the moment, I think it would be wise if we got away from this spot for now.  We can talk later.”
 
   Rigo looked around and nodded.  Burke was right.  Then he remembered the warmth against his chest.  He reached into his shirt and pulled out the pendant.  It was warm to the touch and glowing brightly.
 
   Burke said, “Handy things those pendants.  It let me know where you were.  Has other capabilities that make them handy as well.  Another thing we can talk about later.”
 
   “Are you a wizard?” Rigo asked, hardly daring to believe.  After all the searching and talk, to be face to face with someone who appeared to be considerably stronger than himself was overwhelming.
 
   “Clearly so,” replied Burke.  “You didn’t really think you were the only one with such abilities, did you?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 31
 
    
 
    
 
   Normally they would have taken a few minutes to see if there was anything that was worth taking from the bodies, but Burke was insistent that they clear the area quickly, so they left the remaining dead.  Those who Burke had incinerated with the powerful beam were nothing more than ash.  They mounted their horses and followed Burke forward on the trail.  He had left a mount a short distance ahead, and he climbed onto the animal quickly and led them through the narrow pass.  On the far side, he turned off into the brush, following a path only he seemed to see.
 
   “Where did you come from?” Rigo asked when they had been riding along through the trees for a while.
 
   “Ny’em,” Burke replied.
 
   “What were you doing in Ny’em?” Rigo asked, recalling the time he’d met the man in Branid.
 
   “It was the closest point,” the wizard answered without elaborating.
 
   Closest to what, Rigo wondered, but it was clear Burke wasn’t going to say more until he was ready.  Rigo looked over his shoulder at the trio behind him.  Kaler shrugged.  Ash’urn looked as if his searches had finally been answered.  Daria looked cautious as though she wasn’t certain she liked the recent developments.  Of the three, Rigo felt his own emotions were closer to those of Daria for some reason.  He should have felt like Ash’urn.  After all, he’d been searching for someone like Burke for a long time.
 
   They rode in silence for a while, then Kaler spoke up from behind.   “Why are we going this way?”
 
   “The lesser king in charge of this area has been making plans to move on Kellmore.  He has his people out searching for anything amiss.  You four qualify.  The main road headed north is going to be too closely watched.  This will get us to Ny’em.  It’ll take a day or so longer, but we’ll be unlikely to be discovered.”
 
   “We weren’t intending to go to Ny’em,” Rigo said in response to Burke’s statements.
 
   “You are now,” Burke replied brusquely.  It was apparent from his voice that Burke now felt himself in control of their plans and destination.
 
   Once again Rigo felt uncomfortable with Burke’s answer, but the man had saved them, and seemed to know more about the area and what was going on than they did.  Perhaps it made sense to follow along for now.
 
   Burke lead them northwest. The path twisted and turned as they skirted small mountains and forded a couple of streams.  By the time the sun was close to dipping behind the larger range of ridges they were well away from the location where the ambush had occurred.
 
   “We can camp here,” Burke said when they came to a clearing next to a small stream fed pool. Rigo could see signs of an older campfire and wondered if Burke had camped here before on his way from Ny’em.
 
   They tethered the horses on long ropes in a patch of grass off to one side, and settled in to make their camp.  Burke chose his own spot without consulting them, and started the fire as if to show off his power.
 
   “I think it’s time to talk,” Rigo said firmly once they had completed the basic setup.
 
   Burke surveyed the group and smiled.  “I suppose my arrival was a bit unexpected.  All of you know about Rigo and his abilities with magic.  That makes this easier because usually I’m dealing with people who are unaware that such capability exists.  Like Rigo, I am a wizard.  In fact, I’m significantly more accomplished than your friend here.  But then I’ve spent better than twenty years being trained in the arts, so I have a decided advantage.”
 
   “You’ve been trained,” Rigo said.  “That implies there are others with our abilities.  Others who are trained and presumably as capable if they were the teachers.”
 
   “That is correct.  There is a small group of us.  We have been slowly growing our numbers as we locate and recruit those with the power.”
 
   “How come no one knows about you?” Daria asked, her suspicions still active under her calm demeanor.
 
   “We have chosen to remain hidden for now.  The fear of magic is ingrained in people, and we are small in number.  Until we are better established, it is felt we should stay on our own.”
 
   “Where are you located?” Ash’urn asked quietly.  “I have searched the whole of the land looking for you.”
 
   Burke shot him a glance.  “Our location is secret, for the reasons I just explained to you.”
 
   “I thought it was your intention to take us there?” Kaler asked.  “If so, we will find out soon enough anyway.”
 
   “Our means of travel will surprise you.  It is such that you won’t know where the settlement is located.  That is necessary if we are to remain hidden.”
 
   “How did you find us?” Daria asked pointedly.  It was a good question.  They had been out of contact for days and loose in the wilderness, yet Burke had seemingly walked right to them.
 
   “I was looking for Rigo here.  I’ve been sent to recruit him.”
 
   “That doesn’t explain how you found us,” Kaler noted.
 
   “That is so,” Burke replied.  He pointed to Rigo’s chest where the pendant was hidden.  “That told me where you were,” he said.
 
   Rigo looked down where Burke was pointing then withdrew the glowing medallion.  “This guided you?”
 
   “That’s one of its functions.  We release a number of them throughout the lands.  Different styles, of course, for Kellmore and Lopal as different gods are worshipped, but the idea is the same.  They gravitate toward anyone with the ability.  Once a person such as yourself finds and acquires one of these, it triggers a signal back to us in the settlement.  We then know where it is.”
 
   Thinking of his staff Rigo asked.  “You can’t simply send it off to seek out those with the power?  The individual must find it and elect to acquire it?”
 
   “It would be possible to do as you say, but consider the reaction of someone if such an object were to suddenly appear around their neck.  It would be cast off in fear.  If you acquire it on your own, then your are likely to wear it until you can be found.  It takes time to travel to where the person with power is located, you realize.”
 
   “You said there are other uses,” Rigo noted.
 
   “You see how it glows,” Burke said.  “How many times have you seen it do that?”
 
   “Never actually, although there is one other time I suspect it glowed, but I didn’t witness it.  It grew warm once before.  That was the last time we met.”
 
   “That would be the case.  You see, it turns warm and glows to alert you to the presence of another with the power.  It is glowing now because I am here.  The fact it has never glowed for you except those two occasions indicates you have never been in the presence of another with the power.”
 
   “I can see reasons why it might be inconvenient to have others aware of where I am at all times,” Rigo noted.
 
   “The tracking ability can be disabled,” Burke explained.
 
   “And how would I do that?” Rigo asked.
 
   “That is something you will be taught once we get where we are going.  It is rather simple and will be part of your training.”
 
   Rigo noted that Burke felt it simple, but had avoided explaining how it might be done.
 
   “You must have known the last time we met that I had ability with the power.  How come you didn’t recruit me at that time?”
 
   Rigo knew that had Burke approached him back then, he would have followed the man eagerly.  Now for some reason, he was reluctant to simply go along with his wishes.  There was something about the man’s approach.
 
   “That had been the intent actually.  I was to reveal myself and bring you back.  However, your staff was a surprise.  It is somewhat unique.  In fact, there is only one other known that is anything like it.  Yours appears to be the more powerful and there was a question as to why it had aligned itself with you.  I decided it was best to return home and discuss the matter with the Directorate.  By the time a decision was made, you had disappeared.”
 
   “The pendant was stolen,” Rigo said softly.
 
   “That would explain it,” Burke agreed.  “It took the pendant, which was now linked to you, some time to find its way back into your possession.  It lacks the power of your staff.”
 
   “Do you know what my staff is?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Not exactly, although like the other one that exists it is extremely old and has powers we still don’t understand.  It comes from a time before the dying out, when those with magic were almost wiped from the world.”
 
   “Why would it have chosen me?”
 
   “That is one question the Directorate is anxious to understand.”
 
   “When will we meet this Directorate of yours?” Daria asked.  She had been listening to the discussion between the two wizards with great interest.
 
   “Another two days will bring us to the outskirts of Ny’em.  From there we can activate the transfer to our destination.”
 
   “And we can’t just go direct?” she asked.
 
   “Unfortunately no.  There remain points from which transfer can be activated.  They are remnants from the past.  One must be sufficiently close to use them.  Otherwise, we must all travel the same slow way.”
 
   “Your powers are not infinite then?”
 
   “Of course not,” Burke answered.  “But I have abilities that are much broader than your friend.”
 
   “For example?” Daria asked.  Rigo could tell that Burke had run afoul of her internal warning systems as well as his own.
 
   Burke rubbed his face and then stroked his beard in thought.  “How about this then?”
 
   He held out his hands spaced about the width of his body.  A brilliant orange glow formed that drifted quickly over to Daria and enveloped her.  Her eyes grew wide and her mouth opened as she sucked in a sudden breath.  She hissed softly as the glow disappeared into her body.
 
   “What are you doing?” Rigo stood and demanded.  
 
   Burke ignored him.  
 
   Kaler stood and withdrew his sword and was about to advance on Burke, when the wizard gave him a look and Kaler found himself rooted to the spot unable to move.  Rigo wished for his staff, and found that he was somehow blocked and couldn’t use his magic.
 
   As they considered what to do, the glow that had penetrated Daria was fading away.  Burke lowered his hands, and Daria slumped momentarily, then sat up straight.  A surprised look spread across her face and she quickly ran her right hand under her tunic and across her side.  Shock spread across her face and she ripped open the garment ignoring the presence of the men around her.  Her skin was whole and smooth, the ugly ragged scar gone.
 
   “I can move freely again,” she said.  “The lingering pain is gone.”
 
   “Healing is one of the more difficult arts to learn, but for those with the skill, it can do the most amazing things,” Burke said.  “You have been repaired. It is as though the wound had never happened.”
 
   “I have a question,” Ash’urn said from his seat behind the others.  “Long ago one like you came to my village and destroyed a creature of some kind.  Who was that and what was it about?”
 
   Burke nodded.  “That is one of the answers you will get once we arrive.  For now, it is getting late and we have a lot of ground to cover in the morning and the trail will be challenging.  I would ask you to hold your questions until another time so we can get the rest we require.”
 
   There was little option but to do as Burke asked.  Rigo had noted that Burke didn’t answer certain questions and had shifted the discussion elsewhere.  As everyone made final preparations for sleep, he spoke briefly with Daria.
 
   “It’s really better?” he asked.
 
   She nodded.  “You saw.  I feel like my old self again.”
 
   “What do you think of our new friend?” Rigo asked softly.
 
   Daria shook her head as her eyes glanced across the campground toward the horses where Burke had gone moments before.  Later, she was telling him.
 
    
 
   The next morning they were on the trail early.  Burke hadn’t mislead them about the difficulty of the trail and there was little time to converse.  During one of the few times they were able to ride two abreast Rigo asked Burke about the war.
 
   “It is almost upon us,” Burke agreed.  “That is one reason we must make haste.  With enough of us, we might be able to prevent it from happening or at least minimize the impact.  Man is still recovering from the plague.  It is not the time to further reduce our numbers and strength in such a foolish manner.”
 
   That night they camped by another stream.  This night Burke was disinclined to speak of magic nor to demonstrate further capabilities.  Once again they were on the trail early the next day.  It rained heavily that morning, but somehow they were not affected by it.  Burke did something so that as they rode the drops were falling all about them and soaking the ground, while the party and their horses did not get wet.  The drops passed all around them, but none seemed to strike them.  Rigo examined the aura around Burke carefully in an attempt to see how it was doing it.
 
    
 
   They broke from their travels to make camp a little early.  While the others were getting the camp set up, Burke pulled Rigo off to one side.  Staff in hand, Rigo followed the other, wondering what he had in mind.
 
   “We are close enough,” Burke said.  “We can leave them now.”
 
   “What do you mean, leave them?” Rigo asked.
 
   “They do not have the ability.  They cannot come with us.  Only you and I will be going to the settlement.”
 
   “And what are they to do?”
 
   “They can make their way to Ny’em, or make their way back the way we have come.  It doesn’t really matter.”
 
   “You yourself indicated that this area was dangerous.  You have led them close to the village, and now would desert them?”
 
   “They are unimportant.  We have a more important matter to resolve.”
 
   “You mean the war?”
 
   “The war is not really that important either.  You are needed to help with a larger issue.”
 
   “And what would that be?”
 
   “I am not authorized to reveal that to you.  The Directorate will explain everything once we arrive.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Rigo said suddenly.  Burke’s casual disregard for his friends had been enough to decide the matter for him.  He had long wished to find others like himself, but there was something here he didn’t like.  Once he was taken to this settlement, he might not have any chance to decide for himself.  If Burke was any example, they expected everyone to do as they wished.  Rigo didn’t think he would be happy under such conditions.
 
   “You have no choice in the matter,” Burke said suddenly and blue colored bands suddenly surrounded Rigo, holding him firm.  He was unable to dislodge them no mater how hard he tried.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked loudly.
 
   Daria heard him and looked over toward them.  “Rigo,” she cried and started his way.  Kaler heard her cry and followed just behind her.
 
   “Fools,” Burke cursed.  He walked toward Rigo and standing next to him created a huge energy bubble around them.  Daria threw a knife at Burke, but it bounced harmlessly off the glowing sphere that surrounded them.  
 
   “Let me go,” Rigo insisted.
 
   “Sorry,” Burke replied.  “You will understand later.”
 
   The sphere started to pulse with changing colors.  Rigo knew he was trapped.  Then the bands that held him suddenly dropped away.  The staff was glowing with its own display of power.  Ripples of light seemed to pulse along its length.  Without knowing why or if it were possible, Rigo stepped through the surface of the sphere.  Burke stared at him, his eyes reflected his disbelief of what he’d just seen.
 
   The sphere started to fade, but the staff sent a burst of energy toward it that caused it to rapidly shrink.  Burke was still inside and seemed to shrink with it.  It kept getting smaller and smaller, and then with a barely audible pop, simply disappeared.
 
   “What did you do to him?” Kaler asked.
 
   “I didn’t,” Rigo said in wonder.  “I wouldn’t have known how.  The staff did it.  It didn’t want me to go with him.  I assume it sent him wherever he was headed, but maybe it destroyed him.  I simply don’t know.”
 
   “What did he tell you?” Daria asked.
 
   “He was going to take me and leave the rest of you here.”
 
   Ash’urn looked shocked at the revelation.
 
   “He’ll be back,” Daria warned.  “Him or another like him.  They can always find you if what he said about that pendant is true.”
 
   Rigo nodded and withdrew the pendant.  It no longer glowed.  He had felt it cool as Burke had disappeared.  It would probably be best to simply discard it, but being able to identify someone with the power was a very useful tool.  Suddenly he knew what to do.  He took hold of his staff and opened it to where the coins were stored.  He withdrew two of the coins and placed the pendant in their place.  Somehow there was just the right amount of room, which encouraged him. Then he replaced the upper section.  The wood merged into a single continuous piece.
 
   “What did you do?” Daria asked.
 
   “The pendant can’t be tracked while it’s inside the staff,” he told her.
 
   “You’re sure?” Kaler asked doubtful.  “How would you know?”
 
   “That staff told me,” he said.  “I just know.”
 
   “Why don’t you simply throw it away ?” Kaler asked.
 
   Rigo explained his reasons
 
   “Can you still use it to identify those with power while it’s inside the staff?” Daria asked.
 
   “Somehow I think so,” Rigo said.  “Come on. Let’s get away from here in case they come back.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 32
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It’oni strung together several of his favorite and most colorful curses as he condemned the heritage of the assassin who had failed him.  He had been visited by a messenger several days earlier with the return of his payment plus an additional twenty percent.  For whatever reason, the man wasn’t going to be able to follow through on the agreed removal of I’Vorris.  It’oni had been led to believe that couldn’t happen.  Once the original money had changed hands, the assassin had been said to always follow through.  The matter was supposed to be settled and firm.  Now It’oni would need to proceed on his own.  I’Vorris continued to drag his feet and was clearly waiting for the Caucus before deciding any action, so nothing had changed in the urgency of getting rid of the man. 
 
   As he prepared for his departure from his own village to travel to the meeting, It’oni considered what might have happened.  Could the contract have been discovered and I’Vorris taken some action?  That was highly unlikely because he would more than likely be dead under such circumstances.  Perhaps I’Vorris had happened to have similar thoughts and offered a higher price.  It wasn’t like the man, but not impossible given the circumstances.  Who could be certain?  It’oni glanced around him uncomfortably.  No one knew who the assassin was, and with all the mercenaries he had hired of late, he could be here at this moment.
 
   “Pa, the wagons are loaded and we’re ready to leave,” said Mor’tin, his eldest son.  At eighteen, he was one of his three eighteen year-old sons.  All born within months of one another, they were born to the first three wives he had taken as his right when he had been elevated to the position he now filled.   Mor’tin, along with the other two eldest sons, would be making the trip with him.  It was a great adventure to them, but given their age and seniority within the clan, it was appropriate they be given the exposure to these kinds of events.  One day he hoped one of them would succeed him. 
 
   Two of the three mothers still lived and were part of his extended family.  One had died in childbirth, not as uncommon as one would hope.  It hadn’t mattered greatly to her son who had never known her, as all of the children were raised under the watch of all the parents.  Some had to think carefully to recall who their true mother might be.  At the moment It’oni had five wives, and more than twenty children.  All the wives were treated equally, except perhaps Realen’ia who had once been his favorite but had developed a severe case of warts which he found disgusting.  As such, he avoided her as much as possible.  Still, she was the most powerful of his wives and was fiercely loyal to him.
 
   “I’ll be along in a moment,” he told Mor’tin.  He wanted to leave his brother a few final words regarding his running of the camp while he was away.  His brother would nominally be in charge.  Someone had to be, and having family, especially family that had no interest in replacing him was best. In truth, his wives would be the ones over-seeing any important activities.  Women were not allowed any official role. The gods, and more importantly the people, would rebel at such a thought.  But his wives would watch from the background and make sure his brother made all the right choices.  He trusted them in this.  They had proven their worth and ability in the past.
 
   Finally it was time and he climbed onto his horse, a large stallion that had been with him for a number of years now.  Trained in war, the horse could be counted upon if fighting developed.  His sons would ride immediately behind him.  The only ones to ride ahead of him were his two scouts, and they had already left to perform their duty of monitoring their trail.  To his right was his most trusted warrior and the man who normally controlled his fighters.  Fifty of their best would make the journey.  The number was a compromise.  They would be traveling well within the boundaries of Lopal, and war hadn’t officially broken out so they wouldn’t expect to encounter any threats.  On the other hand, I’Vorris wasn’t stupid, and if his eyes and ears were anywhere as effective as those of It’oni, he would know that he had enemies.  Eliminating one of those problems on the road would ease the way forward for the man.  
 
   The trip would take almost three weeks.  Even then, It’oni was fortunate to be so close to Rak’er where I’Vorris made his camp and the current capital of Lopal.  The capital moved depending on who was chosen Lamane, the King over all other kings.  Some of his fellows had already been on the road for several weeks in order to arrive on time.
 
   As they road out of the village the people cheered and waved.  His wives were not to be seen.  It would have been inappropriate to make such a public display.  Not so his children.  Many of them could be seen in the crowd, proud as their Pa led the procession.  Half of the fifty warriors followed immediately behind It’oni and his family.  Then came the fifteen heavily laden wagons.  The remaining twenty-five warriors rode behind the wagons, providing the rear guard.
 
   In addition to the food required for their travel, the wagons carried ceremonial clothes and weapons, plus the two large tents that he would erect to provide his residence while at the Caucus.  I’Vorris would more than likely have made arrangements for their stay, but he preferred his own quarters.  He wore his daily weapons that he would use for any fighting.  The fancy gold and jewel inlaid weapons in the wagons would be worn for the formal ceremonies in Rak’er.  
 
   The cheering slowly faded behind them as they cleared the bridge that crossed the tributary that branched from the river and provided the village with its water.  It’oni would have days to think as they traveled, and had made arrangements for the most recent messages transmitted from his spies to reach him as they traveled.  He tried to weigh his options as he rode.  There were really only a couple of choices open to him.  I’Vorris either had to be replaced by a vote of the lesser kings, or he must be killed.  Killing him could take the form of an assassination, as he’d hoped would already happen, or a direct challenge.  It’oni knew the latter was risky.  He was younger than I’Vorris by a couple of years, and a favorite and storied fighter, yet I’Vorris had not survived so many years and several challenges without being a dangerous and skillful fighter himself.  There was significant risk if It’oni were to choose that route.  It would also mean one of the two of them would have to die, and both could potentially be seriously wounded.
 
   It all depended on the vote.  Not counting I’Vorris, there were eight lesser kings.  Eight men who could cast a vote at the Caucus and decide who would be the leader of the Lopal and decide whether they would go to war or not.  With an even number, it was possible and had happened before that a tie might be reached.  In that instance, and only then, could the Lamane cast a vote to break the tie.  There was no doubt how that would go in It’oni’s mind.
 
   Of the eight, It’oni was certain of two others, Elm’ad and Ny’tor.  Both had been true friends since childhood and recent visits by his emissaries had confirmed their support for his position.  Both had been actively pursuing border actions, and stood to gain handsomely from a war.  That meant three votes that would certainly fall his way when counted with his own.  Of course, I’Vorris had his own followers, and both Shy’tan and Om’ver would almost certainly stand at his side.  A few short years ago I’Vorris could have counted on It’oni to do the same, but they both knew those days were past.  That left three that would make the decision.
 
   Bab’hon had declined to attend the Caucus.  He had made the decision widely known.  The message drums had carried his rejection of the meeting.  He was too busy with raids.  It was too bad, because he would have supported It’oni’s side and voted with him.  By not participating he was agreeing that his vote would fall with the majority.  Whichever side prevailed he would support.  That left Ser’ril and Yerid’o.  Both ruled over lands on the eastern side of Lopal, far from the border.  They stood less to gain than any of the others, and had problems of their own with the attacks to the herds in the borderlands.  They would be less likely to support the war.  That was bad for It’oni because if they voted against, it would make the count four to three against.  With Bab’hon’s default vote that would mean five to three against him, a sound loss.  He would have to see how firm the two men were in their positions.  If he could turn just one of them to his side, the vote would be the same, but in his favor.  If both seemed to support I’Vorris, he would have to consider physically removing the man, whatever the risks.  
 
   His concentration was broken when his sons wanted to discuss the upcoming meeting and what to expect.  He sighed and let his thoughts go.  He would have sufficient time to think over the coming days.
 
    
 
   I’Vorris stared at the preparations being made in the clearing for the coming Caucus.  Preparation for almost five hundred royal visitors and their men were underway.  They would arrive soon.  Almost too soon to suit him.  In his mind the meeting was a formality, but one that was necessary.  War was all but inevitable.  The raids continued at an increasing rate.  His spies around the country told the story.  The shipping on the river had all but stopped as a result of actions in the south.  Excursions across the border were mostly successful and were encouraging his leaders.  There was much to gain.  As the successes continued, the desire for more was fed.  It would be difficult to turn the blood lust around.  
 
   Resistance in the north had been the greatest.  It was odd, as that was the one area that I’Vorris would have loved to see some success.  The force that had been sent by King Rupermore had won a number of key encounters.  Had he been a true believer in the war, he would have sent more troops to aid in the battle, but that wouldn’t be consistent with his call to Caucus.  He also had to keep in mind the warning of Sooor.   Just today she had made her point again.
 
   “Whoever leads Lopal forward in war will fall,” she warned.
 
   “The war is all but inevitable,” I’Vorris had countered.  “One can see that most support it, even though a few are likely to vote for me out of loyalty.”
 
   “I know,” agreed Sooor.  “You must find a solution.”
 
   It was a thorny problem.  I’Vorris also had become aware that a price had been put on his head.  His eyes and ears had uncovered the plot, but knew only the name of the assassin and not who had placed the contract.  I’Vorris was certain it was his old friend and one time ally It’oni.  More than anyone he had the most to gain.  As a result of the information, I’Vorris had made special preparations and taken additional precautions.  The name of the assassin was one of nightmares.  He should feel proud that the very best had been deemed necessary.  KalaBhoot brought chills to one’s arms.  It was rumored that the assassin had never failed an assignment.  One could not help but wonder when the attempt would be made and whether the legend would continue to grow.  
 
   Sooor had been direct.  “Kill It’oni now.  It will send a message to the others.  Don’t allow them to organize against you.  I sense that if you go after him you will be victorious.”
 
   “That won’t stop the assassin,” I’Vorris had told her.
 
   Sooor had simply shrugged her shoulders.  “I cannot tell with this KalaBhoot.  I know you two will meet, but the outcome is somehow masked.  It is unlike anything I have encountered before.  My vision is veiled.  There has to be a meaning to this.”
 
   He would meet KalaBhoot.  That normally meant death.  Well, if that was to be his fate so be it, but he would work for what he believed until that time.  
 
   Once again he thought about the votes.  His feelers said that some were solid on both sides, but several were still in flux.  It would be hard to say until closer to the day the votes were to be cast.  Men changed their minds at the last minute and there would be pressures applied by both sides during the days here before the casting.  He wondered if he would have room to maneuver when the time came.  He also couldn’t set aside Sooor’s warning.  To lead Lopal to war was to die.  He would have to be quick on his feet.  He could see that the war was a virtual certainty.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 33
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   His arm quivering with exhaustion, Rhory swung his sword at the attacking horseman.  The bright blade of the Kellmore Serang cut through the cheap armor the man was wearing, continuing through and taking the arm off at the elbow.  The man screamed as his sword arm was cut away, the weapon he wielded falling uselessly to the ground.  There was no time to relax because his opponent was out of the battle.  Another was already taking his place.
 
   Rhory was shocked at how quickly one tired in combat.  During training sessions he had battled for an hour or more against his opponents, gradually becoming spent.  Here, in combat, he found he tired far more quickly.  Of course in practice, one knew his adversary, his skills and his weaknesses.  There also, the blades were dulled and there was no intent to cause serious harm.  On the battlefield it was shockingly different.  Each adversary was an unknown.  He might be very skillful or only moderately trained.  It might not matter, as a lucky blow could take a man down even if the other fighter wasn’t well trained. Often the encounter was over before an accurate judgement of the other’s abilities was truly known.  Sometimes there was more than one man to worry about.  He’d seen several of his men stabbed in the back while engaged fighting someone else.
 
   Each blow, skillfully thrown at him or a wild swing made in haste or fear, could be the one that brought him down.  Any encounter might be where he was seriously maimed for life or killed outright.  Awareness of the possibility added to the pressure and the stress which also accelerated one’s exhaustion.  He couldn’t understand how anyone could see fighting like this as glamorous or adventurous.  He’d be glad to never see such a day ever again.   How his father had survived years of this he couldn’t understand.  Each day he wondered if he would see the sunset.  Today was no different.  He sensed his troops were winning the advantage, but there was far too much confusion to be certain.  He was surrounded by the best of his men including his personal guard, those who still survived, so his perspective of the battle might be skewed.  His men elsewhere might not be fairing nearly so well.
 
   A huge man with what anyone else would consider a two-handed sword was about to take a swing at the back of one of his bodyguards who was busily engaged with another.  Rhory wasn’t in a position to block the intended attack, but was able to bury his sword in the heaving side of the man’s horse.  The animal screamed and reared, throwing the rider off balance and unseating him.  Rhory’s own horses kicked the man in the head as it tried to dance away from the mortally wounded and thrashing mount.
 
   From out of the swirling mass of bodies, another rider came directly at him.  Rhory parried the first blow as they passed, then circled his animal to be in position for the follow-up.  A traitorous trickle of sweat burned his eyes causing him to be late at blocking a carefully aimed blow.  The delay cost him, and he winced at the sliced flesh his tardiness earned him before awkwardly knocking away the offending blade.  His attacker had become over confident when he’d struck home, and Rhory slammed him with his shield, knocking the fighter backwards in his saddle.  Before the horseman could recover, Rhory’s blade found a soft point of entry that ended the attack.
 
   Surprisingly, there was a brief respite in the fighting.  Rhory’s chest heaved as he fought to get sufficient air into his lungs.  His sword arm felt like lead, and he could barely hold his shield in place.  He used his knees to turn the horse in place to see if any immediate threats approached.  Men and horses were down in every direction, many dead but others horribly wounded.  The downed men included far too many of his own, but even more of the enemy.  That was important because they had been outnumbered today.  
 
   Just like that the battle appeared to be over.  A few pairs still battled, but the enemy survivors were moving away, headed toward the river and breaking for the safety of Lopal just over fifty paces away across the river.  Rhory could call for his men to chase after them, and he could see his commander was already doing just that, but the chase was a feint.  They wouldn’t go very far.  Rhory was under strict orders from his father in that regard.  He couldn’t risk getting pulled into an ambush where Lopal might have superior forces in reserve, and it wouldn’t do for the heir of Branid to be caught leading forces into Lopal.  That would be an act of war that would be hard to explain away.  That Lopal had forces on Branid soil was one thing, but those were mere soldiers.  It seemed a silly distinction to Rhory, but one he wasn’t inclined to argue today. He was thoroughly spent.
 
   He had crossed the border once before.  That was the day the attackers had killed his long time friend and personal bodyguard Ucha.  Anger burning in his chest he had led his men across the river and more than two miles into Lopal before they had caught up with and slaughtered the remnants of the force that had been seeking escape.  The victory did nothing to cleanse the sour taste of the loss from his mouth, and they had ridden back to retrieve the bodies of their fallen.  Today he had more restraint.
 
   “Check the fallen,” he ordered, his voice seeming faint and weak in the aftermath of the screaming of the wounded and the ringing clash of the swords only moments before.  
 
   His men would examine each of the bodies on the field, finishing off any enemy, and sometimes their own if the wounds were clearly not survivable and the victim was in too much pain.  Those who could be saved would be brought back to camp to be cared for as best their healer was able.  His own wound in his side was already drying up, and he wouldn’t take the healer away from the more grievously wounded to deal with it.  He would be stiff for a few days, which he would have to remember if they fought again.  Eventually he would have another scar.
 
   Rhory watched as the men, all at least as tired as himself, went about their tasks.  He moved slowly among the survivors offering encouragement and attempting to take stock.  They had lost too many.  Perhaps fifty were wounded or killed.  He wouldn’t know for certain until tonight.  Some of the wounded would be able to fight again, but many would never fight another battle even if they lived. Those were normally sent home or to a nearby village for care, some to die on the way.  Infection would take over half of those with major wounds, and those who had lost limbs would be weak and unable to withstand the long ride.  At least those wounded today wouldn’t be traveling alone.
 
   This had been a major encounter.  Clearly the largest force they had yet encountered, and clearly a force of enemy soldiers.  They were too disciplined and fought as a unit, their moves coordinated as only those who had trained together could be.  Some of the other battles they had fought in the past couple of weeks had been against men like these.  Others had been different.  In those battles the enemy had been less organized and the men fought more as individuals than as a unit.  Rhory was certain they had been mercenaries.  The question was whose mercenaries?  Why would Lopal have units of mercenaries when they had units of their own forces in the area?  Even the deployment of such men was suspicious.  The more typical approach was to have mercenaries as part of the unit, filling in the ranks.  Having totally independent units made entirely of such men was not something he’d heard of before.  
 
   There were other aspects to the mystery.  The soldiers from Lopal fought to take territory and either took civilians prisoner or chased them from the land.  The units that Rhory was certain were mercenary seemed more likely to inflict massive slaughter upon the civilians, as if they were seeking to create the maximum terror in the population.  It was almost as if they wanted word of what was happening to get back to the King back in Sulen.  There were other differences.  The mercenary units wouldn’t have made a stand like the soldiers they had fought today.  More often than not they broke quickly for the security of Lopal when Rhory’s troops attacked.  
 
   That Lopal was invading Branid was no longer in question.  The attacks seemed more focused and concentrated here in the far north, but that might be a matter of timing.  It could well be that more aggressive attacks were now taking place to the south in areas they had already passed.  He would learn more about that on their return.  It looked to Rhory, however, as if Lopal was indeed interested in taking the land along the Burn River all the way to the coast.  He would send his thoughts to his father via one of the last of the messenger birds tonight.  After a day of rest it would be time to start for home.  They had learned as much as they could, and with the most recent losses, their strength was down as low as Rhory felt they could tolerate.  If they lost many more, they wouldn’t be able to put up a proper defense.
 
   “Your Lordship,” Commander Juhn said interrupting his thoughts.  
 
   Rhory looked over at the man.  He looked much as Rhory suspected he did himself.  Dried blood was present on his left leg and right arm.  He had cuts on both hands, and he looked weary beyond words.  
 
   “How bad is it?” Rhory asked, seeing the man hesitate.
 
   Commander Juhn gave him the bad news.  They’d lost more than he’d thought, but had taken almost two for one of the enemy.  
 
   Rhory took the news as stoically as he was able.  As the leader he was supposed to show little emotion, but he’d come to know these men after weeks of travel and fighting.  
 
   “They got Tross,” Juhn told him hesitantly.
 
   Rhory felt some of the remaining life drain from him.  Tross had been another of his friends since childhood and was his favorite sparing partner.  He hadn’t been slated to come on the expedition, but had begged Rhory to come along.  Rhory had finally relented at the last moment, mostly because he knew the trip would be more enjoyable with the other along.  Now he was dead.
 
   “You’re certain?” he asked.  It was a stupid question.  Juhn would never have come to him with such news had he not personally verified the loss.
 
   Juhn nodded solemnly. 
 
   “Gather the bodies,” Rhory commanded.  “I’ll light the fire myself.  Make sure the scouts are out in case the enemy tries to sneak back and surprise us.”
 
   They would cremate the bodies of their own.  Rhory wouldn’t tire his men by having them gather enough wood to do the same for the bodies of the enemy.  He wasn’t sure if they’d want that anyway.  They’d leave the bodies where they fell and let the living Lopal forces deal with the remains.  For all he knew they’d leave them for the wolves.
 
   Juhn replied, “Yes, your Lordship.”  He hesitated looking Rhory over carefully.  Rhory knew that Juhn thought there was some kind of a plot that targeted him specifically.  Several oddities had occurred during the past weeks that might be interpreted as such, but Rhory had dismissed them.  Twice Rhory had almost been killed.  Once, a mysterious break in their lines that had left his flank open to the enemy had almost been the end of him.  Fortunately Commander Juhn had come along with reinforcements and saved the day.  On another occasion, his own personal guard had been able to beat back a determined thrust that seemed aimed specifically at him.  Rhory had claimed he was naturally the target of the enemy, and there was little more to it than that.  Juhn hadn’t been so certain, and had even made known his distrust of the priest who traveled with them.  Rhory wasn’t too surprised there either.  His disdain of the church was well known, and some of the priests had a personal dislike of him as a result.  Had it been up to him he wouldn’t have brought the man along, but his father had insisted that the men would have been unhappy without a representative of their faith along.  Many would die, and wouldn’t want to make the transition without a holy man to send them on.
 
   Rhory couldn’t help but wonder about his wife and her sense of foreboding before he’d left.  She had once told him that if she was ever to have the power to sense future events it would come after she was pregnant.  Well, she was now pregnant, so had it happened?  Could she sense the future?  If so, she hadn’t told him as much.  Perhaps she had gained insight into the future.  Rhory was certain she would have warned him if the future held anything menacing for him. Up to now he’d felt her mood was simply that of a pregnant wife seeing her husband sent off to a dangerous and distant place.  Perhaps there was more?  He wished she were close and he could speak with her.
 
   With a heavy heart, Rhory rode his horse over to where the bodies were being gathered.  He would help as much as the men would allow, but as the heir, he wasn’t supposed to perform such menial work.  He wanted at least to look upon the faces of the men who had died for Branid, for him, this day.  He was glad the rest would be heading home, but the news he carried told him they would be seeing far more of this kind of day for the foreseeable future.  Good men and friends had died, and for what reason he couldn’t say.  War was upon them.  It would be for his father to make the formal declaration.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 34
 
    
 
    
 
   Rhog looked away from the couple who approached from the opposite direction.  It wouldn’t have mattered.  They were so engrossed in one another they wouldn’t have noticed him had they had to sidestep to pass around him.  Fortunately there weren’t many others out this time of the evening, which was one of the reasons they had chosen it.  He had started the night several hours earlier at one of the taverns he favored, then moved around, going between establishments.  Anyone checking would assume he was drinking somewhere else.  It was a pattern that wasn’t uncommon for him as he moved through the nightspots looking for his latest conquest.  He’d left his horse outside one of the spots and would retrieve it later.  This too was a common practice for him.  
 
   Now, however, he was on foot, making his way through an upscale section of the town towards a place he had never visited before.  He’d heard of it, of course.  Who in the upper crust hadn’t.  The woman who ran the establishment moved freely through upper society and the many parties that were thrown, but it was well known what kind of place she ran.  The cat-house was located in this respectable district because many of her patrons didn’t want to be seen in the kind of neighborhoods where her competition operated.  It was also safer for them and required less of their time.  Some of those other neighborhoods posed a risk to those with coin.  Rhog wasn’t happy that Bishop Orano had insisted they meet away from their usual meeting place, but the man had been insistent.  
 
   “Your visits have become frequent enough I fear that talk will result,” the man had told him.  “We are engaged in treasonous activity and cannot be too careful.  We must take care not to be seen together as often as we have of late.”
 
   Finally the structure he sought loomed ahead.  It looked much like a large home of a well to do merchant.  Made of stone and well maintained with carefully groomed landscaping, if one didn’t know its history, it would appear to be no different than a dozen similar homes nearby.  He stopped briefly outside the gates and stared at the pathway leading to the doorway guarded by two large men.  Unconsciously he tested his blade in its scabbard.  It was a nervous gesture.  Despite the blade being one of the finest available, he was not skilled in its use.  He wore it because everyone wore a blade and because he knew others would think him skilled.  His brother certainly was, and he had access to the same tutors.
 
   He felt a momentary flutter in his stomach.  There were several reasons for this.  Tonight was likely to be an important step for him.  There would be no backing out if he agreed to the course of action that he was certain the Bishop was going to suggest tonight.  He would also be revealing his intentions to others.  That meant his secret would be known to more than just Orano with whom he’d plotted for so long.  That was risky as well.  This was after all, treason, as the Bishop had pointed out.  Finally there was a certain perverse thrill about the place he was to visit.  He’d been to such places before, of course, but it had been a long time.  These days he either found his own partners or had them procured and brought to him.  This was different and for some reason he was eager for the experience.
 
   Taking a deep breath, he started up the walkway.  The men at the door recognized him.  He was well enough known, after all, and visiting such a place was not really out of character for him.  He was certain one allowed a momentary flicker of recognition to be shown, but the other maintained his composure and simply bowed slightly and opened the door for him.  He didn’t know what he expected, but this was far more elegant than he would have guessed.  Inside he found a large greeting room tastefully furnished.  Two other men waited toward the far corner, engaged in hushed conversation.  He had only to wait a few moments before the madam, dressed elegantly, appeared to greet him.  He recognized her from parties at the palace, and knew she recognized him in return.  He also knew that Orano had told her he would be coming.  He still was surprised that the Bishop had contacts in such a place.
 
   “Welcome,” she said in a soft voice, spoken so as not to carry far.  She avoided using his name or title, and the other men in the room paid no attention to his arrival.  She took his arm and expertly led him out of the common area through a side door into another area.  An attractive young girl wearing a nearly transparent outfit with nothing underneath appeared from the far side of the room as they entered.  He couldn’t help but stare.
 
   “Ceryl will take you to the woman you have requested,” the madam said smoothly.  “I hope you enjoy your visit.”
 
   Rhog hadn’t requested anyone, but he knew this was Orano’s doing.  “You must partake of the offerings at the house,” the Bishop had told him.  “I do not see that as a problem for you given your reputation in these matters.  If you do not, there might be questions.  The girls will talk, and if none received your attentions, they might wonder what other reasons brought you to the house.  We cannot have that.”
 
   Ceryl boldly took his hand, smiling openly at him.  He wondered if there was any way to request this young woman for his evening entertainment, but given the true nature of his visit he decided that it wouldn’t be wise to try and modify the script the Bishop had put in play.  He filed away her name for a later time.  He would be back or would send a request for her to be brought to the palace. The latter might be best, for there he had full control of events and no one would dare interfere.
 
   They walked toward the back of the house and up a flight of stairs.  Rhog liked watching her limbs move under the transparent gown.  It was extremely erotic he realized.  Finally they stopped outside a large oaken door.  The girl knocked twice, then opened the door, standing back so Rhog could step past her and into the room.  Inside waited a woman who was older, but extremely desirable in her own right.  Rhog didn’t even hear the door being closed behind him.
 
    
 
   Later, Rhog was just finishing dressing when Bishop Orano stepped through a hidden entrance along the back wall.  The woman had left several minutes earlier, her function having been completed.  Rhog looked up at the sound of the hidden wooden panel shifting.
 
   “This place has hidden passageways just like the palace?” Rhog asked, not entirely surprised by the manner in which the Bishop entered the room.
 
   “That’s one reason I chose it,” Orano replied. “I can come and go unobserved.  Very few know of these passageways.”
 
   “I’ll bet the girls who work here know,” Rhog said.
 
   “Not so I’ve been told.  That would mean word would get out.  Only the madam and a few very trusted associates are aware.  The girls and their customers are carefully kept in the dark.  The madam makes a great deal of coin from the advantages gained by the secret passageways.  They only extend to a couple of rooms by the way.”
 
   “Blackmail?” Rhog asked.
 
   “That and other returns,” the Bishop replied.  “That was quite a performance, by the way.”
 
   “You watched?” Rhog asked, suddenly uncomfortable that certain of his jaded preferences had been exposed to another.
 
   “Of course,” Orano replied unperturbed by the observation.  “One must always be willing to learn new techniques.  I can’t imagine she enjoyed everything you wished of her.”
 
   “I thought as a Bishop in the Church of Risos you were celibate?” Rhog asked. 
 
   “Of course I am,” Orano replied as he waved the matter off.
 
    “Is it safe to talk here?” Rhog asked, now uncomfortable with the area that existed behind the walls.  He already felt too many of his secrets had been revealed.
 
   “Far safer than anywhere else I know.”
 
   Rhog thought for a moment.  Then he decided the Bishop had every bit as much to lose as himself and would not be willing to talk if it weren’t indeed as safe as he claimed.
 
   “What has gone wrong?” he asked finally.  “My brother still lives.  My father received one of his messenger birds just the other day.”
 
   Bishop Orano had received his own messages from his priest by their own communications link.  
 
   “Luck has been against us,” Orano proclaimed simply.  “Twice the situation looked favorable, and both times events were turned around.  We have lost two of the men who were to be instrumental in arranging the “accident”.  Our priest indicates he must be careful. Your brother is clearly aware that he does not like him and might be getting suspicious.”
 
   “I’m told they will be starting for home.  The opportunity will soon be lost.”
 
   “That is true.  There is something else amiss.  The men who have been encountered are clearly not all from Lopal.  One of our mercenaries told our priest that he had fought with him before.”
 
   “So, Lopal is augmenting their troops with mercenaries.  We do the same.  The mercs will fight on either side,” Rhog observed.
 
   “Perhaps so, but it is unlike Lopal to use them in this type of situation.  Some other explanation might be required.”
 
   “What’s important is how do we finish what we have started,” Rhog interrupted, uninterested in a few unexplained mercenaries.  “If Rhory returns, I’ll not have another chance like this.  He’ll either remain at the castle, or if war breaks out, he will be surrounded by the full forces that Branid deploys.”
 
   “I see only one other chance,” Orano responded.  “We don’t have the men left to maneuver your brother into danger.  Our last hope is to arrange an ambush along the trail of their return.  An arrow from concealment rather than a direct encounter.  It will be an obvious attack on him as opposed to an apparent random death in battle, but he will be removed.  It is the best we can do at this point.  I have men who can do this, but it is more dangerous for them and hence will cost considerably more in gold.”
 
   “Are they better than the men you sent with my brother?  We cannot afford another failure.”
 
   “Nothing is guaranteed, but these men are skilled in this kind of job.”
 
   Rhog only hesitated a moment.  He needed his brother to die.  His chances would be considerably reduced if his twin lived to return.
 
   “Make it happen.  I will see the gold makes its way to the same accounts as before.”
 
   The Bishop nodded.  He’d known this is what Rhog would decide.  The stupid fool was so predictable.
 
   They talked only a little longer, then the Bishop stood.  It wouldn’t do for Rhog to linger too long in the room after the whore had left.  “I will leave the way I came.  You must do the same,” Orano instructed.  
 
   Rhog nodded then stood and left via the door.  Orano watched him go.  So easy to manipulate, the Bishop thought.  He knew that Rhog would arrange to have Ceryl brought to him at the castle.  Orano had made certain the young girl was put on display for him earlier.  Rhog would think she was his own choice as opposed to the whore that Orano had made available for him earlier.  She would become a favorite for a time as she was highly skilled and inventive.  Orano knew.  He’d sampled her himself.  He’d also made sure she was versed in the kinds of perversions that Rhog liked.  The girl would provide Orano with inside information he needed to keep tabs on the unpredictable brother.  Smiling, he turned and exited through the hidden door.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 35
 
    
 
    
 
   King Rupermore considered the latest message that had been delivered by bird from his son so far away.  The bird handler had brought the terse message to him a short time earlier.  He was now in his private room, the one that could only be accessed through the large room where he held most of his meetings, other than the truly formal assemblies that were held in the grand rooms downstairs.  His personal quarters were on the far side of the castle, well away from here.  His wife didn’t like the constant disturbances of people coming and going, and he agreed that the matter of running the kingdom should be kept away from the few hours each day he had for a personal life.  His sons and daughters also had quarters on that side of the castle, although in a separate wing these days.
 
   The private room contained items he’d saved from his years as ruler, and a few special possessions from even before.  Some of the items were ornate and valuable, but for the most part they were simple and had value only to him.  At the moment he was holding an old worn sword.  It was the sword he’d worn for years and which had saved his life more times than he could count.  It was a good sword, but not one of the fancy Kellmore swords like his boys carried now.  It was nicked and scratched, and the grip was stained with a combination of sweat and blood, some of it his and some from enemies he’d dispatched.  Swords were going to be needed again, and men were going to die.  He’d hoped he’d seen the last of that during his rule.
 
   The latest news was mostly bad.  At least Rhory was alive and well, despite a number of close encounters over the preceding weeks.  The force was on its way back now having completed the scouting mission to the far north.  Rhory indicated in the latest message that the raids were becoming more frequent and better manned.  He had recently had his men bypass a large force of soldiers from Lopal because they outnumbered them by too wide a margin.  This was in an area that had been free of invaders on their way north.  On the return, the area was now under siege.
 
   The King had already sent word to Mos’pera, Rhory’s wife.  He knew she would want to know he was still well.  Somehow the woman had the ability to remain stoic and calm despite days between word.  He wished he had her composure.  It was almost as if she had some insight that told her of her husband’s well being.  Rupermore knew that some believed she was one of those with such ability.  He didn’t believe in such nonsense himself, however.  One didn’t rule a kingdom by silly superstition.
 
   More than a week before he had sent an emissary back to Kellmore.  He sent word to King Arotho of what his son had learned on the expedition and that war was all but unavoidable.  He reaffirmed his feelings that a mutual support treaty between the two countries was more important than ever and hoped the King would still see it that way once he knew of other developments.  King Rupermore then explained what he had learned about his daughter and her pregnancy and resistance to the proposed marriage.  He suggested that the Kellmore King move forward with the announcement of marriage.  That alone would build a bond between the people of the two lands.  He would do the same here in Branid assuming Arotho agreed.  It would be impossible to see the couple wed before the pregnancy showed, so perhaps it would be best to delay the actual ceremony.  That would allow the child to be born, and he would see to its disposition.  By then he should have settled his rebellious child down so the marriage could go ahead.  Even if that weren’t to happen, the promise alone might see them through the coming war.  He apologized for the problem and hoped they could come to an agreement swiftly.
 
   He’d also sent word to the Lords of Branid, calling them to meet with him.  They needed to know what he had learned and that they needed to start preparing for war immediately.  They would be no more ready for events than he was.  Most were over extended trying to bring their lands back to full productivity.  None would have men or money to spare, and both would be required in quantities he knew couldn’t be found.  They would all be here in Sulen before long.  Then he’d know how bad it was really going to be.
 
   “Therl?” asked a soft voice behind him.  He hadn’t heard her come in.  He was getting old and didn’t have the senses or attention he used to.
 
   Sighing, he put the sword down on the scarred old table and turned to his wife.  “Good afternoon, Usaya,” he replied.  “I didn’t hear you come in.”
 
   The King looked at his wife.  Almost two decades younger than himself and the mother of his youngest child, she still held her good looks.  There was no gray in her dark hair, although wrinkles were just starting to form around her eyes.  She might be starting to put on a little weight, but not so much one would really notice.  Her intelligent eyes looked back at him, the worry obvious.  
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked, seeing the deep lines in his face.  “Is it bad news?  I heard a messenger going to Mos’pera.”
 
   “Rhory is fine. I would have informed you had something happened to him.”  Even though Rhory wasn’t her natural son, she’d effectively raised the boy with him and felt close to him.  “But, yes, the news is mostly bad.  Rhory reports that the number of invaders is increasing.  There are now more in areas that were relatively free of them when he passed through a few weeks earlier.  He has lost enough troops that he has to be careful when he engages the enemy.  His is not a force that can fight significant battles at the moment.”
 
   “Is there anything you can do to help him?”
 
   “He is returning to Sulen.   There we will have to assemble the nation’s army.  In the meantime I have already ordered reserves to head north to intercept his force.  He should have reinforcements within a week or two.  That will assure his safety for now.  I sent them under command of Loum.”
 
   Loum was a long time friend of Rhory and one of their senior and most effective commanders.  He was the best they had available, and Rupermore had spent long hours wondering whether it was best to send him to support his son, or hold him back to help oversee preparations.
 
   “We are not going to fare well, are we?”
 
   The King shook his head.  “The country is not recovered and prepared for an all out war.  Wars are always bad, and always costly.  Even if we are able to withstand Lopal’s onslaught, we will be weakened severely and it will take years to recover.  I don’t know what Lopal is after, but I have to assume they can’t hope to conquer Branid completely.”
 
   “Have you considered sending an ambassador to King I’Vorris and negotiate with him?  Perhaps some kind of settlement can be made without a full war.”
 
   “I was considering just that when you surprised me.  The Lords will be here soon.  I will have to raise the matter with them.  If Lopal’s demands are reasonable, it might be wise to yield to them without major fighting.  They must know they have the upper hand, so I fear they will not let us off so easily.”
 
   “What of Kellmore?”
 
   “It is too soon to hear back.  Hopefully Mydra’s actions have not doomed that alliance.”
 
   “And if they have?”
 
   “Branid simply cannot stand against Lopal alone.  Neither can Kellmore.  If the alliance falls through, then one of the two lands will more than likely fall to Lopal.  That is what seems most likely to me.”
 
   Usaya laid a gentle hand on his shoulder.  “How soon do you think before war is upon us?”
 
   “Given the number of men that Rhory has reported within our borders, perhaps even before winter.  It would make more sense for Lopal to wait for spring, but perhaps they won’t give us the time to prepare.  They might have been planning this for years, and deem this the best time to catch us off guard.”
 
   “What can be done before your Lords arrive?”
 
   “I have to meet with the Cardinal.  The church can use its communications network to have the word spread.  The harvest must be gathered as soon as possible and the food sent from the outlying areas to Sulen.  We cannot afford to lose the results of this year’s growing season in the event the borderlands are overrun.  The people won’t like it, but they should consider moving out of the area until this is over.”
 
   “They might never be able to return,” Usaya warned.
 
   The King nodded.  “I know,” he said softly.  “They will know that too which is why they will be reluctant to leave.”
 
   The King picked up the worn sword once again.  He guessed he would be wearing it again before long.  He wouldn’t be going into battle.  He was too old and would be of no use there.  But he would wear it when he addressed his armies.  He wondered if Duke Cordale had been right.  Maybe he should have spent more gold and effort in building his army, but at the time it had seemed best to see to the immediate needs of the people.  
 
    
 
   In her quarters, Mydra was busy making her own plans.  Her father had been open with her and her siblings about what was coming.  War!  And sooner than they might think.  Rhory was returning, and when he was back they would hear all of the details.  She knew her father was extremely angry with her, and had it been normal times she might have held out some hope of swaying him to her opinion.  But now with war coming, he told her he needed her to do her part.
 
   “It’s part of the duty that comes with being the rulers of a land like Branid,” he explained to her as if she hadn’t heard it all her life.  “We are given a privileged life, but in return, certain things are required of us.  The men go to war and lead our armies.  Some die as a result.  I lost two brothers to war.  The women, the princesses such as yourself, are expected to serve by building bridges and helping unite us with our friends.  That is sometimes not what you might wish, but it is essential.”
 
   She understood that.  But she wasn’t having any of it.  She knew about the elder son of the Kellmore King.  She wasn’t about to spend her life married to a simpleton.  Not after she’d met Rupert.  She was pregnant with his child and fully intended to spend her life with him.  She would run away.  She didn’t care to be a princess.  She hadn’t discussed this with her lover, but she knew he’d see it her way.  
 
   She knew her father had verified her pregnancy.  It was easy enough for him to do.  Her servants were more loyal to him than they were to her, and they would have revealed everything he needed to know to establish the fact.  Thank Risos none of them knew who Rupert was.  She didn’t know what her father might do to the man had he learned his name.  She also feared for the baby.  Her father was normally a kind and understanding man, but she had never defied him in this way, and if he thought eliminating the child would save hundreds of his soldiers, she doubted he would hesitate to have it done.  She was certain her father was still offering her to the Kellmore King, despite her current condition.  Well, they would see.  She would simply disappear. She just needed to decide if she was going to wait until Rhory returned to hear what he had to say.  It would be the perfect time, since all attention would be focused on him.  She intended to be ready.
 
    
 
   King Arotho pressed his seal against the warm wax and made the document official. He handed it over to the head of his church.
 
   “Make the announcement this afternoon,” he said with a sigh.  
 
   The priest would have the word spread throughout the kingdom.  Awll was betrothed to the eldest daughter of Branid’s King.  They would be married sometime in the following year, the exact date yet to be worked out.  King Arotho knew that he would eventually have to move the date farther out, but the country would more than likely be at war by that time, so it would be understandable.  He had thought long and hard after receiving the private communication from King Rupermore.  He felt for his neighbor’s situation.  The stupid girl.  How could she be defiant at a time like this.  He would show her a few things once she was married to his son and she moved here as required.  But for now, Rupermore was right.  It was important to rouse the spirit of the people and build a bond between the two lands.  Neither country was in any shape to fight off Lopal alone.
 
   He had verified independently that Lopal was considering invading.  His troops had reported the same kinds of incursions that Branid’s forces had reported.  He’d had two remote villages wiped out.  Already he was busy gathering his forces.  Awll would supposedly lead one of the major forces.  In truth, the forces of the challenged young man would be split, with each half being led to believe Awll was riding with the other.  Meanwhile, he would be taken to one of the summer castles and kept out of sight.  Senior commanders would actually be in charge of directing the forces.  Unfortunately, Arotho was going to have to allow his second son Briz to have a major role in the coming war.  Well, maybe something would happen to him.  That would earn him sympathy and eliminate a potential problem he’d been thinking about for some time.  Briz wasn’t a warrior either, but at least one of his sons would have to be seen by the people as actively visible in the war.  He could only push the game with his eldest so far.  
 
   He pushed aside these thoughts.  He had too much to do, and many matters he couldn’t trust to anyone else.  He had already sent word to the Captain of his Army and told him what he expected.  That was one area he felt would progress without too many issues.  Everything else required at least some of his attention.
 
   “Your Majesty,” said his secretary, an elderly man who was probably more adept at running the kingdom than Arotho was.  “You probably want to have a look at this.  I think it’s important.”
 
   Arotho held out his hand for the document and sighed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 36
 
    
 
    
 
   Roit was waiting inside the courtyard when Duke Cordale returned with his men from the week-long visit to Sulen where he and the other senior Lords of Branid had been briefed by the King regarding the status of fighting along the border with Lopal. Even though Cordale and the King weren’t on the best of terms, this kind of information was deemed crucial for the defense of the country and there had been no reason for it to be withheld.  Normally Roit would have ridden along with the Duke.  Usually he led the men Cordale took to provide security, but the message birds from their mercenaries were bred to return to the tower here at the Duke’s stronghold and Cordale hadn’t wanted Roit to be out of touch for that long in the event something important developed.  There was no one else he was willing to trust with their plans.
 
   As he rode through the large gate, Duke Cordale let his eyes wander quickly around the area.  Everything appeared to be in order, something he always worried about when he was away.  He saw Roit waiting a short distance ahead, and  as he approached he could tell from the look in Roit’s eyes that he was aware of the current status just as the Duke was.  Their information was consistent, if disappointing.  The Duke flicked his eyes in the direction of his private office to tell Roit that he wanted to meet as soon as he had dismissed his men.  He would have liked to jump off his horse and go with Roit straight into the stronghold, but that would raise questions that he didn’t want.  He’d have to do this the usual way, as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening.
 
   That meant Roit was already in the room when the Duke finally made his way from the stables into the cooler room of the office.  Respectfully, Roit had stood by one of the large windows that looked out upon the courtyard rather than taking a seat in one of the comfortable chairs opposite the desk.  He could see the Duke noted this upon entering, as he had known he would.  By now Roit was familiar with how the man thought.
 
   Roit could see that the Duke’s beard was meticulously trimmed, and cut shorter than it had been when he left.  Whatever else had happened in Sulen, the Duke had found time to see to his personal grooming, which suggested he had almost certainly spent some time with that woman.  Roit wasn’t certain who she was.  Even when Roit had accompanied the Duke to the capital, he hadn’t been able to figure out who the man was visiting.  He was discrete, which suggested she was someone important and they didn’t want their relationship known.  Roit had always been able to tell afterward that the Duke had been with her.  There was something different about the man for a short time afterward.
 
   Cordale made for the side of the room where he kept a barrel of ale and poured himself a large tankard.  He looked at Roit to see if he wanted any, but Roit shook his head no.  
 
   After taking a long pull of the liquid, Cordale said in a matter of fact way, “Prince Rhory still lives.  At least that was the news the King received just before I left Sulen several days ago.”
 
   “That is consistent with the news I received yesterday.  Our mercenaries spotted his force headed south along the river, retracing their steps back the way they had come some days before.”
 
   “So what happened?  The young fool was supposed to be dead by now.  What are we paying these men for if they can’t accomplish a simple task?  Is there any reason we can’t send an order to simply attack now and finish what they were supposed to have done already?”
 
   Roit hesitated to point out the obvious.  They couldn’t send any orders, at least not in a timely manner.  The Duke knew that, but he was clearly upset at the developments.  The birds flew from the men at the front back to the tower here at the stronghold.  They weren’t trained to fly the other way.  In fact, it was becoming difficult to field enough birds to carry the daily messages from the front.  The fool of a messenger who had been taking more birds to the front lines had allowed the cage to fall off the wagon while crossing one of the rivers between here and there and let more than a dozen of his trained carriers drown.  Now he had barely half the birds he’d had a few weeks ago.  They couldn’t be trained that quickly.  In addition, even if they could communicate with the mercenaries, they had never been a large enough force to openly attack the prince and his troops.  Surprise raids and pullbacks were the technique they had been relying upon.  Given the losses suffered, even with the reduction in Rhory’s forces, the mercenaries were in worse shape relatively speaking than they had been at the start of this affair.
 
   “Your Lordship,” Roit began, but Cordale held up his hand.
 
   “I know,” he said simply.  “How is it the Prince still lives?  I thought we had a sound plan.”
 
   “Risos must watch over him,” Roit replied.  
 
   “Not very likely given the unkind words he has to say about the church at every opportunity,” Cordale said interrupting.
 
   “More than once conditions were right and an attack set in motion, but he was able to respond to the attack,” Roit said continuing.  “Even with attacks by superior forces of Lopal’s troops, he had been victorious time after time.  Our people report that the Prince’s brother also has a plan or two in work.  Once it was observed that Prince Rhory’s flank was deliberately exposed to a charge, but the quick action of his personal guard was able to prevent him from being killed.”
 
   Duke Cordale nodded.  “I learned a little about Prince Rhog’s plans and who he is working with.  One would think that with the two of us plotting along similar lines, one of us would have been successful at this point.” 
 
   Roit noticed that the Duke didn’t reveal his source of information.  It annoyed him that the Duke kept such matters secret even while he had to admit the wisdom of doing so.  If something went wrong, only the Duke knew all of his co-conspirators.  Roit wondered if the woman Cordale visited had any hand in what he learned.
 
   “What did the King reveal while you were in Sulen?” Roit asked.
 
   “The information he has received from Prince Rhory matches what our own people are saying.  I sense that Rhory is becoming suspicious about some of the attacks.  That is not good.  What is also distressing is the magnitude of the attacks by Lopal.  It is very clear we are on a path to war.  We had intended to make it look that way for our own purposes, but it is very clear that Lopal has intentions to move ahead with the very attacks we wanted everyone to think were happening.”
 
   “That is not good,” Roit said, thinking again to his own plans and wondering if he needed to do anything more.  It was starting to look like he might need to actually use his fallback plan.
 
   “It’s worse than that,” exclaimed the Duke.  “While the most intense activities have thus far been aimed at the far north, there are signs the attacks are spreading.  Kellmore has been seeing probing attacks all along its border with Lopal, and Rhory is reporting that the attacks are becoming more frequent now along the more southern part of our border.  It might be only a matter of weeks before we see action along the eastern border of my lands.”
 
   “Have you thought about what action we should take?”
 
   The Duke’s intense gray eyes looked into Roit’s own. He lit one of the foul smelling rolls of tobacco he liked to smoke, and after a moment’s consideration when he paused to seemingly consider the lit end of the smoke, he finally said, “Yes, I have.  The King informed us that he was continuing with his negotiations to form a treaty and support agreement with Kellmore.  Despite certain setbacks which he didn’t describe, he has sent forth an emissary who has instructions to finalize the agreement.  The King’s signature is already on the agreement.  All it requires is for Kellmore’s King to sign.  I think that is a good thing.  The stronger the two countries appear, the more pause it is likely to give Lopal.  If we are prepared to support one another, they might be less inclined to engage in an all out war.”
 
   “I think they are strong enough to whip us both,” Roit said.  “They came out of the last plague far better off than the rest of us.”
 
   “Yes, I think you might be right.  The question then, is what do they really want?  If we can toss them a bone or two, allow them to take a few things they really need, we might be able to put off an invasion.”
 
   “Does the King agree with that?”
 
   “I don’t know.  It wasn’t discussed and I didn’t think it prudent to suggest,” Cordale replied.  “He is preparing for all out war.  He will be calling for men from each of the districts within weeks.  As soon as Rhory returns with a full report, he will start planning how to proceed.  That is why we must act.  If we allow his plan to go forward, all of this,” and the Duke waved his hands to indicate the lands where they stood, “will be the front lines of the battle.”
 
   “I’m not sure what you are suggesting,” Roit admitted.
 
   “Several things must be done, and done quickly,” Cordale said.  “You must see to the removal of Prince Rhory.  That was your task and it isn’t complete.”
 
   “I don’t think we have the men to accomplish the task.  He has become cautious and suspicious.”
 
   “I agree.  But we know his plans.  The King told me what Rhory intends, and the route he will be taking on his return.”
 
   “I don’t see how that helps us.  We haven’t time to hire the necessary mercenaries.”
 
   Duke Cordale smiled.  “What do you think Lopal would be able to do with the information?”
 
   “You are going to share his plans with Lopal?” Roit asked.
 
   “I’m not.  You are.”
 
   “What?  How am I going to do that?”
 
   “Prince Rhory will be passing opposite the lands controlled by tribal leader Bab’hon.  If you were to ride into Lopal and inform him of Rhory’s plans, and that changes were to be happening in Branid that might mean certain agreements could be reached beneficial to both countries, I’m betting he would solve that little problem for us.”
 
   “Why me?  That sounds like it could be dangerous.”
 
   “Who else can I trust with such a sensitive assignment.  Besides, I’ll be finishing up the other, and equally important aspect of the plan.  I don’t think it will be that risky considering what you will be bringing to Bab’hon.  The two countries aren’t yet at war after all.”
 
   “And what would you be doing while I’m asking my throat to be cut?”
 
   “Getting rid of Rupermore once and for all.  He can’t be allowed to proceed with his plan.  That means I’m forced to act.  I will be getting the poison that will infect him with the coughing sickness delivered within the week.  I have made arrangements for it to be given to him, and his youngest daughter a few days later.  I am wondering if I should have his wife infected as well.  She has no official standing once the King is dead, but she has friends.”
 
   “I’d be more worried about Rhog,” Roit suggested.  “He’s a nasty one and with everyone else gone he’ll be in line for the throne.”
 
   “He will be swept aside easily enough.  I have ample proof of his plotting now, and can clearly prove his plans to have his brother killed.  Most probably won’t think he could have had his father killed, but those who don’t believe it is the coughing sickness might think it poison, and suspicions for that will fall on him as well.  No, the young lad will be swept out of power before he has a chance to take the throne.  I will be in a position to ride to the aid of my country.”
 
   “It is a plan filled with risk,” Roit declared honestly.
 
   “So it is,” admitted Cordale.  “It is not exactly what I would have planned.  But the fates have forced our hands.  It is act now, or accept the likelihood of never having another opportunity and an uncertain future in the coming wars.”
 
   “When would you want me to leave?” Roit asked.
 
   “Tomorrow,” Cordale said without hesitation.  “We can meet this evening for dinner after I have washed the road off myself.  I can tell you what I know of Rhory’s plans.  You think on who you want to take with you.  Perhaps it would be safer to travel alone.  Any one who goes with you might have to be eliminated later.”
 
   Roit wasn’t comfortable with how fast things were moving.  He would have to consider what was best for him once this meeting was over.  He might have to disappear on the way to Lopal, although the potential wealth he would be forfeiting would be huge.  On the other hand, the Duke couldn’t know that he was the perfect person to send into Lopal.  He could fit in like a native, which no one knew he was after all. 
 
   “I’d best get prepared,” Roit said as he prepared to leave.
 
   “One other thing,” the Duke asked.  “Has anything ever come of your investigations into our lost assassin?”
 
   Roit was uncomfortable.  “No your Lordship.  We have found nothing.  No body has ever been discovered, nor any word filtering back that the killer was killed.  The only thing I can offer is that discrete inquires have revealed that KalaBhoot is not taking any assignments at the moment.  That suggests, but doesn’t prove that she, or he, is dead.”
 
   “She might be planning revenge,” the Duke said.
 
   “If she lives, it would be a likelihood,” Roit agreed.
 
   The Duke grimaced, but indicated that Roit could go.  “Send Sandle to me,” the Duke directed.
 
   “Yes, your Lordship,” Roit said, as he made his way from the room.
 
    
 
   Duke Cordale watched as Roit walked away.  Could he still trust the man?  If not, then his plans were doomed to failure.  There was no time to locate another.  Roit had been uncomfortable with his being sent to Lopal, as well he might.  The Duke was certain the risk was small, and he needed a contact with those in power in Lopal.  Bab’hon could contact King I’Vorris, something that would be difficult to do directly.  Cordale would be willing to give Lopal the northern territory, and even select regions along the river, if it would save the majority of Branid for him to rule.  Time would tell how Bab’hon, and more importantly I’Vorris, would react to his offers.  For now he had to see Rupermore eliminated.
 
   Cordale walked over to the inside wall and pulled aside a tapestry.  Behind was a locked chest built into the wall.  He retrieved the bronze key from around his neck and unlocked the door, pulling out a heavy oaken chest from the inside.  He set the chest on the table while he waited for Sandle.  
 
   Sandle would see the chest back to Sulen.  He would deliver it to a contact he had visited before.  He would have no idea what was inside because of the lock and would not think it strange because he had carried such items for the Duke in the past.  The man he delivered it to would pass it on as well.  Since that man also didn’t have a key, he would know it was to be passed on and forgotten.  The third person in the chain would have a key and would be able to open it.  That man would find his own payment, and instructions where the inner chest, also locked, was to go.  He would deliver it, not knowing the contents.
 
   The individual who received the inner smaller chest had already agreed to the task at hand and had the necessary key.  The inner chest contained one hundred gold Royales, a large sum, but not for killing a king, and the powdered extract from the flower that the old woman promised would bring on the fatal sickness.  The exact means by which the powder would be administered was not known to the Duke, but he was certain it would happen.  Within two weeks, King Rupermore would be dead, or close to it.
 
   Cordale was smiling when Sandle arrived.
 
   “You wished to see me, your Lordship?”
 
   Cordale pointed to the chest.  “I need you to deliver that to the usual place.  It must be done right away.  I’d like you to leave today.”
 
   “Of course, your Lordship,” Sandle said as he bowed slightly.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 37
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rigo and his companions rode away swiftly.  Even Ash’urn who was dismayed at the recent turn of events and generally liked a slower pace, moved quickly.  They traveled east, moving with the intention of putting distance between themselves and any possible return of Burke or his friends.  It appeared there was something special about the location, and once away from Ny’em Rigo hoped the wizard would be unable to travel any faster than they could.  Without the necklace to guide him, Burke would have also lost any advantage he’d had in locating them.  Without Ash’urn along who knew the trails from his study of maps and previous visits they would have gotten lost a dozen times.  
 
   There was no point going south.  That would take them back where they had been, back where they had killed the soldiers and where they could expect the Lopal fighters to be searching for who was responsible.  It would also take them back only to the monastery, and there was nothing of use to them there any more.  North was the way they’d been headed, but while that would eventually take them closer to the population centers of Kellmore, it was also the direction where Burke had intended to take him.  He’d learned enough from the wizard to know that the area they’d been seeking was the same general area where Burke would have friends.  Rigo had no interest in going to that area any longer.  He didn’t know exactly what he would find beyond a group of people who were more powerful than himself with intentions he could only guess at.  West was Ny’em.  Not only would that take them too close to the forces of Lopal, but Burke had indicated there was something special about the place.  That was reason enough to avoid it.
 
   “There is little that is helpful this way,” Ash’urn informed him.  The older man had dropped back from the lead where he’d been providing Daria general directions from the vast store of knowledge he had of the area.  He’d tell her what was supposed to be out here, and she would uncannily be able to find the way.  “The mountains you see ahead will soon present a formidable barrier to heading east.  That is why the main trail goes north and south here until they normally reach the foothills of this range.”
 
   “They can be crossed?” Rigo asked.
 
   “From what I know of them, there are footpaths that make their way over the top.  But I do not know if the horses will be able to make the journey.”
 
   “What about turning north again once we cross the path we were on originally?”
 
   “That is an option, but now that we are farther north there will be more traffic to deal with.  With the killing of the soldiers there will be far more interest in anyone traveling that road.”
 
   Rigo nodded his understanding.  He’d expected as much.  That meant taking the trail would now involve an unacceptable risk.  They would have to find a place to stop and consider what would be the best way to proceed.  
 
   Rigo dropped back to talk with Kaler who was bringing up the rear as Ash’urn spurred his mount to ride up alongside Daria.  
 
   “Have you seen anything that indicated we are being followed?” he asked his friend.
 
   Kaler shook his head. “There is no one close.  I doubt we could be trailed over some of the rocky ground we have ridden across even by the best of trackers.  So long as we don’t run into a group of soldiers by accident I don’t think we need to worry in that regard.  It will probably be some time before they even find where Burke had led us anyway.  I doubt that Burke and his friends are skilled in tracking.  I suspect they’re used to relying on other means.”
 
   Kaler pointed at the staff to emphasize his meaning.  
 
   “Are you certain that your friend can’t track that thing?” he asked pointedly.
 
   “I can’t be positive, but something tells me it is blocked while it’s in the staff.  I wish I knew where my feelings on such matters originate.”
 
   “I think it’s a risk for you to keep it,” Kaler said, stating his opinion.
 
   “Perhaps so, but for some reason I think it would be a mistake to let go of it.”
 
   “It’s your decision, but I’ll not rest easy as long as it’s with us.”
 
   “If they find us again, then we’ll know and I’ll get rid of it,” Rigo said.
 
   “If they find us again, I doubt we’ll have any say in the matter,” Kaler replied pointedly.
 
   Further conversation was delayed as the trail became narrower once again and Rigo had to move up so they could ride single file.  It was too difficult to carry on a conversation under these conditions so he was left to his own thoughts.  Kaler was correct he knew.  He was taking a risk by bringing the necklace along, but something inside him assured him that it was safe to do so.  The feeling felt as if it originated from the same place where he received inspiration and understanding how to perform the limited range of magic he was capable of.
 
   Now more than ever he realized his abilities were severely limited.  He’d always assumed that if he encountered a village of those with his kinds of abilities they would be more powerful than himself, and they might be able to teach him how to expand his capabilities.  But seeing Burke in action was a complete shock.  Burke had effortlessly displayed magic and power so much greater than his own that he was stunned.  The bright energy bolt that had literally burned the enemy archers to ash sounded very much like the skill that Ash’urn had witnessed that night so very long ago.  Rigo tried to recall what he could of the action, but he couldn’t wrap his mind around anything that would direct him in the use of the weapon.  
 
   Similarly, was the magical skill which Burke had used to completely heal Daria, removing all sign that she had ever been scarred.  He would have to speak with her, but from the brief words she had spoken afterwards, she claimed to be back to her old self.  Rigo noticed she walked somewhat differently now, as if her range of motion was expanded and as if a deep hurt no longer bothered her.  If anything, she seemed to be more deadly and silent even than before.  He could see where she had gotten her name.
 
   Clearly Burke’s powers far exceeded his own, and he couldn’t know how Burke ranked among his fellows, however many there might be.  Rigo couldn’t imagine him to be the strongest.  It wouldn’t make sense for Burke to have been the one seeking them if he was.  
 
   Rigo had also learned other lessons.  For one thing, he had been far too casual with his staff.  As long as he’d had the staff, he’d come to see it as virtually indestructible and always available.  It would find him, or he could call it to him when needed.  But Burke had blocked that without so much as a thought.  When he’d tried to call it to him, he’d been unable to do so.  But matters had been very different when he’d had the staff firmly in hand.  When he’d broken free of Burke inside the bubble, he’d felt Burke try to stop him, but he’d been unable to do so.  Together, he and the staff had been able to overpower Burke’s magic.  Was that because Burke had been extended with the bubble he’d created, or simply that joined Rigo and the staff were stronger?  He didn’t know, and it was an important bit of information.  Clearly, he didn’t want any distance between himself and the staff if an attack was imminent.  
 
   He’d also sensed the staff had needed him.  In the past, he’d had the feeling that the staff was all powerful, and contained its own magic that was greater than his own, sometimes making his magic stronger.  But when he’d escaped from the bubble and driven Burke wherever he’d sent him, the staff had been drawing the needed power from him and wouldn’t have been able to do what it had done had they not been joined.  He didn’t know how he knew, but he did.  Did that mean he was inherently a lot stronger than he realized?  If so how was he to tap the abilities he didn’t know about?
 
   Rigo felt his attention being brought back to the present.  
 
   “We can stop here,” Daria was saying as he rode up next to her.  
 
   Rigo reined in his horse as Kaler pulled up along side him.  They had been traveling for about four hours, sometimes riding fast and other times walking as the trail demanded, but the horses needed a break.  Daria had found a comfortable enclosure within a circle of rocks that would be well concealed.  There was a pool of fresh water, and a place for the animals.  They needed to take time and consider their plan rather than simply keep running.  It didn’t matter anyway.  Rigo realized they were up against the base of the mountains, and as Ash’urn had warned, there was no longer an obvious way forward.  They had passed over the northward heading trail over an hour before, electing to forego it as an option when they’d found fresh traces of many horses where they crossed over.
 
   Wearily Rigo climbed down from his mount, his legs feeling stiff as he did so.  They took a moment to care for the horses, but left them saddled in case they might need to depart quickly.  They elected to do without a fire, and made a cold lunch of fruit and cheese and dried beef.  
 
   “Where are we?” Kaler asked as they sat around chewing.
 
   Ash’urn provided a bit of geography.
 
   “There is a way over them?” Daria asked pointedly.
 
   Ash’urn repeated what he’d told Rigo on the trail.  “We can either follow along the base and hope we find a way, or we can try and make our way over the top.  On the far side we will have more options where to go.”
 
   “A lot depends on where we want to end up,” Kaler noted.  
 
   Three pair of eyes turned to Rigo.
 
   “Burke’s appearance has changed everything,” he said slowly.  “We know that others with ability in magic exist, and they are quite powerful.  We also have seen they have their own interests, that don’t necessarily correspond with our own.  Burke made it quite clear he didn’t care about the impending war, nor did he have a spare care for any of you.  He wanted me.  He intended to take me back to where the rest of those like him live and bring me into the fold, whether I desired it or not.”
 
   “Think what you could learn,” Ash’urn said.
 
   “Obviously they have answers that I have sought all my life,” Rigo agreed.  “They also would have control over me and what I do from this point forward.  I don’t want that.”
 
   “Is Burke dead?” Daria asked.  “They are going to keep looking for you. Especially if you killed him.”
 
   Rigo nodded.  “I suspect they will as well.  That means I need to go where they don’t expect to find me.  It also means that all of you are at heightened risk by being with me.  They will ignore you at best, and might even eliminate you if they feel it in their interests.  We don’t know what they are capable of.  As for Burke, I don’t think he was harmed.  Humiliated I’ll bet, but I think he was simply shipped back wherever he intended to take me.  The feeling I got through the staff was not one of death.”
 
   “He’s going to have it out for you then,” Kaler added.
 
   “So, what is our plan?” Daria asked.
 
   “All of you will be safe enough if you aren’t with me,” Rigo said with assurance.  “I think it would be best if we can get back to Kellmore and then split up.  You,” and he looked at Daria, “still have some unfinished business with the Duke.  Now that you are back to normal, that won’t be any problem for you.  Kaler, I’m not sure what you would want to do, but you shouldn’t risk yourself for me against these kinds of forces.  I assume Ash’urn will continue his explorations.”
 
   “It’s not going to be an easy task to get to Kellmore from here,” Daria observed.  “Even assuming we were to do that, just what are your plans?”
 
   “I’m going to the Ruins,” Rigo told them solemnly.  “I have long felt a pull that way, which I have ignored in hopes of learning more about myself and my ability before going there.  I’m told it is a wild and dangerous area.  But given those who will be seeking me, I can’t put it off any longer.”
 
   “You expect to go alone?” Daria asked.
 
   “It would probably best.  I don’t know what to expect there, but I can’t see taking anyone else into such a situation.”
 
   “I’m coming along,” Kaler said softly in a voice that indicated he would tolerate no objection.
 
   “I am coming also,” Daria said almost before Kaler had finished speaking.
 
   “You have other plans,” Rigo objected.
 
   “They can wait,” Daria said without hesitation.
 
   “This is crazy,” Rigo said.  “We have the soldiers of Lopal after us, and might still be being tracked by Burke and his friends.  Add to that the dangers that are unknown about the Ruins and . . .”
 
   “All the more reason you need us,” Daria said pointedly.
 
   Kaler nodded his agreement.
 
   “Er, I’ve always wanted to explore the Ruins,” Ash’urn said quietly from his seat off to the side.  “Besides, from what I have seen, the lot of you will get completely lost without someone with a little knowledge of the area to guide you.”
 
   Rigo looked at his three companions.  He had to admit he felt more than a little blessed and reassured by their willingness to follow him.  They had more courage and loyalty than he had any right to expect.  “It might all be for nothing,” he warned them.  “I don’t know why I feel the need to go there.  It certainly is going to be difficult and dangerous.”
 
   “Maybe we should rest and start in the morning,” Kaler suggested, not put off by the warnings.  “It’s only a couple of hours from dark, and we shouldn’t tackle the mountains at night.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 38
 
    
 
    
 
   Rigo found Ash’urn sitting on a large flat rock some distance outside the ring of light thrown by their campfire.  The older adventurer was looking up at the sky with one of his journals open ignored on his lap.  Rigo could see that he had been sketching something, but was now lost in thought as his eyes searched the heavens.  Rigo’s footsteps were soft, but the rocks crunched ever so slightly under his boots as he walked toward the man, and he slowly turned his eyes away from the skies.
 
   “What’s up Rigo?” he asked.
 
   “Just wanted to check and see that you were okay,” Rigo replied.  “You have been unusually quiet since we made camp.  Do you see anything of interest up there?  You’ve been staring rather intently at the stars for some time.”
 
   “Just thinking.  I’ve also been looking at the moons.  I find their presence to be comforting sometimes.”
 
   “Moons?”
 
   Ash’urn looked at him and smiled.  “The study of astronomy isn’t widely followed anymore, but yes, moons.  There are actually four.  Every one knows about Minra.  She’s the big one, and gives us light depending on how full she appears.  But she has three much smaller sisters.  If you don’t know what to look for they appear simply as stars when they are present, but if you watch, you can see them move across the sky.  The stars don’t do that.”
 
   “And what answers do they provide you?”
 
   “They’ve never revealed any of their secrets to me,” Ash’urn admitted.  “They are much like me I think, aimless wanderers searching for something.”
 
   “You are bothered by what happened today, aren’t you?”
 
   Ash’urn nodded.  “All my life I have searched for those with the power of the gods.  The one time I witnessed it in my youth the man seemed so unselfish and focused on helping out my village.  I always assumed if I found them, they would all be like that.  You don’t think we misinterpreted Burke’s motives somehow?”  He looked at Rigo hopefully.
 
   “No.  Unfortunately not.  He made it very clear to me what he planned and what was important to him.  His interests were only on bringing me back to the others like him.  He wasn’t at all concerned what happened to the rest of you.”
 
   Ash’urn sighed heavily.  “That is a hard thing to learn after so many years.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “All these years I have sought them.  Now it seems that if I were to locate their village I would not be welcomed as I thought, but might well be harmed to protect their secret.  The purpose behind my life’s adventures has been pulled from beneath me.”
 
   “So what will you do now?”
 
   “For now I will follow you if you’ll permit me to.  You have the gift and have something that draws you.  Maybe I can learn something from your quest.  Afterwards, well, I’ll decide what comes afterwards later.”
 
   “Are you drawing something?” Rigo asked, changing the subject and pointing at the journal.
 
   “A crude map.  Something to show you and the others so you understand better what lies ahead of us as we make our choice.  I planned to show it to you in the morning.”
 
   “You’ve been here before then?” Rigo asked hopefully.
 
   Ash’urn shook his head.  “Not here exactly.  I’ve been in the general area and have studied maps and texts some years before.  I always took the easy way through the mountains.”
 
   “I’ll wait until morning so you can explain it to us all at the same time.  It’s a little dark to make out your sketches anyway.”
 
   Rigo stood and wished the other a good night, then wandered back toward the fire where Daria and Kaler had already settled down to sleep.
 
    
 
   “Here’s where we are,” Ash’urn explained, his finger pointing to the open journal and the map he’d finished after sun up.  “To the west and a bit north is Ny’em, where we were headed with Burke.  Ny’em sits on the edge of the river which runs north and south separating Kellmore and Lopal.  To the south are the mountains we passed through with the narrows where we had the encounter with the soldiers and where we were almost killed.  That is the only formal trail through that area, and trying to cross the mountains to the south any other way would be a nearly impossible task.”
 
   “To the east is another range of mountains.  Lopal is mostly mountainous, but these two ranges are both larger than normal.  The north south range runs a considerable distance, but on the far east side is a large wide valley, one of the major growing areas for Lopal.  There are said to be paths that cross the mountains, but they are not well marked.  For the most part, the people here tend to loop around the mountains on the north side, and to a far lesser degree to the south.  Unfortunately if we are to head north, we either have to risk the trail that we passed by yesterday, or carefully make our way along the foothills hoping to avoid being seen.”
 
   “What do you suggest?” Daria asked.
 
   “We have little choice.  We need to head east if we are to get to the Ruins, then scout along the foothills for a promising lead into the mountains.  I would head north along the base of the range because we know the mountains eventually thin out that way, whereas to the south they are only getting higher and more rugged for many days of travel and will eventually bump up against the east west range.”
 
   Fortunately each of the four had spent considerable time in the wilderness and were familiar with the kind of country they would have to travel through.  None of them would be unprepared for the difficulty of the effort.
 
   “What about the horses?” Kaler asked.
 
   Ash’urn shook his head.  “I really doubt they will be able to go all the way.  We’ll take them as far as we are able, but I would count on having to turn them loose to fend for themselves at some point.”
 
   That wasn’t good news.  The horses could carry far more than they could, and once they hit the Ruins they would have an uncertain supply of food and water.  Of course the horses consumed a great deal as well, so it was somewhat hard to judge what was best.  The animals also represented a last resort supply of food and if they had to leave them behind, they would lose that.
 
   Rigo looked at the others.  “Let’s go then,” he said finally.  He mounted his horse and headed eastward toward the mountain they hoped to cross.  They rode most of the day moving slowly along the base of the mountain range they eventually must cross.  Most of the hills were made of steep dark stone that offered no chance of passage.  Several times they found narrow valleys that headed back into the hills, but each time they could only go so far before they came to an impassable barrier.  Patiently they repeated their trek.  It wasn’t until afternoon on the second day that they discovered a way into the hills, and they almost missed that.
 
   “Wait,” objected Kaler as the group moved slowly past another of the many unpromising dips in the hills.
 
   The others reined in their animals and turned to look where Kaler was pointing.  
 
   “Up there.  You can see how there is a gap in the trees and the land seems to wind up from the floor.”
 
   “Perhaps, but how do we get past this first level?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Back there I think,” Kaler said.  “There is a slight incline that I think we can climb.”
 
   The incline had been facing away from them and everyone but Kaler had missed it.  Daria rode into the brush where Kaler was pointing.
 
   “I think he’s right,” she hollered.  “We’ll have to walk the horses, but I think we can make our way up from here.”
 
   She climbed down from her mount and taking the reins proceeded to walk slowly up the bank.  Fortunately the land here was packed dirt rather than the loose slippery rock that covered so much of the area and the horses were able to make their ascent without slipping.  She had to move slowly and encourage the animal, but after a few minutes was almost thirty paces above them. 
 
   “It levels out up here.  We can ride for a while.  There is a flat that works between the trees for as far as I can see.”
 
   Encouraged, the others followed behind her.  Soon they were all up where she had called down from, and they mounted up and started up the way Kaler had pointed out.  The going was slow, and more than once the horses had to be led.  They had been traveling almost two hours when Ash’urn suddenly said, “Wait.”
 
   Rigo brought his horse to a stop and looked over at the other.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I want to check something out,” he said.  So saying, he slipped down off his mount and walked off to his left where the rocked slabs of the mountainside merged with the grassy flat they were following.  Ash’urn slipped between a couple of trees and appeared to be looking into a small hole in the rock.
 
   “Rigo, can you come here a moment?” he asked.
 
   The others had dismounted by this time, and handing his reins to Daria, Rigo grasped his staff and walked over to where Ash’urn waited.  
 
   “I need some light,” he said, and pointed toward the staff.
 
   Rigo saw that Ash’urn was looking at a very small cave, and wanted to see inside.  Still wondering what the other was about, Rigo accommodated him by creating a bright ball of light and thrust the end of the staff into the hole so Ash’urn could see.
 
   “Perfect,” the scholar said after only a moment.  “This will do.”
 
   Quickly Ash’urn stood and hurried over to his packhorse which he lead over by the opening.  He pulled the two heavy bags of journals off the mount, rummaged round inside one and set two of the books off to one side, then pushed the rest into the small opening.  He added a few others items of little use on their current journey, then after a final look inside he backed out slowly.  As he backed out, he softly muttered something.  Rigo who was standing close to hold the light heard Ash’urn mumbling, but wasn’t able to fully make out or understand what the other was saying.  It didn’t sound at all intelligible and he assumed the older man was simply muttering to himself.  He’d caught him doing it before.
 
   “Did you say something?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Just a wish that nothing happens to my books,” Ash’urn replied, but there was something in his eye that suggested it was more than that.
 
   “Now what?” Kaler asked after Ash’urn was standing upright several paces back from the opening.
 
   “If a couple of you could help me roll that rock in front of the opening,” he said.  “That should secure it well enough.”
 
   “What exactly are you doing?” Rigo asked after he had used his magic to push the indicated rock into place.
 
   “I’m leaving my journals behind.  It is obvious enough that we are going to have to leave the horses and I won’t be able to carry them myself.  There’s almost two years of notes there.  They will be safe here and I can come back and retrieve them at a later date.”
 
   “You’ll never find them again,” Kaler said looking around.
 
   “I’m rather good at remembering, and I’ll make a map in one of the two books I’ve retained.  I’ve done this before you know.  Just because you become lost in the woods so easily doesn’t mean the rest of us do.”
 
   “Have you ever retrieved any books you’ve stored this way?” Daria asked doubtfully.
 
   “Well, no.  I’ve been too busy.  But I know where they are and I’m sure they are just fine.”
 
   “You’re not concerned about bugs and worms and small animals destroying them?” she asked.  “What about rain or snow?”
 
   “Well, the cave is dry enough and it doesn’t appear that water gets inside.  As for the smaller beasties, I have the bags packed with small chunks of a substance that they find unpleasant.  I learned about it from some people in northern Lopal and it has proven its worth before.  I think all will be fine.”
 
   “That would be handy to know more about,” Daria said.  “Do you have any more of that stuff?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  It’s all in the packs with the books.  I’ll keep my eye out and when I find some more I’ll show you what it looks like,” Ash’urn said.
 
   “If you’re ready to go?” Rigo asked.
 
   Ash’urn nodded, then took a long careful look around as if he was committing the area to memory, then led his packhorse over to his other mount.  “We should get started,” Ash’urn said as if he hadn’t been the one holding them up.  “We will want to be finding a camp before much longer.”
 
   Luck was with them and within another glass, they found a valley nestled in the hills with a large shallow lake that was a pleasant place to stop.  They stopped earlier than was necessary as they still had two more glasses of light, but this place was so appealing they all wanted to stay.  Each took a turn at bathing in the cool water, and some clothes were washed and left out to dry.  Rigo brought down four plump rabbits, and they cooked them on a spit seasoned by leaves that Ash’urn gathered from surrounding bushes.
 
    
 
   “Risos be cursed!” Rigo swore the next morning as he rubbed at the swelling on his arms and legs.  He wasn’t the only one with the sores.  Kaler and Daria both had some of the reddened and blistered swellings as well.  Ash’urn seemed unaffected.
 
   “Idiots!” he said when he saw what had happened.  “Don’t you know enough to stay away from the poisonberry bushes?”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Rigo asked.  
 
   “Those,” Ash’urn said, pointing at a large bush several paces away down by the water.  There were many of the bushes close to the lake.
 
   “What’s special about them. They are just common darkberry bushes.  They grow everywhere where I came from,” Kaler said.  “It’s too bad you can’t eat the berries.”
 
   The scholar sighed.  “These are the southern cousin to the common darkberry you speak of.  These are quite poisonous and the bushes will give you a nasty rash as you’ve discovered.  I thought you knew about them, but I guess none of you has done much traveling in the southern regions.  They only grow in this part of the lands.  Wait here.”
 
   Ash’urn headed off into the brush and when he came back after being gone for some time he carried a branch of a tree that was covered with numerous thick waxy looking leaves.  He set the branch down in front of the three unhappy travelers and pulled one of the leaves off the branch.  He broke the leaf in half and handed it to Daria.  
 
   “Rub the juices on the swellings,” he said.  “Rigo, you and Kaler do the same.  Then strip the leaves off the branch.  You’ll want to use them anytime it starts to itch again.”
 
   A bit later they were feeling better and had stripped the leaves, splitting what they had gathered between the three of them.
 
   “Is there anything else we need to be careful of that we might not have encountered before?” Kaler asked. 
 
   “Well, don’t play with the yellow vipers if you see any,” Ash’urn said.  “And once we get into the Ruins I suspect it would be best to be suspicious of almost everything there.”
 
    
 
   They got a late start and spent the day winding through the pass between the mountains.  They had lost all sight of their starting point, and the mountains soon became so similar it was hard to tell one from another.  They used the sun to guide them and could tell despite the twists and turns they were generally headed in the direction they wished to travel.  Rigo could tell without looking.  Since starting toward the mysterious destination in the back of his mind, the sense of where he needed to go was stronger than ever.  He could tell how far they were deviating by simply looking straight ahead and then imagining where his destination was relative to his heading.  When they had started, the target was just slightly left of straight ahead.  At the moment it felt to be almost a sixth of the way around a circle to his left. Indicating they were headed a little south of where he ultimately hoped to go.
 
   They camped by a large stream the second night, and by morning the welts were mostly gone thanks to Ash’urn and the medicinal properties of the leaves he had provided.  A couple of hours after starting out they came to a spot where they would have to leave the horses.  The only way forward was more a climb than a walk.  They backtracked a quarter glass, and left the animals in a large meadow filled with water and grass.  It was uncertain if the animals would be able to find their way back to the valley far behind them, but it was the best they could do.  The saddles they stacked behind some large rocks, not that it was likely to matter.  Hopefully they wouldn’t be forced to return this way.
 
   For the first day as they headed into the mountains, Rigo had an uncomfortable fear that Burke and his friends would suddenly appear.  While he couldn’t explain why, he was certain that whatever had happened to Burke in the sphere, it hadn’t been harmful.  Rigo was certain the wizard had been simply sent to wherever he’d planned to take Rigo.  When no one appeared and time continued to pass, Rigo felt an uncomfortable pressure ease as he became convinced they had escaped the wizards, at least for now.
 
   On the third day of their travel, they encountered indications that others had passed this way.  They had crossed into another of the many small valleys and found a trail coming from between the range of mountains just to their north.  The trail merged with the path they were taking, and within a couple of glasses of walking they located the remains of a fire pit next to a small stream.  The ashes in the pit were cold and old, but others had clearly come this way.  The news was encouraging and unnerving at the same time.  They would have to be alert to the possibility of others, but the fact that others had been here suggested they might be on the right course.  
 
   Two days later they saw someone else.  Three men leading heavily burdened animals passed them coming the other direction.  They had heard them talking well before they were able to see them and had hidden off to one side in the trees until they passed.  The presence of the other travelers indicated they could expect to find civilization ahead.
 
   “There must be a way to get the horses through,” Kaler said after the men had passed.  
 
   “The other trail we encountered must have an easier path out of the mountains,” Daria observed.  “It doesn’t matter.  There would probably have been too many people that way.  It’s done in any case.”
 
   Another two days and they could see the end of the trail in the distance.
 
   “I think we’re through,” Ash’urn said happily as they gazed at the wide valley in the distance.  They still had a number of mountains to work their way across, but each peak was lower than the previous one and they could see across them all to where they wanted to go.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 39
 
    
 
    
 
   The flatlands they sought had appeared deceptively close.  Before they had worked their way out of the mountains another twelve days had passed.  While the eastern flank of the mountains was less rocky with far fewer of the treacherous rock falls and landslides, it was no less steep overall.  The land was covered with rich timberlands and lush meadows.  Sadly, each range of mountains required climbing down into deep valleys where the decision had to be made to seek north or south for a way around the ranges and which appeared to be a questionable task that could take weeks, or to climb up and over the next range.  By the time they reached the top of the following range they were weary from the climbing, and they searched to see if a better way through the next set of mountains could be spied from their lofty perspective.  
 
   It was clear why no villages had formed in these mountains.  While the hunting was plentiful, there were few areas where one could have raised more than enough crops to support a single family or two.  Rigo expected to see more in the way of farms and ranches once they got a little closer to the open flatlands ahead.  They did encounter one sign of activity.  They nearly stumbled into a large mining operation that supported several hundred workers along the valley on the third range of mountains.  A well used road disappeared into the thick woods heading north.  It was tempting to consider following the road, but given the number of wagons that were present, it was likely they would be unable to make their way unobserved, which was now a high priority.  They were well into the interior of Lopal, and foreigners such as themselves would not be expected or easily explained away here.
 
   The horses they had left behind would have been useful here.  The slopes were softly padded in rich soil and grasses, and were not nearly so steep as before so the animals could have done much of the work had they still had them.  As it was they hoofed it themselves, the weight of their packs a constant drag as they clawed their way uphill and only a little less burdensome on the downhill stretches.  Surprisingly Ash’urn was less affected than his younger counterparts.  With his makeshift walking stick, he showed what a life in the wilds had done for his stamina.  The others had thought themselves in shape, but found that they had grown somewhat soft after days in the saddle.
 
   On the eighth day of walking since reaching the highest peak, now well behind them and visible when they chose to look back from where they had come, they halted for a day and a half.  Rigo had brought down a large deer, which they cooked for dinner, then set about curing the meat for transport.  Ash’urn had a supply of pepper and salt which they applied to the thin strips they had hung from the branches of the plentiful trees that surrounded the small lake where they had made camp.  They had chosen an area surrounded by rock, and Rigo had used his fire magic to heat the stone until it was like an oven where the strips had been hung.  It probably wasn’t good for the trees, but it accelerated the drying of the meat.  They wouldn’t be able to dry the meat as thoroughly as they might have wished, but it would last for as long as required before they consumed it in the coming days.  They were uncertain what hunting options would be open to them once they reached the open lands ahead.
 
   The long walks and the evenings around the campfires had given them a chance to learn more about one another.  Each had told their story to Ash’urn, who had in turn shared the story of his adventures.  He was surprisingly well traveled, and over the years had visited almost every corner of the three kingdoms that made up the continent.  He’d even been into the area that Rigo had been hoping to go, and had seen nothing of anyone with magical powers.  Ash’urn was somewhat doubtful that was where Burke and whatever compatriots he had really were located there.  He voiced the opinion he almost wished they were going there so he could check again, and was tempted to make a trip in the future to see what he might have missed.
 
   Over the decades his travels and attempts to chase down stories and rumors had put him in contact with many different groups.  He revealed he had even traveled with the Wanderers, Daria’s people, for several years, but that had been long before KalaBhoot had become known.  He’d had a wife for many years, but she had been taken by illness over ten years earlier.  Something even the Wanderers hadn’t been able to cure.  He had stayed with them for companionship while the pain of his loss had slowly softened.
 
   He had learned small tidbits from different groups, even when language was a barrier.  A few of the more isolated groups had their own language with only a few of the members able to converse in the standard language now spoken almost universally.  The tales told by some of those more isolated villages along the eastern borders near the Ruins had been the most unbelievable, but also had never been supported by any personal observations of his own.  Still, he had picked up a few useful bits of knowledge, and had often thought that the Ruins might be where he’d find his answers.  What little time he’d spent on the very edges of the desolate wasteland had discouraged deeper adventures, although given his age he’d about decided he had little to lose and had been considering such an adventure when they’d found him.
 
   The evenings gave Rigo a chance to practice his magic, and while he grew quicker and marginally stronger with those skills he had, he was unable to duplicate several of the spells that Burke had demonstrated during the short time they had been together.  Kaler and Daria had become noticeably closer.  Each evening they performed a weapons practice together.  Kaler showed her a few techniques with the long swords, and she in turn taught him tricks with the short blades she carried that he’d never seen before.  Both benefited from the exercise and the exchange of skills.
 
   Then it was time to move on once again.  Their packs heavy with the partially cured meat, they set out with high hopes of reaching the open country before much longer.  Two days later they encountered the first of the outlying ranches.  They saw many horses in large fenced area, and could have made off with a couple, but they would have been without riding gear, and the theft would have announced their presence.  That was the last thing they needed.  Instead, they carefully worked their way around any structures, easy enough due to the rolling hills they were now traveling through.  They kept a careful watch to be certain they didn’t stumble into any of the hands who worked the ranches.
 
   By the time they passed through the last of the foothills they had worked their way unseen around a pair of small villages.  They crossed dirt roads periodically that were further signs that they had reached civilization once again.  While there were a couple of items they could have used from a village, they all agreed that it would be unwise for even Ash’urn to go into one alone.  Strangers here would earn attention, and that was something they hoped to avoid.
 
   The third day out on the flats they stood on a small hill and considered the large village nestled in the valley ahead.  A large river flowed slowly north-south, and the lands on either side showed fields of crops that were approaching time for harvest this late in the summer.  Daria estimated the population at several thousand from the number of structures and the intricate series of roads they could see.
 
   “We need to go north,” Rigo said, the direction sense strong in his mind.
 
   “Too much chance of running into someone that way,” Ash’urn declared.  “Look at the way the place is set up.  The major roads all go out of town to the north.  Only smaller roads that appear to go into the farming lands extend to the south.  I think we had best circle around it to the south, even if it takes us several days out of our way.”
 
   Rigo sighed.  A week at least, he estimated, but knew the older man was correct in his assessment.  They could see where the trees became a solid band off to the south, and that would be the safer way to travel.  He was simply impatient, with the odd sense that something was going to happen that would further delay any chance of getting where the inner urgings were pulling him.  The others seemed far more at ease with the delay.
 
    
 
   “How did you learn so much about the stars?” Kaler asked as Ash’urn pointed out the location of two of the lesser moons in the clear dark sky.
 
   They were gathered around their campfire, the remains of their dinner before them.  Two uneaten rabbits were starting to cool on the spits and would serve for breakfast.  Somehow they had gotten Ash’urn started on the stars and what he knew about them.
 
   “I actually spent four years in Sulen at the seminary studying.  I had decided that a little formal education might serve me in my searches, and had come across a small deposit of gold which I recovered and brought with me.  That paid for my keep.  I was a quick learner, but only in those areas that interested me, and by the time a few years had passed the masters had grown tired of my selectively picking from the knowledge they had to offer. Since I showed no interest in following the faith, which since I was raised in Lopal with a different set of gods was very foreign to me, we jointly agreed that I should move on.  It was time anyway.”
 
   “But what . . ,” Kaler had started to ask when Daria’s hand shot out suddenly sending a knife into the darkness that thunked into the tree a couple feet behind them.  She bounded to her feet and followed where she’d thrown the knife where she grabbed the thin arm of someone who had been attempting to reach into one of the packs off to their side.
 
   “Ow!” cried a surprised voice as Daria withdrew the blade that had pinned the clothing of the perpetrator to the tree and then pulled her catch into the open where she could be seen in the light of the fire.  None other than Daria had heard her sneaking up on them.
 
   “Let go of me.  I’ll burn you if you don’t.  I swear I will.  I’ll burn you to ash.  You’ll be sorry!”
 
   Kaler had already stood and had his sword half out of his scabbard as the cursing and threatening young woman was thrust into the light.  Daria had a firm hold on the arm, and no amount of squirming by the victim was going to get her free of that grip.
 
   The woman, for that was what she could be seen to be now that she was out in the light, was about the same height as Daria, with long black hair that came to her waist.  The hair was knotted and tangled, with a number of burrs caught in the mess.  It was matted with dirt and dust suggesting she had been sleeping on the ground somewhere.  She wore a dress, at least what was left of one.  It was torn and dirty, with several rips in the material.  A new tear had been added by Daria’s blade and the aborted attempts of the woman to pull free of the blade.  The arms and legs of the woman were also scratched and dirty.  Her face had fared no better, and she looked thin and haggard.  Her eyes were wide with fear, as her head whipped from one of them to the other, trying to assess what they might do with her.
 
   The wild woman tried to bite Daria, which was a mistake.  She earned herself a sharp slap for her efforts and would have fallen on her butt had it not been for the fact Daria held her upright.
 
   “That’s it,” the woman screamed.  “I warned you.  Now you’ll see.”  Her eyes got wild and she puffed herself up as if to strike.
 
   “Daria, let her go,” Rigo said sharply.
 
   “What?” she asked surprised by the obvious command in Rigo’s voice.  Quickly she looked over at him for confirmation when she saw that he was holding his staff in his right hand.  The upper section was glowing blue through the wood where he had concealed the necklace.
 
   Rigo saw where Daria’s eyes had glanced and nodded.  “Let her go,” he said again softly.
 
   Daria hesitated for the briefest moment, then released the arm of the squirming young woman.  Quickly she stepped back, pulling another pair of knives from their hidden holders as she did so.
 
   The young woman backed away, her eyes wild as she watched them.  It was clear she was about to bolt into the covering darkness and the trees behind her.
 
   “You can go,” Rigo said softly.  “No one will chase after you.  However, you’re obviously hungry.  There’s fresh warm rabbit, sweet yams with honey, and cool melon.  You are welcome to share.”
 
   “You stole it from the farmer,” the woman accused.
 
   “The rabbits belonged to no one.  I doubt the farmer will miss a few yams from his fields and a bit of honey from his bees.”
 
   “Why should I trust you?” the woman asked, still slowly backing away as her eyes watched for any movement from any of them.  It was obvious she was about to turn and run, but her eyes had gone briefly to the spitted rabbit on the rock next to the fire.
 
   Ash’urn was closest and slowly reached down and picked up one of the rabbits.  He held it out to the woman carefully, making no attempt to move toward her.  Her backward motion stopped.  They could see the want in her eyes.  Hesitantly she reached out and grabbed the end of the offered stick, half expecting to find resistance when she pulled at it.  Instead Ash’urn released his end when he was certain she had a firm grip.
 
   Her treasure in hand, she started backing up again.  
 
   “You don’t have to run away,” Rigo said softly.  “You can stay.  Maybe we can help you.”
 
   “You don’t know anything about me.  Why should I trust you?”
 
   “You obviously have been listening to us talk while you watched us.  You must know that we don’t want any attention drawn to ourselves anymore than you do.  We are simply passing through.  It wouldn’t be to our benefit to cause you any trouble.”
 
   “So why would you want to help me?” she asked accusingly.
 
   “Because I do know something about you,” Rigo said.  He took a chance based on what the staff was telling him about the woman.  He was certain that she wasn’t one of Burke’s.  There would be no point for such an act.  If the staff was correct, then she had some ability just as he had.  Without a word he created a ball of fire and made it float several inches above his hand.  “You aren’t the only one,” he said softly.  “I am more like you than you know.”
 
   The woman looked around in alarm as if someone might be trying to sneak up on her. When she had proven to herself that none of the others had moved, she relaxed somewhat.  
 
   “That’s it?” she asked contemptuously.  “Just that little ball of fire?”
 
   Rigo grimaced, but then launched the flaming ball high into the air.  It flew up and disappeared high above.  He knew it would snuff out before reaching the ground.
 
   She hesitated before speaking.  “Mine’s more white.  Yours is red and looks like fire.  Mine looks like a bright light and burns right through someone.”
 
   That sounded like the beam Burke had used to Rigo.  “I know what you are talking about,” Rigo said.  “It is very powerful.”
 
   “Just so you know what I can do,” she warned.  Then she looked at the others.  “All of you?” she asked.
 
   “No, just me,” Rigo replied.  “My friends have other skills.  “Maybe you feel more comfortable and would be willing to stay and eat.  You can leave at any time.”
 
   The woman seemed to consider the offer.  Finally a small wry smile appeared briefly and she made the smallest step forward.  Daria stepped aside as did Kaler, making the way to one of the rocks where they were sitting open to her.  The woman slowly advanced and sat down, still holding the rabbit.
 
   “You’re bleeding,” Ash’urn noted pointing to her arm.  Daria’s blade had caught more than just the cloth of the woman’s dress and had cut a two-inch slice into her arm.  Blood was slowly trickling from the wound.
 
   The woman looked down at the cut with disdain.  As they watched the blood stopped flowing and the slice in her arm closed up and then seemed to disappear.  In a matter of a few seconds there was no sign it had ever existed.
 
   She looked up at their surprised faces.  “You mean you can’t do that?” she asked of Rigo.  
 
   He shook his head.  
 
   “You aren’t so powerful, are you?” she asked.
 
   “It would appear not,” he agreed.
 
   “It’s too bad it only works on me,” she replied.  “I tried to heal my Dad once, without his knowing of course, but I couldn’t make it work.”
 
   She obviously could wait no longer.  Watching them carefully she bit into the juicy meat of the rabbit.  They could see how hungry she was by the speed at which she attacked the meat.  Ash’urn brought one of the yams and a wooden spoon over to her and set a skin of water where she could reach it.
 
   Once she started slowing down Rigo introduced himself and his friends.  The woman hesitated briefly, then said softly, “I’m Jeen.”
 
   “It appears like you’ve had some rough times Jeen,” Rigo said.  “Is it something you can share?”
 
   “They’re after me,” she said softly, her eyes shiny.  “They want to burn me as a witch.”
 
   “What happened?” Daria asked.
 
   “I burned him,” Jeen said.  “I warned him, but he wouldn’t listen.”
 
   “Who’s him?” Kaler asked.
 
   “The son of a nobleman. He thought he could have his way with me.  I told him if he laid a hand on me he’d be sorry.  I’d see him dead.  He just laughed and tried to tear my dress off.  That’s when I . . .”  
 
   Jeen hesitated.  “That’s when I burned him,” she said finally.  
 
    
 
   As usual it didn’t take much to cause the horrible memories of that night to come rushing back.  Just mentioning them was enough.
 
   The evening had started normally enough.  Her father, a struggling businessman was one of many who had been invited to the rented estates of one of the visiting noblemen to display examples of his craftsmanship.  The noble was in town for a few weeks, searching for new items and to establish long term relationships with suppliers who could provide him goods that would bring a hefty profit back in the capital and other large villages that the locals could never hope to tap on their own.  The affair had been a large one, with food and drink, as well as entertainment for the family members.  Jeen had come with her father, in part for the novelty the outing offered and partially because her father was training her in the ways of business for which she had demonstrated a certain aptitude.
 
   Some time in the evening, her father had won the interest of the noble, and was drawn aside for private discussions.  That was a good sign, and their future prospects might have suddenly changed for the better.  Jeen had not been surprised when she had been excluded from the meetings.  Many did not suffer women being present for business, and it appeared that this noble was one of them.  Her father told her she should partake of the vast feast, then hire a carriage to take herself home.  He didn’t know how long he might be.
 
   Confident in herself, she had circulated among several other young women she knew casually, chatting as they partook of the delicacies set out for their enjoyment.  She watched how one of the noble’s sons, a youth only a year or two older than herself, moved confidently among the assembled group, flirting with the better looking young women who were present.  He was indeed handsome, and most of the women fawned over him, accepting his attentions with nervous laughter and, in some cases, come-on looks.  Something about the young man put her off.  His eyes belied his friendly attitude and she was old enough to know what he was after.  She’d had enough of the same kind of approach from young men in the village in the past, and knew how to put aside their foolishness.  Carefully she avoided the young man as he moved through the group, moving to stay on the opposite side of the crowd.  It wouldn’t be wise to offend in anyway the son of the man who could change her father’s fortunes.
 
   She drifted through the public rooms of the estate, marveling at the decorations, any one of which would have required the profits of most of the year from her father’s business.  She probably should have taken her father’s advice and called for a carriage, but she couldn’t imagine him being much longer, and the cost of a second carriage seemed an extravagance.  She elected to wait.
 
   “Have you been avoiding me?” a confident voice said behind her.
 
   She had turned to find the son leaning against the wall, studying her.
 
   She flushed.  Somehow he had discovered her ruse.  “I’m not comfortable with strangers,” she lied, trying to gracefully deflect his question.
 
   The young noble pushed off the wall and walked over where she had been admiring a vase.  He was indeed handsome, especially this close.  He stood close, introduced himself, and casually put an arm around her, suggesting he could show her around.
 
   She had shrugged off the arm, and had noted the flash of annoyance in the young man.  Wisely she had headed back toward the common area, looking for security in the rest of the group.  The young man followed.  When they arrived, she was aghast to discover no one else was there. 
 
   “They all left,” the youth told her.  “It’s getting late after all.”
 
   She hadn’t realized the time.  She had been too intrigued with the art displayed so prominently around the estate.  She wondered that her father was still locked away in meetings.
 
   “I guess I should do the same,” she said.  “Could you have one of your servants chase down a carriage for me?”  She hoped it hadn’t gotten too late for one to be found quickly.
 
   “What’s your hurry?” the young noble asked.  “We haven’t had a chance to talk.”
 
   Once again he stood too close, his hand unwelcome on her arm.  She tried to push him away, but undeterred by her unwillingness, and confident in the absence of others, he bent and tried to kiss her.
 
   “You are the most lovely young woman I have seen in this village,” he whispered.
 
   She had reacted by pushing him forcefully away.  Again, the flash of annoyance crossed his face.  She could see something harsh and dangerous hiding in his eyes.  “Don’t,” she said.
 
   He laughed.  “And why not?  Isn’t that what you girls of country villages like this are for?  You are meant to provide amusement for your betters.  A little resistance makes it fun.  I haven’t had to force one like you in some time.  Normally your type comes to bed willingly.  A few golds will make you feel better after.”
 
   Once again he bent as if to kiss her.
 
   “I’ll scream,” she threatened. 
 
   “If you wish,” the young noble had replied.  “There are few here to hear you.  Certainly your father won’t.  He is locked up behind a solid door upstairs with mine.  The servants know better than to interfere.”
 
   “I’ll tell my father,” she threatened.
 
   The youth flicked his hand as if it didn’t matter.  “That would be later, and of little concern.  I would claim you sought me out, hoping maybe to win my support and secure a better future for yourself.  You wouldn’t be the first.  Besides, my father is rich and could easily destroy yours if it became an issue.”
 
   Uncertain what to do, and not wanting to be the source of difficulty for her father, she had decided to leave and find her own carriage.  It wasn’t wise for a young woman to be out alone, but it couldn’t be any worse than staying here.  She tried to duck around him, but he grabbed her arm and pushed her down onto a large chair. 
 
   She had called him a name, which angered him and he backhanded her across the face.  Her bruised lip began to bleed, the pain coming as a surprise.
 
   “There now,” he said, confident the blow had knocked the fight out of her.  He removed his sash belt and loosened his tunic.  “Let’s make this fun, shall we?” he asked and bent down to kiss her again.
 
   She bit his lip, causing him to pull back sharply, cursing.  Now they both had blood on their lips.  He cursed again when he saw his own blood on his hand.  Furious, he reached down and pulled her out of the chair, delivering two quick hard slaps to her face.  Then he forced the straps of her dress, ripping the front forward, exposing her to the waist as he flung her down to the chair.
 
   Momentarily stunned, it had taken a moment to clear her head.  She was shocked.  No one had ever treated her this way.  He didn’t have the right.  By the time she was thinking clearly again, she was aware the young man had already removed his pants.  There was no doubt what he had in mind.  Anger coupled with fear and loathing grabbed her.  No one was going to use her thusly.  He’d earned what was coming.  She’d tried to be reasonable.
 
   Knowing that she was on dangerous ground, she had decided she would use her secret ability if necessary.  She would not submit to the intentions of this young lord.  “I’ll set you on fire,” she threatened.
 
   That earned her a laugh.  “What are you a witch? That kind of superstition might work on the local boys, but not on me.  You forget who I am.”
 
   He pulled open his shirt and advanced toward her.  There was no longer any choice.  He was much bigger than her, and quite strong, and had already demonstrated a willingness to use whatever force required to impose his will.
 
   She focused on his shirt, and set the sleeve on fire.  Nothing big, but enough to gain his attention and scare him off she hoped.  
 
   The young noble yelped and looked at his sleeve in shock.  He beat the burning sleeve with his other hand and managed to put out the flame.  His eye found hers.  
 
   “How could you do that?” he asked, still disbelieving what had happened.
 
   “Let me go, or I’ll set the rest of you on fire,” she threatened.  “It won’t be so easy to put out.”
 
   The disbelief turned to anger, and a touch of fear.  It showed in his eyes.  He had been taught to destroy that which threatened him and he reached down and pulled a small knife out of his pants that lay nearby.  “Burn me will you?  I’ll teach you a lesson.  You won’t be so pretty after I’m done.”
 
   As he moved toward her, knife in hand, she had realized she no longer had any choice.  He meant to maim her, or perhaps even kill her.  Frightened by the intensity of his anger, she felt her own rage grow.  He had caused this.  He had placed her in a position where there was no escape.  And now he thought to harm her.  He couldn’t know that she could heal almost any injury he might inflict, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt.   
 
   “Stay away,” she warned one last time.  “I’ll set you on fire,” she threatened again.  “You know now I can do it.  This is your last chance.”
 
   He was beyond listening.  He called her a name and continued to advance.  She reached for the fire and found something stronger that she hadn’t known was there.  Her fear fueled her magic, and instead of the familiar fire which she could control, a bright white beam came into existence, striking the advancing youth.  He screamed as if every nerve was being ripped apart, and in a matter of seconds he was consumed, leaving nothing but a pile of remains and a melted knife on the floor.
 
   Shocked, she stood, pulled up her dress and healed the bruises and cuts that had been inflected.  She looked at what remained of the young man.  Well, he had been the one who had brought them to this.  Then she fled.
 
    
 
   “You used your power?” Rigo asked, certain that was what she meant and bringing her attention back to the present.
 
   Jeen nodded.  “I never did anything like that before.  I was simply trying to scare him off.  But when he tried to rape me something snapped.  It just came out.  He was burned to a pile of ash with a few bones and burnt clothes.  I ran for home, but his brother saw me.”
 
   “What happened at home?” Rigo asked, but already suspected.
 
   “When he returned home, my father said I had to run away.  I’d never told him about the other things I could do.  Everyone says it’s not possible and would be evil anyway.  I kept it hidden.  He said they would kill me and he couldn’t protect me.”
 
   “So you ran?” Kaler asked.
 
   “I’ve been running for three weeks now.  I think the only reason they haven’t caught me is because most of those looking are afraid to find me.  But sometimes there are groups with bows.  They would be able to get me before I could act.”
 
   “What about your family?” Daria asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said honestly.  “I’ve been afraid to go back.  Afraid what I might find. And there is nothing I can do to help.  If I’m around, it would only make things worse for them.”
 
   “How long have you known about your ability?” Rigo asked.
 
   “I first realized I was different when I was about ten years old,” she said.  “I knew it was something I shouldn’t tell others about.  I never knew if I was the only one.”
 
   The story was too much like his own.  He’d also been about that age when he’d been found by his father and he’d had the ability.  Here was someone like himself, and not corrupted by Burke.  He’d have to warn her about him.
 
   “You are welcome to travel with us,” Rigo said.  “You may not want to stay with us as we are going to the Ruins which are known to be dangerous.  But at the very least you might want to travel along with us until you get far enough away from here to be safe.”
 
   Jeen looked at the small group and then nodded.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jeen was still there the next morning when they woke up.  Kaler had bet Rigo even money that she would be gone.  Rigo had been torn but had figured the girl had no friends and nowhere else to go and would end up staying.  He’d hoped as much.  She was the only other person that was like him.  Whatever Burke and his friends were, they were clearly different, at least now.  Perhaps at one time they’d started out the same as himself.  He had no way to judge. The young woman had found a place near Daria and closest to the forest next to their camp.  That had suggested to Kaler that she would slip away, but when he woke that morning he saw her sitting with her back against the nearby tree.  Her eyes met his with a small shy smile.
 
   Kaler used a stick to clear out the ash and old wood from the fire and build the beginnings of the fire they would use to heat water for their morning tea.  Once finished he stood back and was about to get his flint since Rigo had wandered off to take care of business.  Suddenly the fire sprung to life.  Kaler looked from the fire to Jeen, who now smiled broadly.  There was no doubt that she was responsible for setting the wood aflame.  Kaler wasn’t certain if she was showing off, or simply pleased to be able to use her ability without fear that those around her would react with horror.
 
   “Thank you,” Kaler said softly and nodded in her direction.  She nodded slightly back at him.
 
   By now the entire camp was awake, and Daria grabbed her pack and motioned for Jeen to follow along with her.  They headed in the direction of the pond and were soon out of sight in the trees.
 
   “What are the odds of finding one like her?” Kaler asked when Rigo returned and sat next to him as the water heated.  
 
   “You mean someone with the ability to perform magic like me?” he asked.  “Probably small, but then I have been looking a long time.  Still, I wonder if more isn’t at work here.  She had the need to find someone to help her, and the magic has the ability to bend rules sometimes.”
 
   “You don’t think she is somehow tied in with Burke?” Kaler asked.
 
   “No one is that good of an actress,” Ash’urn said as he joined them by the fire.  “The girl was as frightened as anyone I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “She seems to have settled down this morning,” Rigo observed.
 
   “The change is remarkable,” agreed Ash’urn.  “But do you think it wise to bring her along with us?  We might get entangled in her situation.”
 
   “It’ll only be for a few days,” Rigo reminded them.  “Then we can go our separate ways.”
 
   They had finished making the tea and were eating some of the cold rabbit when Daria and Jeen returned.  The change was remarkable.  Rigo was shocked at what Daria had been able to do with nothing other than cold pond water and a change of clothes.
 
   Jeen no longer wore her torn and dirty dress.  She now wore the spare clothes that Daria had brought with her.  They were close enough in size for the clothes to fit, although Jeen’s figure was considerable fuller and the shirt emphasized the fact in a way the dress had not. Rigo could see one of the reasons the nobleman had been attracted to her.
 
   More important was the woman herself.  She had been scrubbed and washed, and no longer appeared as a dirty and disheveled beggar.  Her face was washed clean of the dirt and grime, and the scratches and scrapes were gone.  How much was the result of cleaning and how much from a judicious application of her own healing powers Rigo didn’t know.  The long black hair was now free of tangles and burrs, and the dusty matted look had been washed away.  The hair was straight and silky, and shone in the morning light.  Her prominent cheekbones stood out, and her light brown eyes were flecked with spots of darker color.  She was beautiful as she moved a little self consciously into their midst with Daria following right behind her.
 
   “Gods!” Kaler said.  “Is this the same woman?”
 
   Jeen blushed slightly and nodded.  “Daria lent me some of her things.  We buried my old clothes.  I don’t know how I can repay your generosity.”
 
   “The clothes can be easily replaced,” Daria said.
 
   Rigo agreed.  Jeen looked more mature and certainly bore little resemblance to the frightened intruder of the night before.
 
   “You have decided to travel with us for a while then?” Rigo asked.
 
   Jeen scanned the others.  “I would like that. I feel safe for the first time in days.  Perhaps I can help you get closer to where you are headed.”
 
   “Good,” Rigo announced.  He hoped she might elect to stay with them even longer, but time would tell.  He sensed there was a purpose to this meeting, but maybe he wanted to read something into it.  He placed his staff across his knees and separated the top half.  He withdrew the necklace and handed it to Jeen.  She took it in her hand, and as she did so, the light dimmed.
 
   “Did I break it?” she asked.
 
   “No,” Rigo replied as he took it back and placed it back inside the staff.  He didn’t want it out of the staff for very long.  He wasn’t certain how quickly Burke or the others would require to become aware of it, or how quickly they could get a fix on its location.  He had had his for some time before Burke showed up the first time.  “But now you are recognized by the necklace and so it no longer needs to glow to warn of another with the power.  I don’t know how I know this, but its warning ability was lost so long as it continued to glow in your presence.”
 
   “I had one like that until recently,” Jeen told him.  “It had a different setting, but the same clear blue stone as yours.”
 
   “What happened to it?” Rigo asked suddenly concerned.
 
   “The cad that tried to attack me broke it when he used it to try and hold me,” she said.  “My father bought it for me when I saw it at the fair.  I wish I still had it.”
 
   “Listen carefully,” Rigo said suddenly serious.  “It will more than likely return at some point.”
 
   “Return?” she asked confused.  “What do you mean?”
 
   “They are magical devices.  A kind of tracker.  If it returns, reject it.  Do not carry it with you.  There are those who will use it to locate you.”  Rigo went on to explain about Burke and what they had learned.
 
   “They are like us?”
 
   “They are more powerful and are skilled in the use of the power,” Rigo agreed.  “But they care little for your personal wishes.  They want to locate those with the power for reasons of their own.  I do not know what those reasons are.  I just warn you to be careful.”
 
   “Jeen tells me that she has not seen her pursuers for several days,” Daria said, changing the subject.  
 
   Kaler and Rigo nodded their understanding.  That was good news.  At least they weren’t hot on her trail and they wouldn’t have to be overly concerned they might show up at any minute.
 
   “Perhaps we should get moving,” Kaler suggested as he stood and started taking down the few items that constituted their camp. 
 
   Before long they headed off, moving through a large vineyard that extended as far as the eye could see ahead of them.  Jeen cast a woeful glance back the way they had come.
 
   “Home?” Daria asked softly seeing the woman’s glance.
 
   “Yeah,” Jeen replied.
 
   “You can’t go there.  Not now.  Maybe never,” Daria warned.
 
   “I know,” Jeen agreed sadly.
 
   They walked for hours, finally coming to the end of the vineyards and making their way into the slowly rolling hills.  It was nearing evening when they crested a small hill.  In the distance they could see a moderately sized village.
 
   “Ba’ker,” Jeen told them.  “Now I know where we are.  It’s one of the large communities in the area.  I’m further from home than I thought.”
 
   “Perhaps we should do some shopping,” Ash’urn suggested.  “There are a few things that we are getting low on, and Jeen and Daria could use more clothes.”
 
   “I’m not sure that would be wise,” Kaler said slowly.  
 
   Ash’urn was quick to disagree.  “Jeen and I are locals, especially Jeen.  The place is large enough they can’t know everyone, so we won’t be immediately tagged as outsiders.  Jeen no longer looks like the person she did, and it’s unlikely that word has spread this far already.  I think it’s worth the risk.”
 
   They talked it over, then decided that Ash’urn and Jeen would go into the village in the morning.  They would limit their purchases to items that could be attributed to only the two of them, and then they would quickly depart.  Hopefully, by going in early they would miss the busy period of the day.
 
   They hiked away from the village a considerable distance before making camp in an enclosed ravine that had only a tiny stream for water.  They were close enough to people that no one wanted to risk the smell of a fire, so they ate a cold dinner and then settled in as it turned dark.
 
   “I’ve been wondering,” Jeen said suddenly.  “Is there a specific place in the Ruins that you are planning to go?”
 
   “There is, but I cannot describe it to you,” Rigo replied.  “I know, or at least can sense where we need to go.”
 
   “Would you be willing to go north as well as east?” she asked.
 
   “We actually need to be north of our current location, but there are more people that way.  We had thought to turn north once we were on the edge of the Ruins and away from the bulk of Lopal’s villages.”
 
   “There are more villages to the north,” Jeen agreed, “but you are more likely to encounter more people the way you are going.  This area is one of the riches growing lands in southern Lopal, and the area is made up of many small farms.  There is almost no land that is unused and this time of year there will be people out working the fields every day.  It is inconceivable that you won’t encounter some of them if you go that way.  It won’t be like the areas you have passed through recently.”
 
   “What are you suggesting?” Ash’urn asked.  He had known this was a farming area. But hadn’t considered how many people there might be here.
 
   “I started thinking,” Jeen said.  “There are only a few ways to get around.  Walking, of course, but that is slow.  Horses would be faster, but there is little chance of your getting any animals without bringing too much attention on yourselves.  The other is by boat on one of the rivers.”
 
   “I don’t think we want to attempt anything that requires us to mingle with the locals on a boat,” Kaler said.
 
   “Wait, hear me out,” Jeen said sternly.  “A day’s walk from here is the town of Da’nar on a river that flows to the northeast.  It’s a town just a little larger than Bak’er.  We could split into two groups.  That would make us less recognizable.  Rigo and I could go together, and the rest of you separately.  It would look like we are a couple, and you three part of a family.  Ash’urn and I could do all the talking and purchase the tickets.  You could travel without encountering many people, and you would cover in a day what would take four or more to walk.”
 
   “We’d be forced to mingle with people on the boat,” Rigo objected.  “That would give us away.”
 
   “The boats go much farther down the river than we would want to go,” Jeen explained.  “That means they have private cabins for those making a multi-day trip.  We would only want to take the boat from Da’nar where it departs in the morning, to where it stops late in the evening.  But we could get a cabin and stay out of sight.  We could eat our own food, and since no one onboard knows us, they wouldn’t even be aware we were there.  Of course it would cost money.  Perhaps you wouldn’t be able to cover the fare.”
 
   “Coin wouldn’t be a problem,” Rigo said as he considered her suggestion.  He liked the idea of covering ground faster and getting through the populated areas quicker.  “We could get two cabins.  We could board as you suggested, but then rearrange our groups once on board.  You and Daria would be able to stay in one, and the rest of us in the other.”
 
   “Do you think this is wise?” Kaler asked.  He still had doubts about too much contact with the locals.
 
   “Let’s see how things go in the morning when Jeen and Ash’urn go into the village.  We can consider the boat as we head east and see if Jeen is right about the number of people.
 
    
 
   Now, two days later they were on board the daily boat that would take them down river.  They had adjusted their plan and would stay on board through the night, taking the boat to the stop after the one Jeen had initially suggested.  Staying on board overnight would take them farther north and somewhat more to the east.  They would be getting out at a larger village than the one that Jeen had suggested and one that she had no prior experience with.  She’d at least been to the village she had suggested several years before with her father.  But Ash’urn suggested the larger village was on the far side of another range of mountains and would save them time in the long run.  They could sleep in the cabins, and depart refreshed once the boat docked in the morning.
 
   Daria smiled as they felt the boat pushed away from the dock and the unmistakable feeling of movement as the current caught the craft and started accelerating it down the river.  “Just like old times,” she said.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 40
 
    
 
    
 
   Rigo and his friends rode the crude but sturdy riverboat down the Kin’are River for just over a day.  Most of that was spent in the cabins where they would be out of sight of the other travelers.  Rigo and Kaler were too obviously foreigners and would have immediately become a matter of considerable interest.  Daria, Jeen and Ash’urn could have fit in, but why take any chances of being remembered later should anyone come looking for any of them.  
 
   They had rented two cabins, one on either side of the boat and conveniently located across the passageway from one another.  The relative locations allowed them views out either side should they have any interest in observing the countryside through which they passed.  The larger of the two cabins, where Ash’urn, Kaler and Daria were formally berthed, was where they all gathered during the day.  They watched the scenery as the craft slowly sailed by.  Even though the boat wasn’t very fast, Rigo could see that Jeen had been correct in her assessment that it was far faster than walking as they had planned.  The mountains, mere foothills compared to some they had recently traversed, were still formidable and would have taken considerable effort to climb over, especially if they were constantly taking care to avoid the locals.  Following the river would have been impossible for much of the way as the steep dark rock they had encountered before frequently yielded sheer walls that disappeared into the water along either side of the river.  Only with a boat was this route a viable option.
 
   The other passengers could be heard as they noisily made their way up and down the passageway outside the room.  They assumed that most were traveling farther than they were and used every opportunity to be out on deck in the fine weather knowing they would be spending a considerable number of hours in the rooms.  They took their meals in the room from their provisions, and only Ash’urn ventured from the security of the room at all, and then only twice to check on their progress and see if anything appeared amiss or anyone seemed out of place.  Both times he returned indicating all was well.  They appeared to have escaped from both Jeen’s pursuers, and any attempts by Burke’s people to find them.  
 
   As night approached they split up.  Daria and Jeen ducked across the passageway when Ash’urn gave them the “all clear” sign to spend the night in the second, smaller stateroom.  Ash’urn, Rigo and Kaler bedded down in the larger room, although they took shifts so that one of them was awake all the time.  The activity on the boat died down quickly once it became dark as there were no lights on the boat, and with the moon Minra providing little light this night and nothing but wilderness or dark expanses of rock along the banks, it was very dark with little to see.
 
   The night passed uneventfully, and with the coming of dawn, the three men soon were fully awake.  Less than half a glass later a coded knock on the door signaled that Daria and Jeen were there, and they opened to allow them inside.  
 
   “How long before we arrive?” Kaler asked after they were all assembled and sitting on the beds eating a simple breakfast.
 
   “A couple of glass more,” Jeen said.  “I asked the ticket vendor when we purchased the tickets and he said it was usually a glass or so after sun up depending on the current and weather. Since it was clear all night, I’m guessing we will arrive more or less on schedule.”
 
   Rigo watched Jeen as she spoke.  She was far more composed than before.  She was also a remarkably attractive woman.  One would never look at her and think that she controlled the magical power same as himself and that she had used it to defend herself.  He and Kaler had talked about her at length the previous night before falling asleep.  Kaler still had some misgivings about her, but both Rigo and Ash’urn were convinced that she wasn’t playing a part and was somehow connected to the people they were fleeing from.
 
   “What are your plans once we arrive?” he asked.
 
   Jeen looked momentarily uncertain then glanced at Daria for support.
 
   “She’s coming with us,” Daria said.  “I asked if she wanted to come along.  She’s as unfamiliar with this area as the rest of us, and really has nowhere to go or anyone to rely on.”  Daria looked at them to see if any would argue.
 
   Kaler looked as if he wanted to say something, but for his part Rigo was reassured by the fact Daria had accepted Jeen.  Daria was a superb judge of character, and if she was willing to trust Jeen, that spoke volumes.
 
   “Daria told you our destination is uncertain and more than likely dangerous?” Rigo asked her.
 
   Jeen nodded.  “I understand.  But since this all started I haven’t felt comfortable or safe until meeting all of you.  I’m willing to take my chances, and maybe with my power I can be of some use.”
 
   Rigo wondered just what abilities she might have.  That was something they would have hours to discuss while traveling.  Perhaps by demonstrating abilities they could teach one another new skills.  If she had Burke’s ability with the energy beam, even at a significantly reduced level, he’d dearly love to learn that.  There had to be a way to pass such information between wizards, and that was what they were after all, albeit novice wizards at best.
 
   Their conversation was interrupted by the sounds of feet outside.  Passengers were moving onto the deck, and there were commands being shouted by the chief mate.  A quick look outside and they could see the leading edge of the village coming into view.  They were obviously preparing for docking.
 
   It had taken longer than Rigo expected before the boat was tied up and the transfer plank in place to allow the people to disembark.  They waited until Ash’urn indicated most everyone who was getting off had left before emerging from their cabin and quietly making their way ashore.  They were on the northern edge of town, having passed by the village as the boat worked its way closer to shore.  All of the other passengers were headed into carriages, or walking south to where the buildings were.  They continued north, walking into the trees a few hundred paces down river, then turning eastward.  They kept a close eye on their back trail, but no one showed any interest in them.  The departing passengers had their own destinations in mind, and the crew was busy loading the new travelers and additional cargo that would be heading farther down river.
 
   As they headed into the trees, Kaler taking the lead, Ash’urn heaved a sigh.  “This isn’t typical of Lopal,” he said.
 
   “What isn’t?” Rigo asked.
 
   “What we have been experiencing the past couple of weeks.  It could almost be Kellmore were it not for the accents and dress.  Most of Lopal is more rural and nomadic.  The established cities and formal travel routes are not what I normally associate with the country.”
 
   “Is the country changing then?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Perhaps, although I would guess it’s more a matter of the area.  The area we have passed through is one of the few that is really proper for such development and where a large percentage of the food is grown.  It makes sense for it to develop along such lines.”
 
   As they headed east, putting distance between themselves and the river, the outlying homesteads became less frequent.  They easily worked their way around any they encountered, and by evening were back in the wilderness.  They were able to trap several prairie hens for their dinner, and settled in for a quiet night.
 
   The next several days they made good time.  The mountains they had to work their way around and over were much less challenging, although Ash’urn warned of one more formidable range farther to the east they would have to conquer.  They had passed one small village a couple of days ago and crossed a surprisingly well traveled road the day before, if the tracks and wear were any real indication of its usage.  Just a few glass earlier they had made a detour around a second village and were now looking for a place to camp.
 
   “This should do,” Kaler said, looking around the treed enclosure.  In a bit of a depression, they would be hidden from sight of the surrounding areas, not to mention the trees that would provide additional cover.  There was a small pond fed by a brook that meandered down a ravine off to their left.
 
    
 
   They slept soundly without incident and were finishing up and about to leave when Daria suddenly perked up.  “Did you hear something?” she asked softly.
 
   Rigo looked her way and asked, “What kind of something?”
 
   “I think she means them,” Kaler said from his other side.  
 
   Rigo let his own eyes go where Kaler was looking.  More than a dozen men with bows drawn and ready had just emerged from the trees.
 
   “There’s more behind us,” Ash’urn said softly.  
 
   Rigo looked over his shoulder.  Ash’urn was right.  There were almost as many behind them, although some had drawn swords rather than bows.  The bows were the problem.  Daria and Kaler could each dispose of any number of opponents with swords.  No one Rigo had ever encountered was their equal with edged weapons.  But the bows could take them down before they could get close.  He felt that was his problem, and he had failed to learn a proper response.  Burke probably could have taken the lot of them, but Rigo would only be able to get a couple before the rest loosed their arrows.  He also couldn’t stop the arrows in flight as Burke had done either.
 
   “He placed his arm on Daria’s shoulder who he sensed was already going for her knives.  “Too many,” he whispered.  He also looked at Jeen, concerned she would cut loose with one of her energy bolts.  That would start the fight.  A fight he didn’t think they could win.  From her explanation she had far less power than Burke.  Burke had taken down a number all at once reducing the whole group to unrecognizable ash.  He wished that he had that ability now.  From Jeen’s description the other day, she had barely burned a single attacker, leaving behind bones and clothes.  Fortunately she was holding back, her face white and scared looking.  Kaler had already come to the same conclusion as Rigo.  The bows had them checked.
 
   Rigo sensed he could have taken down a number and that somehow the staff would have protected him.  He could have escaped.  But he could not have protected his friends.  He wasn’t about to allow anything to happen to them while he ran away.  They’d wait and see what this was about.  There would be another opportunity later.
 
   “There’s no choice,” Rigo said to his friends.  “Set down your arms.”
 
   Daria hissed her frustration and anger, but he felt the tension go out of her.
 
   Rigo set down his staff that he had grabbed as a matter of course.  Kaler followed suit, laying down the Kellmore sword and pulling his short blade from his belt.  Before long all of their weapons were spread out on the ground and they waited as the leader of the ambushers walked forward.  
 
   “A wise choice,” he said in a thick Lopal accent.  He signaled one of the men with swords to gather up the weapons.  He looked at the Kellmore with interest and Rigo thought he might claim it, but he let his eyes take in the other items.  He stared a long time at the knife belt that Daria usually wore, and kicked with contempt at the two walking sticks.  
 
   “Load it all into the wagon along with their other supplies,” he ordered the man.  Rigo noted the men with bows still stood their ground and had relaxed only slightly.  
 
   “So, you are from Kellmore,” he said looking at Rigo and Kaler.  “Perhaps not all of you.  I wonder what you are doing so far into Lopal?  It is fortunate the children saw you sneaking by the village last night.  One of them reported you to his father, who in turn contacted me.  We’ll take you somewhere safe and see what is to be done with you.”
 
   Each had his hands bound together and was placed on a horse so he could ride.  Men with swords rode in front, and the archers rode behind them.  Their belongings rode at the end of the caravan in an old beat up wagon.  Rigo could sense his staff, but could see nothing to be gained by calling it to him.  He would have to see where they were being taken.
 
   They made good time, reminding Rigo how much faster one could travel on horses.  They worked their way back to the road they had passed over the previous day and turned south on it.  They rode for several hours, the mountains gradually closing in on either side.  Soon they rode deep in a ravine with steep walls on either side.  Several times a wagon passed them headed the other direction.  The men waved to the guardsmen, who waved back.  
 
   Evening was approaching as they neared their destination.  Rigo was certain that’s what was up ahead by the large sprawling camp he could see on either side of the road.  At least a hundred horses were corralled and more than a dozen wagons like the one that held their goods were parked haphazardly around the corral.  A number of large skin tents had been erected closer to the base of the hill that blocked off any farther southward travel.  They were in a box canyon, with nowhere else to go.
 
   They rode past the tents and came to a halt opposite a huge metal doorway set into the smooth dark stone of the mountain.  They could see several narrow viewing slits cut into the stone offset from the door.
 
   “This is where you stop,” they were told.  
 
   Stiffly, they slid down from the mounts and gathered together.  Another soldier came from one of the nearby tents with a ring of keys.  He selected one and used it to unlock the mechanism that six men gathered around.  A number of sturdy ropes ran from the mechanism over a tall structure and to the top of a massive metal door.  The door was set into metal slots set firmly into the stone of the side of the hillside.  By turning the mechanism the door could be lifted creating an opening they would be able to pass through.  There was no lock and no way that one of the prisoners would be able to move the door from the inside.  Slowly it lifted and the men turned the spokes of the control wheel.
 
    “In there,” they were told.  
 
   Rigo led the way, stepping from the open area into the darkened room cut out of the solid stone.  Inside was a vast chamber that extended at least twenty times his height and was large enough for several hundred men to gather at once.  High above were several open windows cut into the rock.  Rigo could sense there were bars that blocked any exit, not that it mattered.  He could see no way to get up there from the inside.  A number of individuals milled around the interior, some sitting next to small fires, others resting by laying against the far wall.  All looked their way with interest.  The man who had unlocked the door pointed off to one side where several smaller cells were cut into the side of the inner wall.  They were escorted into one and the door secured behind them.
 
   “Maybe eventually we will let you out into the general population.  Tonight, at least, you stay in here.  Welcome to the Digs.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 41
 
    
 
    
 
   “I’ve heard of this place,” Ash’urn said as they watched the guard walk away and back through the entrance to the cavern.  The guards who had stood at the ready while he’d been inside backed away and moments later the massive metal door slid slowly downward in the slots that held it in place.
 
   Kaler looked around the small room they were locked into and said,  “this is becoming a habit with us, Rigo.”
 
   “I was having the same thought,” Rigo replied.  “This one looks a lot harder to escape from.  Stone and metal.  Not easily defeated especially when the stone is several hand spans thick.  I doubt I could break any of it no matter how much magic I called upon.”
 
   Daria looked at Ash’urn.  “You said you know of this place?” she asked.
 
   “The place has a great deal of history associated with it,” Ash’urn explained.  He looked at Daria meaningfully.  “Much of it bad.”
 
   “What kind of history?” Jeen asked.  She had never heard of the place and she had lived all her life not that far from here.
 
   “It was first discovered, at least the most recent recording of its discovery was around the time of the last plague.  A particularly bad breakout was being felt along the eastern boundary of Lopal, and some of those not yet afflicted were seeking means of escape.  It was the dead of winter and the mountain passes were almost certain death.  A group of brave fools found a large cavern with extensive passageways underground.  They spent weeks exploring and carefully marking their discoveries on the walls.  A number were lost or killed, but one small group found a passageway that led all the way under the mountains and came up here, near the entrance we just passed through.  This must be a related cave that is close to the main one.”
 
   “How long did it take them to get through?” Daria asked.
 
   “The stories claim it took ten days in the dark, although they had torches and food.  After one group made it through, several brave souls made their way back to show the way to others.  Several thousand made their way through the dark in an attempt to escape the sickness.  Of course, it was wasted effort.  The plague had already spread across the land.”
 
   “So this is more than a large cave? There is a means of escaping if one is willing?” Kaler asked.
 
   “There’s more to the story,” Ash’urn warned.  “Some years after the sickness had passed, disputes between the tribal leaders broke out.  One of the more perceptive recalled this route and sent warriors through to attack his enemy from the rear.  Once again the effort proved fruitless, and after the dispute was resolved, the leader who had suffered the sneak attack decided that wouldn’t happen again.  He sent a group of his men into the tunnels and found a place where they could seal the passageway permanently.  That would have been the end of it, except they discovered the tunnels also had large deposits of various metals, some of which were in great demand.  That lead to the beginning of the mining effort, and the name for this place.”
 
   “As the mining effort expanded, additional exploration was conducted.  Some areas were found that yielded gemstones of great worth.  That further increased the interest, although those places are said to be deep and in very dangerous places within the mine.  It is also said that sometimes strange creatures have been encountered, and men have been killed, often carried away into the dark and never found.”
 
   “Sounds like wild stories to me,” Kaler said.
 
   “Perhaps in part, but the mining is real, as are the gemstones.  The value is beyond dispute, and the leaders of Lopal have chosen to keep the mines open, using prisoner labor to do the work.  Those who are assigned here are said to have no chance at a pardon.  It is a life sentence.  Honest miners have refused to work here.”
 
   “Do you think we are being sentenced to the mines?” Jeen asked, her voice revealed her stress.
 
   “Not yet,” Ash’urn said.  “I sense this was a convenient place to keep us until our fate is decided.  However, once they learn of us and that we are foreigners, I can see little reason they would waste any effort to do otherwise.  It would be the more expedient solution to solving the matter of our presence.”
 
   “That means we need to find a way out before that happens,” Rigo said.
 
   “I think that would be wise,” Ash’urn agreed, “but as you noted, it won’t be easy.”
 
   They looked around the small cell they were sharing.  Rigo walked over and checked the lock on the door.  “This will be easy enough,” he announced.
 
   “Perhaps we shouldn’t take any action right away,” Daria suggested.  “They have just put us here and might be watching.  Maybe we can learn something useful from those who have been held here for a while.  If we let them see we can get out of this cell, we are revealing something of our special capability.  Unless we have a plan to get away, I think we should appear helpless.”
 
   “We’re going to have our chance to talk with some of our cellmates,” Kaler said pointing.  “Looks like a bunch are headed over to have a look at us.”
 
   All five of them turned toward the front of the cell which was made entirely of metal bars set into the rock except for the metal door.  Six men, all looking husky and strong were indeed headed their way.
 
   “What’d you do to get thrown in here?” the one at the front of the group asked after stopping a few feet short of the cell entrance.
 
   Ash’urn stepped forward and in his thickest Lopalian accent replied, “We are simple travelers. It was not explained to us why we were arrested and brought here.   We are innocent of any crimes.”
 
   “Isn’t everyone,” the man replied unmoved.  He let his eyes wander over the group.  “At least three of you aren’t from Lopal.  That’s enough to bring trouble by itself these days.  What could have brought you to Lopal?”
 
   “We are explorers.  We were heading for the Ruins when we were stopped,” Rigo added.  “It is true some of us aren’t from Lopal, but we have committed no crimes against Lopal.”  This wasn’t exactly true.  They had killed a number of soldiers, but Rigo thought of that as self-defense.
 
   “Well, you best pray to whatever gods you worship as you are in deep trouble now.”
 
   “What is likely to become of us and why are we separated in this cell?” Ash’urn asked.
 
   “You are in the cell because they haven’t decided what to do with you.  That’s the usual procedure.  Once they do, they will either release you, take you somewhere else, or make you part of the prisoner community.  Don’t get your hopes up.  I’ve been here more than ten years and I’ve never seen any resolution other than adding prisoners to the work force.  It’s the simplest solution you see.”
 
   “What would that mean?” Daria asked.
 
   “For the men, into the mines one shift a day, seven days a week until you die of overwork or accident.  Or until one of the critters takes you.  For the women, you’d provide amusement for the troops here.  Both of you are quite good looking.  I can see you would be very popular.”
 
   Daria clenched her fists in a manner that suggested anyone who tried would have a bit of surprise on his hands.
 
   “How long before they decide our fate?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Depends on who they need to ask about you.  One to two weeks I’d guess.”
 
   “We’ll need to find a way out of here before then,” Kaler whispered to Rigo.
 
   “You’re one of the miners?” Ash’urn asked.
 
   The man nodded.  “I’m Darr’yl.  I’m sort of the head man among the prisoners at the moment.”
 
   “How come they allow you to wander around freely?” Ash’urn asked.
 
   Darr’yl smiled.  “Have you had a look at the walls in this place?  Or the door in?  No tools are allowed in here, and only wooden spoons and such.  There is no way to cut through and get out.  We can’t cause any trouble in here and it takes a much smaller force to watch us.”
 
   “How come you’re not in the mines?”
 
   “There are two shifts a day.  The second shift went into the mines almost two glasses before you arrived.  The rest of us returned from the early shift.”
 
   “What about food?” Jeen asked.  They hadn’t eaten in some time and all of their food had been confiscated with their other belongings.
 
   “Two meals a day,” Darr’yl said.  “One in the morning and another before second shift leaves.  You missed both.  You’ll have to wait until morning.”
 
   “How many of you are there in here?” Rigo asked.
 
   “One thousand, one hundred and forty-six,” Darr’yl said with certainty.  “We lost one on the morning shift.”
 
   “There can’t be room for that many in here,” Kaler said surprised.
 
   Darr’yl laughed.  “This is only the front chamber.  Most everyone lives in the back.  There are two large rooms back there.  If they ever let you out, I’ll show you around.”
 
   “How long before the second shift returns?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Six more glass.  Why?”
 
   “And are the guards likely to come and check on us?” Rigo continued without explaining.
 
   “Nah.  They know you’re safe enough in here.”
 
   That was good enough for Rigo.  They didn’t have a lot of time and any useful planning would require them to understand their situation.  He walked up to the front of the cell and wrapped his hands around the lock to obscure what he was doing.  Moments later he pushed the door open.
 
   “They aren’t going to be happy when they find that unlocked later,” Darr’yl said after his initial surprise.
 
   “It will be soundly locked with us inside when they check,” Rigo assured him.  “I’m hoping you will keep our little escape secret.”
 
   Darr’yl smiled with an inner glee.  He didn’t know how the young man had managed this, but he would try and find out.  In the past his people had experimented with the locks at night when the cells were empty to try and learn how to open them.  Sometimes the guards placed someone inside they wanted access to. They had never managed to defeat the locks. This one had done so effortlessly.
 
   “Come,” let me show you around,” he said.  First, of course, he introduced the men with him.  The five detainees introduced themselves.
 
   Altogether they spent more than two hours wandering around the interior of the cavern.  It was far larger than they could have imagined, but as Darr’yl had pointed out it was of the tough stone and no one had found a means of breaking through.  In most places it was extremely thick, the cavern well inside the mountain of rock that formed the exterior.  In the thinnest places it was still nearly as thick as the length of Rigo’s arm.  Those places he could measure by reaching through the narrow slots that served as windows and air passages to feel the outside.  Light was provided by the few windows and the overhead openings and a few strategically placed torches that were lit.
 
   The floor was almost uniformly stone, with only a few patches of dirt that had settled in low points over centuries.  Those were treasured spots, and the leaders, men such as Darr’yl had claimed those spots for themselves.  It became apparent very soon that only men occupied the inner chambers.  Daria asked about that.
 
   “As I told you, the women are all taken for sport for the guards.  Sisters, wives, girlfriends.  They are all taken away when they arrive here.  None are ever seen again.  We can only guess what happens to them.”
 
   The men slept on the hard stone, with a single blanket for cover or to use as a pillow.  There were no conveniences to speak of.  Food was brought in and the men took the plates, wooden bowls and spoons, and ate wherever they chose to sit.  The bowls and spoons were collected after a glass.  Darr’yl said they were counted, and if the number came up short, the following meals were short by that number.  There was little the bowls or spoons were good for anyway, so they were seldom held back.
 
   A section of the river flowed through the vast chambers.  It entered from below ground with enough current that no one had ever been able to probe the source. It flowed through the chamber, split artificially into three tributaries.  One flowed through all three rooms and provided fresh water to the inmates.  Another filled a large pool in the back of the innermost chamber before flowing out and eventually rejoining the main stream.  That pool was used for bathing.  The final served as a flowing flush system for waste after the men urinated and defecated in the specified area.  The combined waters flowed out of the side of the chambers to the outside world, flowing down into a deep pool and then through the wall itself.
 
   “What about the river?” Daria asked.  “Does it offer any options for escape?”
 
   “Well below where it passes to the outside are slots cut into the stone much as the air vents you have seen.  The current is very strong there and anyone who goes down there finds it impossible to swim back up.  Several have tried and failed.  The slots are high enough, but far too narrow for a person to pass through.  They are cut into the same stone and therefore cannot be enlarged.  We have looked.”
 
   “How did you do that if the current prevents someone from returning?”
 
   “Once we were able to procure a length of rope.  We used it to lower a volunteer into the water and then pull him back.  It was a close thing, but he reported what I explained to you upon his return.  He also reported the bones of those who had tried that means before.”
 
   “So no one has ever escaped?” Kaler asked as they completed their walk around.
 
   “Never,” Darr’yl replied.  “One or two have made a break for it while being transferred between here and the mines.  They were shot down before going very far.  Several have wandered off into the mines.  Most were never seen again.  One might like to believe they escaped but it is far more likely they were lost and starved in some dark corner or taken by the creatures of the dark.”
 
   “What are these creatures?”
 
   “No one knows.  Officially they don’t exist, but sometimes you can hear them.  We all believe they are real, but no one alive has ever seen one.”
 
   Finally they had seen enough and it would be less than a glass before the second shift returned, so they returned to the cell.  Darr’yl watched as Rigo relocked the cell, then tried the door.
 
   “You must teach me this?  In fact, you might find being locked inside has its advantages.  I have passed the word against it, but once the guards have gone for the night some of the men here might come to visit the women.  They are a rough lot and have been without female companionship for some time.  Stay well away from the entrance.  They will not be able to get through, but word will have spread that you were out of the cell, so some will certainly come and try.”
 
   “Thank you for the tour,” Rigo said.
 
   “I will ask the men to keep their ears open while in the mines.  The guards talk, and some word of your fate might circulate.”
 
   With that he waved and turned to go back into the inner chamber leaving them alone.  Less than a half glass later the massive barrier door was raised, and soon several hundred worn and tired men stumbled through and into the cave.  Most glanced their way with a tired interest to see them there, but as a group they headed back to where they could wash and sleep.  The guards remained at the entrance, and once the count was complete, stepped back outside and lowered the door once again.  If Darr’yl was correct, that was the last they would see of them until morning.
 
   “What do you think?” Kaler asked after the activity had subsided and they were left alone once again.
 
   “Getting out of here is going to be difficult,” Rigo replied.  “I tried to push against the stone and I couldn’t do a thing.  It is far too thick.”
 
   “What about your fireballs?” Daria asked.
 
   “If they would do anything it would take a great many.  They would not be silent or go unobserved.  I suspect we would all be dead from multiple arrows before I could break through.”
 
   “Looks like we could use Burke about now,” Kaler said.
 
   “Even if he or his friends could get us out of here, they would more than likely take Jeen and me and leave the rest of you to rot.  That isn’t a solution,” Rigo said pointedly.
 
   “Even once we are out there is the matter of where to go,” Ash’urn reminded them.  “The trail into this place allows little in the way of hiding places. There is only the one way to go.”
 
   “If we could get into the mines there might be a chance,” Kaler said.
 
   “By then we would be separated,” Daria reminded them.  “Jeen and I would be carried off for the amusement of the guards.  That means there would be a lot of dead guards and Jeen and I would most likely be dead.”
 
   “We need to be able to look around outside,” Rigo said finally.
 
   “The only way out is through that door,” Kaler pointed out.  “You can’t do your lock thing, and even if you could lift it with your magic, the full complement of guards are camped right outside.”
 
   Kaler thought for a moment.  “Can you and Jeen working together lift it?”
 
   Rigo shook his head.  “I can push or pull things, but I’m much more limited at lifting, especially anything like that door.  My magic doesn’t allow me to lift more than I could normally carry.”  He looked at Jeen who shook her head as well.  She knew she couldn’t move it either.  “That door is far too heavy for me to affect.  I’m nowhere near strong enough.”
 
   “I’m at a loss,” Rigo said finally.  “Maybe we will learn something tomorrow that will help.”
 
   “We probably don’t have that long,” Daria said, unwilling to let the matter rest.  She was used to finding solutions and had never found a cage that could hold her before.
 
   “Ahem,” Ash’urn said softly, getting their attention.  “I’ve got one small thing that might help.  I’m not sure how we would use it, but you should know about it just in case it suggests an approach.”
 
   “What’s that?” Kaler asked.
 
   It seemed that Ash’urn’s eyes might have twinkled a bit and his beard suggested a hint of a smile under the white beard.  
 
   “Tur’old’ain’e’lorelm,” Ash’urn whispered softly, and promptly disappeared.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 42
 
    
 
    
 
   Roit carefully led his horse across the wooden planks that bridged the gap between land and the ferryboat that would take him and his mount back to Branid.  He watched carefully to see if anyone was watching him with more care than was normal, but failed to detect anything out of the ordinary.  The horse was tired, more so even than himself.  That last two days of almost continuous travel had taxed them both.  Even the strong five-year old stallion was tired after the journey.  Roit had pushed hard to get to the ferry for the night crossing.  He supposed it didn’t really make that much difference if he stayed on the Lopal side or the Branid side tonight, but he’d feel better to be back in Branid.  
 
   The horse’s hooves clomped loudly as the animal stepped off the plank onto the wooden deck.  Roit could hear the water moving past the boat and smell the damp wetness of the vegetation that grew on the wood of the dock.  The horse didn’t like the small motions of the boat as the current gently swayed the vessel, but under Roit’s commands, it settled down and allowed itself to be led toward the  gated area in the center away from the water.  With the animal secured, the only horse apparently making the trip tonight, Roit settled back against a nearby bulkhead to observe the other passengers.  There was no place to hide on this open decked ferry.  The only walls were those that encompassed the pilot’s cockpit, and Roit was leaning against one side of that.
 
   There were not many passengers this evening.  Night wasn’t the most common time for traveling, and given the raids that were now widespread along the river, even fewer travelers than usual crossed the river.  Roit didn’t really expect any trouble.  If they hadn’t wanted to let him go, they’d had ample opportunity to finish him off.  He’d been totally under their control for days.  Still, he couldn’t change old habits and he wanted to know if he was being observed.   Off to his left was a young couple with a child.  They were huddled together near the railing, their young son enthralled by the adventure ahead.  Roit briefly wondered what would have prompted them to cross the river these days.  An older gentlemen was standing more toward the bow, his interest directed down the river rather than in Roit’s direction. That could be a ruse, but given the man’s age, he didn’t think so.  That left only the two men near the stern.  They were much younger and looked fit enough to be fighting men even though they were dressed in poor civilian clothes.  The problem here is that like the others they had been aboard when he arrived.  To place men on the ferry in advance of his arrival given how fast they would have had to travel to make it would have shown forethought beyond what he would expect.  And to what end?  Nonetheless, he would watch them as the boat crossed.
 
   His mission had been a success.  At least, as much of a success as anyone could hope for.  He was still a little surprised he had elected to make the trip into Lopal and seek out tribal leader Bab’hon rather than simply disappearing after leaving the Duke’s stronghold.  That idea had been strong in the back of his mind as he’d prepared to leave.  But he’d long admired the Duke’s fierceness and determination, and if anyone could pull this off, he was that man.  Roit had a lot to gain if the plan succeeded and somehow without consciously thinking about it, he found himself headed toward the river.  
 
   He had traveled alone.  For a while he’d considered having a couple of his most trusted men ride along with him, but in the end decided that was just creating additional eyes that would know of the trip.  Later that might prove to be a problem.  Despite the raids, most of the journey was on the Duke’s land, which thus far had been spared the attacks.  Once he was across the river and into Lopal, he would be able to blend in and doubted he would earn much attention.
 
   The first part of the trip had gone smoothly enough, even the river crossing which he’d wondered about.  Once in Lopal he headed directly for the home village of the tribal leader Bab’hon.  He was the closest leader to the Duke’s properties, and since none of them were really known to him, it didn’t matter which he contacted.  Finding the village had been easy enough, although he was intercepted as he approached.  He might look Lopallian, but he was a stranger and that was enough.  Escorted into the village, he asked to speak to the local king.  That was when he learned that Bab’hon had left several weeks before to lead the raids his men were conducting.  He was living in his mobile quarters, and no one was willing to tell Roit just where that might be given the state of unrest.  It took Roit some time to convince the surrogate leader to assign someone to escort him to the man.
 
   He was relieved of his weapons, something that always made Roit uncomfortable, and placed on a different horse, one that was old and slow.  His own horse was brought along behind in case the king decided this stranger was to be released.  Several days later they reached the temporary village, and then Roit had to wait until evening before the raiding king returned.
 
   He was bound the first time he was taken to meet the man.  Bab’hon was in his mid forties, a strong leader with long hair tied with leather bands behind his back.  He showed signs of the recent fighting, with several minor cuts on his arms, the blood dried, but the marks still healing.  He stood in front of a very large tent, but one that Roit could tell was easy to take down for relocation.  The camp might appear to be an established site, but was in fact a mobile command center that could be easily relocated.
 
   “What purpose has brought you to my camp?” Bab’hon asked after giving Roit a long careful look over.  “My men tell me you look to be from Lopal, but your speech is more like one would expect from Branid.”
 
   “I was born in Lopal, along the river,” Roit confirmed.  “I have been living some years in Branid, however.”
 
   “You have forsaken your own land then?”
 
   “Neither Lopal nor Branid have done anything for me.  I have always made my own way.  My employ at the moment has kept me there.  The only side I’m on is my own.”
 
   “And what brings you to seek me?”
 
   “My employer has a proposition to put before you,” Roit said.  “With the prospect of war, there is opportunity for each to gain what he wishes, perhaps with far less effort than might be thought necessary.”  
 
   Then Roit explained what the Duke was proposing.
 
   “That is a very interesting proposal,” Bab’hon admitted after he’d heard what Roit had to say.  “How can I be sure that he intends to be true to his word?”
 
   “There would be too much to lose and little to gain by deception,” Roit relied.  “You can see what the exchange will do for him.”
 
   “This will have to be brought to the Lamane for consideration.  There is a meeting between the leaders soon and he will be there to address the plans of the land.  I could raise it at that time.”  Bab’hon did not tell Roit that a new Lamane might well be elected at the same time, and whoever won that election would be the one who would have to consider the proposal.  While he was certain I’Vorris would look upon the offer positively, he wasn’t as certain that It’oni would.  
 
   “Is there any way I could be present at that meeting?” Roit asked.  “That would be the right time to propose the offer.”
 
   “The location and time of the Caucus are secret.  Your life would be forfeit if you were to appear uninvited.  But I will take your words back for you.”
 
   Bab’hon was reconsidering his decision not to attend.  He had sent one of his sons with his vote, but he doubted it would be allowed.  If he could bring this news, especially with the other enticement, it would raise his importance at the meeting and he might be able to influence the direction the election was to go.  At the moment he was certain that I’Vorris would win, despite the growing favor that It’oni was winning and that most were on his side of the war issue.
 
   “You indicated that as part of this deal you would reveal the path that Prince Rhory will be taking as he returns back to Sulen.  My men have had a number of encounters with him, but now that we are properly manned and ready, he has been elusive.  I would be pleased to bring his head to the meeting with me.”
 
   “That would serve the Duke’s interests equally well,” Roit explained.  Then he provided the details of the young Prince’s planned route.  Since he was expecting reinforcements to join up with him, he would be bound to stay somewhat close to the plan the Duke had been able to ferret out in Sulen.
 
   “You will stay here while my scouts verify this information.  If it proves true, I will release you to return to your employer with my blessing and a promise to take care of the Prince and also to carry your proposal forward.”
 
   Roit had been confined to camp for several days while the scouts sought out Prince Rhory.  During his stay in the camp, Roit saw a number of young women who had clearly been taken captive from the raids into Branid.  He paid them no attention.  They were the property of the Lopal soldiers now, and he cared little what their fate might be.  He suspected he’d been allowed to see them to observe what his reaction might be, and he intended it to be complete disinterest.  Anything else would more than likely get him killed.
 
   When the scouts returned with confirmation of Rhory’s whereabouts, Bab’hon was ecstatic.  
 
   “Your story checks out,” he said that night as they ate around the campfire in the center of camp.  “You may leave in the morning.  I will see to the Prince, and then make my way to the caucus. I will probably be late arriving, but not too late to address the combined leadership of Lopal.”
 
   They made arrangements for future contact and a possible follow up meeting.  The next morning Roit had been released, his horse and all his weapons returned to him.  That had been two days ago now, and Roit had moved without much rest since then.  Now watching the shore approach, he was almost back in Branid.
 
   Roit wondered how the Duke’s part of the plan was progressing.  If the schedule was being maintained, King Rupermore should be ill with the poison that Cordale had sent into Sulen.  It would only be a matter of days before the King would be dead and a new leader would have to be elected.  There would be no time to delay with the raids and threat of a possible war brewing.  Roit knew he would be more valuable than ever to the Duke at this point.  He was the only man who had contact with the leaders in Lopal, and the only one whom they would be likely to trust at this point.  That made his own situation far more secure.  If the Duke could succeed, Roit felt he could expect considerable reward for his efforts.
 
   Roit watched as the ferry docked on Branid’s shore.  The men had paid him no attention during the crossing.  He would retrieve his horse, and then ride down river for a couple of hours where he knew some of the King’s forces were quartered.  It would be a believable lie that he’d been scouting the Duke’s perimeter.  Staying the night there would be secure, and then he could start for Sulen.  That was where the Duke had told him to come after returning.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 43
 
    
 
    
 
   Burke walked through the empty chamber of the great meeting hall on his way to the hearing room of the Trio of Elders, most often referred to as the Directorate.  He knew he was going to hate what was coming next.  Just because the Trio were the oldest among them, that didn’t mean they were the most capable.  In fact, of the three, only one approached the level of ability that Burke possessed, and Burke wasn’t the strongest in the community by any means.  Burke was simply the wizard in charge of recruitment, and therefore had a unique responsibility.  He and eight others were charged with finding and bringing in any new wizards that were located.  Recruitment was a strange word.  They brought back those they found whether they wanted to come or not, and the first order of business was to adjust the newcomers allegiances to the group here, forsaking bonds to family and homeland.  It was important to make them realize they were now part of something bigger and more important.  It usually worked, although sometimes it took a while to be certain.  They had a way to watch for improper behavior.
 
   Burke nodded to one of the junior wizards he had recruited a couple of years earlier.  Kela was her name, and at eighteen years of age was not bad looking, but while she had adapted quickly, she still held a bit of a grudge against him for the roughness he had shown when bringing her back.  He watched as she walked across the empty chamber and out of sight.  Then he sighed.
 
   He continued on his way without breaking stride.  Despite their unique abilities and power, they were still human, and blame needed to be assigned.  He knew the Trio was preparing to make certain that any taint of failure fell on his shoulders.  Well, that made sense.  There were those who wished him to be elevated to a position within the Trio, something hithertofore unheard of.  The Trio was the Trio because they had come first.  They had found the old site where wizards had once lived and had uncovered enough evidence to know that those with magic had once been many, with powers far greater than any amongst them held today.  They had started the headquarters and begun the search for new wizards across the lands.  That had brought them to where they were today.  Except the members of the Trio were getting old.  It wasn’t something that even the most powerful among them could avoid.  They lived a little longer than their non-endowed counterparts, but not so very much more.  Mostly the extended life was due to the ability to put off disease and such, although the magical energies within seemed to slow the aging process somewhat.  But the time of the first major encounter was coming closer, and there were those, Burke among them, that felt the honorable Trio was not the group that should lead them for that.
 
   He had arrived.  He slowed his step momentarily to gather his thoughts, then stepped purposefully through the entrance to the private meeting room the Trio retained for their meetings. It was adjacent to the chamber of the Great meeting hall on purpose.  They could wait until the others had arrived and then step from their own area into the meeting area where they held command of the proceedings.
 
   Februus, the recognized senior of the group, looked up as he entered.  “You’re late again,” he barked.
 
   If he was late, it was merely a matter of a couple of minutes, but Burke didn’t bother to challenge him.  He simply nodded and walked over to the chair that waited for him across from the three men.  Februus wore the dark robes he thought that senior wizards had worn so many centuries ago.  Nadav and Gagan, the other two members of the Trio also wore robes of a similar type, but theirs were lighter in color, in deference to the other’s superiority.  Burke wore typical Branid clothes, but then he was often away and lived in that environment.
 
   “Well, did you learn anything?” Februus asked.  “We gave you another week to check matters out.  I know you have disrupted normal recruitment efforts and assigned several of your staff investigative duties in this matter.”
 
   “We can’t locate Rigo,” Burke told them bluntly getting right to the heart of the matter.  “Somehow the man has managed to simply disappear.”
 
   “I can’t recall that ever happening before,” Gagan said from Februus’ left.  “Once a wizard has been located, especially if we have approached him, he has never eluded us.  How could this happen?”
 
   “It would be good to know,” agreed Burke.  “I would also like to know how he was able to overpower the transfer bubble once I had him inside.  His powers should have been neutralized and he should have been unable to take any action.  Instead he not only escaped but he wrestled away control from me and forced a return back to here.  A rather jarring return at that.  My return also disabled the system for more than a day.  Such a thing has never been done.  We would have all said it was impossible.”
 
   “Is he that powerful then?” asked Nadav who had been silent to this point.
 
   “Not at all,” laughed Burke.  “He was amazed at what I could do.  His own powers would have been insufficient to save his own life let alone those who travel with him had I not helped them out.”
 
   “Then how was he able to accomplish such a feat?” Februus asked.
 
   “I have talked with Gadil,” Burke said.  “He is certain it has something to do with the interesting staff that Rigo carries.  It looks much like the one that Gadil carries.  Of course, Gadil admits that while his staff really doesn’t interact with him well, it does seem to enhance his abilities sometimes.  He postulates that if the staff were to meld with the user, it might greatly increase his abilities.  The old texts seem to imply a wizard of sufficient power could fashion such a device.  That is somewhat consistent with what I observed.  On an earlier occasion when he didn’t have the staff with him I was able to prevent his interference with my actions.”
 
   “How would Rigo have come upon such a device and why would he be anymore in tune with his staff than Gadil is with the one he has carried for more than forty years?”
 
   “That I cannot explain, but Rigo appeared to be far more formidable when he had the staff in his possession.  You recall that when I first approached him and noticed the staff the decision was made to follow him for a time and learn what we could of him.  He had the necklace so we were certain we would be able to keep tabs on him.  Then he was separated from the tracker and we lost him for a while.”
 
   “Then in the future your attempts must be made when he is separated from the staff.  It is to be brought back for study as well,” Februus commanded.
 
   Burke nodded.  He had already decided as much.
 
   “There are not many places Rigo and his band could have gone without attracting attention,” Nadav noted.  “There are no words passing between lips of such a band of strangers?”
 
   “We have a minimum number of people that owe us favors in that area,” Burke reminded them. “I have personally returned to Ny’em and checked.  I am certain they did not end up there.  They might have returned the way they had come, but that would have been risky and there has been no word of such a band in the likely places they would pass through.”
 
   “What does that leave?” Gagan asked.
 
   “They either found a way across the river, or headed east over the mountains.  That is what I suspect.  It would also fit since we have no easy way to get to the lands on the far side of those mountains.”
 
   “You are certain the tracking device has been disabled or destroyed?” Februus asked.  This matter had already been discussed at length.
 
   “It cannot be sensed, even by the most sensitive tracker in the clan,” Burke said.  “Somehow Rigo has managed to block it.”
 
   “That would be a remarkable feat,” Februus reminded Burke.  “There are none among us who can do so, and to destroy it would require the ability to be able to make one.  That would belie your claims he is far less strong than yourself.”
 
   Burke would like to claim that Rigo was more powerful. That would take some of the onus off himself for failing to bring Rigo back.  But it simply wasn’t the case.  He was certain of it.  
 
   “I do not know how it was done, but there has been no sign of either Rigo or the tracking device since I was forced back here some weeks ago.”
 
   “You must find him, whatever is required.  If you must send teams by slow travel into the eastern reaches of Lopal, then do so.  We are not yet strong enough and one who can do what he has demonstrated, despite his supposed weaker strength, might have answers we need.  The numbers of the Razmot are growing.  This year we have seen a tenfold increase.  Soon we will not be able to contain them,” Februus reminded him.
 
   The Razmot.  None of them knew if that was really the correct name for the creatures, but it had stuck.  The few old texts told of a danger that had appeared and seemed to threaten mankind, normal and wizard alike.  They had assumed the creatures, immune to all but the intense energy bolts or something they had yet to rediscover, were what was being referred to.  At first there had been only a few of the things, but each year the number grew.  It was as if magic was becoming more common as witnessed by the greater number of wizards they uncovered each year.  The greater presence of magical ability seemed to be affecting the number of Razmot as well.  Unfortunately the numbers of the magical beasts grew faster than their own ranks, and unless something could be done, within a year or two the beasts would overrun them and invade the areas they had been mostly able to protect up to now.  If that happened, men were more than likely doomed.  While it was possible to kill one with non-magical means, it took a great deal of effort and more than a little luck.  Burke had seen it done only once, and that creature had been sick at the time.
 
   “I understand the urgency,” Burke replied.
 
   “Then go out and find him,” demanded Februus.  “Then observe him and prepare to take him by force.  Bring others than your team if necessary.  But I want your plan put before this group before you take action. Understood?”
 
   Burke nodded, then stood as the elder wizard waved his hand to indicate discussions were over.  Burke turned and walked out of the chambers and back into the Great Hall, losing the words of the three who were talking behind him.  He didn’t know where he would start, but would more than likely have to pull back his whole team and send them on unguided searches.  He disagreed with the Trio.  Rigo was only one wizard.  Jut because he had eluded them, it didn’t make sense to curtail other operations that were finding much needed novices to fill their ranks.  This effort would set them back.  But if he didn’t do what was ordered, he would be replaced and someone else would end up taking the same action.  He might as well do as told.
 
   Burke walked through the open area and then into one of the smooth tunnels that honeycombed the hillside.  This place had been built by the wizards of old for reasons none of them knew, and represented power they couldn’t begin to duplicate.  There were openings to the outside with large observation balconies, yet viewed from the outside the hillside looked unmarked.  Some kind of magic was used to create an illusion and alter the vision from what was really there.  Only by accident had Februus and Nadav stumbled onto the openings that led inside to discover the greatest consolidation of the ancient lore that existed anywhere.  Located on the far eastern edge of Lopal, in a gorge that was all but impossible to reach on foot, the Caves were not far from the beginning of the Ruins from whence the Razmot originated.  They didn’t know precisely where.  They weren’t yet strong enough to brace the creatures in their own territory.
 
   At the moment the strength of the community stood at fifty-six.  Fifty-six wizards of varying ages and ability.  Eight of them were like himself and tasked with searching for more members to join them.  Twenty-six were either trainers or trainees.  Ten were assigned to monitor the Razmot along the eastern edges of Lopal and report back incursions into the settled areas.  Teams would be sent to chase the creatures away or destroy them when possible.  That was becoming harder as special ability was required to kill them.  This year many attacks had gotten through, and large herds of wild beasts had been destroyed or severely reduced by the attacking Razmot.  Some of the Lopalians had become aware that something was happening, although only a couple of humans who had encountered the creatures had escaped alive.
 
   Burke followed one of the twisting tunnels down to a lower level.  Despite being inside a mountain, the ceiling glowed softly and provided normal daylight levels of light inside the caverns.  His own area was on this level, as was the bubble departure and arrival area that they used to move around. Unfortunately, only some cities had an area that was receptive to the bubbles, so they could only get quickly to certain locations.  It had taken years to build up the background on the places they could go as it was.  Several of the scholarly wizards who seldom left the Caves were engaged in a fulltime search for additional locations.  
 
   Burke walked into his office and sat down heavily in his chair.  He wasn’t sure where to start.  He agreed with the Trio that more wizards were needed, and fast.  It took far too long to train them. Transferring knowledge related to wizard’s skills was an arduous task, and sometimes seemingly impossible.  Only fifteen of their number had the critical ability with the energy blasts, and that included the young seven year-old prodigy Nycoh who was far too young to be involved in the fighting.  Stronger than anyone else in the power, with a greater variety of skills, she had come to the power far younger than anyone else they’d ever encountered.  Finding Rigo was going to take him away from what he thought to be a far more important task, but he had his instructions.  
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 44
 
    
 
    
 
   All four of them were startled at Ash’urn’s sudden disappearance.
 
   “Great Risos!” Rigo exclaimed he was taken so unaware.
 
   Ever practical, Daria reached out and ran her hand through the space where Ash’urn had been only moments before.
 
   “He’s still here,” she said triumphantly as her hand encountered the older gentleman. 
 
   “Yes I am,” Ash’urn’s voice confirmed from the empty looking space.  He suddenly appeared, although somewhat indistinctly as he moved backwards a step and then disappeared once again.  
 
   This time it was Kaler who tested the space and found the man still present.  After a few seconds, Ash’urn muttered another incomprehensible phase and reappeared, a hint of a smile showing through his thick beard.
 
   “That’s incredible!” Rigo exclaimed.  Then he looked at Ash’urn. “Do you have ability with magic and have been concealing it all along?  How would you hide it from the necklace?”
 
   Ash’urn laughed his characteristic rumble.  “No, I wish I had the power that you and Jeen possess, but unfortunately no I don’t.  I told you I picked up little tidbits here and there in my travels.  The people in one of the more isolated villages in northeast Lopal had retained a small group of phrases from the distant past that allowed them to simulate certain magical traits.  It was one of the discoveries that assured me that my searches for those with magical abilities were not ill founded.  In the months I stayed there I was able to learn a couple of the phrases.  Many I could never master as the language doesn’t sit well upon my tongue.  Can you imagine having to say such a complicated joining of sounds smoothly without stumbling?  Some of the other phases were considerably longer and more convoluted.”
 
   Something tickled Rigo’s memory.  “When you left your journals I thought I heard you mumble something.  That was another of these phrases you speak of, wasn’t it?”
 
   Ash’urn nodded.  “Yes, it was.  It is a protection spell.  Nothing will bother what I left there until I return.  It is one of the handier phrases I learned.”
 
   “What else can you do?” Jeen asked.
 
   “I can set a barrier around my camp.  It will let me know if anyone approaches.  It was one way I knew you were approaching my camp when you found me.  I should have used it when we camped the other day and maybe we wouldn’t be in this fix, but I didn’t want to be seen muttering to myself and I wasn’t sure if you would trip it just by being there.  I should have experimented.”
 
   “Anything else?” Daria asked.
 
   “Only one other,” Ash’urn said.  “I can purify water or any other liquid.  It comes in handy sometimes.”
 
   “You say there were other spells?” Kaler asked.
 
   “Perhaps another dozen.  One mimicked that spell of Burke’s that kept us from getting wet.  I tried and tried to learn that one but was never successful.”
 
   “Why the secrecy?” Rigo asked.  “Why didn’t you tell us?”
 
   “You could do real magic, and there didn’t seem to be a need.  I wasn’t keeping it secret really, but was somewhat afraid you might decide that the village where I learned these things was where you should be headed.  I can assure you that isn’t the case, and they might have died out by now.  It was several decades ago, and they weren’t fairing well.  This isn’t like the magic you employ.  You don’t use phrases or words to trigger your magic, do you?”
 
   “No, I don’t,” Rigo admitted.  “However, I find it interesting that magic can be triggered in such a manner.”
 
   “I’m still not comfortable that Ash’urn kept this from us,” Kaler complained.
 
   “I didn’t really keep it from you,” Ash’urn said.  “I simply didn’t tell you before.  Now I am because it might be of use somehow.  None of us have told the others everything about ourselves.  For one thing it would take too long to do so.”
 
   “The rest of us don’t keep secrets,” Kaler said again.
 
   Daria spoke up in Ash’urn’s defense.  “Actually we do.  My name isn’t Daria, it’s actually Nuiz.  That’s the name I was born with.  Only one or two people know it, and now you do.  It didn’t seem important, especially since I use the name Daria most of the time with friends anyway. I suppose, however, that was a secret.”
 
   “I guess since we are confessing such things, I should mention that I’ve been keeping a secret as well,” Rigo added.  “It’s not something I’ve known for long, but it’s something I’m certain of.  I didn’t know how to bring it up exactly.”
 
   “What’s that?” Kaler asked.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about my staff for sometime and how and why it can do the things it does.  Not too long ago I became certain of the answer.”
 
   Daria looked at him expectantly.
 
   Rigo grinned sheepishly.  “I made it,” he said simply.
 
   “You made it?” Kaler asked.  “How did you do that?”
 
   “That’s part of it.  I don’t exactly know.  It was also a long time ago.”
 
   “How long?” Kaler asked.
 
   Rigo sighed.  “Over twenty-six hundred years ago.”  He held up his hand at the outburst that resulted.  “I know.  That’s ridiculous.  But I can almost see myself.  I was older, with a beard.  For some reason the name Daim seems to fit.  I was already gray and I sense I had abilities far beyond those of Burke.  For some reason I felt the staff necessary, but I cannot say why.  I also cannot explain how I could have lived then and how that person became me.”
 
   Rigo looked at the group of his friends.  “You can see why I never mentioned this.  Even if it’s true, what good is it?  I don’t know who that person was or what motivated him or what it has to do with anything today.”
 
   “If you’d received a bonk on the head when we were taken I’d say that was the reason,” Kaler said exasperated.
 
   “Could you have lived that long ago?” Jeen asked him almost whispering.
 
   “I can’t see how,” Rigo answered.  “I can remember growing up with my adopted father.  That doesn’t fit. I’m guessing I’m somehow getting memories from the staff relating to where it came from.  It must have memories of the man who created it.”
 
   “Perhaps the staff can transfer some of the man’s abilities to you?” Ash’urn suggested hopefully.
 
   “Okay, this is all interesting, but it hardly helps us at the moment,” Kaler said.  “Is there a way we can use what Ash’urn can do?”
 
   “The problem is that I cannot move,” Ash’urn said.  “The spell conceals me very well, but any movement disrupts it and reveals my presence.  If it weren’t for that, I could simply walk through the door when the guards open it.”
 
   “Can you include others in the spell?” Daria asked.
 
   “Unfortunately, no.”
 
   “Do it again,” Rigo asked.  “I felt an odd sensation when you did it last time, but wasn’t expecting what you did so I was distracted.”
 
   Ash’urn complied, and moments later he was gone again.  After several moments, he released the spell and returned to their sight.
 
   Rigo seemed to be studying something inside his head.  “Let me try this,” he said, more to himself than the others.  
 
   Suddenly, he disappeared just as Ash’urn had done.  However, he muttered no phrases.  He simply was there one second and gone the next.  Daria reached over to pass her hand through the space where Rigo had been standing expecting to find him as she had Ash’urn.  Her hand passed through empty space.
 
   “Over here,” Rigo said from across the cell.  They still couldn’t see him until a moment later when he suddenly appeared, leaning against the cell wall.
 
   “That works remarkably well,” Rigo said.
 
   “How did you do that?” Jeen asked.
 
   “The words Ash’urn was speaking resonated with something in my brain.  It unlocked my awareness of the ability.  I can’t explain it, but I’ll bet if you concentrate on what he says, you will be able to do it as well.  More importantly, I can move while concealed.”
 
   “Can you conceal others?” Daria asked.
 
   “I haven’t tried of course, but I have the feeling that its restricted to the user.  We’ll have to experiment.”
 
   “Even if not, you can get out the gate,” Kaler said.
 
   “That’s right.  I’ll be able to take a look around outside and come back so we can plan an escape.”
 
   Of course it wasn’t that simple.  Rigo had to take Daria’s suggestion and try to make others invisible with him.  It didn’t work.  He couldn’t move Ash’urn while he was invisible without making him reappear either.  A change in location by whatever means appeared to cause the spell to lose its effectiveness.  Jeen felt really bad because she was unable to duplicate the feat.  Ash’urn worked with her, but it was to no avail. 
 
   Finally, they decided it was late and they needed to get some sleep.  They chose their locations and spread out on the hard floor.  At least it wasn’t cold.  Rigo wondered what it would be like in here come winter.
 
   It wasn’t a restful night.  The floor was hard, even to individuals who were used to sleeping on the ground.  When they traveled and camped out, however, they had been able to chose where they slept and pad the ground with leaves or pine needles.  Here there was nothing between them and the stone.  In addition, as Darr’yl had promised, a number of the prisoners came by to check on the presence of the women and to test the bars to see if access was possible.  All were disappointed to find the cell locked up solid, despite rumors that the women had been circulating freely earlier in the day.
 
   “First time I was glad to be locked up,” Daria noted the next morning.  Jeen nodded her agreement.
 
   They had decided to take no action for the moment.  This was the first day in the prison and they weren’t certain what special notice might be taken of them.  Since the first shift would be the more likely time for anything to take place, Rigo would wait it out with the others.  Only when the second shift left would he sneak out, with the intent of coming back inside later in the evening with them.  There was a risk.  If someone were to check while he was outside there would be no way to cover the fact he was missing.  It was unfortunate that they hadn’t been released into the general population, but that was the situation and they would have to live with it.
 
   Shortly after first light could be seen through the skylights, the huge door was cranked open.  A pair of immense wagons with large pots were pulled inside by teams of horses flanked by a number of guards.  A pair of lines had already formed by the prisoners.  Quickly the men in the two lines started receiving bowls of whatever was in the pots.  Each man took his offering and slunk off to eat.  After a while the five prisoners in the cell noted that the men who had finished returned to dump the empty bowls into the back of one of the wagons. Darr’yl had warned that they kept track of the number of bowls.
 
   After the number of those being fed dropped off, bowls were brought and handed through the cell to the five of them.  The food had little smell.  It was a thick broth with a variety of vegetables and a couple of small pieces of meat.  Nothing to get excited about, but it wasn’t awful and was probably nourishing enough.  It made sense.  The prisoners here were being counted on to perform hard labor, which they wouldn’t be able to do if they were weak from hunger.  They were a valuable resource, and it paid to keep them strong.
 
   “You’ll each get a piece of bread with the dinner meal,” the guard told them as he handed the bowls.  Otherwise, no conversation passed between them and the guards.
 
   After everyone had been fed, two of the three wagons were driven back outside, while the last waited with several guards as the bowls trickled in.  One of the guards came and retrieved their bowls, and then a group of a half dozen walked over.  The door was unlocked and they were escorted over to the outhouse area that Darr’yl had shown them the night before.  There wasn’t any privacy, but they were allowed to take care of their needs, then escorted back and locked up once again.  
 
   Finally a whistle was blown.  A few stragglers hurried over with the bowls, and then the guards withdrew.  The gate remained open, with a large number of guards waiting outside.  Soon the men began to form up opposite the cage, and at the signal of one of the guards the men marched single file out of the entrance and off to the right outside.  Then they were lost from view.  When the last of the men had marched through the entrance, the metal door was lowered into place, sealing off the interior.
 
   “It doesn’t appear anyone wants to speak with us,” Kaler noted sourly as the door banged into place.  
 
   “We’ll wait and see what happens for a few glasses,” Rigo said.
 
   A number of the prisoners who had been on second shift when they’d been brought in wandered by to have a look at them, a few stopping to chat.  For the most part it was just idle curiosity.  Darr’yl was in the mines with the first shift, but apparently he’d passed some kind of word they weren’t to be bothered, and word had spread that the women were securely locked in.
 
   Midway through the shift it was apparent that they were being ignored.  They would be fed, allowed out briefly, and then ignored until some decision had been made regarding their future.  In this case that was in their favor.
 
   Around midday when virtually all of the prisoners were back in the interior caverns having lost interest in the caged captives, Rigo unlocked the cell and stepped outside.
 
   “How exactly do you do that?” Jeen asked.  
 
   Rigo asked her if she could manipulate small objects with her power.  She nodded and explained she’d had some success.  Rigo had her come over and explained how the lock worked and what needed to be done.  He had her try, and after several failed attempts she suddenly figured out what he wanted her to do.  She then was able to unlock or lock the cell as easily as he could.
 
   While the others remained in place in case anyone looked their way, Rigo made himself invisible and then wandered over by the metal door and looked it over carefully.  He also examined the surrounding area for the best place to wait out of the rush.  He’d seen where the guards liked to position themselves and where the prisoners would pass.  There were several nooks in the rock wall that would serve his needs.
 
   “It’s going to be a little tricky,” Kaler noted.  “They will feed us, and probably take us back to the toilets, then you’ll only have a few minutes to get out of the cell and into place before they close it up again.”
 
   “I watched closely last time,” Rigo replied. “Once they are through with us and the men are lining up, all their attention is on them.  There’s so much confusion in here that if I make myself invisible, carefully slip through the cell door without opening it more than the minimum, they’ll be unlikely to notice.  Jeen can lock it up after me.”
 
   “You’ll have to be out the full shift,” Daria noted.  “That should give you enough time to have a good look around.  But you probably should be waiting to hurry back inside as soon as they open up.  Someone might elect to check on us while the door is open.”
 
   When the time came it worked just as they had planned.  Rigo was able to slip out unobserved, then moving slowly simply walked past the guards and into the open camp outside.  He hurried into the trees off to the left where he’d be out of the way having noted the guards took the prisoners to the right.  He watched as the door was lowered by six men on the massive wheel after the crews had been exchanged, and then hurried after the retreating prisoners.  He wanted to see where they were being taken.
 
   The mine entrance was only a short distance away.  After less than two hundred paces the hillside opened up on the left and a heavily worn path down a ramped section of earth led into the dark.  Rigo followed well behind the men and their guards, entering the cool semidarkness.  He followed for five minutes, seeing they bypassed several branches and continued straight ahead until they finally turned left where the main tunnel split deeper inside.  It was easy enough to see where they were going by the worn path on the floor.  
 
   That was far enough for now.  He had other places to explore.  As he walked back out alone, he looked down the passageways that had been ignored.  Some showed signs of use, but others appeared to have been ignored for some time.  He would have to ask Darr’yl what he knew of the mine.
 
   Back out in the sunshine, Rigo returned to the massive door and then worked his way through the camp and around to the left side of the hill that formed the outside of their prison.  Even out here the mountain seemed to be a single massive piece of stone, with trees along the base, but nothing much growing on the side until one climbed to a considerable height.  It took him a while to work his way around as he looked for the exit point of the stream that flowed through the interior.  
 
   Finally he found it.  The water flowed out of the side of the hill less than a man’s height above the outside ground level.  A large pool had formed, which drained into a disappearing stream that wound through the trees and more than likely joined with the main stream they had seen as they rode into the camp the day before.  Rigo could see the slots cut into the rock.  He climbed up onto the rock alongside the swiftly flowing water that was rushing out of the slots.  Darr’yl’s description had been accurate.  There were a half dozen of the slots.  Each was easily high enough to accommodate a man, but the slots were far too narrow to do so.  If a couple of the stone “bars” could be cut away, then a hole that a person could pass through would be achieved.  Rigo tried pushing and pulling on the stone with his magic, but to no avail.  Nothing he tried had any effect.  He would have like to try his fireballs, but past experience had shown him they would be noisy enough to be detected and hadn’t had much effect on stone before when he tried them.  Perhaps Jeen’s energy bolt might be more effective, but he couldn’t think of a way to get her out here to try.
 
   He spent more than a glass examining the water flowing out of the mountainside, then left it to continue his explorations.  He resumed circling the mountain until he came to a dead end, sheer walls of almost vertical stone that blocked his way.  Then he returned, seeking out a better path now that he knew where to go, passing through the camp, and checking to see what might be on the far side of the mine.  Once again, he was cut off by the stone walls of the canyon.  The only way out was the way they had come in.  He hiked for almost a glass down the road, seeing there was virtually nowhere to hide.  One would have to be a long way down the canyon before being able to find any kind of cover at all.
 
   Then he returned to the camp.  He could sense where the staff was, and took a moment to have a look.  It was thrown with the rest of their belongings in the back of an older tent.  Everything was there.  That surprised Rigo.  He’d expected their stuff to have been thoroughly sorted through, but that appeared not to be the case.  Even Kaler’s sword was there.  Whoever was in charge must have iron control over the men and was waiting to see what was to be done with them before deciding what to do with their belongings.  Both his staff and the walking stick that Ash’urn used had been tossed casually in a corner.  Most of the weapons were too large, but he retrieved a pair of small fighting knives belonging to Daria to take back into the cave with him.  Then he walked away.  It was almost time for the door to be opened.
 
    
 
   “What did you find?” Ash’urn asked when he appeared suddenly at the cell door amongst the confusion of the shift returning.  Quickly he slipped inside the cell and locked the door behind him.  He passed the two knives to Daria, who accepted them with a happy grin.
 
   “Any problems in here while I was gone?” Rigo asked before he replied.
 
   “Darr’yl wanted to know where you were,” Kaler replied.  “We told him you went exploring.  It’s going to be difficult unless we get him on our side somehow, unless you do any future exploration during the shift he’s in the mine.”
 
   Rigo nodded. He explained what he had found and described the situation outside.  He also explained his lack of effect on the stone.
 
   “So even if we get out, there’s not much choice of where to go.  We’d have to get far enough away before they discover we’ve escaped or we’ll be easy to catch,” Kaler said.
 
   “I might be able to get a couple of the horses away at night without being seen,” Rigo said.  “I’ll have to study their watch.  I didn’t have time to do that.  But we need to think what can be done about the stone grating.  Jeen, do you think your energy bolt might be able to break it?”
 
   Jeen flushed.  “I don’t know if I can do it again.  It was only that one time I was able to call on it.  I’ve tried again and haven’t been able to make it appear.  I don’t know why.”
 
   “How would you get her out there anyway?” Daria asked.  “She hasn’t been able to do this invisible thing you find so easy.”
 
   Ash’urn seemed to be lost in thought.  Finally he spoke up.  “Can you make ice?” he asked.
 
   “Ice?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Yes.  Can you freeze water into ice?  When I asked you and Jeen what abilities you have, you didn’t list that.  She said she could.”
 
   “I’ve never tried.  What good would that do?  We want to open up the exit, not make it solid with ice.”
 
   “Yes, I know.  But what I have in mind requires you to be able to make ice.  Can you do it?”
 
   “I wouldn’t know where to start,” Rigo admitted honestly.
 
   Jeen smiled.  “Maybe if I show him what you mean.”
 
   Ash’urn looked at her, then walked over to the single water skin they’d been given and poured some water into a depression in the stone.  “Show us,” he said.
 
   Jeen smiled confidently and a moment later the small puddle gleamed at them as it turned crystalline.
 
   Ash’urn reached down and felt it.  “Very good.  Now, can you turn it back to water?”
 
   Jeen complied. 
 
   “How much water can you turn and can you control which water you convert?” Ash’urn asked.
 
   “What is this about?” Rigo asked, but Ash’urn held up his hand. 
 
   “In a moment,” he said.
 
   “I could change a full tub of water back home easily enough.  I never tried to see just how much I could change, but it was straightforward.  I also never tried to simply convert some of the water.  I always transformed all of it.  Why?”
 
   “We’ll have to experiment,” Ash’urn said.  “Maybe if you can make blocks of ice in the stream it will be a good indication.”
 
   Rigo was becoming impatient, so Ash’urn left off his questioning to explain.  “When water turns to ice it grows.  It expands.  If Jeen could freeze the water in the passageway between the stone grating you described immense pressure would be brought to bear.  It might take a couple of freezing and thawing cycles, but it is likely she would be able to crack the rock and open up a passage.”
 
   “Even if she could, she can’t get out there where she has access,” Kaler pointed out.
 
   “One problem at a time,” Ash’urn replied.  “I’m hoping Rigo can see how it is done.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 45
 
    
 
    
 
   That night after activity in the caverns had quieted down, Rigo and his companions slipped quietly out of the cell and made their way to the stream in a quiet section of the cavern.  
 
   “See what you can do,” Ash’urn encouraged Jeen.  “Try and make something the size of a man or perhaps a bit bigger.  Don’t freeze the whole stream.  That would cause problems.”
 
   At first it seemed that Jeen was daunted by the task Ash’urn had set for her.  Nothing happened for long moments.  Then suddenly a small ragged chunk of ice formed in the center of the water and floated away.
 
   “It would be easy to freeze the whole surface,” she said.  “I had to think how to make only some of the water change.”
 
   “Try to make something bigger,” Ash’urn suggested.
 
   Jeen concentrated, and soon a bigger block was formed.  Then two more.
 
   “Good,” Ash’urn praised her efforts.  “Try and make one deep under the surface.”
 
   That didn’t seem to be a problem for her.  She made several.  It appeared that with practice she was able to make larger blocks with greater ease.
 
   “Let’s go back to the cell and talk,” Ash’urn said after a bit.
 
   Once the group was assembled back in the cell, Ash’urn said, “I wish we had one of the slots where we could practice.  From Rigo’s description, the water is flowing rapidly through the opening at the exit.  That might complicate the procedure somewhat.”
 
   “You really expect this to work?” Kaler asked.
 
   Ash’urn nodded.  “You’d be surprised how destructive ice can be given the proper circumstances.  The problem now is how to transfer abilities.  Either Jeen needs to learn the invisibility trick, or Rigo has to figure out how to make ice.  Isn’t there a way you two wizards can exchange knowledge?”
 
   “It’s not something I’ve had to think about before,” Rigo admitted.  “I don’t know if it’s an inherent limitation, or just a skill that can be learned if one simply knew how to teach it.”
 
   “Well, it’s something you need to sort out quickly.  I think we have the skills we need, but they are split in a way that might frustrate our efforts.”
 
   All of the next day was spent trying to exchange skills with little luck.  That evening Rigo had a chance to talk with Darr’yl about the mine and the layout.  The stories that Ash’urn had told them were well known by the miners, and the way that had been used to cross under the mountains easily found.  It was also known that way had been closed for many years, and that the mysterious creatures were thought to come from that direction.  He was curious why Rigo wanted to know such things.
 
    
 
   The next morning Rigo decided to go out with the first shift.  He wanted to do some more exploring, and was frustrated at his inability to perform some of the magic that Jeen could do.  Ash’urn promised to work with her on the invisibility spell while Rigo was gone.  He spent the day in the mine easily finding the old pathway that led deep underground.  He couldn’t go far without drawing attention.  The torches didn’t go this way, and if he used his ability to create light he was afraid it might be noticed.
 
   “I think we have to go through the mine,” Rigo said that evening when they were alone.
 
   “I thought it was sealed?” Kaler asked.
 
   “I am doubtful how well they could have sealed it,” Rigo explained.  “It is not an easy thing to close off something like this.  With our magic, we might be able to find a way through.  Certainly trying to get down the valley is unlikely to be successful.  The guards watch the horses too closely and going on foot would take too long.  We’d be almost certain to be caught before we could get out of the valley.”
 
   “What if the cave is truly sealed and we can’t get out?” Daria asked.
 
   “Then we’d have to come back this way.  But it would be a number of days later.  By then they wouldn’t be searching as carefully.  The guards would have checked everything and assumed anyone they hadn’t found had somehow gotten away.  After a few days it might be possible to sneak down the valley at night.  I can’t see any other way and we don’t have time to wait for some unknown option.”
 
   “How would you work it?” Ash’urn asked.
 
   “I think we need to bring the miners in on this.  I can’t see how we would be able to do it without their being aware we were up to something anyway.  We wouldn’t tell them our plans beyond how to get out of the caverns.  After getting out, they would be told it would be every man for himself.  When they started coming through after us, there would be a large group trying to make it down the valley.  That would keep the guards busy while we went our own way.  No one would expect us to go into the mines.”
 
   “This still means we need to be able to break away the stone that blocks the exit.  Neither you nor Jeen has been able to demonstrate the skill that is required,” Ash’urn pointed out.
 
   Rigo nodded unhappily.  “I realize that.  But I haven’t been able to think of anything different.”
 
    
 
   For the next several days they tried everything they could think of to transfer abilities between the two wizards without success.  When not attempting to transfer ability, they spent time examining the problem from the inside.  It didn’t seem possible.  The exit slots were well under water and out of sight from where they would have to perform their magic.  While they might be able to temporarily block the flow of water, that would be self defeating as the water was needed in the gaps so that Jeen would have something to freeze.
 
   It was on the fourth day that Rigo accidentally discovered he could make Jeen invisible if he was in contact with her when he executed the spell.  He had tried with Ash’urn and Daria when he’d first discovered his ability and it hadn’t worked. He hadn’t thought to try it specifically with Jeen.  It had to be related to her facility with the power, but if he was touching her hand or skin in any place, then she became invisible along with him and remained so as long as they remained in contact.  It wasn’t a perfect solution, but given their situation it would have to do.
 
   The timing of the discovery was fortuitous.  That evening when they sought out Darr’yl to tell him of their plans to escape, they learned the rumor had been circulating among the guards that day that word was expected within a day or two as to the disposition of the new prisoners.  This was a matter of interest to the guards, who were eagerly hoping the women would soon be available to them.  Darr’yl didn’t understand how they hoped to break the barrier that blocked the exit, but they assured him they could.  They left it up to him to organize the escape of those who wished to try after they had gotten out.  The one thing they emphasized was that Darr’yl needed to restrain the prisoners and ensure that Rigo and his friends go first, and those that followed needed to be stealthy as they made their way out of the camp.  They set the time for the following evening.
 
    
 
   Now it was time to see if this was all going to work.  Jeen was outside on her own, hiding near the exit point.  She had to stay hidden because unlike Rigo was unable to make herself invisible on her own.  If anything happened to her, there would be nothing those inside would be able to do to help her.  Rigo hadn’t liked leaving her outside by herself, but given the kind of men inside and what they were attempting, he felt it was necessary that one of them with power be inside to ensure the exit went as planned.  Daria had her knives, and Rigo had brought back Kaler’s sword when he returned earlier in the evening with the return of the second shift so they were at least armed, but the numbers would be stacked heavily against them.  No matter how good they were, something extra would probably be needed, and that’s why Rigo had felt he needed to be in here rather than outside with Jeen.
 
   Rigo held the end of the rope that they had placed this morning.  It ran underwater to the exit point and then continued on to the outside.  Jeen should have hold of the far end by now and would give a sharp tug to indicate she was about to proceed.  When the way was clear, she would tug it twice more.  Three tugs would indicate failure.  Rigo would respond with the same number of tugs to indicate his understanding.  Darr’yl stood nearby as did several hundred of the miners who had hopes of getting out this night as well.  The guards would have their hands full if everything went as planned.
 
   As Rigo looked at the assembled group he was once again convinced he and his friends had made the right decision how to proceed.  Early on there had been some discussion about working with the prisoners and assembling a large enough force outside the cave and then attacking the unsuspecting guards.  If they could overpower them, they would be able to ride the horses out of the valley to freedom.  Rigo had felt that plan was fraught with problems, not the least of which was keeping this group focused on a single plan until they were assembled.  
 
   There was another issue.  The guards kept watch during the night hours, using a random time pattern he’d learned the night he’d stayed out after second shift.  They couldn’t know when the sentries would pass by the river exit point and spot the group building there as the men escaped one at a time.  Looking at the eager faces, some of which clearly reflected a desire to seek revenge on the guards, Rigo was certain that only a fraction of the prisoners would escape before the situation became known.  By that time he and his friends would need to be secure in the mine.  Suddenly Rigo felt the sharp tug on the rope.  It was time for Jeen to start.
 
    
 
   Jeen let the rope fall back to the ground after sending the signal she was about to begin.  As Rigo had instructed, she had waited the full two glass before starting.  That had provided time for everyone to get back inside, the door to be locked and for everything to settle down outside.  She had actually waited somewhat longer than planned because the sentry that made unscheduled walks around the area had passed just a few minutes ago.  The man had been distracted, not expecting anything, and so hadn’t been watching very closely.  Hopefully he wouldn’t be back until this was all over.
 
   She felt very exposed out here alone. The escape from the cavern had gone exactly as Rigo had told it would, but she had found the whole thing unnerving.  Rigo had made them invisible by holding her hand.  That made them invisible to everyone else, but not to one another.  As far as she could tell, nothing had happened and they both were unchanged.  Only the word of the others had told them that the spell had worked.  Then as they waited and then walked by the guards when the gate was opened to allow the second shift to go off to the mines and they had walked mere hand’s breath from the men with their swords and bows, she had been certain they would be seen.  But it had gone smoothly, and soon they were outside where Rigo showed her the way to the side of the mountain where the water flowed out.
 
   Rigo had spent the late afternoon and evening with her, going over the plan. They had chosen which of the slots she would freeze when the time came, even going so far as to form the beginnings of the ice in one to be certain this would work in the presence of the flow.  Then, when the time came, Rigo had given her a hug and then made his way back so he could get inside with the return of second shift.  Now, after the long wait in the bushes alone, she was about to see if she would be able to open a path for her friends.
 
   Jeen focused her thoughts on the central opening in the stone. She imagined the ice being formed, and the water stopped flowing as it suddenly froze. She thought she could hear the rock crack in response, although that might have been the ice itself.  She was about to turn the ice back to water when she sensed movement behind her.  Had she somehow attracted the attention of the guard?  For whatever reason he had returned and was headed straight for her.
 
    
 
   Time passed slowly and Rigo was frustrated he couldn’t see anything and judge how it was going.  It was almost a quarter glass after the pull on the rope when the felt a shudder in the rock below his feet.  He held his breath and then he felt the long awaited signal.  Two sharp tugs on the rope.  Jeen was signaling that she had succeeded in breaking the stone.  Rigo pulled back twice, the confirmation signal.  If he’d gotten it wrong Jeen would signal again.  Nothing.  It was time to go.
 
   They had argued about the order, but Jeen would need support outside and Rigo needed to stay to hold back the prisoners.  Now was the time that he might expect trouble.  Kaler would be the first to go.  He would follow the rope, and if anything went wrong, he would give the three tugs and the men here would help pull him back.  
 
   Rigo watched as his friend slipped into the stream, then holding his sword and taking a deep breath, he disappeared under the water, swimming to aid the current as it pulled him down toward the exit point.  Within seconds he was out of sight.  Rigo felt himself holding his breath as if he was under himself.  It seemed to take a long time, but in fact it was only a few minutes before he felt the two sharp tugs he was waiting for.  He responded with a pair of his own.  Kaler had made it!
 
   Next was Ash’urn.  The older man looked uncomfortably at the slowly flowing current, but climbed in and held the rope.  With a shake of his head he ducked under the water and disappeared.  Once again it seemed forever, but eventually the two tugs came.  Next it was Daria’s turn, then Rigo would follow.
 
   “I’m going next,” said a deep voice.  
 
   Rigo looked up to see a very large man walking his way.  A couple of others held Darr’yl, and a group of several followers stepped up close behind the speaker.
 
   “We agreed how this is to be done,” Rigo said reasonably.
 
   “That was with Darr’yl.  I’m changing the agreement.  Who knows how many can get out before this is discovered.  You and your friend can go after us.”
 
   This was the kind of thing Rigo had feared.  He had already decided on how he would handle it.  Setting the rope down, he stood up slowly.  Then he called his staff to hand.  It slapped into his open palm with a smack, the man stepping back in surprise at the unexpected appearance of the length of hardened wood.
 
   “What . . ?” he muttered.  “Where did that come from?”
 
   Rigo caused a ball of bluish light to form above the end of the staff.  “Beware ye fools and think carefully of what ye intend,” he said in his loudest and deepest voice, attempting to sound mysterious and threatening.  Several of the men stepped back suddenly in surprise.
 
   “Tricks,” the large man spat and rushed at Rigo.  With barely a thought Rigo knocked him back hard with a push of his magic.  The man fell solidly to the ground, yelping in pain as he landed awkwardly on his arm.  Rigo hoped he wouldn’t have to use the fireballs. They would bounce around in here with potentially unintended consequences and might draw attention from the guards outside.
 
   “Be warned I will not suffer any changes,” he shouted.  “Any who don’t step back and allow this to proceed as planned will be burned to ash.”
 
   Well, he’d seen Burke do it, even if he couldn’t.  But these men had no way of knowing that, and they’d been surprised enough that they stepped back as a group.
 
   “Go,” he urged Daria.  “They might get their courage back.”
 
   With a quick glance at the men, Daria dove into the water.  Rigo waited until he felt the signal, then jumped into the water himself.  He felt the current tugging at him and he took a breath and then ducked his head and used his free hand to guide himself down the rope.  He used his staff for light and could see the break ahead.  It must have been more difficult for the others making their way in the dark.  Then he was at the edge.  He braked his forward motion with his hand, fighting the current that wanted to thrust him through the opening.  Slowly he let himself slide through the opening, feeling the hands of his friends helping him as he emerged from the mountain.
 
   “Are you okay?” Kaler asked after he was through.  They were all water logged and dripping except Jeen, who stood off to one side.  “Daria told us what happened.”
 
   “I’m fine,” he said, but we need to get out of here.  I’m not certain who will be coming through, but it’s going to be disorderly and my guess is they will alert the guards by their foolishness.  We don’t want them to know where we went.  Come, the mine is this way.”
 
   He was about to set off and show them the way when he saw the burned remains on the ground.  He looked at Jeen.
 
    “The sentry,” she said simply.  “He made an unexpected double sweep.  He caught me just as I was breaking the rock.  When he realized I was an unarmed woman he made his intentions very clear.  I couldn’t let him ruin our plans.  The leer in his eyes was just like the Lordling I burned.  I think that’s what made it come back.  I was able to call the fire once again.  This time I paid attention.  I can do it again if needed.”
 
   “Good work,” he said simply, but wishing he could somehow learn the ability.  The fact the sentry had been eliminated meant they were on a tighter time table however.  At some point his missing would be discovered and someone would come looking. He had learned that whoever was in charge maintained careful discipline and didn’t allow slackness in his men despite the long history of no troubles.
 
   Rigo then pointed the way without another word.  They needed to move quickly and quietly.  Their path would take them by the camp and then to the far side where the mine entrance was located.  They weren’t too far along when they heard splashing and low cursing behind them.  The first of the prisoners had made it through to the outside.  Rigo hoped that Darr’yl was alright.  The man had treated them well.  Rigo almost hoped the man was still in the stone prison, for he feared that any that had made it to the outside would die before too long.
 
   Fortunately it was a dark night, with the moon not yet risen and providing light.  They made a wide loop around the main camp, stopping only to retrieve their possessions that Rigo had augmented with additional supplies pilfered during the night he was outside the cavern against their upcoming needs.  They looped through the stables, and then made their way to the mine.  Rigo led the group down the stone ramp into the interior.  Fortunately the torches in this section were still lit so he didn’t need to make light which might have been noticed.  When they came to the tunnel that branches off, he took it, making his own light now as this section wasn’t used and therefore there were no torches.  Within a few minutes they had made several turns, and the light from Rigo’s magic was hidden to those outside.
 
   The prisoners might have succeeded if they’d been able to cooperate and display some restraint.  Unfortunately, restraint wasn’t something they understood, and very early some of those who were now free refused to wait until a large enough number had escaped from the cavern to give them sufficient strength to ensure success.  A number had revenge against the guards foremost in their minds, and while some started down the valley toward freedom, others formed groups with the intent of attacking the sleeping guards.  More than a dozen guards died, their weapons falling into the hands of the angry prisoners, before the alarm was raised.   Far too few of the prisoners had managed to get through the exit to fight off the force of guards that responded, and soon those that had chosen to stay and kill rather than flee were cut down.  It didn’t take the guards long to find where the men had been getting out, and they posted a pair of archers nearby to cut down each new escaping prisoner.  Then the rest formed up to go into the prisoner chamber and end the escape from the source.  Those who had fled down the valley wouldn’t last long, and within two days all would be captured or killed.  Only the five new prisoners went unaccounted for.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 46
 
    
 
    
 
   Prince Rhory made his way across the campground, speaking to a man here and there as he walked.  He was followed at a respectful distance by the remaining three members of his personal guard, far enough to give him some freedom this early morning, yet close enough to quickly surround and protect him should the need arise.  That shouldn’t happen.  They were well inside the perimeter of the camp, and the guards who were in place along with the scouts who monitored the outer perimeter would give sufficient warning so that no such urgent action should be required.  On the other hand one never knew, and several events of the past weeks had made at least one of his bodyguards suspicious that there might be someone within their midst’s who wished the Prince ill.  
 
   “Morning your Lordship,” one of the soldiers said respectfully as the Prince passed.  He responded in kind.
 
   He knew each of the men in camp by sight now, and most by name.  The survivors were a well tested lot, and several of the men had excelled.  He knew their strengths, and which of them would make good leaders.  He had plans to announce several advancements once they returned to Sulen.  There was little doubt that war, at least at a limited level was unavoidable and that men who had tasted combat and handled it well would be needed.  Those who had proven themselves on this mission would be rewarded and given the chance to direct others less experienced than themselves.
 
   Many had not made it.  It wouldn’t be until he was back in Sulen that he would learn the full extent of their losses.  Many of the gravely wounded had been sent off to nearby towns and villages for care.  How many had died on the way or were convalescing he had no way of knowing.  The number that had succumbed to their wounds was likely to be unfortunately large.  The kind of wounds that were frequently received in battle were not the kind that were easily survived.  They had lost two more of those who had remained with them in the last several days.  Those had been men who should have left for one of the villages, but wouldn’t agree to go.  Infection had caught both of them, and they had died within hours of one another.
 
   Rhory nodded at another group of men who were finishing up their breakfast.  The spirits remained high against all reason.  The men had been out in such conditions for a long time, and had lost many of their friends.  Food was running short, and there wasn’t much game to be had.  That alone was a sign that the enemy had been through here not too long ago.  The scarcity of game told that the animals had been hunted and frightened away.  Fortunately it was only a matter of a couple more days before they would join up with the promised reinforcements who would be bringing a large load of supplies with the fresh fruits that would perk up his men.  He hoped that the men would not be late.
 
   The added men would change their situation in other important regards.  His forces had been reduced to such a level that it hadn’t been prudent of late to engage the enemy when they saw him.  Even attacking smaller forces would more than likely alert the enemy they were in the area and soon a larger force would be in pursuit.  His scouts had indicated that they were certain they were being sought.  Well, they had bloodied the enemy well in the past weeks.  When he had the additional men his father’s rider had brought word of, he would be a force to be reckoned with once again.  No more of this sneaking around, gathering intelligence but basically hiding from the invaders.
 
   Their campground told the story quite well.  They had chosen an enclosed area that was easily defended.  There were only a few paths into the camp, and those could be barricaded and would cost an enemy dearly to try and break through.  The large flat where his men had spread out was lightly wooded, which provided an area that they could fight in if required.  A fourth of his fighting force had been on watch at all times, each shift taking three hours while their fellows slept.  The night had passed quietly enough, but Rhory wasn’t certain they could continue to count on such luck.
 
   It would take another couple of days to reach the agreed to rendezvous point.  He hoped that the additional forces were already there, but it was more likely that he would arrive first.  That would require them to hold out and stay hidden a few more days until the others arrived.  Getting there was the issue.  The mountain range off to their right was pushing them toward the river. Leaving less room to maneuver and increasing the chances they might encounter the enemy.  They would have to move carefully and hope they could slip through unnoticed.  Rhory hated having his movements constrained in such a manner, but the only hope of meeting up with the other force was to have an agreed to destination.
 
   The Prince had completed his circuit of the camp, so he turned back toward his own tent.  He knew that by the time he returned the tent would have been taken down and packed away, something that bothered him but which he couldn’t change.  As their Prince and military leader, they would not agree to anything less.  At least they didn’t object, at least not too loudly anyway, when he insisted that he be allowed to care for his own mount.  
 
   “Commander, tell the men we will be riding out in a quarter glass,” Rhory instructed.  
 
   “Yes ser!” the man replied, and he set off to have the word spread.
 
    
 
    
 
   They had been riding for more than half a day when the scout came riding quickly up from behind.  He reined in his horse to match the speed of the advancing force when he came alongside the Prince.
 
   “Riders, Your Grace,” he said.
 
   “How many?” the Prince asked.
 
   “I don’t know the number, but a force considerably greater than our own.”
 
   The Prince looked around.  He could see his commander was doing the same. This wasn’t a good spot to engage the enemy.  Somehow they had been spotted.  Rhory wondered how long ago that had been if the enemy had been able to field a large force to pursue him.
 
   “I think there’s a more defendable spot not too far ahead if I remember the area from our last passage through this region,” the commander said. 
 
   “Let’s move them out and see if we can get into place before they catch up to us,” the Prince commanded.
 
   The word passed through the ranks quickly, and many with a nervous glance behind them, closed up the ranks.  They picked up the pace, making no more attempt at stealth and headed purposefully toward the spot the commander recalled.  They were less than halfway there when the first riders could be seen coming up from behind.  
 
   The commander passed the word to abandon the last two supply wagons and a couple of the pack horses as they made a push to reach more protected ground.  If they didn’t live through this the supplies wouldn’t matter, and if they carried the day they could come back for them later.
 
   They broke out of the trees into a large meadow that Rhory recalled from weeks before.  Now he was certain they were close to the spot the commander was hoping to reach.  He spurred his horse hoping for even greater speed and was halfway across the clearing when a voice hollered to him.
 
   “You Lordship!  More riders!”
 
   Rhory looked where the man was pointing.  The meadow they were riding through was mostly surrounded by thick stands of pine with only a couple of paths that led into or out of the large open area.  There were two openings on the far side of the meadow, and through each of them rode a large force of enemy soldiers.  They were surrounded with no place to turn.
 
   The only hope was to break through.  If they stopped to fight, all three groups would converge upon them and they would be so badly outnumbered and outflanked there would be no hope.  Rhory drew his blade and holding it aloft shouted his personal battle cry.  He hoped dearly that his wife’s vision, assuming she’d had one, hadn’t been wrong.  He charged straight into the approaching riders, feeling his sword strike home after knocking aside the thrust by the first enemy he encountered.  Then it was madness, every man for himself fighting to live.  Their forward momentum had been quickly checked, and now it appeared hopeless.  He had seen two of his personal guards cut down, and had no idea where the last might be.  His commander was somewhere off to his left, assuming he still lived.  
 
   So close, Rhory thought.  Another day or two he would have joined up with his reinforcements and this force wouldn’t have been large enough to challenge him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 47
 
    
 
    
 
   Queen Usaya listened carefully to the discussion of the healers from her vantage point in the secret passageway that led behind the walls of the medical room where the four men made their headquarters.  They had no idea that the secret tunnels existed let alone that they actually reached this far from where the nobles were housed and felt any discussions they held in here were free from eavesdropping.  The Queen wanted to know what the four men truly thought. She wasn’t entirely convinced that one or more of the men might have had a hand in bringing about the current situation.
 
   The King was gravely ill.  There was no doubt about that.  It had been almost a week now since he’d first shown symptoms that had taken him to bed from which he’d never risen and she was frightened to know that it was unlikely that her husband would ever again walk out of the sick room.  Equally bad, her daughter had come down with the same symptoms, and was actually fairing far worse than her husband.  Despite daily contact with both, if they were to die she wasn’t sure she wished to live anyway, she had not become ill as she ignored the advice to stay away.  What bothered her most was that they were the only two people who were afflicted.  Neither herself nor Rhog nor Mydra had shown any signs of the illness.  As far as she knew no one else in the city had been afflicted with the disease.  That made her certain that the illness was the result of some kind of poisoning directed at the King specifically.  That she could almost understand, but why her daughter as well?  Perhaps she had inadvertently been exposed to whatever had infected the King, but try as she might she’d been unable to think of a connection that would explain the situation.  During the days before the King and her daughter had fallen sick they’d had no contact.
 
   She’d thought very carefully about each and every person who’d had access to the King, and tried to discover anyone who was suddenly absent or who might appear suspicious or unwilling to meet her eyes.  She’d found no one.  Despite being certain that the illness had been a directed attack, she could not imagine how it had been accomplished.  Certainly it had something to do with the coming war.  Lopal had managed to reach inside the castle and bring down the King at the worse possible time.
 
   Queen Usaya had raised her concerns to the healers as well as the King’s Guard.  None were as convinced as she was.  Now, hearing the frightened healers, she was certain they had not been holding back from her.  The four men were more concerned for their own health and what the sickness might represent than they were for the recovery of the King.  It was obvious they had already written him off.  As they had told her in private, the symptoms were too close to the coughing sickness to be ignored.  Even though it hadn’t been that long since the last plague and everyone should be immune, it appeared that both her husband and daughter had somehow contracted the deadly disease.  Normally it spread quickly, jumping from person to person and bringing down the majority of those who were unfortunate to catch the illness.  That had not happened here, which again raised suspicions.  The healers argued the very point as they catalogued the symptoms against what was known of the frightening disease.  No.  They were convinced that was what afflicted the King and Hegha.  What they didn’t understand was why they hadn’t contracted the disease after days of intimate contact with they King and why no one else had contracted it in the castle or elsewhere.  That was the real mystery here.
 
   Deciding she had heard enough, Queen Usaya pushed back from the small viewing hole and covered it with the piece of leather that made the spot invisible from the inside.  She walked carefully in the near dark until she turned the corner where she had set down her candle before moving to the viewing port.  She bent and picked it up, then looked around to be certain she had her bearings.  It had been a very long time since she had come this far in the hidden tunnels, and while she should be able to find her way back even in complete darkness, she felt reassured to have the light back in her hands.  Slowly she moved forward, navigating the narrow passageway until she returned to the large quarters she shared with the King.  Finding the hidden latch, she opened the small door that allowed her inside, then secured the private door from within.  No one would be able to enter that way now.  The secret entrance was for the benefit of her and the King, and neither wanted someone else to be able to slip into their quarters by the secret door.  Neither was foolish enough to believe that no one else knew of the passages, and they never discussed anything of grave importance in this room.  There was an adjacent room which they knew to be secure from viewing where such discussions were held.
 
   The quarters she had entered were more than a bedroom.  The large area comprised several rooms, which in addition to the royal bedroom they had a dining area, a large living space where guests could be greeted, and a second small room where a second bedroom existed.  It had served as a nursery when the children were very young.
 
   Without hesitating, the Queen walked across the room and stepped out of the quarters into the stone passageway.  The two guards on duty stiffened as she stepped into view.  Someone was always on duty now.  They followed respectfully a short distance behind her as she marched down the hallway toward the sick rooms where her family members were being cared for.  The rooms were close to where she’d been observing the healers.  The ill were being cared for in the special sick rooms which were close to everything that might be needed to ensure their recovery.  She spent a few minutes with each, noting the nervous faces of the female attendants who had no choice but to wait in the rooms hour after hour in case a change in status or request from the dying needed to be brought to the immediate attention of the healers.  It was obvious that the young women were resigned to contracting the dread illness and dying in the same manner themselves.
 
   There was no change, not that she expected improvement any longer.  Her daughter appeared to be a little better.  Perhaps because she was younger and stronger.  There was hope there.  But she agreed with the healers.  It was only a matter of time before her husband passed.  That left her a lot to do.  Once he was gone, she would have little control how matters progressed.  Women did not decide the direction of the country.  The fact she had any power at all was because the King still lived and the people cared for him and wouldn’t go against his wife while they believed there was a chance he might recover.  That belief was ill placed.
 
   The guards followed as she made her way to the chambers where the King normally made his rulings and oversaw the running of Branid.  Those she passed averted their faces, not wanting to let their fear be seen by the Queen.  Even the soldiers were uncomfortable, as word of the King’s failing status leaked out and spread rapidly.  With the King ill, this part of the castle was far quieter than she could ever remember.  Her footsteps echoed as she made her way down the wide and ornately decorated stone passageway.  This was where dignitaries and visitors were normally greeted by the King, and it was grander than other areas of the castle for that reason.  When they reached the office, she pulled the large bronze key from her pocket and opened the door.
 
   “Wait out here,” she commanded the guards.
 
   She closed the door behind her and sat at the massive desk near the window.  She had written King Arotho of Kellmore earlier in the week describing what had befallen her husband.  It was likely that message had only been recently received, having been sent by the birds they used for rapid communication.  Now she felt she owed the man another.  Her husband was not going to survive, and he should be prepared for the worst.  Hopefully the treaties the two men had agreed to would remain in force, but unless she kept the man informed there would be no chance.  She penned the message on the thin material used for the birds, then went to the door and ordered one of the guards to bring the birdmaster to her.
 
   While she waited she considered the situation.  Rhory was meant to become King in the event her husband died.  His situation wasn’t known at the moment, although the force led by his friend Commander Loum should be joining up with the Prince within a day or two if it hadn’t already happened.  That would provide a sufficiently large and strong force that he should have no trouble making his way back to Sulen.  Neither Rhory nor Loum knew of the current predicament, but the King had sent Loum with specific instructions that Rhory was to return immediately and not consider further adventures just because his forces had regained their full robustness.  Within a month her stepson could be back and in a position to assume the responsibilities as leader.
 
   And what if the King died before Rhory could return? She mused.  Her ability to directly control events would be lost.  Rhog was here and she supposed that he would assume control as temporary leader.  She wasn’t happy about that.  Rhog wasn’t Rhory, and she had misgivings about Rhory’s twin, even if she couldn’t specifically voice what bothered her.  She assumed that Rhog would stand aside as had been intended once Rhory returned, but she was aware that once one had the power of being King, some were reluctant to let it go.  And what if something happened to Rhory before he was able to return?  That would leave Rhog in control, something she wasn’t comfortable with at all.  She shook her head.  She had no say over what would happen.  The King would be unlikely to see the week out and Rhory wouldn’t be back for weeks.  That meant Rhog was going to be surrogate King for a while.  She’d just have to try and guide him subtly.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Rhog’s frustration showed as he stormed down the hallways as he headed to the stable where he would pick up his horse.  Supposedly he was headed to the temple to appeal to Risos to spare his father, something that he actually wished for at the moment.  With Rhory’s fate unknown, but supposedly secure and soon to be assured by the reinforcements that would be joining up with him, Rhog didn’t want to see his father die and Rhory announced King.  That would make his own plans ever so much more difficult.  In fact, however, he was headed to meet with Bishop Orano, who wanted to be kept current on the situation at the castle.  Rhog was certain the man had spies who were telling him everything, but the Bishop saw this as a chance to exert control over Rhog, and he took every advantage.  Rhog also realized that the Queen wasn’t keen on his being in control.  He refused to think of her as mother since she had come into the castle after his true mother had died, and for that matter after the King’s second wife had passed.  Already she had demonstrated that she hoped to be able to manipulate him if he took over in a temporary status.  She would learn how ineffective her efforts would be once he was in control.
 
   “He won’t make it through the week,” Rhog told Orano once they were alone in the Bishop’s quarters.  “I talked with his healer who finally agreed to be blunt with me.  I think he fears what might happen once I assume control if he didn’t tell me.”
 
   “This situation is unfortunate,” Orano mused out loud.  “With Rhory still alive, at least as far as we know, it would be better if your father were to survive.  Rhory causes many within the Order distress, and already there are rumblings about what it would mean to have him as King.  Clearly there are those who would see your devotion to Risos preferable.  Unfortunately the Cardinal has directed that the Order will follow the rules of succession, and that all will support your brother.”
 
   “You have no news from your Priest traveling with my brother?”
 
   “There has been no news for almost two weeks now.  Like the Queen, we are in the dark about where your brother is and whether he has yet joined with Commander Loum.  Perhaps our special mercenaries have been successful and that is the reason for the silence.  I suspect that is unlikely given the timing, and if Prince Rhory has joined with Loum the chances of our being successful are small.”
 
   “He’s going to come back unharmed, isn’t he?”
 
   Orano fidgeted.  “Despite our best efforts, it is beginning to appear likely.”
 
   “What can we do?”
 
   “We’ll have to keep hoping and start working on an alternate plan.  Meanwhile, you need to consider making some changes.”
 
   “What kind of changes?” Rhog asked.
 
   “Well, for one, you should get married.”
 
   “Married.  Why?”
 
   “You are viewed as erratic and potentially unfit to rule by many of the nobles.  While the rules of succession would point to you should your brother fall, either before or after the passing of your unfortunate father, the laws also provide for the Nobles to call into session a vote to chose a new King.  They could, if they have enough unity, elect someone else to take the throne.  That would be even easier if they had the support of the people, and at the moment you aren’t viewed with the same universal approval as Rhory.  I doubt an attempt to vote for a new King over him would have a chance.  Not so yourself.  Getting married would gather support behind you and show you were considering a more stable and appropriate lifestyle.”
 
   “Well, I’ve been linked with Ikaly for some time.  I hadn’t been thinking along those lines. . .”
 
   Orano was already shaking his head.  “Not her.  The woman has a reputation you want to divorce yourself from.  Just because she excels at . . . . at satisfying certain of your more unusual preferences, doesn’t mean she would be a proper wife for a monarch.  I was thinking more along the lines of someone like Lord Sooz’s daughter.”
 
   “Inge?” Rhog said.  That was a surprise.  He’d met her several times on her infrequent visits to Sulen.  He’d long wanted to get under the woman’s skirts but she’d always refused and had shown no interest in him.  It was a surprise that Orano had chosen her.  “Why Inge?”
 
   “Her family is well positioned to earn you support that would be needed.  They don’t live here in Sulen, which gives them a certain protection from the court and some of the issues at hand.  Also, she is good looking and has a proper reputation.”
 
   “I’m fairly certain she wouldn’t be interested.  She has made it clear in the past that she doesn’t like me.”
 
   “That probably wouldn’t be a barrier,” Orano said.  “If it’s a matter of becoming queen, her parents would overrule any objections she might have.  While she might not like you, she would have little choice but to submit.  You, of course, could have any number of mistresses on the side.”
 
   Rhog grinned.  He thought of what it would be like to have Inge under his control, where she would have no choice but to submit to whatever he told her to do.  The more he thought about it, the better he liked it.  “How do we make that happen?” he asked.
 
   “Let me work on it,” Bishop Orano suggested.  “I think I know how to approach her parents.”
 
   “That still leaves Rhory,” Rhog complained.
 
   “There is little we can do until we learn more.  Once he is back we will have to see what might be done.  There is still the off chance that something has befallen him and we don’t know about it.
 
    
 
    
 
   Duke Cordale raised the flagon of cool ale to his lips and took a deep draught.  He liked the bitter aftertaste, and savored it as he lowered the stein to the table.  They were in a back room of an establishment he trusted, mostly because he owned it and everyone here worked for him.
 
   “A couple more days at best?” he asked, mostly because he wanted to hear the words again.
 
   “That’s what is being said around the castle,” his informant replied.  The informant knew nothing about the Duke’s involvement in what had befallen the King, but like the other noblemen around Sulen, the Duke paid handsomely for information about the progression of the illness.  Knowledge was power, and more than one of the nobles saw the sudden illness as an opportunity.  What they didn’t know is how much support the Duke had arranged through bribery and blackmail, and how any vote was certain to turn out.  
 
   “Has anyone else become ill?” the Duke asked.  The old woman had assured him that the illness would not spread, but he wanted to be certain.  
 
   “Just the daughter.  The Queen has remained untouched. Risos smiles upon her.  Despite daily contact, she has not become infected.”
 
   That was a good sign.  Cordale also knew that none of the healers had become ill either.  The five people most likely to catch the horrid disease had escaped.  The Duke was also certain that nothing would ever be traced back to him. The only chance of a problem would have been at the time the poison was administered, and that had gone smoothly and undetected.  Now the connection to the poisoner was lost.  He’d also had one link in the chain of people who had transported the poison eliminated, just as an extra precaution.  That meant that other than himself and Roit, who was far too valuable to lose, especially if he’d been successful in Lopal, only the old woman would have any idea what had really happened.  He’d considered having the old woman eliminated, but for some reason hesitated.  Some people you simply didn’t mess with, and she was one of them.  It bothered him that he was so uncomfortable with her, but he’d let the situation stand for now.  The only wrinkle was Prince Rhory.  Until he heard from Roit, he had to worry about his possible return.  That would ruin everything.  The other prince was not a problem.
 
   The Duke slid a couple of gold coins across to the informant, who grinned and quickly pocketed them. Then he quietly slipped away.
 
   The Duke took another long pull at the ale. Soon, he thought.  Soon it would all be his.
 
    
 
   Queen Usaya realized that there was only one explanation.  Princess Mydra had fled.  She had been difficult to find of late, and now no one had seen her in two days.  A check of her rooms showed that certain items had been taken.  It was pretty obvious that the items removed were not the result of theft but a careful selection by the Princess herself.  Mydra had not been happy for some time, and now given the illness and the importance of maintaining the agreements with Kellmore had probably felt the likelihood she might be shipped off to Kellmore had increased.  The Queen wondered where she might have gone.  More than likely to stay with the lover responsible for her baby.  They hadn’t found out who that was as yet, and the Queen simply didn’t have time to focus on the matter now.
 
   “My Lady,” Kristi said hesitantly, standing off to one side after coming into the room.
 
   The Queen looked at her, and then realization dawned.  Kristi was supposed to stay close to her daughter.  “No!  Nooooo.  It cannot be,” the Queen moaned.
 
   Kristi lowered her head and nodded tears running down her face.
 
   Without another word the Queen hurried out of the room and headed toward the healer’s room where Hegha had been bedridden.  Everyone stood back when they saw her coming.  Word was already spreading.
 
   She stormed into the room where two of the healers were just covering the body.  The Queen threw back the covering from the face, and saw for herself that her daughter was no longer breathing.  
 
   “She wasn’t that bad,” the Queen objected.
 
   “It happened suddenly,” one of the healers said uncomfortably.  “She simply stopped breathing.”
 
   The Queen dropped to her knees next to the bed and sobbed.  The healers were about to leave her to her sorrow when another of their group stepped into the room.
 
   “The King is dead,” he said solemnly.
 
   Usaya looked at the messenger through teary eyes.  Risos had chosen to ignore her pleas.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 48
 
    
 
    
 
   “No one suspects?” Kellmore’s King Arotho asked when his trusted advisor reported back shortly after returning from the eastern border of the land.  
 
   “It went exactly as you wished, your Lordship,” the man replied.  He was tired and dirty from long days in the saddle, but was pleased to have accomplished the task that his King had set for him.  “Awll is safely tucked away at the hunting retreat in the mountains south of Pagner.”
 
   The King nodded solemnly.  It had worked as he’d hoped.  Each half of the force that his son had ridden off with thought the Prince was currently with the other.  Trained military men would actually lead the effort, while the Prince sat out the coming months safely hidden away.  The only issue would be keeping the lad occupied so that he didn’t insist on returning to the capital.
 
   The people were very pleased with the announcement several weeks ago that the prince was formally engaged to Princess Mydra of Branid.  The planned joining was looked upon as an assurance and building of friendship at a time when the future was starting to look grim.  Having Kellmore aligned with its neighbor to the north was reassuring to the people of his country. Of course, given the recent news, he wondered if any of it meant anything any longer.
 
   “That was well done,” the King said finally.  “You appear weary from your travels.  We can talk at length tomorrow when I would like to plan what we can do to keep the prince content.”
 
   The advisor bowed deeply, then turned and took his leave, happy to be able to escape after such a short time.  The truth was he was bone tired.  He’d not ridden so long in many years, and he was getting too old for such adventures.
 
   The King watched as the man walked off.  He could see the heaviness in the man’s step.  He probably shouldn’t have tasked the other with ensuring his son was properly hidden away, but there were not many in the court who knew exactly what the situation was with the boy.  He’d been incredibly fortunate that the secret had been kept so long.  Now was not a good time for the boy’s limitations to be revealed.
 
   This marriage was very important.  Not just for the political assurances the people saw in the joining, but for the future of his line as well.  Once the princess and Awll were married he would have someone to watch over him more closely, and if the boy could sire an heir, the future would look brighter.  It was important to Arotho that his line continue to rule Kellmore.  He’d worked too hard to bring the country into line for it to be handed over to someone else.  That’s why his beliefs about Briz were so damning.  Of course there was always Neip, but he was young enough that Arotho didn’t know if something happened to himself whether the youngster would ever have a chance.
 
   He wondered if Awll would be able to produce an heir.  They had kept the boy ignorant of women because it would become obvious to any who slept with him that he had a problem.  That would mean word would have spread.  Now, it would be important for the lad to learn what had been kept from him.  If he couldn’t produce, Arotho would probably have to get the woman with child himself.  He’d be damned if someone else’s blood would serve.
 
   The King walked over to his desk and picked up the note the messenger had delivered earlier today.  At least the princess wasn’t sick.  Perhaps it was somewhat callous that he was pleased that Mydra apparently had been spared thus far from whatever was going on in Branid.  The King and his youngest daughter both afflicted with disease or poison.  The exact cause wasn’t determined, but clearly Usaya thought that poison was at fault.  The symptoms were frightening in their similarity to the plague that everyone thought was safely many years in the future.  How had it been done?  Usaya didn’t appear to know.
 
   King Arotho could read between the lines.  This was no simple thing and obviously Usaya was concerned that the King wouldn’t survive.  She was letting him know so he could prepare for the likely news that his counterpart had passed.  There was much to think about here.  What would the agreements and alliances mean if that happened?  A lot would depend on who assumed the throne afterwards.  Prince Rhory was supposed to follow his father, but Usaya had indicated that Rhory was off like Briz engaging the invaders who were breaching the eastern borders.  His fate could not be certain until he returned to Sulen.  The twin brother Rhog was clearly in less favor with Usaya, and given what Arotho’s eyes and ears in Sulen had told him, he didn’t favor the lad either.
 
   Arotho felt he was in a trap with no way to move.  He was considering writing Usaya and asking her to send Mydra now despite the problem with her pregnancy. He could keep her hidden away safely.  Perhaps his healers might even be able to see to the unwanted child as well.  Meanwhile, he would have to accelerate the preparations that were being made for war.  From everything that he’d learned from Usaya, there was little doubt anymore.  War would soon be upon them.  Briz had sent back messengers with very similar reports.  It appeared that thus far Kellmore had faired better than Branid in terms of raids, but it was clear that the frequency and depth of penetration was increasing.
 
   Arotho felt a momentary burst of pride at what Briz had accomplished.  Briz had performed remarkably well, leading his men and engaging the enemy multiple times successfully.  One of Arotho’s top military advisors had returned just the other day from the front with high praise for the lad.  Then Arotho’s pleasure faded.  If only he could know for sure if he was the boy’s father.
 
   Frustrated, he tossed down the brief note from Usaya.  He had no time to spend thinking about Briz now.  He’d worried the matter of his son’s legitimacy for a dozen years and come to no conclusion.  His senior advisors and military leaders were due in another glass to discuss what preparations remained and what actions might be accelerated.  He was certain the capital could be defended.  It’s location had been chosen with that in mind many years before.  Much of the rest of Kellmore was not so lucky, and they would have to set priorities as to which areas they would sacrifice if necessary.  That would help decide where his army would be located.  There was also the matter of when to bring his army together.  Too soon and he risked bankrupting the treasury and depleting the food reserves, not to mention disrupting families across the kingdom.  Wait too long, and they wouldn’t be ready to fight when Lopal invaded.  
 
   They had already taken the preliminary actions necessary to prepare.  The nobles had been informed and directed to gather food and prepare their subjects for war.  Men of the appropriate age were to be identified and initial training begun.  The leaders of the existing military had been ordered to start preparing for a swelling of their ranks.  The great military machine was starting to move, and orders for armor and weapons already distributed to the makers of such items.  Thousands of other necessary items were being ordered, and the gold was flowing from the kingdom’s reserves at an alarming rate.  King Arotho hoped that the expected all out attack wouldn’t come until the following spring.  That would give them far longer to prepare, which was why he didn’t think they had that long.  Lopal had to be aware of the preparations that Kellmore and Branid were making, and would be foolish to allow them extra time.  It appeared that Lopal had been planning and preparing for this for some time.
 
   There was also the matter of the targeted attack on Branid’s king.  If Usaya was right and it was poison, it was almost certain that Lopal was behind the matter.  That might suggest that similar attacks could be directed at him.  He would have to discuss the matter and see what precautions they might take to ensure he wasn’t poisoned.  Perhaps his own healers would be able to make something of the symptoms and have suggestions what the poison might be and how it might be cured.  He would be pleased to be able to pass such news back to Queen Usaya, although he wondered if it would arrive in time even if he knew the answer at this very moment.  
 
   It was indeed unfortunate that no idea how the poison had been delivered had yet been discovered in Branid.  There were simply too many people required to keep the castle functioning to watch every move.  He would simply have to restrict those who had access to the royal family to a minimum.  He shook his head.  Just the threat of an attack was burdensome.  The precautions were going to make getting the necessary tasks completed even more difficult.
 
   King Arotho looked up when he heard his senior aid clearing his throat.  “Your Lordship, Captain Divid requests a moment of your time,” the man said.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 49
 
    
 
    
 
   “Is this really the wisest choice for us?” Ash’urn asked as they sat in the bluish light cast by the spells of Rigo and Jeen that pushed back the absolute darkness of the depths of the cave they had been making their way through for more than a day now.  They were wholly dependent of the magical illumination, having brought nothing that would burn or could be used as a torch.  At least they had food and water for almost two weeks, more if they conserved.  Actually, the limiting factor would be food because they’d seen that streams of water were not unknown as they’d made their way here from the entrance to the working mine.
 
   “There was little other choice,” Kaler reminded the elder scholar.
 
   “Perhaps we should have simply waited in the depths for a few days before attempting to sneak out down the valley rather than venturing into the very bowels of the land.”
 
   Rigo grinned.  It was obvious that Ash’urn was not one of those comfortable being buried under the ground so far away from the sun.  If the truth be known, he didn’t like it much himself.  “I’m certain this is the right way to go,” he said.
 
   Ash’urn looked over at Rigo doubtfully.  “We will have to be uncommonly lucky to find a way through to the far side if the stories about this place are true.”
 
   “Luck isn’t the key factor at work here,” Rigo explained.  The others looked at him.  
 
   “What do you mean?” Daria asked.
 
   “I think that magic has a great deal to do with how events are unfolding,” Rigo explained.  “I lived more than a decade during which I never encountered anyone with any magical ability.  Jeen has pretty much done the same.  Ash’urn has spent a lifetime searching and gathering information with little success.
 
   Even when I set out on my journey looking, I didn’t learn much.  Thinking back, I was ignoring the drive inside me, heading in the wrong direction.  But now, in the last months, all of that has changed.  We have come together.  Jeen and I have the power, and Ash’urn has had more useful tidbits than we can imagine.  I’ve seen magic being able to influence events and I’m certain it somehow had a hand in bringing us together.”
 
   “How do Daria and I fit into this?” Kaler asked.  “Neither of us have power or any knowledge of it.”
 
   “Both of you have been key to our success thus far and I sense have an even greater role to play in the coming months.”
 
   “What does that have to do with our crawling through the dark in this cave?” Ash’urn asked unconvinced.
 
   “If I’m right then events transpired to bring us to the Digs where there was really only one way to go if we wanted to escape.  That suggests to me that for us, there will be a way through.  Perhaps the only way to get through to the eastern edge of Lopal where we need to go, given the state of matters at the moment.”
 
   “So we are being manipulated?” Daria asked.
 
   “Aided,” Rigo corrected.  “Whatever is pulling me to the Ruins has something to do with magic.  I’m certain of it.”
 
   “I can think of a lot of ways that would have been easier,” Ash’urn grumbled.  “Why couldn’t this magical force just provide one of those bubbles like Burke had and take us where we need to go?”
 
   “We don’t have knowledge of the magic required,” explained Rigo.  “Whatever forces are being manipulated, they appear to be constrained by the abilities we have at the moment.”
 
   “What do you expect to find when we get to wherever this place you are drawn to?” Jeen asked.
 
   “Answers, for one thing,” Rigo replied.  “I think we might learn a great deal more about magic and what happened to those who used to exist with the power.”
 
   “And you think that is going to help us?” Daria asked doubtfully.
 
   Rigo shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I just know I have to see this through.”
 
   They fell silent for a while contemplating what might be ahead.  None were ready to call it a day and seek sleep.  Day and night had no meaning down here, but the sooner they pressed onward, the sooner the matter would be resolved one way or another.  All were eager to see the sky once again.  That alone was a strong motivator.
 
   Rigo looked around, the view limited by the range of the illumination from the magic.  The cave was a remarkable place.  Far under the surface, they had found regions where the tunnel they passed through was small with barely sufficient headroom for a person to walk upright.  A couple of places they had to crawl.  In other sections they walked through vast caverns with the ceiling so high it was lost in the dark far above them.  Rigo had launched a ball of light into the air to reveal the extent of one vast chamber and they had been amazed at the sheer magnitude of the cavern they were passing through.  Always there was the dark.  Just at the outer range of their light.  It was darker than any of them could have imagined, all sources of light sans their own having been removed from this place.  Without light there would be no hope of finding their way.  Rigo marveled at the courage and skill of those who had made this journey the first time, not knowing where it would lead.  And then to return to the beginning to show the way to others, making the long trek in the dark twice more.  
 
   They had had little trouble following the path.  So many feet had trod this way that the ground was worn and flattened by the passage of footsteps.  Even after many years the signs remained.  There was no weather down here to wear them away, and things changed incredibly slowly here in the depths.
 
   “Shall we go?” Rigo asked as he pulled himself erect.  He leaned his hand against a stalagmite, one of many in this area.  In a few places the stalagmites had merged with the corresponding stalactite to form a column.  In the bluish light they looked to be wet, but did not feel that way.  Nearer the entrance to the underground passage where the mine was located the walls had been hard rock, with few such structures.  Since passing the underground lake some hours earlier, the frequency of the structures had increased markedly.
 
   One by one the others stood and glumly started after Rigo.  He led, and Jeen brought up the rear.  That kept the others between them and in the area that was lit by the two balls of light created by the two wizards.  As before, they walked seemingly without a sense of progress.  It was hard to measure one’s gains when nothing could be seen beyond the short distance they were able to illuminate.  No distant landmarks could be watched as they approached, and then marked as they disappeared in the distance.  Structures would appear abruptly, and disappear just as quickly.
 
   “It sparkles,” Jeen said some time later as their path brought them close to converging rock walls as the pathway narrowed.
 
   Rigo had noted the same thing, and stopped to look closely at the surface when their path brought them close.  “It’s the small rocks that are embedded in the stone,” Rigo said finally.
 
   “Idiots,” Ash’urn said good-naturedly.  “They aren’t rocks.  Those are raw gems.”
 
   “They don’t look like much,” Kaler observed, running his hand over the surface and trying to dig one of the objects out of the rock.
 
   “They have to be cut and polished to look like the kind you normally see,” Ash’urn told him.  
 
   “There certainly are a lot of them,” Daria noted.
 
   “This is probably where they were formed,” Ash’urn mused.  “The ones that are found in streams and such probably broke free and were washed down the river from here.”
 
   “What river?” Kaler asked.
 
   “There’s none here now, but this path we are walking was more than likely cut by water that flowed through here in the far past.”
 
   “This seems like a good place to stop for a while,” Rigo said when the path widened out and revealed a large flat where they could rest for a while.  Truth was, he was getting hungry.
 
   The others agreed.  They could use a break and a few hours sleep, and stopping here would give them a chance to examine the gems more closely.
 
   After they selected a spot for their packs, they sat down and dug out their skins of water and something to eat.  Rigo satisfied himself with a strip of cured meat and one of the pears.  Daria and Jeen walked off to have a look at the gems, electing to eat later.  Before long they returned with a half dozen of the transparent stones in hand.
 
   “They are remarkably large,” Jeen noted.  “I wonder what they are worth?”
 
   “They all look the same,” Kaler noted, handing the two that Daria had passed to him back to her.  
 
   “That is to be expected.  Whatever these are, it is a result of the materials in the walls of the cavern and the conditions here.  I would be surprised to find more than a single type in a given location.”
 
   Their conversation soon waned.  The situation was not one to spur a lot of talk, and they began to drift off one by one.  Ash’urn had used his chanted spell to mark the boundary of their camp, so they would be alerted if anyone or anything approached.  It seemed an unnecessary precaution down here, but Daria had insisted.
 
   Rigo had been asleep for several hours when he felt a pull at his shoulder.  His eyes flew open and he saw Daria’s face close to his own.
 
   “What?” he started to ask, but she indicated he should be quiet.
 
   She leaned close and whispered, “There’s something out there.”
 
   “Someone?” Rigo asked softly.
 
   Daria shook her head.  “Something else, and it passed through Ash’urn’s boundary without alerting him.”
 
   That was enough to bring Rigo fully awake.  Quickly they woke the others.  By the time they were all up and moving, the sounds were unmistakable.
 
   “It snorts like some kind of animal,” Kaler observed.
 
   “How could it get so close?” Ash’urn wondered aloud.  “Even an animal should trip my defense barrier.”
 
   “There,” Jeen said pointing.
 
   There was no mistaking the location.  Out in the dark, beyond the range they would normally be able to see, a flickering light pulsed erratically and was slowly moving their way.  As they watched it grew closer and they could see a vague outline of the shape in the odd lighting that seemed to occur randomly over the surface of the creature.  It appeared to be the size of a medium bear, but the shape of the head appeared grossly different.  Unfortunately they couldn’t see much detail.
 
   “If it weren’t for the darkness down here, I doubt we could see the lights on it,” Daria mumbled. 
 
   Just then Ash’urn caught a breath.  “I’ve seen one like that before.  It looks very much like the creature that was destroyed by the visitor to my village so long ago.”
 
   Just then something in the creatures demeanor changed.  It raised it’s head as if to smell the air.  It was obviously aware of them.  With a loud bellow, he started moving quickly in their direction.
 
   “Spread out,” Daria yelled.  
 
   Kaler stepped forward and sought protection from a large rock as the others stepped backwards.  Daria and Ash’urn climbed a large boulder in an attempt to get out of reach, while Jeen and Rigo moved off to one side.  The animal was moving surprisingly fast now, and as it passed the spot where Kaler had hid, the fighter swung his sword powerfully.  Unfortunately the blade rang as if it had struck stone and surely would have snapped despite being the best Kellmore steel available if not for the fact Rigo had magically strengthened the blade. 
 
   The creature bellowed and started to turn toward Kaler.  Several blasts of energy shot from small appendages on the head of the beast, but which fortunately were poorly aimed and missed the young fighter.  Rigo noted that the shaft of his staff was glowing very faintly blue where the necklace was embedded in the wood.  Magic!  The creature had the ability to use magic.  Rigo could see his friend would soon be trapped or blasted with the unknown energy being released by the creatures, and unleashed a series of his most intense fireballs at the thing, whatever it was.  That drew the creature’s attention and ire, but did nothing to slow it down.  It was obvious the magical fire had no real effect at all.  
 
   Now as the creature started moving toward Rigo, he looked for someplace to go.  There was nothing to climb between himself and the rapidly approaching creature.  He tried pushing it with magic, but that seemed only to slow its advance.  He was about out of ideas when Jeen unleashed her own magic, a bolt of the blue white energy.  That hurt the creature, which bawled angrily.  A second bolt and then a third from Jeen, and suddenly it was over.  The creature, or what was left of it, slumped in a heap some twenty paces away.  Jeen’s final bolt seemed to trigger something inside the beast, and it went up in a ball of flame.  At the same time the glow in Rigo’s staff faded quickly away.
 
   Cautiously the group approached the fallen beast.
 
   “Yup, that’s it,” Ash’urn said.  “Smells the same as I remember.  But it’s hard to tell what it was from what’s left.”
 
   He was correct.  The few bones and charred husk that had been the creature were all that remained.  Jeen’s bolt may not have done the damage, but clearly without her ability they would have lost this round.  Rigo was frustrated he had no ability with the intense beam, and that only Jeen was able to stop the creatures.  They were fortunate there had been only the one of them.
 
   “It’s immune to your magic,” Daria said after a few moments.
 
   “So it appears,” Rigo agreed wryly.  “It seemed able to thwart most of our magical abilities.  I hope there aren’t many more of these things.”
 
   “There’ll be more,” Ash’urn warned ominously.  “It’s simply a question of when and where.  It’s been forty years since I last saw one, but the fact there’s more than one says there has to be a lot more.  I suspect we’ll find other surprises like this in the Ruins.”
 
   “We’ll deal with that once we get there,” Daria said.  “For now, I suggest we start on our way again.  I, for one, am not going to get any more sleep, and would like to get out in the daylight where I can at least see what I’m fighting.”
 
   The others agreed, and in very short order they were back on the trail, hoping that was the last of the things they would encounter down here in the dark.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 50
 
    
 
    
 
   They soon lost track of time in the cavern.  There was no awareness of night or day and no good means of keeping track of the passage of time.  They walked most of the time, resting when everyone felt the need.  Rest stops were now supported by a watch schedule, since the magical warning system that Ash’urn had deployed had proven unreliable against the creature that had attacked them.  While they didn’t know it, it was almost three days later when they finally arrived at the cave in.  
 
   “How did they manage this?” Kaler asked when Rigo and Jeen expanded their balls of light to show the massive tumble of boulders and rocks that stretched all the way to the ceiling eight or ten man heights above them.  The jumble of rocks continued all the way to the roof and seemed jammed up against it.  In a few places it was possible to see where the side of the cavern had broken free and what might have been the old wall had fallen to join the jumble.  Many of the massive boulders were as large as a house and after a short survey it was apparent that the gaps between the larger stone were entirely filled with smaller rocks.  How far the pile extended couldn’t be determined as the slide buried the nearby walls as well as the passage they had been following.  There was no doubt this was the way.  The worn path they had been following disappeared under the fallen rock.
 
   “One would think that some kind of magic was required,” Rigo agreed as he surveyed the blocked path.  For the first time he began to doubt his own confidence that they had been directed this way for a reason.
 
   “I would guess the ceiling of the cavern here was far higher than it now seems,” Ash’urn said finally.  “Somehow they caused something up there to give way, and it all came crashing down making it appear the rocks were piled ceiling high. Probably they extend higher and there is a large void somewhere up above all this.”
 
   “Perhaps that is the way through,” Daria observed.  “All we have to do is climb up and find our way into that space.”
 
   “It doesn’t appear that simple,” said Ash’urn.  “And it might not be stable up there.”
 
   “We have to take a look,” she observed.  “There must be a way through or we are stuck and will have to return and take our chances with the guards at the mine.”
 
   “It’s been a long time since we last stopped,” Rigo said slowly.  “I suggest we make camp, rest, and afterwards we can start looking for a way through.”
 
   Kaler nodded and pointed off to one side where a large flat area existed.  Before long they had set up, and while they ate they looked around in hopes of seeing a promising avenue to explore.  After a bit everyone drifted off, except Rigo.  He had volunteered to take the first watch since he couldn’t sleep anyway.  He couldn’t help but wonder if he’d brought them all on a long meaningless trip.  It would be more than depressing if they had to make their way back and hope to escape that way.
 
   “There’ll be a way,” Ash’urn said softly from off to Rigo’s right.
 
   Rigo looked over at him.  “I thought everyone had gone to sleep.”
 
   Ash’urn smiled. “I thought I would drop right off, but find my mind reluctant to let go.”
 
   “It doesn’t look good, does it?”
 
   “The blockage is indeed formidable.  But those who caused this to happen had little control other than to trigger the fall.  Daria is more than likely right that a means exists to get through.  The question is whether we can find it in a reasonable time.”
 
   “I feel that magic should provide an answer here, but cannot think of how anything I can do might help.  The scale of this is far too great to push aside the blockage and I doubt whether the fireballs or Jeen’s energy blast would have much effect.”
 
   “Either could well bring more of the roof down upon us,” Ash’urn observed.
 
   “You don’t know any more useful spells or useful techniques that might help, do you?”
 
   “Nothing comes to mind.”
 
   They were silent for a long time.  Then Rigo asked Ash’urn about the spells he knew.
 
   “The people who taught me had lost all memory of how and why they had access to the spells.  There were none among them who could perform any magic without using the spells, so they were not the people you seek.  Even among them, only a small percentage had taken the time to try and learn or were able to recall the memorized phrases exactly enough to make them work.  I think they knew only a small fraction of the spoken spells that once existed.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   Ash’urn sighed.  “Some years later I stumbled upon the remains of another village.  The people had either moved on or had been wiped out by disease or something else.  I found remnants of an old library.  Several of the books were remarkably well preserved – possibly some kind of magic at work there – but in a language that I have never seen before.  I think they were spell books because several were illustrated.  I was able to locate what I suspect is the written form of the invisibility spell I demonstrated for you.  I can’t be sure since I cannot read the text, but that is my guess.  Even if they could be read, how would one know how to pronounce a dead language with no one to demonstrate?  What I have concluded from months of looking at the texts as I traveled, was a unique feature of the language.  I believe that unlike our own language, each sentence was jumbled into a single word.  That is why the spells are so convoluted.  They represent a descriptive sentence in a single word.”
 
   Rigo was suddenly excited.  “You have these books?”
 
   “Yes.  They are put away back near my home.  But of what use could they be?”
 
   “I don’t know, but perhaps simply seeing the text might trigger something just as your use of the spell did earlier.  I would very much like to see them.”
 
   “You are welcome to have a look, but at the moment they are many month’s journey from here.  I do not think the opportunity for your investigations will present itself any time soon.”
 
   “I guess not,” Rigo agreed.  But he wondered if there might be additional clues waiting in Ash’urn’s archives.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Well?” Kaler asked as Daria climbed back down the rock pile.  More nimble than the rest and used to scaling impossible routes in the past, she had been the one who was chosen to make the climb to the top of the cavern to see what might be there.  
 
   “It looks just like it does down here,” she said after jumping off the last rock to the cavern floor.  “I cannot see anyway to get on top of the rock pile up there.  We’re going to have to look elsewhere to find a way through.”
 
   Rigo scanned the walls.  There was nothing that looked promising.  “Do you have any ideas?”
 
   Daria nodded.  “There is clearly nothing here.  Every effort was made to seal the passageway at this point.  I suggest we backtrack somewhat and look off to the side of the trail for anything that might suggest an alternate passageway.”
 
   Even though it felt like defeat, there was little other choice.  They decided to leave the camp in place for now, and scout back.  If they couldn’t find anything within a glass, then it was unlikely they would be getting through and they would come back and make preparations for the return trip.
 
   Rigo had lost count of the number of false starts that Daria had tried, climbing into dark crevasses with himself or Jeen providing light.  They had been at it for a long time, when Daria’s head popped back into view.  
 
   “This might go somewhere,” she said.  “It opens up a little way in and turns in the right direction.  I think it parallels the old path.”
 
   They used the soft white stone that Ash’urn had found to mark the spot, then returned to their camp to eat and talk.  There was some argument whether just Jeen and Daria should follow the new path, or whether they should all go.  Finally, Rigo insisted they stay together.  Only he and Jeen could provide light, and only Jeen had the ability to protect them from the creatures should any more appear.  Besides, if the path proved viable, why should they have to backtrack once again?  Other dangers might lurk in the dark, and being together offered the best chances.  Besides, he couldn’t see himself sitting and waiting while he worried what might be happening to the women.
 
   Keyed up and hopeful, they packed up and started back after eating.  Daria and Jeen led the way, with Rigo bringing up the rear this time.  As he crawled through the narrow opening offered by the boulders, Rigo wondered at Daria’s description that this was an open path.  He had to walk bent to keep from hitting his head, and more often than not found himself crawling or climbing over rocks as he wound his way through the narrow openings.  Ash’urn dutifully marked their way, so they could find the way back if needed.
 
   After considerable time, the path opened up somewhat, and Rigo could walk upright, but even then he couldn’t stretch his arms fully to either side without encountering the walls of the cave.  He had lost all sense of direction, feeling as if they had looped back and forth several times.  Only the sense of their ultimate destination far away in the Ruins afforded him a sense they were slowly making progress in the way they needed to go.  He didn’t know if Daria was able to tell where they were going or whether she was simply following the opening in the rock.  Somehow he thought it was the former, as she had passed several branches in their path without hesitation.
 
   “Be careful,” Daria shouted back at them. “It’s wet and slick ahead.”
 
   Rigo saw what she meant a short time later.  The walls and floor of the passageway were damp with slowly dripping water.  The deposits of limestone were smooth and would have been slippery enough even if dry.  Wet, as they were here, they were extremely slippery and more than once Rigo had to support himself with his hands against the damp walls.
 
   After more than a glass of this, they heard the sound of water rushing through the depths.  Not too far away an underground river was cutting through the darkness.  As the sound of the river grew stronger, the right hand wall disappeared, leaving them with the left wall and a narrow slippery surface to walk along.  Rigo used his light to peer into the darkness on his right.  The walkway dropped off sharply and fell into rocks below, sometimes only a short way, and others a considerable distance.  He still couldn’t see the river, however.
 
   Suddenly there was a yell from ahead, and Jeen’s light went out.
 
   “What happened?” Rigo shouted to Daria.
 
   “Jeen slipped,” she yelled back.  “She went off the side.  I can’t see her.  Rigo, you need to come up here,” she demanded.
 
   Carefully Rigo made his way to where Daria waited, making his way cautiously past Kaler and Ash’urn who leaned into the wall and held him as he stepped around them.  
 
   “Where?” he asked Daria, when he reached her.
 
   Daria pointed to a spot a couple of feet behind where he stood.  Rigo extended the staff over the edge and increased the light.  There, laying in the rocks two man heights below them was Jeen.  He could see blood on one of the rocks and see that she wasn’t moving.
 
   “I’ll go down,” Kaler offered.  “You need to stay up here Rigo.  If your light goes out, we are lost.”
 
   “Let me,” Daria said.  “I’m smaller and more experienced with this.”
 
   They tied their one piece of rope around Daria and helped her make her way down the slippery incline.  Kaler almost lost his footing and fell down after her, but finally Daria arrived where Jeen had fallen.
 
   “She’s breathing,” Daria reported after a quick check.  “Throw me a water skin.”
 
   Ash’urn tossed down one of the skins, which Daria deftly caught.  She kneeled next to Jeen and used some of the water to wipe her face and touched a wet cloth to her lips.  Carefully she checked her for broken bones.  
 
   “I think her arm is broken,” Daria said.  She arranged Jeen as comfortable as she could in the small space.  Moving the unconscious woman caused her to stir.
 
   Jeen hissed as the pain of the broken arm reached her.
 
   “Don’t move,” Daria warned her.
 
   “What happened?” Jeen asked.
 
   At almost the same time Kaler shouted from above.  “How is she?”
 
   “Wait a minute,” Daria shouted back to Kaler.  “You slipped,” she said to Jeen.  “How’s your head?”
 
   Jeen reached up and felt her head with her left arm since the right didn’t seem to be working.  It came away bloody. “Got a lump there,” she said.  “I think I’m okay though.”
 
   “She’s conscious,” Daria informed those above.  “Give her a minute.”
 
   As Daria watched the lump on Jeen’s head shrunk visibly, then disappeared.  The blood seemed to simply be absorbed into the skin.  Then Jeen carefully extended her arm, wincing as she did so.  She stared intently at it, then suddenly flexed it.
 
   “Better,” she said in satisfaction.
 
   “I forgot you could do that,” Daria said realizing Jeen had used her magic to heal her wounds.  “Does it hurt to heal yourself with magic?”
 
   “Somewhat,” Jeen admitted.  “It’s gotten me out of trouble more than once though.”  She lit her ball of light and climbed to her feet.  “How do we get out of here?”
 
   Daria was about to answer when something caught her attention.
 
   “Jeen, can you bring your light over here?”
 
   Jeen did as asked.  Just ahead, hidden from above was a large opening that extended for as far as the eye could see in the direction they wished to head.  Daria stepped back and hollered up to the others, “Find a way to secure the end of the rope and come down here.  I think we have found the way to go.”
 
   Soon enough they were all together looking at the pathway that Jeen’s fall had revealed.  Off to one side a slowly moving river of water flowed in the same direction they were going.
 
   “It certainly appears a better route than we were following,” Rigo agreed.  
 
   Once again they set off, Rigo happy to sense they were headed in the proper direction.  Jeen appeared none the worse for wear, and kept up without complaint.  Her skill with healing was another ability that Rigo wished he could learn.
 
   Considerable time passed before the path started to climb slowly upward.  There was no choice but to follow the only opening available, and within a short time the narrow opening they were following opened into a vast cavern.  They were well above the floor of the cavern, and Rigo had to use the full power of his light to reveal what lay before them.
 
   “There,” Kaler said and pointed to his left.  
 
   Below and extending to the top of the cavern was another rock fall.  It filled the whole left side of the vast chamber.
 
   “The other side,” Daria said softly.  I can see the footpath below.”
 
   Rigo could see that she was right.  Below them was the pathway that would take them out.  They had bypassed the cave in.  Slowly and carefully they made their way from the opening down to the floor below.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 51
 
    
 
    
 
   There was no way to determine just how thick the blockage they had worked around really was.  Nothing on this side of the barrier gave any clues to how far away the opposite side might be.  Given the distances they had covered, despite the circuitous route they had been forced to take, Rigo suspected the barrier was a lot thicker than he would have initially guessed.  Whether the entire way was solidly blocked or whether there were rock falls on either end was impossible to guess.  The key thing was they had found a way around.  It was also a path that could be retraced if necessary.
 
   That wasn’t the end of it, of course.  They still had to reach the far end.  If the stories about this place were accurate, they had as far to go as they had yet come.  
 
   “It appears you were right,” Ash’urn said to Rigo echoing his thoughts as they stood at the base of the blockage.
 
   “Let’s get started,” Daria said. “I’ll be glad to see the end of this place.”  She touched Jeen’s arm and pointed to the trail leading away from the pile of rock.  One by one, they started on the trek, Jeen’s light showing the way.  Once again, Rigo brought up the rear, his own light completing their small oasis of brightness in the darkness.  
 
   Days passed, measured inaccurately by the times they stopped to eat or rest.  The character of the stone changed on this side.  It was more colorful, and softer than the hard black rock that was so common on the far end.  The path used by the ancient travelers was easy enough to follow, although there were several places they were forced to detour.  Small collapses of the sides or roof of the cave had buried sections of the trail which they had to work around or over before finding the path once again.  Twice the river that flowed off to their side had undermined the trail and washed away sections of it.  Nothing they encountered provided the kind of barrier the major blockage had, and they steadily made progress toward their ultimate goal.
 
   On the second day they had seen two more of the strange beasts.  Fortunately they had been on the far side of the river and had been headed in the opposite direction.  They moved as quietly as possible and took care to pass without giving themselves away.  It was questionable if the creatures could cross the river, but with Jeen’s ability the only known way to stop them, they had no desire to test the creatures.  They had seen how aggressive they were.  Once again, it was impossible to make out details of the creatures without using the magical light, which would have given their presence away.  Soon enough they had managed to move well beyond the range of where the beasts might see them.
 
    
 
   “Do you feel it?” Jeen asked after several days of walking.
 
   “We’re moving upwards,” Daria confirmed.  “It’s very slight, but has been steady for some time now.”
 
   The others noted it as well.  For days the path had been level or slightly downward.  Now the grade had changed.  A secondary indication was the river which was gradually falling away from them, flowing through the depths well below the level where they walked.
 
   Sometime later they could sense a change in the darkness of the cave.  It was still dark, but not as absolute as it had been for so long.  Light was gradually leaking into the depths.  Then they started to hear things.  First it was a breeze, ever so slight as it worked its way through narrow passageways in the rock.  Then they could hear the screech of birds.  Finally they saw the faint glow of light that had to be the far end they had sought so long.
 
   Invigorated by the nearness of the end to this seemingly endless trek through darkness, they quickened their pace.  Gradually the darkness faded as more light worked its way into the cave.  Then they could see a sliver of light and blue sky in the distance.  It took another glass, but then they were nearing the entrance.  The light seemed impossibly bright as they approached.
 
   “We must be cautious,” Kaler reminded everyone.  “We have no idea what to expect on this end.  We have seen no sign of mining on this side, but who knows what might be just outside.”
 
   Carefully they approached the entrance.  Their eyes watered as they looked upon the brightly lit landscape outside the cave.  The remains of the small village not too far outside the entrance were old and decayed.  No one had lived there for a very long time.  
 
   Blasts of hot air struck them as they lingered near the entrance.  After days in the cool depths of the mountain. The outside air was uncomfortably warm.  The land outside had changed as well.  No longer were there cool mountains with stands of pine.  The land here was drier with far less vegetation.  
 
   “The Ruins cast its influence even here,” Ash’urn said softly.  “We have a way to go before reaching the boundary, but this land is already turning to desert.  We must replenish our supplies of water before venturing too far.”
 
   They lingered near the entrance for more than a glass letting their eyes adjust to the bright light of the sun and for their bodies to acclimate to the warmer air of the near desert.  After their break, they left the shadow of the cave and explored the old town.  It was even older than it had appeared at first.  Rigo suspected it had been deserted before the path through the cave had been blocked.  There were no clues why it had been built in this remote location.  They discovered a small river that formed a large pool near the southern edge of the ruined village, before the river disappeared into the dry ground.  For all they knew it joined up underground with the river they had followed for days.  They made their first camp in the open by the pond for the night.  After days in the darkness even the stars in the night sky gave welcome light.  The clothes they had worn for days were dirty from the cave, and torn in places.  They changed into their spares, washing the cave soiled items in the pond and leaving them to dry until morning.
 
   Rigo didn’t know where they were.  Neither did Ash’urn, at least not exactly.  He hadn’t been this close to the Ruins in this part of Lopal before, but explained that the wasteland couldn’t be far. Rigo knew without a doubt that where he wished to go was straight ahead.  He’d never felt the pull so strongly.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 52
 
    
 
    
 
   Commander Loum took a deep breath of the fall air.  He loved this time of year, and was especially happy to be back in this part of Branid.  He was raised not too far from here and was very familiar with the area.  He liked the dense forests and the fall colors that were just starting to show.  He’d hadn’t been back in this part of the country in more than three years, and was enjoying the adventure, despite feeling held back by the large group of men he led and the support contingent that necessarily followed such a force.  While the men could have moved far quicker left to their own, the wagons and supplies that had to travel with them couldn’t maintain a faster pace through this kind of terrain.  He could have moved ahead with some of the men, but given the current situation, he couldn’t risk losing the supplies to enemy action.  Even if he had taken a group and ridden on ahead they would have had to wait somewhere up the trail for the rest to catch up, so nothing would be gained.  Feeding more than five hundred men was no simple task.  Five hundred and fourteen to be exact, not counting the one hundred and fifteen non fighting troops that were cooks, blacksmiths, wagon drivers and healers.  Those were the ones who slowed the pace, but a force couldn’t sustain itself without them.  
 
   He held his impatience inside and focused on the rolling hills through which they rode.  The grass-covered land was filled with numerous trees even when they weren’t moving through the thick forest itself.  Rocks and boulders further made the way difficult for the wagons.  Finally, the frequent streams and occasional river added to the difficulty of moving wagons through here.  But it certainly was beautiful.  Risos be praised, but he sometimes wondered why he had left a life on the farm to become a soldier in places far less satisfying to live.
 
   “Scout coming in,” one of the soldiers behind him noted, interrupting his thoughts.  He wondered why the men felt inclined to do that.  It was as if he couldn’t see the man riding their way without being made aware of his presence.  His eyes were as good as theirs, probably better in many cases.  He could see that the rider hurrying their way was Jaff, his most trusted scout.  He watched without changing pace as the man rode up to him and swung his horse around so he could ride along side and make his report.
 
   “Nobody there ser,” he said bluntly.
 
   That surprised Loum.  And worried him at the same time.  Rhory should have been at the rendezvous point by now.  He had expected that the prince would arrive at least two days ahead of himself, and they were close enough now they would be there by nightfall.  There might have been good reason for the delay, but already his sense of peace and well being had vanished.  Now he was more anxious than ever to get to the agreed to location.  
 
   “No sign they have been there?” he asked worriedly.
 
   “None at all.  No one’s camped there in a very long time,” the scout replied.  He’d known that Commander Loum would be disturbed by the news and had hurried back after taking a careful look around.  
 
   Loum thought briefly, then made his decision.
 
   “Sergeant, split the men.  Half will stay with the supplies, the other half will ride ahead with me.  We’ll meet up again at the rendezvous point.”
 
   The action of splitting the force was quickly done.  Commander Loum had the men pre-assigned to various reorganizations of their forces.  Dividing the group into half, thirds, or fourths, each man knew which group he was to be part of.  Therefore, it was simply a matter of giving the order, and the two groups almost magically formed, one behind the Commander and another dropping back to escort the supply train under the leadership of Loum’s second in command.
 
   Seeing the group had sorted themselves out, Loum spurred his horse and signaled with his hand for the men assigned to him to follow.  Quickly they distanced themselves from their slower compatriots.  
 
   Freed from the slower pace, they moved smoothly over the rolling hills.  Jaff led the way, riding slightly ahead of the Commander.  He’d ridden this route twice today already and knew the best way to go.  Had it not been for the concern weighing on him, Loum would have enjoyed the brisk ride.  He’d been forced to plod along for days and this was an exhilarating change.
 
   Just over two glass later they rode into the prearranged campground.  It was a very large area able to accommodate both the men that Loum had brought with him and those who still traveled with the Prince.  It was immediately apparent that the Prince had still not arrived.
 
   Loum set the men to arranging the camp, and sent Jaff and the others scouts out to look ahead.  He knew where the Prince was coming from and therefore it should be easy for the scouts to locate him.  As much as he wanted to ride along with them, he maintained the proper discipline and remained to see to the establishment of their camp and the perimeter security.  Had they not been in a situation where enemy soldiers might be encountered when they wanted to remain unseen, he would have had the entire force out looking.
 
   The various scouts drifted back into camp after dark.  The rest of the force had arrived and were settled in by that time.  No sign had been found of the Prince or his men.  Loum felt a great uneasiness in the pit of his stomach.  What had happened to his friend Rhory?
 
    
 
   “Maybe we should wait?” Loum’s second in command asked the next morning as Loum mounted his horse and prepared to ride out with half the men under his command.  “Those were our instructions.”
 
   Loum had thought about it the entire night.  Something had gone wrong.  He was certain of it now.  Otherwise the Prince would have been here waiting.  Once again he had split the force, leaving half of the men here to set up a strong defensive position and to be here in the event the Prince showed up while they were gone.  He couldn’t see how that could happen, but he didn’t want the Prince to arrive and find no one waiting.  The other half of the men he would take and head toward the direction he was told the Prince would be coming from.  Each man carried sufficient rations for a week of travel.  The force he was taking was marginally larger than the force Rhory had left Sulen with initially, so he felt he would have sufficient men should they encounter trouble.  In the worst case, he could have the men retreat back here where the rest of his force would be waiting.
 
   “The Prince should have been here,” was all Loum said.  That was explanation enough for his actions.  “Make sure the men are positioned to resist an attacking force.  We could be gone several days.”
 
   With that, he turned his horse and nodded to Jaff to lead the way.  Two others scouts were already out and searching, but this morning Jaff would direct Loum and his men based on his scouting the previous day.  Later one of the other scouts would ride with the troops while Jaff went on ahead once again.
 
   They found nothing the first day.  The woods showed signs of large numbers of horses having passed through, but nothing recent.  Loum knew the area and the places where the wide river was shallow enough to make crossing easy.  That wasn’t the case farther south where the river became deep and fast and required boats to cross almost everywhere.  Loum allowed them to make camp reluctantly, feeling each hour they sat was possibly an hour when his Prince might be fighting for survival somewhere.  However, traveling in the woods at night was not practical with this many men.
 
   The next morning they were on the move at first light.  The men had already been up for more than a glass, as Loum was anxious to be on the way.  Jaff and one other scout had left more than two glass earlier, and would be well ahead of them.  They had ridden less than a glass when Jaff was spotted riding their way.
 
   “Enemy troops ahead,” Jaff reported when he’d brought his mount to a stop next to Loum.
 
   “How many?” Loum asked.
 
   “A small force.  Nearly a hundred men.  They are camping on this side of the river where it is easy to cross over.  From what I was able to overhear, they are a raiding party and are returning home.  I could see no sign of prisoners.”
 
   Normally Loum would have elected to attack the force.  They were apparently taking it easy and were far outnumbered by his force.  Taking a few prisoners he might be able to obtain valuable information.  However, attacking the force would announce their presence and there could be a larger enemy force somewhere in the area.  More importantly, a battle would significantly delay their finding the Prince, and that was his first priority at the moment. 
 
   “Can we get around them unseen?” he asked Jaff.
 
   The scout nodded.  “It would be easy enough.  I sent Hann on ahead assuming that would be your decision.”
 
   Loum nodded.  He’d ridden with Jaff often enough the man could anticipate his decisions.  “Let’s go then,” he said.
 
   The route Jaff selected took them away from the river and extended the time it took to get where they were headed, but they were able to pass well inland from where the enemy had made camp on the bank of the river.  By early afternoon they were back on the path they had been following.  
 
   When the time came for Hann to return to the group and change with Jaff, he had not yet appeared.  It was another half glass before the man was seen riding their way.  As soon as he rode close enough for his face to be seen they knew something was wrong.
 
   “What did you find?” Loum demanded as the scout rode hesitantly toward them.  
 
   The sorrow in the man’s eyes was clear for all to see.  “I think they are all dead,” he said slowly.  “It appears they were caught by a superior force and wiped out to the man.”
 
   Loum couldn’t say he was surprised.  This was what he’d been fearing ever since the Prince hadn’t been at the rendezvous.  But to hear the words spoken was another matter.
 
   “How far?” Loum asked.
 
   “Almost two glass farther on,” Hann replied.
 
   “Let’s go,” Loum urged, afraid what they would find yet needing to see for himself.
 
    
 
   There had indeed been a major battle here, Loum thought as he surveyed the area.  He rode around the clearing seeing for himself with his experienced eye reading the signs of the battle.  The grass was torn, with small trees and bushes trampled by horses that were being ridden by men engaged in combat.  Blood and pieces of armor covered the ground.  He could see the sign of hundreds of horses converging on the area through the three paths that lead into the clearing.  There was no doubt it had been an ambush.  Somehow they had known where the Prince was heading.
 
   In the center was all the proof that was necessary.  It had been several days, but the smell of burning meat was still strong.  A huge fire had been built and the bodies of men and horses had been incinerated in the resulting blaze.  Loum was surprised that it had been done.  If the body count, based on the number of skulls that had been dug out of the ashes were any indication, the Prince’s entire force had been wiped out.  For the enemy to have the energy and willingness to expend the effort to build the fire and gather the bodies was surprising.  There was something more to this.  Perhaps it was a sign of respect because it had been the heir to the throne that had been killed.  That was one reason why he had the men carefully digging through the ashes to see what they could find.  In addition to the men and animals, they found parts of the supply wagons and burnt and blackened pieces of armor.  There was no doubt these remains were those of Branid soldiers.  By evening Loum was certain that no one had escaped.  No remains could be explicitly identified, the flesh having been burned from the bodies by the heat of the blaze.
 
   His second in command came forward with a blackened chest plate. “Commander,” he said softly.
 
   When Loum looked up at him, he saw the ruined piece of armor.  He recognized it immediately.  The partially burned pattern of the twin falcons was something he’d seen many times before.  He held out his hand and the other passed it over.  It was Rhory’s beyond a doubt.  Loum had ridden with the Prince on multiple occasions when he’d worn it.
 
   “The body?” he asked softly.
 
   “Nothing we can identify.  This is the only identifiable piece of his armor we have found thus far.  One of the bodies might be his, but it is impossible to tell.”
 
   Loum nodded slowly.  He continued to examine the armor as the other man walked slowly away.  The men spent the next day continuing the examination and burying the remains.  Eighty-six men had been consumed by the fire.  Two more pieces of the Prince’s armor had been found.  They couldn’t be absolutely certain, but it was apparent that the Prince had perished in this battle.  Reluctantly, Loum released one of the messenger birds with the news of what had been found.  The bird would arrive at the castle in Sulen in a couple of days.  It would take him and his force considerably longer to return.  The news would be old when they arrived.  At least Loum wouldn’t have to be the one to inform Rhory’s wife Mos’pera.  There was no way war could be avoided now.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 53
 
    
 
    
 
   The tribal leaders, the lesser kings that ruled their respective lands and bowed only to the Lamane, had been arriving for more than a week at the location they’d been told would be set aside for this, the most important Caucus that had been held in more than a decade.  The grounds, as far as one could see, were filled with colorful tents, the large ornate pavilions of the leaders themselves, surrounded by dozens of smaller shelters for their followers and advisors.  Simpler accommodations, but still grouped with the others and distinguishable by color and pattern, were the tents that housed the forces each leader had brought with him.
 
   The animals that numbered in the hundreds were stabled away from the main area, a matter of cleanliness and convenience.  Most were not interested in riding after the long journey anyway, and were more focused on interaction with their counterparts.  While messages were often exchanged, face to face meetings happened rarely because of the distances involved.  This was a chance to exchange news, stories, and feel out the attitudes of one another.
 
   I’Vorris met each leader as he arrived with great public enthusiasm regardless of which side his spies told him the man was on.  He also met with each privately after they were settled in.  He never pressed them for how they might vote, but discussed the issues at hand, raised with each their awareness of the odd doings along the eastern borders of Lopal and what might be the cause.  Each night he reviewed with Sooor what he had learned.  The old woman was seldom seen in camp during the day, and only made her appearance at I’Vorris’s tents when she could come and go without being observed.  She was not liked by most of the leaders who found the old woman disturbing.  
 
   Before long only Bab’hon was missing, but that was expected.  He had indicated he wouldn’t be participating, so none were surprised by his absence.  With everyone present in the camp, some of the politics began, much of it hidden from view.  The various leaders met among themselves.  No one was fooled.  The two sides of the issue were well enough known, and those with like leanings tended to spend time together.  I’Vorris watched it all with great interest.  He could clearly see what motivated his fellow leaders, and was able to reaffirm what his spies had told him before any of the leaders arrived here.  
 
   I’Vorris watched as two young women left the tent of It’oni just before midnight.  The feasts that were held every night degenerated into drinking and womanizing sessions as the night wore on.  There were a large number of comely young women available.  Most thought it an honor to be bedded by one of the tribal leaders and they vied for the honor.  The leaders were anything but monogamous, and considered the nights of play away from home their right.  I’Vorris didn’t participate in the activities.  In part because the women involved were from his own tribe and he felt that such behavior would ultimately undermine his standing, and in part because he had other things on his mind.
 
   I’Vorris turned away from the opening in his tent and looked at Sooor.  “They are all eager for war.  Even those who will support me would rather sharpen their swords and seek the spoils of battle that they can see waiting just across the river.”
 
   “You cannot be surprised by this.  Your spies have told you as much for many months.”
 
   “No.  But it surprises me how strong is their desire and how little thought they are willing to give other matters.”
 
   “They can see only what is obvious.  Both Branid and Kellmore are weaker than ever before and are ripe for the taking.  There is little doubt that Lopal could overrun both lands. Holding onto them for the long term is a different matter.  Those who are wiser can see that the lands could be overrun, stripped of wealth and others spoils, then only selected lands retained to meet Lopal’s needs.”
 
   “Perhaps I should be leading them.  I might be able to temper the nature of the war.”
 
   “We have discussed the outcome of such an action.  Whoever leads Lopal into this war will fall before the war is very old.”
 
   “And then what happens?”
 
   “I cannot see beyond what I have told you. The future has become very murky at this point.”
 
   “Have you ever known the future to be so closed to you?” I’Vorris asked.
 
   “Not like this.  There is much I cannot see, but never have the visions been affected as they are now.”
 
   “So what am I to do?”
 
   “That is not for me to say.  I have told you what is to happen.  Lopal will go to war.  The rest remains to be seen.”
 
   “What of the problems to the east?”
 
   “They are troubling and deserving of investigation.  Perhaps that is something for you to consider.”
 
   They talked late into the night.  This was the last night that I’Vorris would have to consider his plan.  In the morning, the voting would take place.  There was no longer a reason to delay.
 
    
 
   The time had come.  The vote was to be cast.  They were all present.  It’oni tasted defeat in his mouth, and it now was too late to take any other action.  Last night he’d been assured of success.  He’d celebrated with a pair of the local women.  As he had expected, both Ser’ril and Yerid’o had been leaning toward siding with I’Vorris.  Yerid’o was solid in his conviction, but over the period of the past week It’oni had swayed Ser’ril, and with a combination of promises and bribery, had persuaded him to cast his vote for him.  Their territories shared a common border, and It’oni promised him a share of the gains from the war and had promised support solving the problem in the Ruins.  That had given him the count he needed.  Then, just a short while earlier, Ny’tor had informed him that he would be voting for I’Vorris.
 
   “Why?” It’oni asked, unbelieving that his friend would do this to him.
 
   “You have plotted against our Lamane.  I’Vorris is a man of honor. He has lead us well during the years he has been our leader.  Rather than trust to a vote of the Eight or a challenge in fair and open combat, you sought to have him murdered in his bed.  I cannot support one who moves in such a manner.”
 
   It’oni had been aghast at the condemnation.  His wasn’t the first time assassins had been sent to kill another.  Of course, they were usually members of one’s own clan and not someone from outside.  But he couldn’t see how that would matter.  He would have to repay the treachery of his former friend, but it wouldn’t change the outcome today.  Today he was going to lose both his bid to become Lamane and to push Lopal into a war that would benefit them all.  He looked up as I’Vorris stepped into the open from the tent around which they had gathered.  Someone was with him.
 
   “My fellow leaders,” I’Vorris announced loudly in the rich voice that carried so well.  “Our friend and fellow leader Bab’hon has sent his son to vote in his stead.  This is well and good. All should be represented on this fateful day.”
 
   It’oni was shocked.  It was seldom done, and it was up to the Lamane whether the vote would be allowed.  He had seen Bab’hon’s son in the camp the last couple of days, but had not known he had made a request to be allowed to vote.  Obviously the Lamane had waited to the last moment to consider, and finally approve, the request.  At first It’oni couldn’t understand why I’Vorris would allow it.  The man had to know the situation as well as himself.  He had as many spies and had to have tasted the winds to know he had the winning count.  Bab’hon was clearly one who preferred war and would almost certainly have instructed his son to vote against him.  Then It’oni mentally checked off the names.  With Bab’hon’s vote, and those he still could count on, he would have four.  That left I’Vorris with the other four.  It would be a tie, which would allow I’Vorris to cast the deciding vote.  He would vote for himself and put an end to the talk of war.  He would still win, but would have credit for allowing all to have their say.  A masterful move with a known outcome.
 
   The vote proceeded, each voting as It’oni had known they would when they were called upon to state their position.  The vote was open and vocal, and all of those watching could see and know where the various leaders stood.  None would be able to claim later that they had voted differently.  Ny’tor indeed stabbed It’oni in the back, an offense that would reap rewards later.  Bab’hon’s son voted for him and the war as he’d predicted.  When it was done, it was a tie.  I’Vorris’s masterful move was paying off for him.  When the voting was finished, I’Vorris climbed up on the elevated stand to read the results.  
 
   “It comes to me to cast the deciding vote,” I’Vorris announced formally.  They all knew that was the case, and It’oni was angry at the man for having beat him so cleverly.  “I know that this has been a divisive time for each of you and I appreciate those who have stood behind me after all these years.  The gains and risks that face our country need to be considered and I have factored them into my decision today.”
 
   I’Vorris hesitated briefly as he let his eyes roam over the leaders who were gathered around the platform beneath him.  It’oni felt the man’s triumphant eyes on him.  Then he continued.  “That being the case I cast my vote, the deciding vote, for It’oni and the war.”
 
   It’oni was shocked!  He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  The others were stunned as well.  I’Vorris had just stepped down as Lamane and given the leadership to him!  The group was silent for long moments, then a gradual cheering began to build up as It’oni was pushed toward the platform where I’Vorris waited.  Ton’er and his group of Guardians were no more shocked than anyone else, but quickly he let his pleasure show as he joined in the cheering.  He knew he would be able to find more common ground with the new Lamane.
 
   It’oni uncertainly mounted the steps that led up to where his opponent waited.  He’d hoped to climb the stairs to claim his victory, but to have it handed to him by the man he’d hoped to defeat had left him confused.  By now the cheers of his supports had grown, and he stepped forward to where I’Vorris waited.
 
   “They are yours to lead,” I’Vorris said, as It’oni came to a stop before him.  Then, smoothly, I’Vorris took off the ceremonial crown and placed it upon It’oni’s head, followed by the formal cloak of fine white fox that only the Lamane was allowed to wear.  Then he stepped back and allowed the new Lamane to speak to his followers.
 
   Afterwards the party began.  A huge celebration had been prepared, planned regardless who would win.  Food and drink was available and the people dug in enthusiastically.  Even those who were stunned by I’Vorris’s unexpected release of the crown.  Some who had supported him were glad, as they had wished to follow It’oni to war.  Others were simply stunned.
 
   “Why?” It’oni asked I’Vorris when they were relatively alone off to one side of the celebration.  “You had won.”
 
   “It is what the leaders really want.  Perhaps it is the right course although I do not feel it to be the case.  You can lead them and bring glory to Lopal.  My heart would not be in it.”
 
   “What will you do now?” It’oni asked.
 
   “My sons will follow you and represent my tribe.  I will take a small force of my most trusted warriors and head east.  There are matters there that need to be investigated.  Perhaps we will both be successful.”
 
   “You speak of the attacks on the herds,” It’oni said.  “You really believe that is something to worry about?  It is simply bears or the large cats that are excessive in number this year.  Such things have happened before.  The balance returns quickly enough.”
 
   “I do not think that is the cause this time.  The stories I’ve heard suggest a different cause.  Perhaps you are right, but I need to see for myself.”
 
   “You will not work to oppose my direction as Lamane then?” It’oni asked.
 
   I’Vorris smiled wryly.  “I gave up that right when I voted for you.  You are Lopal’s rightful leader.  I am duty bound to follow your lead.  I ask only to be allowed to follow up on this mystery.”
 
    
 
   Bab’hon rode into camp four days later as the celebrations were winding down and the leaders were making plans to return to their villages and inform their people of the outcome.  It’oni had already called for the formation of a war council.  The raids were to continue while they planned and prepared for an all out attack in two months.  Bab’hon was shocked at the outcome.  He’d fully expected I’Vorris to carry the day, and had prepared his message with that in mind.  Now that It’oni was the Lamane, he knew the response to the Duke’s offer would be viewed differently, and he considered just what he would tell the new leader.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 54
 
    
 
    
 
   Chaos seemed determined to overwhelm them.  Branid was in a state of turmoil.  The King was dead.  So was his youngest daughter.  His designated heir to the throne had not been heard from in more than two weeks and his situation was unknown.  War was said to be coming and was possibly only weeks away.  The only good news was that the disease, which looked very much like the dreaded plague, had struck no other victims, and therefore it must have been poison that killed the members of the royal family.  That raised others questions however.
 
   Usaya, no longer Queen although most still referred to as such, found that she had reason to distrust the motives of those she should be able to count on in this time of need.  She sensed that many were starting to observe and consider what opportunities were offered by the unexpected change in events.  Few seemed to be focused on the gravity of the situation that faced Branid.  Few seemed to be thinking of the country rather than their own potential gains.
 
   Her family had abruptly been cut from under her.  Her husband was gone.  So was her only true daughter.  Rhory, not her genetic son, but someone she thought of as her own, was missing and might be lost as well.  She trembled at the thought.  If that was so, much more was lost.  Mydra was off in hiding somewhere, effectively lost to her and the kingdom.  No one could be bothered to look for her at the moment.  That was going to be a significant issue soon, as she knew that Kellmore’s King would be insisting that she be sent there where she would be safer.  If Mydra couldn’t be made to go, who knew what would happen to the alliance her husband had so carefully arranged.  That left only herself and Rhog.
 
   Rhog had assumed the throne – at least on a temporary basis.  He’d probably been wise to do so considering the obvious scheming among the nobles.  Even so, the move made her uncomfortable, especially since his action had cut off any authority she had been allowed after the death of Rupermore.  Now she was simply a grieving widow.  Rhog had gone out of his way to make it clear that she had no authority.  Women did not make the decisions for the kingdom, and while she might have sage advice, he wasn’t particularly interested in hearing it.  She hoped that Rhog had no plans to try and hold onto the throne once Rhory returned.  That would add yet another issue the kingdom didn’t need at this time.  Hopefully his disinterest in her advice stemmed from her obvious disapproval of him over the past years.  That and the fact she wasn’t his birth mother, and with his father gone he no longer felt she had any real link to him.  They had never been close as she’d been to Rhory.  Like herself, Rhory’s wife had no official status, although her position hadn’t changed so much because everyone hoped that Rhory would be returning and she would eventually be queen.  Even Rhog appeared to treat her with care.
 
   Matters were moving too quickly for Usaya.  She felt actions were being taken without proper consideration of the consequences.  She wished she had more control.  She better than anyone knew what her husband had wished to happen.  She could have tried to make it so.
 
   The people of Branid, at least those in Sulen who were most aware of events, were clearly uneasy.  Long had they expected Rhory to follow as the next king.  The sudden unexpected death of the king while Rhory was away checking on Lopal’s intrusions had caught them unaware as well.  Now they could sense the lack of direction and the conflicting priorities that were held by the leaders.  Few saw Rhog as a proper king, and all wished that Rhory would return to set things right once again.
 
   Bishop Orano was among those who weren’t happy with the sudden change of events.  Granted he had conspired to see the rightful heir removed, but that had been for the good of the church.  He had envisioned a situation in which, with Rhory gone, Rhog would have been groomed as the successor.  Over a period of several years he could have helped mold Rhog into the kind of leader who would grant the church expanded powers and rights, and would have learned how to rule.  The boy was not yet ready.  And with a war on the horizon!  This was a disaster.  He could already see the weakness in Rhog as he attempted to fill his father’s shoes.  Orano almost hoped that Rhory would suddenly reappear to set things right, despite his earlier efforts to see the man dead.  Orano also didn’t like some of the rumblings he was hearing from the nobles.  They would be within their rights to call for a vote, and could actually choose someone else to be king.  Many among them would not favor the church having any more power and would be worse even than he’d feared Rhory might be in that regard.  The Cardinal had addressed the leaders of the church just the other day, describing the division within the country and the risks to the brotherhood.  Orano briefly wondered if he had set in motion more than he intended.
 
   For his part, Rhog was not entirely pleased with the current situation either.  He had wanted Rhory dead so he would be in line for the throne.  He would have liked to see his father deal with the war that seemed to be a certainty now, and then assume the throne in a couple of years.  There was a lot he knew he needed to learn, and the Bishop was correct that he needed the support of the people if he were to be able to stand up to the nobles.  Sadly, his father was gone, and Rhory could well be alive.  What a horrible turn of events that would be.  Because of the uncertainty, and his lack of preparation, he was being careful as he assumed temporary duties as the ruler of Branid.  If Rhory returned, he’d have to turn over control to him, and consider how to deal with his brother after the war.  If Rhory was gone, then he was going to have to learn quickly, or be replaced.  He’d never considered that when he’d started his planning.  His only act of defiance was against Usaya.  He knew she had always favored Rhory, and he couldn’t help but use his position to cut her off from the power she’d been assuming since his father’s death.  He paced nervously. Why couldn’t this have gone differently?
 
    
 
   Not everyone was displeased with the state of affairs, of course.  Duke Cordale thought matters were going reasonably well.  He could do without the outside disturbance from Lopal, of course, but even that he thought he was managing.  Roit’s trip had apparently been quite successful, and with any luck the Prince would never be heard from again.  Any day now they would hopefully be hearing of his death, and then it would be time to bring this situation under control.  Once he revealed what he knew of Rhog and the bishop’s plotting against Rhory, which would make most suspect Rhog as being behind the Prince’s death, the youth would be removed by popular demand.  The material he would reveal would also strike a strong blow against the church, something Cordale felt was important as well.  He distrusted the meddling priests and their control of the people.  Best to see them discredited as well.
 
   That would mean a vote would be forced, and he already knew, whatever rumblings were going on, that he held the winning hand for that vote.  Soon, he would be king.  Then he could settle with Lopal.  Hopefully what he offered them would be enough, but if not, he would abandon Kellmore to them.  He’d initially thought it wise to keep them as an ally, but if Lopal wanted more, he’d have no choice.  That meant Mydra was no longer important to him.  He’d have to see if he could have Roit find and dispose of her.
 
   No one had any idea how the King had been poisoned, even though everyone was certain now that had been what had killed him.  He was certain they would never make the connection.  The poison had been absorbed while the king was in his bath, the deadly ingredient added to the buckets in the bowels of the castle and carried by unsuspecting servants up to fill the bath.  Then the water had been drained away afterwards.  The poisoner had never been anywhere close to the king.  He was a nameless face in the masses that served unnoticed.  It was too soon, but eventually something would have to happen to him.  The Duke could already think of several ways he could die that wouldn’t raise suspicions.  The Duke smiled.  He sat in his chair and wondered as he sipped the hearty wine his servant had brought up from the cellar a short time earlier.  How much longer before word arrived he wondered.
 
    
 
   Not too far away in the castle, the former queen heard a discrete knock on the door.  Her servant opened to find the birdmaster waiting nervously outside.
 
   “Come in,” Usaya said.  “Is there word?”
 
   The man nodded quickly.  “It probably is meant for Rhog – I mean the king, or whatever  . . .”  The man stopped. He was uncertain as everyone else these days what the proper authority should be.  Rhog had not been formally named king, but given the news probably would be.  “The note was meant for King Rupermore originally, so I thought it should be delivered here.  It is from Loum.  I fear it is not good news.”
 
   “Let me have it,” Usaya said, her hand shaking minutely as she reached out for the message.
 
   The birdmaster handed across the note, then looked at the floor.
 
   “No!” cried Usaya as she read the note.  “It cannot be!  Not Rhory too!”  Loum had briefly documented their find, including the discovery of Rhory’s burned armor among the cremated bodies.  He could only assume that Rhory had died with his men.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 55
 
    
 
    
 
   Tana’s travel bubble faded away and she hopped off the transfer point and immediately headed across the room to where Burke had set up his temporary office.  With all of the trips they were making of late, he felt it easier to be close at hand when each of his team members reported back from one of their searches.  Once they had a lead he would finally be going himself.  As it was, he needed to stay here in the fortress and coordinate the efforts of all the members of his team.  He could see already that like the others Tana had found nothing.  Well, it was a large continent with a lot of places to hide if one was so inclined, and they had very limited resources for this kind of thing.
 
   “No signs of them at all,” Tana said when she made her formal report.  “No one has seen any outsiders, and there are no odd events that would suggest they passed through clandestinely.”
 
   Burke nodded.  He hadn’t expected anything else.  There had been too many such reports and he was certain they were not going to find them this way, but as yet hadn’t been able to come up with a better plan.  They had come to rely on the magical necklaces to guide them and had never had to try and chase down a wizard who was actually hiding from them.
 
   “Go and get some rest,” he told her.  “I’ll have a new assignment for you in the morning.”
 
   Tana grimaced at the thought, but dutifully nodded and hurried off to her quarters.  
 
   Everyone was as tired of this chore as he was, Burke noted.  Like the Elders, Burke was now convinced that something very unusual was happening here.  This was the first time ever that someone outside the group was wandering around free after learning of their existence.  That didn’t sit well with the Elders at all.  They liked to have a firm control of all who knew about them, and while Rigo had never actually been to the fortress here, he knew generally where it had to be.  He had to be brought in, or possibly eliminated.  The risks if they were exposed could be too much of a problem.
 
   There had been other distractions, but Burke had been somewhat isolated from them of late.  Multiple missions to push back against the persistent Razmot had been fielded.  Normally, given his strength in the power he would have automatically been included.  Now, a measure of how urgent the Elders deemed finding this missing wizard, Burke was not allowed to go.  Too much focus was being expended on this one task in his estimation, but then his opinion wasn’t being sought by the Trio of Elders.  From him they wanted only one thing.  Rigo.
 
   In the past weeks every effort had been made to investigate Rigo’s history.  Painstakingly they had pieced together a picture of Rigo’s background and his actions in the village where he had grown up.  There were mysteries there as well.  He had a reputation of being a bit different, but no overt signs of ability had been discovered.  What was somewhat disturbing was the strange manner in which he had come to the village.  No one there knew where he was really from either.  The Elders had gone so far as to authorize travel to Kal’ran, the far off home of Rigo’s adoptive mother, just in case there was something being hidden there.  Kal’ran was more than three months across the Great Sea by ship, and was infrequently visited by the group.  They had never found anyone with the power there, and while it was known for a number of exotic and highly prized foods and wines, had little that the group really needed.  They could get there as quickly as anywhere else that had a transfer point, so the journey had not taken them the months it would anyone else.  But nothing had been learned.  Like everyone else they had interfaced with there, Rigo’s adopted mother came from a family that had no history of magical ability.  The trip gained them nothing more than a large supply of goods that the traveler had thoughtfully brought back.
 
   Back in Rigo’s village of Daro, his former brothers had been surreptitiously tested for ability with magic.  Such techniques existed, but were impractical for other than isolated cases, but nothing was found.  They were Normals, those without a hint of ability.  All in all, they had learned nothing.  There was nothing to suggest who he was or where he had originated, and how he was managing to do some of the things he had, especially given the relative weakness in the power he had demonstrated to Burke.
 
   The one insight might have come from Gadil.  Burke had pursued the question of the staff with the wizard on multiple occasions.  Gadil had spent long hours in the special library that existed here in the fortress.  The books had been here when the place was discovered by the Trio, but most couldn’t be read.  They were written in a language that was no longer known.  Only a few had short sections in a very old version of the common language, which had given scholars a grasping point for digging further.  Gadil was one of those who had more ability in the strange language than anyone else, and aided by the unexplained ability of the young wizard Nycoh who could read parts of the language, had discovered a few facts that might shed some light on the matter.  The young girl had also discovered among the texts in the vast library several that suggested that certain spells could be verbally executed, even by those without natural ability, Normals in other words, to mimic their own inherent magic.  Great hope was being given to this discovery as it might be a means to augment their force and if the right spell discovered to be able to overwhelm the ever increasing number of Razmot.  Of course the problem remained that while Nycoh could read some of the texts, she had nothing with which to base the sounds of the words, which was crucial to proper execution.
 
   “There are suggestions that the staff might be a construct by a wizard of immense power to perform a specific task,” Gadil had said.  “The staff would be linked to the wizard who created it, or potentially to someone else if that was the plan.  Like my staff, any wizard above a certain power level could increase their existing abilities somewhat by having it at hand, but unless that was the person for which it was intended, tapping the full abilities would be impossible.”
 
   “Then the staff that Rigo possesses could indeed be granting him power he wouldn’t normally have?” Burke had asked.
 
   “That is what I believe the texts imply, but my ability is poor and I’m guessing as much as reading.  The problem to be explained is how a staff we believe was built many centuries before could be targeted to someone alive today.  He could not have built it himself, or he would have power far above that of any of us.  All of us together wouldn’t be able to duplicate the effort today, even if we knew the required technique.”
 
   Burke had found no other answers, but was convinced that Gadil had uncovered an important clue that might reveal a great deal if he could only see how it fit into the mystery.  He was convinced the staff was behind Rigo’s ability to disappear.  Rigo was the only wizard who had ever eluded them, and he was also the only wizard who had a staff that was clearly from the Old Age.
 
   That left Burke no closer to where Rigo might have gone.  In all the weeks of searching, there had only been one clue that offered a possible answer, and that had just come to his attention the day before.  He was still trying to decide what it might mean.  One of his team had brought word of a breakout in a place called the Digs, a mine worked by criminals with life sentences.  The breakout had apparently been squashed relatively quickly, but the story hinted at the disappearance of five recently arrested individuals.  They were being detained in the mine at the time of the breakout, and were not to be found after the matter was settled.
 
   Five was the wrong number, of course.  Rigo had been traveling with three others, so who was the fifth if it had indeed been him?  The breakout and disappearance was another mystery, and Burke didn’t feel comfortable with the coincidence.  And where might they have gone?  He had pondered that mystery since learning of it the day before.  He had spent most of the night staring at maps of the region trying to see how they might have come there and where they might have gone.  He could make a case for how Rigo might have ended up at the Digs, but how they could have escaped unseen when everyone else was quickly caught or killed was more difficult.
 
   There was one seemingly unrelated matter, that he was becoming convinced might be the clue he needed.  Despite supposedly focusing his full effort on finding the missing wizard, Burke had found himself with many hours with nothing to do while waiting for his people to return from the missions he had sent them on.  During some of the idle hours he had continued to keep track of possible new wizards they would have to investigate when this matter was finally concluded.  One of the magical tracking necklaces had made a connection to a new mage, and then had become separated from the person it had linked with.  That happened sometimes.  It had happened with Rigo.  Any coincidence he wondered?  Usually the two were linked again relatively quickly, but that hadn’t happened in this case.  The necklace had resurfaced recently, not linked but in a place far from where the wizard had been initially found and in a place one would not expect.  It was along the eastern border of Lopal, not far from the start of the Ruins.  Burke found that to be very odd.
 
   He had marked the location where the necklace appeared to be on his map.  Interestingly enough it was on the eastern side of a large range of mountains from where the Digs were located.  He’d drawn a line on the map to connect the two.  Was there a route through the mountains?  The one wizard they had in the group who was somewhat familiar with the area said no.  He did say there was a story of an old route under the mountains that had been closed many decades before.  Burke found that very interesting.
 
   Just for the moment suppose the five missing people had been Rigo and his friends, and someone new that Burke didn’t know about.  Could the fifth person be the new wizard that Rigo had somehow linked up with?  It wouldn’t surprise Burke in the least.  Could the group have found a way under the mountains?  Perhaps they were still trapped there and that was why the necklace hadn’t been reunited.  Burke didn’t think so.  The necklace wouldn’t have gone there if there wasn’t an almost certainty that the linked wizard would soon come across it.
 
   Burke’s intuition screamed at him that this was where Rigo had gone, or would be going soon.  He couldn’t see why or where the man was heading, but he was convinced this was where he would find him.  The conclusion felt right even if the clues were tenuous.  He didn’t think he could convince the Elders and he was to see them tomorrow to explain his progress.  Or lack of it as was more the case.  He knew he was going to try and make a case for going to have a look.  It would be difficult.  The only traveling point nearby was two days walk out into the Ruins.  Why there was one there no one knew.  It would also be dangerous.  The Razmot originated in the Ruins, so he would have to take several others with the power to drive the beasts away.  That would detract from the ongoing efforts to control them, so the Elders might be reluctant to agree.  Well, it was their decision, but if they really wanted Rigo, they would have to make some concessions.  Of course if he turned out to be wrong, then he could well be stripped of his authority.  While there were those who felt he ought to be raised to the same level as the Trio, he had detractors who would like to see him reduced in responsibility.  He had been condescending to many over the past year, and those would love to see him fail.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 56
 
    
 
    
 
   Four days ago they had crossed over into the Ruins.  There was no sign, nor any official boundary, but it had been obvious to each of them that they were no longer in the normal land that constituted Lopal.  This place was different.  The changes were small at first, but within a couple of hours the land had changed into something none of them had ever experienced before.  Now after several days they had come to accept the strange reddish rock that slowly baked and crumbled under the glaring sun and endless sands that surrounded them.  The heat from the sun was intense in the daytime, and then the land turned surprisingly cold at night.  The temperature swings were more excessive than made sense for either end of the range.  Rigo was certain that somehow magic had a hand in creating the odd environment here.
 
   Within an hour of starting each day the heat from the sands had soaked through their boots and made their feet burn, which made walking arduous.  They had to wear more clothing than was comfortable or they quickly burned from the intense sunlight.  As a result they sweated profusely.  Each had fashioned a makeshift hat to provide some comfort for their heads.  At night, they barely had enough clothing to stay warm.  There was nothing to burn, and Rigo used his magic fire to heat rocks so they could stay comfortable.  They were always thirsty, yet had to ration their water.  More than any other item, the precious liquid would limit their ability to continue into this forsaken land.
 
   Why would someone put anything out in a place such as this?  It certainly would discourage anyone from stumbling across it he guessed.  Without the clear pull that drew him where he was expected to go, he never would have been able to find the way.
 
   Rigo forced one foot in front of the other.  Something inside screamed at him to leave this place, but he had to keep moving.  His body wished him to leave, but his mind kept urging him onward despite the physical discomfort.  It was for him they had all come here.  But he wasn’t at all comfortable with being here.  To escape what he was enduring, his mind tended to wander.
 
   “Still thinking about the necklace?” Daria asked some time later seeing he was distracted.
 
   He nodded.  Yeah, as a matter of fact he was.  The necklace continued to worry him.  Different than his own in many ways, but obviously designed for the same purpose.  Jeen had recognized it immediately when they had come across it hanging in plain view from an old structure as they marched from the ruins of the decaying village at the outlet from the abandoned mine.  
 
   “Don’t touch it,” he’d warned her as she reached out to examine it.
 
   “Why?” she’d asked.  “I won’t take it with me.  I remember what you said.  I just want to see if it’s really the same one.  It looks like it has the same imperfections as the one that was taken from me.”
 
   “Once you touch it the link will be reestablished.  I don’t know what they can tell, or how quickly they might know, but I’m certain they will know it has found you again, even if you leave it behind once you’ve connected with it.”
 
   “They can’t know I’m with you,” she objected.  “Aren’t you being overly cautious?”
 
   “Even if they don’t know you are with us, they will know where you are and will most likely send someone here to find you.  That’s how they appear to operate.  Anyone who finds you will find the rest of us.”
 
   Jeen withdrew her hand.  “How could it have gotten here?  No one has been here in years from all we can see.”
 
   “It’s magical.  Who knows how it works?” Rigo said.  “My staff can traverse large distances when it needs to find me.  I don’t know exactly how that is done either, but I’ve tested it often enough to know it happens.”
 
   Rigo couldn’t help but wonder what the necklace meant.  How much did Burke and his group know?  Could they have found out that Jeen, or from their perspective, an unknown wizard had joined their group?  Would the mere presence of the necklace here tell them that a wizard was coming this seldom traveled way and raise their suspicions?  Even if they knew, could they get here quickly?  A lot of questions he couldn’t answer, but he was left with an uneasiness that settled into his stomach.  He wished there were a way to destroy the necklace, but something told him that wouldn’t be possible, and its sudden disappearance would be a significant clue to Burke.  He couldn’t put it in the staff with his own for the same reason.  There was no more room inside it anyway.  There was nothing to do but move onward leaving the thing undisturbed.  He was certain it would appear once again, and might be a moving beacon that would reveal to Burke, if not their movements, at least a suspicious movement of a wizard they might want to track down.  Either could lead to the man appearing at an inopportune time.  The problem was he couldn’t think of what to do about it, nor what actions to take if the bastard did appear.
 
   They had other problems as well.  They had spent two days after leaving the mines rebuilding their supplies.  That effort had been revealing.  One would expect that game might be far scarcer here in this barren land than in the rich mountains they had left far behind, but they were unprepared for the rotting corpses and half eaten antelope that they found in the hills to the west behind them.  Something had been attacking and killing off what animals did exist here.  Many of the dead animals showed signs of deep burns, while others were marked with ragged cuts from sharp claws.  The signs said many had been dragged away, but others had been left to putrefy after being killed.  The small herds they found still living were skittish and hard to approach, which had made their hunting more difficult.
 
   Rigo was almost certain the antelope had been killed by the same creatures they had encountered in the cave.  The creature had appeared slow, but perhaps that was because of the dark.  They have never encountered one in the light, and with the magic they carried, they might be more than capable of bringing down even the fleet antelope.  That suggested they needed to be alert to the presence of the creatures, and be prepared for a more vicious attack than they had experienced before.  Since only Jeen seemed able to stop them, it was a matter of some concern, especially if they encountered many of the creatures as suggested by the herds that had been wiped out.
 
   Besides food, water was a serious matter.  They had filled every skin they had as full as possible.  They had left behind anything they didn’t really need, including spare clothes and any gear that wasn’t absolutely essential.  Thus far, even with their lightened loads, they had been using water more rapidly than he’d expected.  They had been able to replenish at the brackish pond earlier, using Ash’urn’s ability to purify, but since then there had been no sign of more water out here.  Two more days and they would have to turn back if they didn’t find another source, otherwise they couldn’t be sure of making their way out of the Ruins before they ran out.  Rigo didn’t know how much farther they had to go to reach his destination, only that it was close.  He also didn’t know what he would do if they were forced to decide if they would risk running out of water.
 
   Everything they had encountered here was deadly.  The small twisted brush sported small sharp needles that left a quickly swelling sore if one were pricked.  They had seen a variety of snakes and lizards, which fortunately had given them a wide berth thus far.  None were varieties any of them had seen before.  Even the widely read Ash’urn didn’t know, but he said certain features suggested they might be poisonous.  
 
   Yesterday they had seen a huge black spider apparently feasting on a very large dead bird.  The spider had a series of yellow rings on its legs, and Rigo couldn’t help but wonder how it had managed to bring down a bird, especially one so much larger than itself.  He kept an eye out for the things, and never saw another, but still couldn’t rid himself of the thought there were hundreds lurking, waiting their opportunity.  He hated spiders.
 
   The deadly yellow vipers were another matter.  They not only were poisonous, the damned things seemed to be drawn to their camps at night.  Rigo and Jeen had been forced to blast dozens of the things with their magic, and one of them had to be awake at all times during the night hours, especially in the early evening and shortly before dawn.  During the coldest hours of night the snakes appeared to be less active, but they weren’t comfortable assuming none would appear.  None of the deadly snakes had been seen during the day.  They appeared not to like the intense sunlight.  
 
   Now as they marched relentlessly forward, Rigo wondered once again what was drawing him here.  And why here?  What was there in this desolate land that would be worth seeking out?  He hoped it was worth the risks of bringing everyone into such a dangerous place.
 
   Rigo’s thoughts were interrupted as Kaler tapped him on the shoulder.  Rigo looked over at his friend who pointed into the distance.  They had just cleared a small rise in the rolling and ravine filled land, and there, still some distance away was a high tower that gleamed brightly in the sun.  It wasn’t what they were seeking, Rigo knew.  It was off the line they needed to travel.  But it was certainly not natural and worthy of investigation.  
 
   “Have you ever seen anything like it?” Rigo asked the others as they walked toward the artifact.  He looked toward Ash’urn who would be most likely to have encountered something like it given his far ranging travels.
 
   All shook their heads indicating it was unlike anything they had encountered before.  It was also farther away than Rigo had expected, meaning it was larger than he’d thought at first.  Now that they were finally approaching the base, he could only gape at the incredibly large structure that extended impossibly high into the sky.  Rigo checked his staff, but there was no indication that magic was at work here, but then he didn’t know if the necklace could detect non living magical application.
 
   Ash’urn was the first to reach the base, and before Rigo could warn him otherwise, the scholar had placed his hands against the side of the structure.  
 
   “It’s hot,” he said, quickly removing his hands.  “Probably from the sun.  It also appears to be made of metal of some sort.  But what kind?  This has obviously been here for a long time, yet there is no sign of rust or decay.  It is shiny and bright as if it is newly built.”
 
   Rigo could see what Ash’urn meant.  The structure was partially buried in sands that had slowly piled up against one side.  They could climb more than two man heights up the drifted red sand on the eastward side.  Along the north side a smooth gouge was carved out of solid rock that extended arrow straight for fifty paces until the rock dropped away.  Rigo suspected for reasons he couldn’t explain that the tower was somehow responsible for the furrow.  
 
   While they couldn’t guess how high the tower stretched into the sky, the base was twenty paces across.  
 
   “How would you make such a thing?” Daria asked.  “The metal is smooth without a joint to be seen.”
 
   “It was made with magic,” Jeen said without a second thought.  “There is no other way.”
 
   Rigo agreed with her, but when and how?  And for what purpose?
 
   Kaler had the best eyes of the group and had been sighting along the straight furrow in the stone.  He climbed a small rise off to one side and after a bit said, “I think there’s another one.”
 
   They all hurried to his side and looked where he was pointing.  Most of the group couldn’t see well enough, but Rigo thought he might just be able to see a small vertical structure far in the  distance.  It might be another tower, and it might be his imagination.  They weren’t going to find out.  It was so far it would take days to get there, and to what end?
 
   Kaler had turned and was now facing the opposite direction, scanning the distant land to see if he could see anything in the distance that way.
 
   “Sun’s too bright that way,” he concluded finally.  “I can’t tell if there is anything out there or not.”
 
   There was little to be gained by staying, and each minute limited the time they had to continue the search for what had brought them here.  They weren’t going to unravel the mystery of the towers, but it gave them something to speculate on as they began once again to march slowly in the direction Rigo pointed.  At least there was nothing to require large detours.  The land was almost identical in every direction.  It was simply a matter of knowing which way to go.  Without Rigo’s internal beacon they would have been lost a long time ago.  The mountains behind them were no longer visible, and there were no distinctive landmarks to guide them.
 
   Late that night while they were camping, they saw the first of the strange beasts.  It was too cold to sleep, and Daria was leaning against a rock wrapped in her only blanket since she had the watch, when she saw the distinctive flickering in the distance.  
 
   “Rigo,” she said softly.
 
   He’d been lying on the ground with his eyes closed, but hadn’t been asleep.  
 
   “Look at this,” she said when he’d mumbled something in response.
 
   Rigo sat up and looked where she was pointing.  Quickly he looked at the staff, but they were too far to trigger any reaction from it.
 
   “Three of them,” he said softly.  “Are there any others?”
 
   “Not that I’ve seen.  But three is more than we’ve seen at one time before.  I wouldn’t be surprised if others are nearby.”
 
   “They are heading back toward where we came from,” Rigo observed after watching their progress for a while.  The creatures were making a wide detour around something out on the flat.  There was just enough light he could see the land was flat so it shouldn’t be necessary.  He’d seen little that required one to detour around out here.  “At least they don’t seem to be aware of us.  Is Jeen awake?”
 
   “Over there,” Daria said pointing down the small embankment where the woman was talking softly with Ash’urn.  She wouldn’t be able to see the creatures from where she was lying.  Daria knew she was awake. Jeen hadn’t slept well since they had entered the Ruins.
 
   Kaler had come over after hearing their voices.  “Something wrong?” he asked.
 
   Daria pointed toward the creatures.
 
   “Damn!” muttered Kaler.  He hated an enemy he had no way of fighting.  “We should get ready to move in case they decide to come this way,” he suggested.
 
   Daria agreed and slid down to go warn the others.
 
   The creatures passed them by without seemingly being aware they were hiding behind the small rise.  When morning came he could see what had caused the creatures to change their route.  A large cluster of the glowing flowers was growing where they had been heading.  They had seen a number of patches of the things since venturing into the Ruins.  They were more common out here than anywhere else they’d been.
 
   “They don’t like the flowers,” Daria noted.  “Perhaps there is something we can use there.”
 
   “I’d stay away from those things,” Ash’urn warned.  “In my travels I’ve frequently come across stories that suggest they are dangerous.”
 
   “In what way?” Daria asked.  “I’ve picked them before with no bad side effects.  They smell bad is all.”
 
   “Maybe the creatures don’t like the smell,” Jeen suggested.
 
   “That’s one thing we have in common then,” Rigo said.  He wasn’t sure why, but he was uncomfortable with the flowers and had no intention of going near them himself.
 
   After another unsatisfying breakfast of dried meat and water, they started on the way once again.  Rigo pointed the direction they were to head.  Time was running out on them.  If they didn’t reach their goal by sometime tomorrow they would have to retrace their steps and reconsider their approach.  Rigo would have to go with them despite the strength of the urge pulling him onward.  Only he would be able to sense how to get away from this place, although deep inside his mind he wondered whether it would allow him to go.  He knew he was intended to complete this trek, and with magic involved, he wondered what control over his actions he really had.
 
   Within a glass and a half they were already feeling the effects of the heat.  Today was worse than any of the previous days.  Kaler and Jeen looked worn and tired.   Daria was holding up at least as well as he was. Ash’urn was a surprise.  Despite being much older than the rest of them, he was doing surprisingly well, and allowed himself to observe and catalogue every new item they encountered.  Rigo was worn, but was in better shape than the rest of them. He was certain that was because his magic was somehow helping to sustain him.
 
   “Your staff in glowing,” Kaler noted. Rigo had been wool gathering again and hadn’t noticed.  
 
   Now that he looked at it he could see it was flickering slowly with the bluish light.
 
   I don’t see any of them,” Daria said, looking around quickly.  Jeen had perked up at the warning and was looking around as well.  She would be called upon to protect them should any attack.
 
   “They must be close,” Rigo observed, “or something else is causing the staff to glow.”  For a moment he thought they might have reached their destination, but while it felt close, it wasn’t immediately at hand.
 
   As they cautiously moved forward, the land suddenly started to fall away, and there in the ravine ahead they saw several hundred of the beasts.
 
   “Down!” Kaler whispered insistently.  
 
   They all dropped to their knees despite the heat in the sands.  
 
   “Which way?” Kaler asked Rigo.
 
   Rigo wanted to go straight ahead.  Whatever he was seeking was on the far side of the creatures, but they couldn’t very well walk right through the herd.
 
   “We’ll have to find a way around them,” he said.  Past the creatures he could see an odd rock formation and he was suddenly certain that was where he was trying to go.  Impossibly, the place looked familiar to him.
 
   “This way,” Ash’urn whispered.  He had seen a way that would allow them to circle around the cluster of creatures.
 
   Moving as quietly as possible, they slowly moved to the right, climbing behind a small depression that hid them as they dropped down into the far end of the ravine.  They were climbing out the other side when they heard a strange bellow.  
 
   Jeen looked back and yelled.  “Here comes one!”
 
   Rigo turned and looked where she was looking.  It wasn’t one, but a pair of the beasts, moving in their direction faster than he’d ever seen one of them move before.  The strange bleating was earning the attention of the rest of them, and now the entire herd was starting their way.
 
   Jeen released a bolt of the intense energy at the leading creature, dropping it in its tracks.  Rigo was certain she was getting stronger, but she was well short of the incredible power that Burke had demonstrated.  Still, practice was helping and the lead creature stumbled and collapsed as it burned into an almost unrecognizable pile.  The second creature faltered momentarily, allowing them to gain some ground, but as a couple of its fellows came up behind it, it started after them again with renewed energy.
 
   It made no sense to try and make a stand.  Only Jeen had the ability to stop the damn things, and she couldn’t take on this many.  She shot a bolt at the lead creature, catching it on the shoulder and causing it to squeal in pain and anger, but it continued on.  Rigo shot a number of bolts into the rock hillside, trying to tumble the side of the ravine down on top of them.  Several large rocks fell, but the creatures quickly found a way around them and now they were climbing up onto the flat where there was nothing to drop on them. 
 
   “This way,” Ash’urn urged.  “There’s a bit of a hill over here.  It might restrict them so they have to chase after us individually.  That might give Jeen a chance to blast them one at a time.
 
   Rigo wasn’t certain how long Jeen could keep firing the bolts of energy.  She had never tested herself for endurance, and she had told him after coming out of the caves she felt sluggish after calling upon the energy.
 
   Rigo glanced where Ash’urn was pointing.  It didn’t look that promising to him.  Besides, he noticed another herd of the damn things coming toward them from that direction the others hadn’t noticed.
 
   “There’s another herd over there,” he warned.  “We’ve got to go this way,” he shouted and dragged Daria after him toward the jumble of rocks that had looked familiar to him.
 
   “There’s nothing this way,” Ash’urn objected.  “They’ll catch us before long.  They are faster than they look.”
 
   Rigo didn’t take time to argue.  He was certain he was right, although he didn’t know what to expect when he reached the outcropping ahead.  He let go of Daria’s hand and yelled after the others.  “Hurry!”
 
   They had a lead on the creatures, but by now it was clear that both herds were aware of them and were in full pursuit.  A number of the odd energy beams were sent their way, but fortunately they were un-aimed and the distance was still too great.  That wouldn’t be the case much longer and the separation between themselves and the creatures was rapidly narrowing.
 
   Rigo was the first to reach the rock formation.  Immediately he started to look around for something that would help them.  This was the place, he was certain of it.  Jeen and Daria dived behind a couple of large rocks, with Jeen sending a couple more blasts of energy toward the advancing creatures.  Rigo thought he could sense that the latest beams were less potent than those she’d released earlier.  Kaler and Ash’urn brought up the rear, Kaler helping pull the other along as they made their way up the small hill.
 
   “Now what?” Daria asked.  There was nowhere to go from here and this certainly wasn’t a defensible spot.
 
   Rigo had been frantically looking around for some clue when he spotted the impressions in the side of the rock.  Anyone else would have ignored them, but somehow he knew what they were for.
 
   “Here,” he said, calling to the others.  Even as he yelled he set the base of his staff into the lower impression and that allowed the staff to bridge the rock and laid the top into the matching impression up higher.
 
   “That looks as if it were made for it,” Jeen said as Rigo pressed the staff into place.
 
   “It was,” he said agreeing.
 
   For a moment it looked as if nothing was going to happen, and then the rock turned cloudy and a large entryway appeared in the face of the rock under the staff.  There were steps leading downward and the way was lighted by a soft glowing in the smooth ceiling cut out of solid stone.
 
   “In here,” Rigo urged.  He spared a quick look back at the beasts.  They were getting far too close.
 
   There was no time to consider.  Several energy bolts blasted the rock near them, and one by one they dived into the opening.  Rigo was last through, and once inside he pressed a metal lever set into the side of the wall which caused the doorway behind them to disappear.  That left the creatures outside where they couldn’t get at them.
 
   “Where are we?” Jeen asked.  The passageway ahead of them was wide enough to walk two abreast and disappeared as it slanted downward and curved to the right, into the hill if Rigo recalled the outside layout correctly.  Behind them the passageway ended in what appeared to be smooth rock where the doorway had been.  Outside they all knew waited hundreds of the dangerous beasts.
 
   “This is where we’ve been headed,” he said, and started down the passageway.  The way was lighted by the soft light emanating from the ceiling so he didn’t need to make light as he had in the caves.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 57
 
    
 
    
 
   Rigo and Jeen led the way.  There was nothing behind them and whatever lay ahead was best faced with their combined magical talents ready to bring to bear on any potential threat.  Little was revealed by the passageway that they could see from where they stood.  It was wide, the floor and walls incredibly smooth.  It was as if the stone had been cut in a single passing of a very large and very sharp knife.  While the slope wasn’t steep, the floor sloped steadily downward as far as they could see, when the gentle turn hid the rest of the way forward.
 
   “What is this place?” Jeen asked nervously as if Rigo might know.  He’d told them all many times he felt drawn here, but had no idea why.
 
   “I don’t know,” he replied softly, “but it has a strong feel of magic.”  Rigo didn’t know why he was so certain that magic was actively at work here.  Perhaps it was the lights.  What else could produce such illumination?
 
   “It’s cool,” Jeen noted.  “Not like outside.”
 
   Indeed it was.  A very comfortable temperature.  Rigo was certain that it never became cold inside here either.
 
   “Do you think the lights are always on, or were they triggered somehow by you opening of the entrance?” Daria asked from behind them.
 
   “Probably triggered by our entrance,” Rigo guessed.  “What purpose would it serve to be on when no one was here?”
 
   “Well, are we going to have a look or not?” Kaler asked impatiently.  “We certainly have come a long way to find it, and I don’t fancy going back out to tangle with those beasts.”
 
   The fighter was right.  Thus far they had been essentially rooted in place, watching the way ahead but not making any move to advance and see what was waiting around the curve.
 
   Rigo took the first step, and then the rest followed dutifully behind him.  Walking was easy.  Within a short distance they saw the curve became sharper, and in another hundred paces took a sharp turn to the left.  They approached with caution, but nothing jumped out at them or seemed threatening in any way.
 
   “It is well preserved,” Ash’urn noted as they walked.
 
   He was correct in his observation.  There wasn’t even a hint of dust and their footprints made no marks on the rock of the floor as they passed.  Nothing marked their passage as they progressed down the hall.
 
   Rigo chanced a glance around the corner when they came to it.  His gasp of surprise caused the others to grasp their weapons more tightly.  There was no need.  What he saw was not something to be fearful of.
 
   “What?” asked Kaler before Rigo could speak.
 
   “There’s a large chamber ahead off to one side.  It appears to be part of a library of some sort.”
 
   That earned Ash’urn’s immediate interest.  “A library?” he asked, pushing forward somewhat.
 
   Rigo started walking again and the others followed.  As soon as they made the turn they could all see what he had glanced with his quick look.  The wall on the right side of the pathway they were following had been removed from the ceiling down to their waists, revealing a very large chamber.  The floor of the chamber couldn’t be seen from their current perspective, but it appeared to be a long way down yet.  The walls they could see were covered with some sort of shelving which in turn was stuffed full of scrolls and texts.  They had to number in the thousands.
 
   Once they reached the opening, they could see the entire room.  It was indeed a very large room.  Except in those areas that had been cut away to reveal the passageway that wound several times around the room as it made its way to the lowest level, the walls were packed solid with the same kind of books as they had seen on the first wall.  On the floor below were several tall ladders that allowed access to the books as well as a couple of chairs and in the center of the room some sort of raised dais on which were a pair of sturdy looking chests.
 
   “Hurry,” Ash’urn urged, his eyes a twinkle with the presence of so many books.  
 
   “Not too fast,” Kaler replied, wanting to continue their approach with proper caution.  It didn’t matter.  They encountered no threats as they descended, and soon enough stepped into the vast room.  Ash’urn immediately sampled the shelves by withdrawing a book.  
 
   “It’s in a language I’ve never encountered before,” he said disgustedly.  The thought that a wealth of knowledge might surround them but that it might be denied them because they were unfamiliar with the writing appalled him.
 
   They stood for a moment taking in the view of the room.  It could be a study in one of the larger castles, yet it was here in the middle of this forsaken land with apparently nothing else but the one room.  Who would create such a place, and why?  The effort of simply bringing the materials here must have been immense.
 
   “What’s in the chests?” Jeen asked as they stepped slowly  forward.
 
   “Beware of traps,” Daria warned.  “Places like this usually aren’t as inviting as they appear.  Let me have a look first.  I’ve encountered a trap or two in my time.”
 
   Carefully she examined the chests, but after several minutes had to admit she could find nothing to be concerned about.  “If there is something, it must involve magic,” she said.
 
   “Let me,” Rigo said, and as the others took a step back he reached out and lifted the lid.  The first was filled to the brim with gold coins.  Rigo picked one up and examined it briefly before passing it back to Kaler.  “I have never seen the like,” he said.  
 
   While the others were passing the coin amongst themselves, Rigo opened the second chest.  It was filled with sparkling jewels.  He was no expert, but somehow he was certain they were real.
 
   “A fortune,” Ash’urn observed.  “Just sitting here waiting.  Is this what drew you here?  It is wealth for a king, but I would not have come if I’d known that was all that was here.  We can’t even spend it.  I would rather there was a nice inn with a fresh cooked meal and hot showers.”
 
   Rigo couldn’t help but feel the wealth was a distraction.  Something that would divert attention of anyone who somehow breached the entrance and made his way to this place.  Someone who, unlike himself, wasn’t meant to come here.  Although how anyone would get past the hidden entrance without the staff he couldn’t imagine.  There had to be something else.  He felt a tugging at his mind and walked away from the jewels to the far side of the room near one of the comfortable looking chairs.  
 
   “Be careful, Rigo,” Daria warned.  “There is something not right about all of this.”
 
   Rigo waved a hand in acknowledgement.  He was headed toward a sparkle he had noted on one of the shelves.  He reached out and picked up a small ring that was sitting next to one of the books.
 
   “What did you find?” Ash’urn asked coming up behind him.
 
   “A ring,” Rigo said, holding it out in his right hand.  It wasn’t particularly ornate, with a silvery colored band and a clear stone.  
 
   “It looks like simple quartz,” Ash’urn observed.  “Nothing valuable as near as I can tell.  I don’t know what metal the band is composed of, but it certainly isn’t silver.”
 
   Rigo brought the ring closer to his eyes to examine it.  He couldn’t shake the feeling that it looked familiar.  Without conscious thought he suddenly slipped it onto his ring finger, compelled by a force he didn’t understand.  It fit perfectly.
 
   “Rigo,” Daria warned.  “I don’t think that is a good idea.”
 
   Rigo smiled.  “It’s only a ring.  And it appears to fit.  He held out his hand to show them.”
 
   “Nonetheless, I’d feel better if you took it off,” Daria said.
 
   “Okay,” Rigo agreed.  “You’re probably right.”  He reached for the ring with his right hand, but halfway toward the silver band he stopped.  For a moment his eyes showed confusion, and then suddenly he simply dropped to the floor unconscious.
 
   “Rigo!” Kaler shouted and rushed to his friend’s side.  “He’s still breathing,” Kaler said after a quick check of his friend.
 
   “Get that ring off him,” Daria instructed and she and Jeen rushed over as well.
 
   “It won’t come off,” Kaler said as he tugged on the band.  “It’s like it has become part of him.  I’d have to cut off his finger to remove it.”
 
   “Jeen, can’t you do something?”
 
   “My healing magic only works on me,” she reminded them frustrated.  “I have no idea what to do.”  She was running her hands across Rigo’s face in hopes that something might trigger and hoping she’d activate a skill she’d never used before.  Nothing happened.
 
   “Put him in the chair,” Ash’urn instructed.  “Let me have a look.”
 
   It took all four to lift him and get him settled into the closest of the two chairs.  
 
   “He looks well enough,” said Ash’urn once he’d had a chance to examine him.  “He’s breathing normally and his temperature is good.  It’s just as if he is asleep and doesn’t want to wake up.”
 
   “What do we do if he doesn’t come out of it?” Kaler asked practically.  “We are in the middle of this horrible place and there are still those beasts outside.  There is no way we can carry Rigo and try to escape.  Even without the threat from those creatures, we could not carry him all the way back.”
 
   “Give him time,” Daria suggested.  “Perhaps he’ll come out of it in a while.  Meanwhile, we need to see to that ring.”
 
   She was reaching for Rigo’s hand when he gave a small groan, and his eyes fluttered open.  For a moment nothing appeared to register in the widely dilated orbs, but slowly they came into focus.
 
   Daria watched as the eyes scanned the group.  She couldn’t explain why, but those eyes did not reflect her friend Rigo.  It was as if she was looking at someone else.  The recognition and warmth she was so used to seeing were simply not present in the careful gaze that passed over them and then looked around the room.  She sensed a total lack of recognition, and worse, a total lack of caring, as the cunning eyes observed them.  After a moment during which the survey of their surroundings was completed, the eyes returned to look at them once again.  Now the eyes were guarded and pensive, but they were, if anything, farther from being Rigo than even before.
 
   “Rigo?” Kaler asked uncertainly.
 
   “You can call me Master Daim,” said Rigo’s voice, but the inflection and tone was certainly not that of his friend.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 58
 
    
 
   Twenty-six Hundred Years Earlier
 
    
 
   Master Daim heard the footsteps on the marble and glanced briefly to see who was coming.  He wasn’t surprised to see that it was Naeem, Leader of the Council of Wizards.  Daim didn’t answer to the council.  He didn’t really answer to anyone.  He was above all of that.  He was without question the most powerful wizard alive today, and went his own way, only sometimes allowing himself to be bothered with affairs of state.  Naeem was probably the only person who felt comfortable bothering him here in his private study in the Citadel.  That was fair.  Daim liked Naeem, who had long ago been an apprentice of his.  The man had done well and risen high.  He was every bit the leader that Daim had never wanted to be.  Daim took the few minutes it required Naeem to approach to finish the task he’d been working on.
 
   “May enlightenment guide you,” Naeem said formally as he approached.
 
   “And you,” Daim replied with a barest hint of a smile.  Naeem had always been formal and despite their long association always approached with the respectful demeanor of someone who hadn’t gotten drunk with him more than once on the sweet yellow wine that Wastril was famous for. 
 
   “Master Daim,” Naeem began before Daim cut him off with an annoyed wave of his hand.
 
   “Come now, Naeem.  There is no need for such formality.  Even if you and I hadn’t known one another for more than thirty years, you are the head of the most important and powerful group of wizards in the world.  We are equals, or if anything your position is certainly above my own.  I am a loner.  I have no official title or position.  I am merely an elderly wizard who has his own ideas and pursues his own interests.”
 
   “You are the most respected wizard alive,” Naeem objected.  “Those on the Council eagerly await your guidance on the important matters at hand.”
 
   “We both know better than that.  Most believe I am over reacting to the appearance of the Rift and that my meddling in such matters should be prevented.”
 
   “No one would be so bold as to suggest . . .”
 
   “Come,” Daim interrupted the younger man.  “It is well known I believe the lot of them to be fools.  They in turn believe I am becoming senile.  That isn’t why you are here.  You must have come for some other reason.  I’m pleased to see you, of course, but from the look on your face something is troubling you.”
 
   Naeem hesitated. Now that he was here it seemed wrong to bother one such as Daim with such a mundane problem.  There must be someone else who could resolve the matter.
 
   “Well?” Daim asked, his piercing gray eyes now focused on Naeem.
 
   “Several of the towers are down once again,” Naeem blurted out suddenly.  “That’s the third time in as many months that one or more of the towers have shown problems.  Normally there would be years between outages.”
 
   “How many failed?” Daim asked, more interested than Naeem would have expected.
 
   “Three.  All located in series.  That has never happened before as far as I know.”
 
   “Tower repair is straightforward,” Daim replied.  “Why do I suspect you have sent someone to investigate and they have failed?”
 
   “The usual methods have had no effect,” Naeem agreed.  “We need someone who understands the towers and their operation.  The Hoplani have discovered the breech already and several thousand have broken through.”
 
   “That kind of number should be handled easily enough assuming you have sent teams to deal with them before they can travel far.  But it could complicate the repairs.”
 
   “You will have a look then?” Naeem asked almost unable to believe it had been this easy.
 
   “I will need a team to go with me.”
 
   “Anyone you wish is available to support you, of course.”
 
   “Hobar, without a doubt,” Daim said thinking.  “He is better at repair than any other I know of.  Juda as well.  She sees things that others miss.  And six or eight who are powerful with Brightfire.  If you are correct and the Hoplani are running free, we might need to be prepared to repel a large herd once they detect our presence.  I don’t want to be distracted fighting them while I’m trying to investigate this oddity.”
 
   “When could you be free to go?” Naeem asked eagerly.  He hadn’t expected Daim to agree so easily.
 
   “Have those to accompany me meet in the quad in a glass,” Daim instructed.  
 
   Naeem looked uncertain.
 
   “What’s the problem?” Daim asked, seeing the concern on the other’s face.
 
   “I don’t know if I can find Juda so quickly.  I hadn’t considered that you might wish her to participate.  How about in two glass?”
 
   Daim nodded.  “In two glass then.  Which of the towers are affected?”
 
   “Numbers forty-one through forty-three,” Naeem explained.
 
   Daim ran through his memories of the locations.  He was intimately familiar with all sixty-four of the towers that ran along the eastern border of Wastril.  The continent-country of Wastril had been protected for more than a thousand years by the string of towers which were for the most part self sufficient.  While most wizards could activate, or even facilitate minor repairs, few had taken the time to really understand them.  Foolishness, given how important they were to the well being of the country.  The towers that Naeem had just described were north of the central valley.  He decided he would start in the middle, and knew where he would approach the tower.
 
   “I’ll be there at the agreed time,” Daim said finally.  “Make certain the others are present as well, and that they are informed they are to do as I instruct.  The dangers in the Ruins are greater than ever before, and not even wizards are immune.  By the way, those who have been to the failed towers, did they encounter any of the glowing flowers that have appeared since the Rift was opened?”
 
   Naeem was surprised by the question.  “Yes, as a matter of fact.  I was told there are large fields of the flowers growing all over the area.”
 
    
 
   Daim let his eyes wander across the group of wizards who had assembled and were waiting when he stepped into the quad.  Hobar and Juda he knew well, and they greeted him with smiles.  He smiled back, comfortable with the abilities they brought to the venture at hand.  Naeem couldn’t have known, but he’d been planning to make another trip into the Ruins to see what he might learn.  Having a problem such as this was even better than a random trip, and being able to bring along Juda with her insight and attention to detail was an added advantage.  Hobar would make repairs of the towers relatively straightforward.  The other seven he didn’t know, and while some appeared young, he knew they would all be experienced and strong with Brightfire. 
 
   “The Hoplani have discovered the opening, so we should be prepared to deal with any in the area.  That will be your job,” Daim said, pointing to the seven wizards he didn’t know by name.  “Beware of anything out of the ordinary, especially any of the glowing flowers that have been seen of late.”
 
   “Why the flowers?” asked one of the seven.  “You have reason to expect us to encounter them and that they pose some danger?”
 
   “I believe they are far more dangerous than anyone suspects, and yes, I have already been informed there are many of the cursed plants growing in the area.”
 
   There was little point in waiting.  Daim focused on where he wished to go and as the image cleared in his mind he moved the far end of the Bypass around until he found the ledge of rock that stood well above the surrounding desert and which he could tell was free of the glowing plants.  Satisfied, he anchored the location in his mind and opened the Bypass, creating a doorway between the quad here near the Citadel and the failed tower that was more than two months travel away by horse.  
 
   The science of magic had advanced over the centuries, and this was one of the more useful tools.  Any tutored wizard could create a Bypass, but few could create one so large and as easily as Daim.  The arched opening was apparent to all, the glowing edges a warning not to pass too closely.  Serious burns had resulted, even deaths on rare occasion, by those who had encountered the edges of an active Bypass.  The secret was to pass through at least a couple of hand-spans from the dangerous edge.  That simple rule observed, and one could move between distant locations as easily as stepping through a doorway.  Those on the far side of the Bypass didn’t see it at all, of course.  The construct was a one-way opening, and those watching from the far side would simply observe anything that passed through suddenly appearing at that location.  
 
   Daim nodded to the others and stepped through, finding himself instantly relocated to the reddish rock above the site of the tower.  He held onto his own Brightfire just in case, until the others had arrived to provide protection.  The vast sea of glowing flowers with their obnoxious smell extended all around the base of the rocky outcropping on which they stood, extending past and completely surrounding the failed tower.  Daim could see several dozen or more of the beastly Hoplani wandering through the field of flowers, apparently attracted by the smell as they meandered westward toward the lands they had been blocked from so long.  
 
   Daim already knew that Brightfire didn’t work on the flowers.  That was surprising in and of itself, because he knew of nothing else that could withstand the magical energies of the intense blasts.  Normal magical fire worked, however, and he sent sheets of powerful fire into the nearest field of blossoms, turning them almost instantly to ash.  
 
   “Burn it all,” Daim instructed the others.  Kill any of the Hoplani that come near as well.”  He closed the Bypass behind them, then returned to the task of eliminating the nearby blossoms.  
 
   The others followed his direction, and sheets of intense fire, augmented by the occasional beam of Brightfire shot from the rocky ledge as the group proceeded to wipe out the infestation of the plants.  Once the nearby plants had been eliminated, Daim started down from the rocky ledge and started toward the tower.
 
   ‘Spread out and burn them to ash,” he instructed the seven younger wizards.  “Don’t leave any of the plants growing.  If the field extends too far for you to deal with, we’ll send back for additional support.”
 
   Daim walked directly toward the inert tower, followed by Juda and Hobar.  The powdered ash from the burned flowers puffed up in small clouds under their feet.  Daim was reasonably certain that the danger from the flowers was past once they had been burned this way, but a small risk remained that he might be wrong and it made him uneasy.  Naeem had said that someone had been here to investigate recently.  He would have to inquire who it had been and see to his condition.  Daim was concerned for the health of whomever had come if they had foolishly wandered through the field of dangerous blossoms.
 
   “The magical linkage in the tower metal has been disrupted,” Juda said as they approached the massive structure.  Daim had observed the same, and could even see where the metal looked different where this had happened.  Fortunately it only extended up the tower three to four times a man’s height.  Above that the tower appeared intact, so they wouldn’t have to replace the entire structure.  
 
   “We’ll have to replace the infected metal.  Even with the plants, which I am certain are the ultimate cause of the problem removed for now, the infection might continue to spread.  What do you think Hobar?”
 
   Hobar used his magic to sample the tower metal.  “It is clearly damaged.  I cannot argue the likely cause, but I believe if we replace it, the towers can be activated once again.  We will need a supply of tower metal, however.  I can go and get it,” he offered.
 
   Daim nodded his agreement.  The Council had built a facility that was located on the edge of the Ruins and stored a large supply of the special metal used in the towers.  Hobar could use his magic to create a Bypass to go there and then bring what was needed back here.
 
   As Hobar walked off a couple of dozen paces before creating his doorway, Daim looked around to check the efforts of the wizards who were busy clearing away the infestation.  More than a dozen burned Hoplani corpses were scattered around the field and most of the flowers had been eliminated as well.
 
   “What do you think, Juda?” Daim asked.
 
   “I am uncertain,” she replied honestly.  “Something certainly affected the tower, but do you really think the flowers are responsible?  I have heard that you believe they are responsible for a number of deaths as well.”
 
   “The flowers are something new.  There are no records of their existence in any of the texts.  Shortly after the presence of the Rift was discovered, they started to appear.  It must be the source of them.  Since the Rift, more frequent failures and unexplained events than ever in our recorded history have occurred.  And still there are those who don’t see the problem.”
 
   “I would like to study them more closely,” she said.
 
   “Take great care if you do so.  Make sure you are not exposed to them, Work at a distance or with them carefully contained.  If what I fear is the case, you could be risking your very life in doing so.”
 
   Their discussion was interrupted when Hobar suddenly returned, a large cylindrical mass of metal preceding him as it floated above the ground seemingly materializing out of nowhere.  Hobar followed after it, and allowed it to sink to the ground.  He closed the Bypass and turned to Daim.  “This should be more than enough.”
 
   It took them almost a glass, Daim stripping the old metal away while Hobar and Juda applied a new layer of the metal immediately behind him wrapping around the tower as they worked upwards until all of the damaged areas had been eliminated.  Once they had completed the task, Daim reactivated the tower.  It came to life, but was unable to connect to the neighboring towers which were damaged as well.
 
   “We’ll have to repair the others before we can close the link,” Hobar said stating the obvious.
 
   It took the rest of the afternoon to repeat the process at the towers on either side.  Tower forty-one was surrounded by a large herd of the Hoplani for some reason, and it had taken some time to eliminate the beasts.  Daim had used his incredible power to send out flat sheets of Brightfire rather than simple bolts which were all the others could manage.  The sheets cut through dozens of the creatures at a time.  If every wizard could control Brightfire like he could, there might be a chance to eliminate the beasts entirely.  Past attempts had always fallen short, and while the herds were thinned, within a couple of years they returned in large quantities. Hence the towers and the barrier they presented to the creatures.
 
   With the last of the towers repaired, Hobar stayed at the last to be mended, while Juda and Daim each went to one of the others.  When re-linking a single tower to the system, a wizard could do it easily, but with multiple towers down someone with the proper skill had to be physically located at the site of each downed tower.  It was then a relatively simple matter to activate the fields.  Sure enough, within moments of their mentally linked agreement to proceed, the slightly greenish barrier sprang into existence, disappearing into the distance and extending between the towers.  The Hoplani would be trapped in the Ruins again.  Someone would have to hunt down those that had gotten through while the barrier was down, but that wouldn’t be Daim’s problem.  He needed to get the Council to establish a crew that regularly visited each tower and made sure that none of the flowers were able to gain a foothold.  He wondered if Juda was right and that modifications could be made to the towers so that they wouldn’t be susceptible to the destructive blossoms.  Something needed to be done as the plants were becoming more common all the time.  Just last week he’d burned a bush that had been growing right outside the Citadel.  They were no longer confined only to the Ruins.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 59
 
    
 
    
 
   “You have been preoccupied,” Naeem said, looking across the small table toward Daim.  He hadn’t seen much of the senior wizard in a number of weeks.
 
   “I have been busy.  There is much to be done.”
 
   “The Council has requested your presence more than once and you failed to appear.  Now you insist on coming before them.  What am I to think?”
 
   “They continue to believe the Rift is not a problem, at least not one significant enough to require action.  I now have more proof that what has been happening indeed originates from the Rift.”
 
   “It is true that many are not as concerned as you.  Opinions vary on the matter.  Something has been happening, but few can see how the anomaly in the Ruins could be at fault.”
 
   “Those who deny the risk are fools.  They must be the leaders who spend all of their time in chambers and don’t get out to see the world and what is happening.”
 
   “There are those who claim you have become extreme in your old age,” Naeem said softly.  “You used to be more tolerant in your views.”
 
   “The world wasn’t at risk before,” snapped Daim.  His eyes flashed his annoyance.  He was tired of dealing with those who couldn’t see what was before them, or worse, hoped it would simply go away in time.  “Have they not consulted the Seers?”
 
   Naeem nodded.  “The Seers are of little use.  They claim the end is coming, and that no matter what action is taken the result will be the same.  The world as we know it will not last much longer if one is to believe them.  They cannot say how long or the exact cause.  You know how they are.”
 
   “Indeed I do.  But in this case I believe what they are saying makes sense. I have spoken with Frad, and he sees the same ahead of us.”
 
   “Frad?  He is not viewed favorably by most.  He lives in exile and no one seeks his visions any longer.”
 
   “I do.  He is not liked because he is deformed and has abysmal personal habits.  But he is stronger and more insightful than a dozen others tasked against him.  He has been very revealing and I find nothing in my studies that suggests he might be wrong.”
 
   “I would not mention to others that anything you believe was supported by Frad.  It will only weaken your case,” Naeem suggested.
 
   Daim nodded, and changed the subject.  “How about the towers?  They’ve been running smoothly enough since you’ve had teams blasting away any flower concentrations, haven’t they?”
 
   “I’m sure you already know the answer to that.  We have to check each tower at least twice a week.  We’ve only had two failures in the last two months.  That’s still a lot, but less than we were seeing, and those haven’t resulted in damage to the metal of the devices.”
 
   “You can see that I was correct that the flowers are the root of the problem that we were having.  That should tell you something.  The remaining two failures weren’t caused by the flowers,” Daim explained.  “In each case a pair of towers went down at the same time didn’t they?”
 
   “Yes, but . . .”
 
   “The Rift has been releasing other things of late.  Both a kind of bird and an animal roughly the size of a small dog.  They impact the barrier between towers causing a feedback which brings down the tower on either side.”
 
   “No one has said anything about these creatures.  How do you know about them?”
 
   “No one wants to put the time in to understand the problem as I have.”
 
   “Suppose you are right and that everything that has been happening is tied to the Rift.  Why are the towers so susceptible?  They were designed to be impervious to almost everything.”
 
   “Everything that was known about.  These things from the Rift are attracted to magic, and are deadly to it.  Hobar and I ran some experiments.  We set up a pair of fake towers, much smaller than the real thing.  One was activated with magic and the other wasn’t.  Within a week the one we had energized had hundreds of times more flowers clustered around the base which were eating away at it. There is no question there is an attraction.”
 
   “That’s why I haven’t seen much of you recently, isn’t it?  You have been busy with these special towers.”
 
   Daim shrugged.  “That and other things.”
 
   Realization dawned on Naeem.  “You’ve been going to the Rift.  You know that the Council has forbidden that.”
 
   “Arrogant fools!  No one dictates to me.  Nothing is off limits to me!  They’d be wise not to even consider such a move.”
 
   “What have you been doing?” Naeem asked, concerned that his former mentor was risking censure from the Council.
 
   “We have been . . .”
 
   “We?” Naeem interrupted.  “You and who else?”
 
   Daim looked at his former apprentice sharply, his annoyance clear in his eyes.  “Myself, Hobar, and of course, Juda,” he said finally.  “No one ever gave the Council oversight over what a wizard studies, and they have no right to assume it now.”
 
   Naeem didn’t know how he was going to dance around this matter the next time he met with the members.  Before he had been unaware, but should any ask him now if he knew, he would be unable to hide his new awareness.  Deceit wasn’t part of his set of skills.  Of course, if Daim were seeking to speak with the members of the Council, it was likely his activities would soon be known by all, letting him off the hook.  “I assume you learned something or you wouldn’t be seeking a meeting with the Council now?”
 
   Daim nodded.  “In addition to confirming that the Rift is the source of our problem, Juda believes she has found a way to close the fissure.”
 
   “I am unaware of everything that has been done to study the problem, but I know the Council has decided that taking any action against the Rift has been deemed too dangerous.  If something went wrong the Rift might well expand and destroy the world entirely.  That in part is why they had dictated that everyone should stay away.”
 
   “So at least they are aware the Rift poses a danger.  I wouldn’t have given them even that much credit.  What no one seems to understand is that the Rift is already destroying our world, slowly and subtly, and it will destroy all we know if left alone.”
 
   “There is no evidence of that,” Naeem objected.
 
   “On the contrary, there is a great deal if one only looks.  How many wizards have died in the last six months?”
 
   “Too many,” Naeem admitted.  “More than I can ever recall, but what does that have to do with the Rift?”
 
   “The flowers and creatures from the Rift are attracted to magic and have the ability to destroy it and those associated with it.  We are far more susceptible than those who don’t have the gift of magic.  You must be aware that the number of wizards who have been exposed to the flowers in the Ruins and died shortly afterwards is abnormally large.”  Daim knew that Naeem was aware, but wanted the man to think about the connection.
 
   “There must be another cause.  The increase in deaths is a recent occurrence.  Many encountered the flowers and worked with them without problem when they were first discovered.”
 
   Daim nodded.  “The early appearance of the flowers represented immature plants.  They had not yet developed the deadly spores that are the root of the problem.  That is no longer the case.  Mature plants have now spread across the Ruins and are even encroaching on the settled lands now.  Soon they will be everywhere in ever increasing numbers.  These plants must now be considered deadly.”
 
   “You are suggesting that anything or anyone with magical ability will be destroyed by these plants?  That is why the Seers are saying our world will be forever changed.  Ours will be a world without magic?”
 
   “It is worse than that.  More than magic will be affected.  Unless something is done, nothing of our world will remain much longer.  Even those without magical ability will be destroyed.”
 
   “So the Seers are right?”
 
   “They are right that we have lost the war.  We might yet win a battle or two, but the world we live in will be forever changed no matter what we do.  There is a chance we can salvage something, but prompt action is required.”
 
   “Why are you so certain of this?” Naeem asked.
 
   “How many towns and villages have been afflicted with the spreading sickness in the last month?” Daim asked.
 
   “I don’t know the number, but it is not small.  Fortunately our wizard healers have been able to control the outbreaks and bring it under control.”
 
   “I know of two villages that have been completely wiped out,” Daim countered.
 
   “That was before our healers learned how to control the spread,” Naeem objected.
 
   “The disease is a result of the flowers spreading into inhabited areas,” Daim explained.  “The spores affect those without magic as well.  The effects are different, and some actually survive, but the death rate is very large compared to other illnesses.  Also, the disease can be spread between persons.  Once the plague is established, no longer do the flowers even need to be present.  As the flowers spread, the disease will become more widespread.  Before long the flowers will exist in all of the known lands.  The presence of the Rift not only ensures more will be released, but it also somehow helps sustain them.”
 
   “The healers will deal with it,” Naeem objected.
 
   “How many healers have you lost as they battle the disease?”
 
   “There have been losses.  Not so many.”
 
   “That is not typical, is it?  Wizard healers seldom are afflicted or affected by the diseases they treat.  In fact, they are the least likely among us to become ill.  Most live very long lives because they are generally immune to everything because of their power.  I’ve heard that over fifty have died attempting to treat this breakout.  There are not so many of them that this can continue.  What happens when there are no more healers?  What will halt the spread of  the disease then?  I’ve learned that nothing short of the magic of the healers has had any effect.”
 
   Naeem sighed.  “There is a growing concern among the people.  We thought an answer had been found, but you are right that healers have been dying at a growing rate.  Once infected they cannot heal themselves nor can their fellows do anything to help them. Within a day or two of contracting the disease they weaken and die.  You really think something can be done by attacking the Rift?”
 
   “I think there is no hope unless the Rift is dealt with rapidly,” Daim replied. He didn’t tell the other what he truly believed lay ahead.
 
   “I will arrange the meeting you wish for the first thing tomorrow,” Naeem said.  “You can be there then?”
 
   “The three of us will attend.  I expect many questions and don’t want to give them any reason to delay.  We will need the support of others to make this happen.  If we could do it alone, we would have already done so.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Why are you so exasperated?” Naeem asked as he and Daim walked from the Council chambers together the next day.  “You have gotten what you came for.  The Council has agreed to allow you to attempt to destroy the Rift.  They have given you the support you requested.”
 
   “Not exactly as I requested.  The number of wizards they are allocating for the effort will make the task difficult.”
 
   “They are concerned for those who will be involved.  You admitted that some, perhaps all of those who support you, could be killed.  They don’t wish to risk more lives than necessary.”
 
   “They will all die regardless if this doesn’t work. Everyone on the Council, you and I included, will not survive much longer unless we are successful.  It is obvious they don’t believe me.  They are simply afraid of doing nothing.  This way, if I fail, the blame can be shifted to me.  If I am successful, then they can step up and take credit for tasking me to eliminate the problem.  They hope to win either way, but don’t understand what they are dealing with.”
 
   “When will you make your attempt?” Naeem asked.  He wasn’t as sure that things were as bleak as Daim predicted.
 
   “Soon enough.  Too much time has been wasted already.  I am going to pay a visit to several wizards I know who reside at the castle.  Those who serve the King more closely are less inclined to feel themselves beholding to the dictates of the Council.  I might be able to gain further support there.  Hobar and Juda have friends spread around the country as well.  We will need the support of all we can get.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 60
 
    
 
    
 
   Daim stared at the black maw of the Rift in the distance as he fumed.  There were twenty-two of them to attempt the near impossible.  Besides himself and his two helpers, the Council had authorized a mere fifteen qualified wizards for the task.  Few would go against the ruling of the Council, so the fact they had been able to convince four others to risk their standing and their necks was a significant accomplishment.  But Daim doubted it would be enough.  The Rift wouldn’t be defeated so easily.  Whatever the accursed thing was, it was going to take an unheard of effort to dislodge it.
 
   The heat and discomfort of the Ruins had no effect on Daim or the other wizards.  Their magic pushed aside such minor considerations.  Normal humans would find it all but impossible to venture this far into the desolate land, and few wizards found reason to come here as well.  The Ruins were a lesson of what could happen when magic was improperly used.  Long ago, at least three thousand years earlier if the records were to be believed, a war had been fought between opposing factions of wizards for the control of this area, then the center of a widespread civilization.  The results of magic being unleashed without concern resulted in the Ruins.  The scope and abilities of those ancient wizards exceeded the powers of those alive today by a wide margin.  Even Daim could barely imagine the forces that had been unleashed here.
 
   Other than the towers, there was normally nothing much of interest even for wizards.  In the distant past they had explored the area carefully in a failed attempt to eradicate the hated Hoplani.  That task had failed and nothing else worth their time had been found.  The fact the Rift had been discovered was a minor miracle, but a fortunate one.  The dangerous flowers had been the clue that had led the first searchers to this place.  They were also fortunate that the thing hadn’t taken root within the human occupied lands.  The damage would have happened so quickly under such a scenario they probably wouldn’t have had time to react.  
 
   When first discovered the Rift had been roughly half its current size.  Over the past two years it had expanded rapidly and showed no signs of reversing the trend so that it was almost two thousand paces in width, and perhaps a tenth of that in elevation.  The lower edge was firmly attached to the hard rocky substrate under the reddish sands at a number of points along its interface.  What held the top up he had no idea.
 
   From the front the opening appeared as a flattened oval.  Blacker than night inside, the only feature that could be observed was the random flickering of faint purplish lights inside.  Various energies had been detected coming from within, but no one knew for certain the purpose of the radiation.  It was different than any magic they knew, or anything else they had ever encountered in this world which made Daim think this came from somewhere far different.  One thing they did know.  The energies could be dangerous, even to a wizard.
 
   From the backside, the volume of space occupied by the Rift was unenlightening.  A relatively smooth gray surface that extended back from the mouth of the forward facing fissure some one to two hundred paces sloping smoothly into the surface of the Ruins where it disappeared.  Probing with their magic suggested it extended some distance beneath the surface.  The Rift was a tear in reality.  A place where simple magic didn’t work as it should.  A dangerous tear that had already cost a number of lives directly, not to mention the ever-growing side effects of the life that was escaping into this world.
 
   The first wizards to encounter the Rift had attempted to blast it with their magical energies.  On the backside, the odd matter-energy material had simply absorbed whatever energy they had flung at it.  Attempting to attack the maw itself had triggered a retaliation in the form of a crackling burst of purple lightning back at the attacker.  Those struck by the multi-fingered blast from the Rift appeared to dispel into a gas and vanish.  None who had been struck had ever survived.
 
   That had been one of the reasons the Council had placed the site off limits.  There appeared to be nothing that could be done about the Rift, and so long as it was far out into the Ruins, they decided it wasn’t a matter worthy of their concern.  Typical political stupidity.
 
   Daim couldn’t completely dispel the feeling this was a gigantic creature clawing its way out of the depths of the desert wasteland.  The opening looked like a huge obscene maw, and clearly it was gripping the land as it worked its way upward and outward from the initial manifestation.  He wondered whether the pace would accelerate if left alone.  It didn’t matter.  It could remain as it was at the moment and before long mankind and all normal life would disappear.
 
   For many months Daim and Juda had carefully probed the Rift.  Probing appeared to be safe enough, if the probes were handled with proper care.  It was the attack magics that triggered reprisals.  Together they had investigated the anomaly and tried to discover a weakness they could utilize.  It had already been shown that the strongest magic they had was futile when applied directly.  Juda had come to the conclusion that the Rift was anchored to the bedrock of the desert.  As it grew it established new contact points before spreading.  The hope was to weaken all of the current support points, then simultaneously blast the underlying rock to powder.  It was hoped the Rift would lose its hold and slip back to wherever it had come from.
 
   Each of the wizards who had been approached for this task was strong in their ability to manipulate matter, especially stone.  Their first effort would be to subtly attack the bedrock, weakening it and making it susceptible to the later energies that would be pumped into place then triggered.  All of the attach points would have to be destroyed at the same time or the attempt would likely fail.  Their numbers were small to accomplish such a feat.  Even if they were successful, there were no guarantees.  It was only a theory that this would work, but they had nothing else and Daim was positive if they failed today there was no hope whatsoever.
 
   “Let’s begin,” Daim said softly.  There was no need to point out specifics.  They had discussed the plan at length back at the Citadel.  The wizards spread out along the length, working in pairs as they had been assigned.
 
   The action of disrupting the rock structure was subtle, and nothing showed outwardly as the wizards extended their will into the floor of the Ruins.  They all worked at varying distances from the Rift itself, depending on their strength and personal abilities.  For more than a glass the exercise continued.  Juda moved between positions and monitored the progress being made.  She had a fine touch that couldn’t be duplicated by any of the others.
 
   “I think we’re ready,” she said to Daim sometime later.  “The rock has been altered sufficiently.  The Rift appears to be slowly reacting.  I sense it is aware of the change and is starting to extend its reach deeper.  We must move ahead or we might lose the advantage we have gained.  The deeper it reaches, the more difficult our task becomes.”
 
   Daim sent the mental command to their team, and suddenly bright blue cylinders of magical energies burst forth.  The energy was not directed at the Rift itself, but was impregnating the weakened structure where the Rift grasped the stone under the surface.  Once enough energy was placed at the desired site, intense fire bolts would be used to trigger the explosions.  Until those explosions, it was hoped that they would be safe from any response by the Rift.
 
   Juda held her breath for the first seconds, afraid that the Rift might respond.  They needed at least a tenth of a glass undisturbed before enough energy would be in place.  This was a massive artifact and the energies required were immense, even by magical standards.  If the beams being sent forth by the wizards were interrupted for any reason, the energies would quickly dissipate and they would have to start over.  That was one reason they had paired the wizards at each location so the backup could proceed if something happened to the lead wizard at each location.  Both were sending the magical power into the core simultaneously.
 
   For a while all proceeded smoothly.  Then suddenly a ripping sound was heard, and a jagged forked bolt of energy burst forth from deep within the maw of the Rift.  The squirming purple band of energy struck one of the closer wizards in several places, wiping him from existence and interrupting his transfer of energy.  The wizard with him pulled back quickly, ducking the attack and continuing to send his own blue colored cylinder of energy deep into the ground, hoping to retain what his vanquished partner had accomplished.
 
   “Distraction attack!” Daim commanded.
 
   Three wizards spread along the length of the Rift began what were expected to be suicidal runs at the Rift.  Bolts of Brightfire as well as reddish blast of normal fire were sent at the Rift in an attempt to distract it from attacking those trying to prepare for the major attack.  The Rift wasted little time.  One of the attackers was wiped from existence almost immediately, causing the others to jump away and attack from extreme range.  In the respite, the Rift wiped out two more of the wizards who were fearfully trying to complete their task.
 
   “We may have to trigger the explosions now,” Daim suggested to Juda.  “If we lose any more of the team we won’t have energy reserves at every location.”
 
   Juda shook her head violently.  “There isn’t enough energy in place to be certain.  We only will get once chance.  If the Rift survives this attack it will imbed itself too deep for us to have a chance of dislodging it later.”
 
   Daim nodded his understanding, but couldn’t help but notice they were single string now in multiple locations.  Only Hobar remained of the wizards trying to distract the Rift.  Daim jumped from his safe location and sent his own blast of Brightfire into the opening.  He was certain the energy did nothing more than annoy the Rift somehow, but that was probably the wrong term.  He didn’t know if the thing was alive and had conscious awareness or not.  He only hoped the distraction would help buy them the time they needed.
 
   As he sent another blast into the thing, he noted a more powerful than normal purple finger shoot forward, taking out both members of a team.  That anchor point wouldn’t be affected by their triggering the explosion.  The magical energies would already be drifting away.  It didn’t take very long once the controlling wizard released the beam.  That meant at least one grasping point would remain.  He wondered what the chances of success would be given that not all of the points would be affected.
 
   Then another blast, and another team was gone.  They were losing.  Curse the Council for not providing the forces he’d requested.  They were too few to do this properly.  He jumped back to where Juda was monitoring their progress.
 
   “We have to attempt it now.  We are losing ground.”
 
   Juda’s face was drawn.  He knew she understood, but also could sense she was certain it wouldn’t work.  Slowly she nodded.  He could see defeat in her eyes.
 
   She was about to pass the command so the wizards could pull back when Naeem appeared behind them.  With him were more than a hundred wizards.
 
   “I brought help,” he said simply.
 
   Daim couldn’t believe it.  Naeem had defied the other members of the Council.  Juda was already instructing the new arrivals what to do, and quickly they flew into action.  The missing teams were replaced with twice the number as before in an attempt to make up for the losses that resulted from the wizards who had been killed.  Each of the remaining teams were augmented by additional wizards who starting pumping energy into the weakened rock.  More than a dozen of them began firing harassing blasts and then transitioning to new locations.   
 
   The wizards had learned to keep on the move.  Energy blasts of all colors crackled and snaked back and forth.  Strange huge yellow colored beasts with wings appeared at the lip of the maw.  They appeared ill formed and not yet ready to transition from the security of the Rift, but the one or two that made it outside quickly killed any nearby wizards.
 
   “We’re there!” Juda yelled suddenly.  She gave the mental command for everyone to pull back and almost immediately triggered the energies that had been stored in the ground.  
 
   The ground buckled and rumbled as if a huge earthquake had been triggered.  Clouds of dust shot high into the air and a huge rip appeared in the floor of the Ruins.  Deep within the chasm a multicolored light show was taking place as the magical energies were released and the Rift tried to react to the loss of its anchor to this world.  Several of the wizards who had been slow to withdraw were killed by the blasts.  Already Daim could see that the Rift was shrinking, sliding backward as if sinking into the ground.  He dearly hoped it was sliding back to where it had come from and not slipping deep into the earth where they would be unable to reach it.
 
   The display continued for long moments and more than a half glass was required before all sign of the Rift was lost. 
 
   Juda monitored every step.  She sent several of the surviving wizards to points along what had been the forward edge of the rift after giving them instructions what to look for.  She probed deep into the earth with her magic looking for any sign of the thing.  
 
   “I can’t sense it,” she told Daim. 
 
   His own probes were yielding the same result.  Either it was too deep for them, or they had won.
 
   Later, the other wizards reported similar results.
 
   “We won!” several exclaimed.  “We beat it!”
 
   Daim knew it wasn’t that simple, but didn’t say anything.  What would it gain by telling them the truth.  They deserved this moment of happiness.  There wouldn’t be many more if Frad was right, and Daim was certain the Seer was.
 
   “How many did we lose,” Juda asked.  
 
   “Almost half,” Hobar who standing next to her informed her.  “We don’t have a full count as yet.”
 
   “Where’s Naeem?” Daim asked.  He hadn’t seen his former apprentice since he’d arrived.  He had been far too busy.
 
   Hobar hung his head.  “He was one of the first to be lost,” he said quietly.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 61
 
    
 
    
 
   The once great nation of Wastril was virtually nonexistent half a year after the Rift had been eliminated.  It had once stretched from the Great Sea on the west to the desert sands of the Ruins on the east, and from the snowy mountains to the north all the way to the steaming jungles in the far south.  Villages and towns once linked together in a common cause with commerce and exchange of ideas, now stood virtually alone and isolated.  In every case the populations had dropped precariously, and for most locales the end wasn’t yet in sight.  Overall, almost fifty percent of the population had already died.  Men were afraid of their neighbors, and they huddled in their homes in fear, going out only when need drove them to do so.  The wizard population had faired even worse.  While the infection from the flowers affected each group differently, it was especially hard on those with magical abilities.  None of those who became infected survived, and already less than fifteen percent of the wizards who had been alive six months earlier remained so today.  The healers had been first to go, but it hadn’t taken long for the plague to move on to the rest.  The Rift was the cause of the downfall.  While the Rift was gone, and if the Great Seer Frad were to be believed, it would never return, but the remnants of its presence were still being felt.  
 
   “Master Daim,” said someone interrupting Daim’s thoughts as he walked slowly across the grounds of the Citadel.  Located in the rich valley between heavily forested mountains, it had always been a place of beauty, and Daim had loved walking the grounds.  He hadn’t been here for some time. He knew there were many who didn’t welcome him, and he had been busy with his own projects elsewhere.  He turned his head toward the sound of the voice, which quivered somewhat with age.  Walking toward him with a toothy grin was Jhoni.  It always struck Daim as improper for Jhoni to refer to him as Master.  Jhoni was the oldest living wizard, and one of considerable talent at that. In the past few years Daim had become aware the elder wizard’s powers were failing, and he no longer tackled the major efforts that he’d been known for all his life.  Somehow, against all odds, the elder wizard had survived the ravages of the plague whereas most of his younger fellows had not.
 
   “Jhoni,” Daim replied, shedding the stern countenance that had become standard for him of late and replacing it with a welcoming smile.  It was a true pleasure to see the other.
 
   “They had told me you had died,” Jhoni said as he held out his hand in the traditional greeting between wizards.  “No one has spoken of you in several months.  I had feared they were right.”
 
   “I have been away, working on something of my own,” Daim replied.  “I find the Citadel less than welcoming these days.”
 
   Jhoni nodded understandingly.  “It is true you are not in much favor with many, including most surviving members of the Council.  They blame you for what has happened and claim that you lied to them about what was coming.  They claim it was your fault that Naeem was lost along with several dozen of the nation’s best young wizards.”
 
   Daim’s angry look returned.  “I did no such thing.  They have access to the Seers.  Did they not listen to what was forecast?  I told them what to expect, but they didn’t want to hear what I had to say.”
 
   In truth Daim knew he had lied in the beginning.  Lied by omission if nothing else.  He had been careful not to reveal what he had expected after the destruction of the Rift.  Oh, it would have been so much worse had the Rift remained, but had they been aware of what was coming, they might not have given him even the meager support he had extracted from them.  After the Rift had been blasted from this world he had returned to warn them that it wasn’t over by any means, and that a grim fate waited for all of them.  
 
   Jhoni nodded sagely. “I was present for the meetings.  You did indeed present a very pointed lecture on what was likely to happen.  It matters little anymore.  Only three of the Council still live, and they hide away hoping to escape their fate.  I had suspected something like this when you first addressed the plan for destroying the abomination in the Ruins.  I was one of those who helped sway the Council to support you, although they did so reluctantly.”
 
   Daim hadn’t known that.  Not only had he not noticed that Jhoni was present that day, but he wouldn’t have thought the elder wizard had any formal input to the Council’s actions.
 
   “I appreciate that,” Daim replied.  “It was a very close thing, and had it not been for Naeem and his volunteers, we would have failed.”
 
   Jhoni smiled, then looked around sadly.  “It isn’t the same anymore.  So few of us remain and the world is regressing backwards.  In another six months there will be nothing left.  This will all be lost, won’t it?”
 
   Daim would have liked to say otherwise, but Jhoni wasn’t one to bend the truth with.
 
   “It will all turn to dust,” Daim agreed.  “Those of us with magical ability will soon perish, and only with luck will the rest of mankind survive.  There is a glimmer of hope for the long term, but it is the barest chance.”
 
   “I’ll bet that is where your efforts have been directed of late.”
 
   Daim nodded, but didn’t say more.  He wasn’t that confident that what he intended would be successful, and it wouldn’t matter to Jhoni in the long run.  How the man had survived was a miracle, but it wouldn’t be that much longer before the odds, and the plague caught up with him.
 
   “What of your partners, Hobar and Juda?” Jhoni asked.
 
   “Hobar was one of the first to catch it,” Daim said slowly.  “He died within a week of our victory in the Ruins.  Juda has been busy as usual.  She has found a way to protect the towers against the attacks of the flowers.  I saw her just the other day.”
 
   Unfortunately Juda was looking poorly.  Her eyes were sunken and she showed signs of an advanced case of the infection.  She had left to finish the last of the towers.  Daim knew he would never see her again.  
 
   “My closest friends are all lost as well,” Jhoni said sadly.  “I’m certain my time is coming.”  
 
   Then he smiled.  “Since you are here, please come to visit. You know where I live.  We can have a drink and remember old times one last time.”
 
   Daim had much to do, but there was no way he could refuse.  He promised to stop by later this evening.
 
   As Jhoni walked away, Daim turned back and headed for his old studio.  Once again the doubts struck him, and he wished he could speak with Frad and confirm the wise old Seer still saw the same for the future.  Unfortunately, Frad had been one of those who had been taken early by the advance of the disease.
 
   With the Rift gone, the creatures and plants released into his world were on their own.  They would die out, but it would take time.  They were hardy, especially the flowers.  The creatures were dying out more quickly, but Frad had foretold of centuries before the flowers would weaken and die away.  At the present they were still virulent and spreading across the whole of the world.  Mankind would suffer from the plague, a large percentage dying off.  A few would survive and carry an immunity that would protect following generations for some time.  Eventually the immunity would wear thin and someone would encounter the less common flowers, and the plague would reappear.  It would be centuries between cycles, but eventually the plants would lose their power, and man would have a chance to re-emerge.  Everything magic would be virtually wiped clean by then.
 
   Frad had foreseen that a very few humans with the ability for magic would escape.  One day in the future, a random mating of genes would result in children being born who would once again have the ability.  They would be untrained, and far less skilled than the wizards today.  But it would be a start.  Daim planned for that day.
 
   The spawn of the Rift would have a similar effect on the Hoplani and other magical creatures.  They would die away in a manner very similar to the wizards.  This was good, because while Juda was able to protect the towers against the flowers, they would still fail over time.  They would operate for a very long time, or at least most would, and that would contain the Hoplani until then.  Some of the remaining creatures from the Rift might bring them down, and over the centuries they would gradually fail and there would be no one to bring them back into service.  Without the towers, the Hoplani would be free to overrun the lands of man.  Man would be unable to stand against the creatures. 
 
   The Hoplani were formidable even without their magical abilities.  Daim had been present for the study of one of the beasts they had killed.  With three rows of large razor sharp triangular teeth set into powerful jaws, they could rip any known animal apart easily.  Man was fragile against such jaws.  They were large and their skin was incredibly thick, resistant to bow and sword alike.  They liked the dark, being born deep in the many caves of the Ruins, but were also at home in bright sunlight.  And that was without their magical ability.  Add magic to their already impressive strengths and one had a creature that had nearly impenetrable defenses, with only a weakness behind the ears where they could be attacked without magic, plus the ability to toss energy bolts to bring down their opponents.
 
   Fortunately, the Hoplani would be thinned to near extinction by the time the towers failed.  But, like man and wizards, in that distant future viewed dimly by Frad, they would also re-emerge.  The same events that would herald the return of a new breed of wizard would also see the surviving Hoplani expand into new herds.  Those herds would eventually start to migrate west, and without the towers, and without a corps of wizards to dissuade them, they would overrun the developing lands of man.
 
   Twenty-five hundred years.  Daim shook his head as he continued on his way.  Such an incredible time. That was when the re-emergence would begin.  How did one plan for events so far in the future?  He wished he could be there to guide the emerging wizards in what must be done.  Unfortunately, wizards didn’t live any longer than other humans, at least not noticeably so.  On the average the lifespan of wizards might be five years or so longer than their non-magical counterparts, and that was mostly because fewer died as a result of disease, or mishap, or war.  Two and a half millennia was somewhere between thirty and fifty standard lifetimes.  He wasn’t going to make that.
 
   He also was annoyed that he had been totally unable to find some way to create a time Bypass.  Wizards found it quite easy to sidestep the distance between two points and quickly move from place to place.  Why shouldn’t there be a way to sidestep the centuries ahead?  One with the kind of power he could control shouldn’t be constrained by the normal slow regular pace by which time advanced.  But despite his best efforts he had found no way to accomplish this task.  That left him to this final, highly chancy means of trying to protect the future.
 
   He walked down the marble halls, his footsteps echoing off the walls. It was so different now.  Always in the past this place would be filled with harried wizards, off about their special tasks.  Now there was no one.  Other than Jhoni, he’d seen no one on the grounds today.  He stepped into his chambers and stopped to look.  The place was unchanged.  It was as if nothing outside had happened.  He could have made a Bypass doorway directly here, but he’d wanted to observe the rest of the Citadel.  Now he almost wished he hadn’t done so.
 
   His eyes took in his shelves of texts.  Most of those he would have to relocate.  Another task, and one that would take some time.  But first, he needed to create the staffs.  He’d decided on two of them.  They had a special task to perform, and he felt that he should have a backup in case something didn’t work as planned.  What he wanted of the staff was far more than had ever been attempted before, yet it was essential that the staff survived and performed the envisioned function, or the plan would fail miserably.
 
   Hours later he stood back and smiled one of his increasingly rare smiles these days.  Before him stood a pair of identical staffs.  They were unlike anything he’d ever created.  They were something others would have marveled at.  They were perhaps his finest work ever.  Each was infused with magical power, stored within a crystal embedded deep in the core of each.  The stored power could be recharged by drawing on the power of a wizard once the staff had linked to him.  The staff would enhance the power of anyone with magic, but more importantly they were to become active after the twenty-five centuries had passed and seek out a budding wizard as he became active in his magic.  If one staff failed, the other would be triggered.  Certain skills were required.  Frad had foreseen that one, perhaps two such individuals would emerge.  The staff would locate and link to him.  Equally important, the staff would nominally transport the individual to the special hideaway Daim had been preparing.  Failing that, it would guide him in the ways of magic and create an urge in the person to seek out the special place in the Ruins where the rest of Daim’s plan could be pursued.
 
   Daim set the two staffs to one side.  He walked over and retrieved the small ring he had also created.  It was a simple thing.  Only the metal of the band was special, but it was not something that anyone but a wizard would place any value in.  He’d been forced to use the metal rather than something more common because the connection to the flesh of the finger was so important. The common quartz crystal was perfect, although he’d used his magic to make it appear somewhat clouded with imperfections through the core.  The ring wasn’t attractive, and not something to be coveted.  It was, however, every bit as important as the staff to his plans. In fact, the staff’s efforts would be meaningless if the ring failed to perform.
 
   Daim set the materials aside.  No one would bother them in the short time he would be gone.  He wrapped them in a special ward just in case.  Then he turned and left.  He would spend the evening in conversation with the last of his kind he was likely to see.  Jhoni would have stories to tell and they could recall old friends.  Daim walked through the empty Citadel and across the grounds to where Jhoni lived just off the grounds.  He found the place without trouble, having visited it many times before when he was much younger.  
 
   “Jhoni,” Daim hollered as he pushed open the entrance.  Jhoni hadn’t responded to his knock.  
 
   The door opened smoothly, and Daim stepped into the silence of the room.  “Jhoni,” he shouted once again.
 
   No answer.  Worried, Daim stepped through the greeting room into the more private area of the residence.  He didn’t have to go far.  Sitting in a large comfortable chair, Jhoni faced the entrance, his eyes unseeing.  The elder wizard was dead.  Daim couldn’t tell if it was the result of the disease, or simply that age had finally caught up with the older man.  The timing was unfortunate.  Daim stepped over and closed the eyes of his old friend, then slowly left to return to the Citadel.  Outside, he no longer had time to walk.  He opened a Bypass to his office, then retrieved the staffs and the ring, and then Bypassed all the way to the Ruins.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 62
 
    
 
    
 
   Daim let his eyes wander around the exquisite chamber he had created here under the Ruins.  It had taken a great deal of magical skill to hollow such a large volume out of the solid stone and then infuse it with magic to ward it against intrusion and damage, and even as best he could, the march of time.  He was impressed that he still had the ability to perform such wonders.  He could well be the last of his kind.  Multiple trips had been required to transport the texts from his library back at the Citadel.  He had even raided the main library there to augment the materials with tomes that he felt should be represented.  It was theft, pure and simple, but there was no longer anyone left there to care what he did.  If any of the Council still lived, they were hidden away from the world foolishly hoping to cheat the fate that awaited them.
 
   He found it amusing that he had built this sanctuary here in the very heart of the Ruins where everything had begun.  The location would help protect the hideaway over the centuries from human and animals alike.  When the time came, the chosen one would not have to worry about the hazards and the distance into the forsaken land.  He would be brought here by magic, bypassing all of the misery outside.
 
   Daim tried to decide what he had left to do.  His face was grim.  He had soured over the past couple of weeks.  The effort had been harder than he could have imagined.  Not just the physical effort in moving everything here and arranging it properly, but the weight of the loss of everything he’d ever known.  The loss of Jhoni had touched something inside him.  It changed him.  He was harder and more determined than ever that he would succeed.  He vowed that nothing would stand in his way. There would be a cost, both to himself and those he encountered in the future.  So be it.  He couldn’t help but think about how many had died.  The Citadel was nothing but a deserted building that would crumble back into the ground before anyone emerged who would care.  The town around the center was empty as well.  He’d found no sign of anyone, wizard or ungifted still alive there.  If a few more had to die later, it would be for the cause of rebuilding.  He wouldn’t let that deter him.
 
   The two staffs, wonders even if he did say so himself, were in their holders along the back wall where he’d placed them.  The ring waited for his final action.  He picked it up and then set it down on the wooden case behind the chair.  He would finish that task, charging it with a copy of his memories and knowledge after sleeping.  He would need to be strong and refreshed for the optimum result.  He was aware of perhaps two other wizards who understood the technique of savings memories to a crystal.  He wondered if either of the others had done such a thing before they had succumbed to the plague.  Once he had completed this final task, he would have done everything that he could do to prepare.
 
   The staffs would wait until the proper time, so far in the future.  Once triggered, they would search the lands for the proper individual.  Daim had no way of knowing who he might be.  It might be a woman.  That would indeed be strange.  The staff would find him at a young age when his abilities were just starting to manifest themselves.  Once the person was located, the staff would wipe the existing memories from the conscript and transport him here.  The total clearing of the preadolescent mind would provide the necessary canvas for the overwriting of Daim’s own memories. The process was necessary if he were to establish the necessary control over the body selected and not be left with conflicting personalities within the same body.  This was perhaps unfair to whomever was chosen. That individual’s future being forfeit to allow Daim’s plan to go forward, but the wizard couldn’t help that.  He was willing to sacrifice one young wizard’s heritage for a chance to save the future world.
 
   He expected to awaken to find his memories embedded in the new body during the early years of the re-emergence.  He was surprised that one of great ability who matched his needs would be found at such an early time in the return of magic, but Frad had been quite certain that two such individuals would be found.  One very early and another nearly fifty years later.  Perhaps it was a balance that nature maintained, to have several so strong after several millennia of none at all.  What mattered was that he would be there at the beginning and would know what to expect.  He would be able to seek out and train the fledgling wizards and have a formidable force in place to be able to protect against the Hoplani once they also re-emerged from their underground caves in the Ruins.  He had already stocked Wizard’s Point, the operations center from which the perimeter of the Ruins had long been monitored.  That would be his base of operations during the early years.  This place would be his private sanctuary.  It was far too small to accommodate the force he would need to assemble. 
 
   Once the borderlands that would seal off the Ruins were again secure, the wizards he had found would be able to help the non-gifted humans as they sought to regain the level of society that had been lost.  It would take time, probably a couple of centuries, but with the plagues a thing of the past, there would be hope to regain the former glory of the land.  There would probably be those who would resist, but they didn’t have the experience and knowledge of what had happened like himself.  He would not be deterred by anyone.  This would all be reversed.  He had pledged himself to it.  Then, from his private library, the glories of this age would be remembered.
 
    
 
    
 
   It was done!  Daim had charged the ring and he gingerly set it on the shelf.  Once it was placed on the finger of the chosen one so many years from now, he would essentially be reborn.  He knew it would be strange.  The body would be that of a youth, yet his mind would recall himself as an old man.  It would take time to adapt.  His new self would be powerful, but nowhere near as strong as he was today.  He would have to accept the loss in ability.  Still, based on Frad’s visions, he expected to be more than powerful enough.  
 
   His first act would be to begin the search for others with the gift.  Without the knowledge of how to activate the mental nodes of a wizard, a skill that had been learned painfully slowly over many centuries, each new wizard would be restricted to the first level at which all wizards were born.  He could accelerate their growth and release their full potential.  He could also pass to them the full knowledge of magic as it was known today so that they could almost immediately perform all the skills their personal affinity supported.  Otherwise, most would be very limited in what they could do, and centuries would be required to rediscover what was truly possible.  Man wouldn’t have those centuries to learn.  He must be ready far more quickly.
 
   Daim was tired.  Charging the ring had taken a great deal out of him, but he knew it wasn’t merely that.  He had sensed the change a couple of days ago.  He was certain that finally his time had come.  He had contracted the disease.  He had at best a couple more days.  His future self would not know of whatever happened to him from this point forward.  His memories in the ring ended at the time it was created.  That was best.  He wouldn’t want his future self to carry around the memory of his last moments in this time.
 
   Taking one last look around, he was reassured that he had done all that he could.  He was done here.  He had great hopes that he would succeed, but only time would tell.  He didn’t want his desiccated bones to be found here by his future self, and had decided he would return to his home.  He hadn’t been there in thirty some years.  His parents were long gone, of course.  He wondered if either his brother or sister still lived.  He would find out.  Even if not, it felt right to end it all where it had started.
 
   Slowly he walked over to the open space he’d created in the corner free of anything else so that Bypass portals could easily be created.  He opened a Bypass to the long forgotten lands in the far south.  Without a backward look he stepped through.  Moments later the Bypass portal closed behind him leaving a deep silence that wouldn’t be disturbed for centuries.  After a few minutes the glowing lights from the ceiling faded to dark.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 63
 
    
 
   Present Day
 
    
 
   The body that was Rigo’s but which was now occupied by someone else, moved carefully across the room as if the occupant were testing his ability to control it.  Rigo, or whoever it was, moved very differently than he had before.  He appeared to be much, much older, and lacked the assurance and lightness of step of one Rigo’s age.  After several minutes he returned to where the group stood rooted, uncertain how to proceed.  The ancient, cold eyes that had replaced Rigo’s looked out at them.
 
   Daim was surprised that the others were there in the sanctuary.  He should have been alone.  But that wasn’t the worst of the catastrophe.  The mind of the individual who had owned this body had discovered a great deal.  From what Daim had already gleaned from the memories offered he was late.  Fifty years later than he’d planned.  The first of the staffs had failed completely, and the second had only partially completed its task.  At least the final backup had worked, but instead of being presented with a purged and clean mind, he had the former occupant to deal with.
 
   “I know each of you,” he said in the oddly accented words that sounded so strange in Rigo’s voice.
 
   “You’re Kaler, the fighter,” he said pointing.  “And you’re Ash’urn.  Tell me about the Hoplani,” he commanded.  There was no doubt it was a command and not a request.
 
   “The what?” Ash’urn asked uncertainly.  He was not at all happy with what was happening.
 
   “The Hoplani.  The beasts outside,” Master Daim commanded.  “Tell me about them.”
 
   Quickly Ash’urn described the beasts and what they knew of them as well as the fact a large herd had chased them into this place.
 
   “So, what I have gleaned from this mind is correct.  It was not my own thoughts being echoed back at me.  They have returned in force already.  That is very unfortunate.  It is another indication that something has not gone as planned and I am late.”  
 
   Master Daim spoke the words aloud, but it was clear they were really meant for himself.  He was not yet in complete control of Rigo’s body.
 
   “What have you done with Rigo?” Daria demanded unexpectedly.
 
   Daim looked at her surprised.  It was obvious he was considering whether to ignore her completely.  Finally he shrugged and said, “The one you call Rigo is gone.  This is now my body.  That was the whole purpose of his coming here.  I just wish he’d gotten here on time.”  There was more to the truth, however.  Daim was surprised to know the name of the owner of the body and to have access to his memories.  Furthermore, the body was not that of a youth, but of a young man in his maturity.  Something had gone wrong.  He was here, but what did it mean?  He was fearful that the magic had failed in some way and he had more of a task ahead of him than he had expected.  Perhaps he was too late.  Also, what was he to do with the frantic mind that shared this body with him?
 
   Rigo’s four friends were stricken with the words.  Rigo gone?  Could it be?  Their friend lost and this stranger now occupying his body.
 
   “Who are you?” Jeen demanded.  “You have no right to do this.”
 
   Daim didn’t even consider this worth answering.  He looked around the room as if he hadn’t seen it in some time as he was curious how everything had fared.  The others watched as he pulled off the ring that had triggered the transformation and carelessly tossed it aside.  Its function was complete.  It had no further use. 
 
   “At least this place survived as planned,” he mumbled and started across the room to a large open space.  The man was still not fully in control, but they could all see he was becoming more comfortable in Rigo’s body by the moment.
 
   Once he reached the large open space on the western edge of the room, gestured and a glowing arch appeared in the open space.  Daim ambled toward the opening, then hesitated.  He turned back toward them.
 
   “I’ll be leaving now.  Once I’m gone the spells I built into this place will make you want to leave.  You are resourceful enough.  I suggest you make your way back where you came from.  With a little luck you will be able to outsmart the Hoplani once again.”
 
   “What is that?” Kaler asked.
 
   “It’s a better way of getting around.  You don’t think I plan to walk all the way across the Ruins like you did?”
 
   “Take us with you,” Ash’urn urged. “We’ll have no chance against those things outside.”
 
   Daim waved his hand brushing off the suggestion.  “Matters are too far gone.  I have no time to be bothered with you.  I must see what the state of events is.  It is important that I verify what the memories of this body have told me.  You have served your purpose.  You brought Rigo to me.”  He turned and started walking toward the arch.  
 
   He had made it most of the way across the floor when he hesitated, then stopped.
 
   “I am not myself,” he said as he turned around.  His eyes found Jeen.  “You,” he said pointing.  “You are one of the gifted.  You are weak, barely an acceptable apprentice at the moment, but I can sense a potential greatness within you.  I’ll have need of every wizard.  You will come with me.  Later I’ll show you how to release your full potential.”
 
   As the man talked, Jeen shrunk backwards, attempting to hide behind her friends.  Kaler and Daria stepped in front of her to shield her from the callous individual who now occupied Rigo’s body.
 
   “Come now,” Daim said annoyed.  “I haven’t time for this.  There is much to be done.  Without  conscious thought he brushed aside Kaler and Daria, and used his power to force Jeen forward.
 
   Angrily she released her strongest blast of white energy at the man.  It simply dissipated harmlessly in the air halfway toward the man.  She’d never seen something like that happen before.
 
   “Apprentice level Brightfire,” Daim said amused.  “Useless against a master such as myself, of course, but at least you have the right spirit.”  He wrapped something unseen around her and she knew that somehow he had disabled her ability to use her magic.  “Come now,” he commanded, and she felt herself walking after him unbidden.
 
   Jeen was leading the way toward the arch, with the wizard following close behind her.  As the wizard passed, Kaler grabbed the staff, which Daim appeared to be ignoring, and swung it swiftly at the man’s retreating back.  Normally Kaler would have used his sword, but in his mind he was seeing Rigo and he wasn’t yet ready to accept the loss of his friend and take irreversible action.  The staff moved with great speed and landed squarely at the wizards shoulders where Kaler had aimed.  Except, somehow it missed!  The Staff passed through the space where he’d thought the wizard was, and he had to fight to control his over swing.  Before he could recover for another attempt, Daim had turned and with a careless gesture, ripped the staff from his hands and tossed it across the room where it clattered against the wall.
 
   Daria was already in action as well.  No one, wizard or not, would force one of their group to do anything against their desires.  She owed this man for two offenses now.  Trying to take Jeen and for killing her friend Rigo. Two offenses were more than most people got and it was all this one would ever have.  Two knives were already in the air heading directly for the body of the wizard.  It might have been Rigo’s once, but that time was past and she couldn’t and wouldn’t let that deter her.  As the deadly knives reached their target she had already extracted another pair and was preparing to jump on the man and slit his throat as he crumpled to the ground.  Unfortunately the knives blurred and passed through the space where the wizard stood, reappearing and crashing into the wall behind him.  Daria found herself unable to move, the second pair of knives held ready, but useless in her paralysis.
 
   Daim looked at the two, then let his eyes go to Ash’urn.  Ash’urn quickly muttered something under his breath and disappeared.  Daim cursed, and with a wave of his hand caused Ash’urn to reappear.  He looked at the assembled group.  
 
   “You are a surprising lot,” he said finally.  “Very quick, and willing to take on a Master Wizard with such primitive weapons.  It is obvious you have no idea what a Master Wizard can do.  Perhaps you can be of use for a while.  You might also be able to help me understand the state of the world, although I have a set of memories from your former friend that I suspect will suffice.  The choice is yours.  If you wish to follow along, step through the Bypass after us.  I will leave it open for a few moments for you to decide.”  Then he pushed Jeen forward and stepped through after her.  The two disappeared from view and as they did so the invisible restraining force holding the others in place dissipated.  They looked at one another for the briefest of moments, then followed through the arch after the wizard.
 
   “I see you decided,” Daim said as they appeared in the new location.  
 
   “We can’t be here,” Kaler said as he looked around at their former campground next to the pond by the ruins of the village outside the exit to the long tunnel that had brought them under the mountains.  The others were shocked as well.
 
   Daim smiled.  “I thought you would be impressed.  It beats walking the way you did to get to my sanctuary in the Ruins.”
 
   “Why are we here?” Daria asked as she continued to look around and verify they were really back where they had started their trip into the Ruins.  
 
   “We will be expecting company before long,” Daim replied.  “Now, have you convinced yourself that there is nothing you can do against me so I can leave you free to be useful, or do I need to bind you with magic to keep you from being a nuisance?”  He peered carefully at each of them.  
 
   After a few moments, they nodded slowly.  They might have a chance, but it appeared they had to learn more before being able to act.  For the moment, the wizard held the winning hand.
 
   “Good.  Now, you two can be useful and hunt up some game.  We will be ten for dinner, so plan accordingly.  You,” and he pointed to Jeen, “go and get that necklace hanging just outside of the village.  And you, this time he pointed to Ash’urn, get a fire going.  I need to think.”
 
   “Ten?” Kaler asked.
 
   “I told you we would be having company. Now get moving.”
 
   Dutifully the former members of Rigo’s band went about their assigned tasks.  For some reason they didn’t think of doing otherwise.  Kaler and Daria were soon out of sight and could have slipped away.  It wasn’t that they would have to desert their friends to escape, although that was part of it.  There was something more, and both realized that Daim had backed up his instructions with some kind of magic restraint that forced them to act as he wished.
 
    
 
   The wild pig was spitted and nearly cooked when they heard the sounds of several people approaching through the stand of trees that blocked their location from view.  Daria sat up straight, her hands hovering near her remaining knives.  Kaler unconsciously checked his sword in the scabbard.  Daim simply smiled and stood to greet the newcomers.  Moments later Burke and three others stepped out into the clearing.
 
   “I was right!” Burke said smugly as he walked over to the group.  His eyes noted that Rigo was no longer holding the staff that had caused him trouble in the past.  This was perfect.  He would have him under his control in no time.  He would bring the two wizards here back with him and be done with this.  He hadn’t decided what to do with the others yet.  It was too bad they had to risk the Ruins again to get back to the travel point.  The trip here had nearly cost him one of his people.  The number of Razmot was greater than he’d ever seen before.  They would need to send a team down here to thin them out.  
 
   Burke had made a plan before coming here and had cleared it with the Elders.  If they discovered a novice wizard, then the approach would be the usual one.  He would do his best to charm and impress the beginner and then bring whoever it was back with them.  If, however it was Rigo, or Rigo and someone else, the approach would be different.  Those with him were armed with small blow tubes loaded with darts dipped in a special compound.  The darts would put Rigo to sleep instantly, disabling any ability he had to resist.  While he was under, the healer with him would use his magic to muddle Rigo’s brain, and keep him that way until they were back where he could be controlled.  Getting through the Ruins wouldn’t be fun, but he could see no other options.  Burke just wished he knew where that staff was.
 
   He signaled the others to release the darts and was pleased to see they had been ready as instructed.  Three of the treated darts flew unerringly at Rigo.  Only one was needed, so it appeared that there was nothing to worry about.  Unfortunately, the darts somehow missed.  Burke couldn’t see how it could have happened.  He could see they were on target, but then they appeared to pass by their intended target.  Rigo stood, unhit.  Burke was certain from their last meeting that Rigo hadn’t known the magic required to make this happen, so what had changed?  Clearly something had and that made Rigo more dangerous.  Rigo was about to speak when Burke shifted to his backup plan.  The Elders had declared if it appeared he couldn’t be captured, no risks were to be taken.  Their position was that it was better he be destroyed than allowed to run around loose.  He could do untold harm to their effort and potentially reveal the existence of those with magical power.  Burke released his strongest bolt of the powerful white energy directly at Rigo.  It was too bad.  They might have learned something from him.  But even as he released the powerful magic bolt he realized he wasn’t comfortable with killing another such as himself.
 
   Once again Burke’s expectations proved wrong.  The bolt of pure magical energy seemed to falter and then dissipate well before it reached Rigo.  He was stunned.  He was as powerful as anyone with that particular magic and had never seen it fail before.  He was about to try again when some kind of invisible cloud surrounded him.  He couldn’t see it, but could sense its presence.  He was unable to access his magic, nor could he move a muscle.  He could see his friends were similarly constrained.
 
   Rigo stood and smiled sadly.  “You all seem particularly fond of Brightfire,” Rigo said, although he sounded differently than Burke recalled.  He seemed older and more confident.  “It is a powerful spell, but can be countered if one knows how.  I’m Master Daim by the way.  The person you were expecting no longer exists.”
 
   Daim walked closer and Burke noted the eyes.  Burke could see that something had indeed changed Rigo.  
 
   “You’re pretty strong for an apprentice,” Daim said.  “I’d guess you’re a level three.  Who has been training you?”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean,” Burke replied.  “What’s a level three?”
 
   Daim looked at him closely, then nodded.  “I’ve never known one to advance on his own,” he muttered to himself.  “It’s even rare for one to be born above a two.”
 
   “What have you done?  Release me immediately,” Burke insisted.
 
   “Soon enough,” Daim said.  “First you need to understand a few things.  “As I have said, I’m not Rigo.  I believe you can see that my abilities far outmatch your own.  There is nothing you can do to resist me, so you would be advised not to annoy me by trying.  You are valuable to me only in that you can explain what is happening.  I have been out of touch for a very long while, and did not reappear in quite the time and manner I had prepared.”
 
   Daim held out the necklace that Jeen had fetched a while earlier.  
 
   “You came here directed by this,” Daim said, not needing confirmation.  “This is Jeen.  She is no longer your concern.  She will be my apprentice and you will carry that word back with you.”
 
   Daim held out the necklace in his hand and then closed his fist around it.  When he opened his hand a powdery dust fell to the ground.  The necklace was gone.
 
   “How did you do that?” Burke asked amazed. “No one knows how to create or destroy the trackers.”
 
   “It just shows how much you have to learn,” Daim said contemptuously.  “I’m going to release you so you can move.  We have dinner prepared.  I would advise you to sit and eat.  I have questions to be answered.  Once that is done you can return where you came from.  I will visit there soon enough.  You can tell the others there to expect me.”
 
   “I won’t tell you where we live,” Burke said bravely.
 
   “You would if I wished, but I already know where you have your camp.  I’ve been there many times before.”
 
   Daim released the four wizards and pointed toward the fire.  “Let’s eat while you answer my questions.”
 
   Daim asked his questions.  Nothing he asked intruded on what Burke felt was classified or which shouldn’t be answered, so he explained what he could.  Kaler, Daria, Jeen and Ash’urn mostly listened silently, sometimes adding to the answer that Burke supplied.  It was almost three glass later when Daim was satisfied.
 
   “This is very bad,” he said slowly.  “The situation is worse than I expected, and the fact that war is breaking out among the non-gifted is something that must be ended immediately.  Given the advanced state of affairs, we will need every man and resource if we are to put aside the advance of the Hoplani.”
 
   He stood and beckoned the others to do the same.  “It is time for you to return to inform the others in your group what I told you.”
 
   “What?  Tonight?”  Burke looked over his shoulder at the darkening skies and the distant Ruins. Clearly he was not anxious to venture back into the wasteland at night.  “The number of Razmot have increased beyond all expectation.  It would not be wise to venture out there tonight.”
 
   Daim smiled.  “You show your ignorance again.  I assume you are referring to the beasts that wander loose in the wastelands.  They are known as Hoplani.  Razmot is the name we gave to the alien flowers that have caused so much grief.”
 
   “Those glowing flowers?” Burke asked.  “What is so worrisome about those?”
 
   “You have much to learn. For now, I’d advise you give them a wide berth.  They are especially unwholesome for the gifted, and even in their weakened state might still demonstrate to you what they can do.  But never fear.  I want you to return safely and deliver my message.  You won’t have to spend days walking back to the transfer point.  That is a far too restrictive means of getting around.  I expect obedience from every wizard in your group.  You have been looking to the proper enemy, but your approach will fail.  It has failed in the past with a far greater number of more powerful wizards.  There is only one way for this to end satisfactorily.”
 
   “How will we get back then?” Burke asked.
 
   Daim pointed off to one side, and another of the arches appeared.  “Step through that arch and you will be home.  Take care with the edges.”
 
   Burke looked uncertainly at the unfamiliar structure.
 
   “Go!” Daim commanded, his good humor already dissipating.  “If I wanted to harm you I could do so easily enough.”
 
   Burke walked with his friends toward the arch, stopping just short of actually stepping through.
 
   Ash’urn spoke up.  “It’s some kind of travel device.  He brought us from several day’s walk out in the Ruins to here through one just like it.”
 
   That seemed to satisfy Burke, who looked back at them, then determinedly stepped into the arch and disappeared.  Somewhat nervously the others followed.  Daim wished away the structure once they were gone.
 
   “We have much to do come morning.  I will want to travel to the capitals of each of these countries of yours.  Tonight, I need sleep.  This has been more tiring than I expected.  None of you may leave.”
 
   Daim augmented his words with a mental command that they would be unable to disobey.  He also used the command to ensure they would be unable to plot or act against him while he slept.  Just to be certain, he would erect a warning barrier around himself that they wouldn’t be able to penetrate without alerting him if they somehow were able to overcome his commands.  He was still uncertain what this group was capable of.  Then he turned away and found a place to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 64
 
    
 
    
 
   None of them had gotten much rest, except Daim, who was off on his own apparently still asleep.  Daria, like her friends, had spent much of the night trying to think of a way out of this predicament, and how to avenge Rigo.  She owed him at least that much and felt a poor companion for having let him be killed.
 
   “I’ll cut his heart out,” she hissed when she realized that Kaler was awake a short distance away.
 
   “I doubt you could even if you tried.  Discounting his ability to simply burn us out of existence, I find I can wish and think and plot all I want.  But if I make the smallest attempt to take action, I am paralyzed.  I’m certain you are bound by the same magic.  For now at least, he controls us completely.”
 
   Daria muttered a curse he didn’t recognize.
 
   “At least he sent that Burke off with his tail between his legs,” Ash’urn whispered from her other side.  “I was happy to see that.”
 
   “He’s no better than Burke, from what you told me about him,” Jeen said joining the conversation.  She had been listening to the others.  “He seems to want some of the same things, and he certainly isn’t hesitant about taking what he wants.  He planned to drag me off just as you said Burke would do.  He scares me.”
 
   “So what do we do?” Daria asked.  The frustration was clear in her voice.  “Let him win?”
 
   “We’ll have to take our time and see what develops.  He has to have a weakness of some kind,” Kaler suggested.
 
   “I wish Rigo were here,” Jeen said sadly.  “He was always the one with the ideas.”
 
   “Maybe we should test what he said. Maybe it would be best if we just walked away,” Daria said.  “We are back where we can take care of ourselves.  It might be a long way home, but we could make it.  Who knows what will happen if we stay with him.”
 
   “Don’t go,” Jeen urged.  “He might let you go, but I doubt he’ll let me.  I don’t think he’d need that necklace to find me.”
 
   “I think whatever plan we make will have to wait,” Ash’urn said softly.  “It appears our captor is waking up.”
 
   Daria glanced quickly over toward the spot where Master Daim had chosen.  Ash’urn was right. The man was clearly awake.  They wouldn’t be going anywhere this morning.
 
   “How do we handle this?” Kaler asked.
 
   “Observe,” Ash’urn suggested wisely.  “We’ll have to wait and see.”
 
   “I’ll go check,” Jeen volunteered.  “He’s going to want to talk with me anyway.”  She stood and headed over to where Daim waited.  They could see that he was looking their way.
 
   They watched her leave, then turned back to discuss what each of them had thought about through the night.  Nothing seemed to be a workable solution.  From what they had seen it would be all but impossible for all of them to get away, and none was willing to run leaving some of their group behind.   They were still talking, heads leaning together when Jeen screamed.
 
   Kaler was on his feet in an instant, the sword he’d been allowed to keep coming out of his scabbard as he headed toward Daim and the girl.  Wizard or not, there was no way Kaler would allow the man to do anything to Jeen.  As fast as Kaler was, Daria was even faster and she was well ahead of him as she drew two of the last of her knives on the run.  She was halfway there when she realized that the two were not struggling, but that Jeen had Daim wrapped in an embrace that looked more like a hug.
 
   Not certain what this could mean, Daria nonetheless continued running toward the pair until Jeen turned toward the sound of her approach with a broad grin.
 
   “Rigo’s back!” she exclaimed happily.  She stepped away easily.  
 
   Daria wasn’t ready to believe what Jeen was saying, although she halted her hurried rush and looked closely at the man who had been Rigo and then Daim.  Immediately she could see a difference.  He stood with the casual ease that Rigo had always demonstrated.  Daim may have learned how to do this, but she couldn’t see any reason for him to pretend.  He had absolute control anyway.  Then she saw the smile and the eyes.  It certainly looked like Rigo.
 
   “Rigo?” she asked cautiously.
 
   “Yeah, it’s me,” Rigo replied.  “Be careful with those blades.”
 
   “How do I know for sure?” Daria asked, still tense but not as ready to strike as she’d been a moment earlier.
 
   “I’m not sure.  You’ll have to trust your instincts.  He knows everything that I do.  But from what you have seen would there be any reason for him to pretend to be other than himself?”
 
   “Knows, you said,” Ash’urn asked.  “Where is he?”
 
   “Oh, he’s in here with me,” Rigo replied tapping his head.  “You’re going to have to keep a watch in case he regains control.  For now I have the upper hand.  He’s not at all happy with the current turn of events, and I can sense he is trying to find a way to turn matters around again.”
 
   “He said you were gone,” Kaler said uncertainly.
 
   “He lied,” Rigo said.  “I was supposed to be gone when he took the body.  It seems that certain plans and preparations that Daim made didn’t work out exactly as envisioned.  I was supposed to have been transported to that chamber when I was young.  Remember that my memory was gone at the time my father found me.  If I’d been transported to the hideaway as planned, Daim would have been able to move into my body and there would have been no one there to contest ownership, so to speak.  The fact I didn’t get to his hideaway for another decade allowed a new personality to grow, and he didn’t have an empty shell to take over.  When he was transferred in, the shock put me in the background for a while.  Somehow after he went to sleep I moved to the forefront again.  I think I’ll be able to retain control, but this is obviously something new so we’ll have to be careful.”
 
   “Who is he and how can he do these things?” Jeen asked.
 
   “You overheard what he told Burke.  He appears to be exactly what he claims, a wizard from the distant past.  Come, let’s have breakfast and I’ll explain what I’ve learned.”
 
   Rigo spent the next half glass explaining what had happened in Daim’s time and what the old wizard feared for the world.  Rigo was almost sympathetic to the man’s goals, which made Daria a little uncomfortable.
 
   “You mean those flowers are behind most of this?” Daria asked.  “I could have killed you when I brought that flower back to camp.  No wonder you got sick.”
 
   Rigo nodded.  “The flowers affect those with the gift much differently than the rest of you.  Fortunately it was a single flower.  Add to that they are on the downside of a long cycle where they are less virulent and the fact that they are far less effective even at their best than they were in Daim’s time.  The nearly hundred year cycle when they peak in strength has to coincide with the loss of immunity in the ungifted before a new plague can break out.  If the Seer that foresaw all of this happening is correct, the flowers will be unable to begin a new plague again.  By the time mankind’s immunity won from the last cycle wears off, the flowers will have lost too much of their strength.”
 
   “And Daim fears those beasts?” Kaler asked.  “What did he call them?”
 
   “The Hoplani,” Rigo said.  “They are something that have existed for thousands of years.  They had found a way to contain them, the tower that we saw, but they have failed over the millennia with no one to oversee them.  Now that the Hoplani are making a comeback, they will pour into the settled lands and without the force of wizards who once existed, man won’t be able to resist them.  Daim hoped to form a team of wizards capable of defeating large herds and to see to reactivating the towers.”
 
   “What does this mean?” Ash’urn asked.  “If you are back in control, what happens to Daim’s plan and how do we stop the beasts?”
 
   “That’s something we have to think through.  Daim is effectively still here.  I can communicate with him, although it’s a very strange exchange.  We need to work this out.  I can see where I’ll need to go to Burke’s people and direct them as Daim intended.  That is the only source of wizards available, although even Burke is pitifully weak.”
 
   “Burke weak?” Daria asked.  “Before we thought he was incredibly strong.”
 
   “That is one benefit from all of this.  Daim has brought the knowledge of magic as it was known long ago.  His memories also reveal the secret to growing a person with the gift to his or her full ability.  To make me effective for himself, he has already performed that activation for me.  It seems that those of us with a talent for magic have a number of nodes, eleven actually, that need to be activated for us to reach out maximum potential.  Like most naturally born wizards, I was operating with only the first node activated.  When training wizards of old, the nodes would be activated sequentially over a period of time, mostly so the fledgling wizards could learn their abilities, not out of any real need.  He bypassed that and activated all eleven of mine.  I am far more powerful than before, although I can sense that Daim is disappointed in the loss of ability compared to what he once had.”
 
   “What about learning all the different skills and spells?” Jeen asked.
 
   Rigo smiled.  “It is not like I would have guessed.  There is no long training period.  The complete spell set is in my mind, and those I have a talent for I can activate.  For example, I know of healing, but I can also sense it isn’t my strongest area, and I can do little with it.  The energy spell I couldn’t perform, known as Brightfire by the way, I can tell is a simple spell for me now.  The good thing is, I can easily enough directly pass the knowledge to another wizard such as yourself in a very short time.”
 
   “That’s amazing,” Ash’urn said.
 
   “Yes.  We’ve forgotten a lot,” Rigo said.  “Hopefully we can get Master Daim to work with us.  The world is at risk, and the war that Burke revealed is something that will only complicate matters.  Daim is right in that something must be done to stop it in short order.  The men and resources are going to be needed elsewhere if the Hoplani are to be stopped.”
 
   “Do you have any kind of a plan?” Daria asked.
 
   Rigo shook his head.  “I know what Daim had in mind, and some of that might be applicable.  I need time to adjust to this and to think.  I will need all of your thoughts.  To that end we need to go somewhere where we can work this all out.”
 
   “It’ll take us weeks to get back to civilization,” Kaler said. 
 
   “You forget.  I can now create the Bypass that Daim used to bring you here.”
 
   “You’re certain?” Daria asked.
 
   “I’ll demonstrate.  There is something I want to do before we leave here.  I’ll go alone, just to test out my ability.  If I don’t return within a glass, assume I wasn’t as capable as I think.”
 
   “Rigo, maybe . . ,” Jeen began.
 
   Rigo held up his hand.  “I need to know.  Don’t worry, I’m sure Daim would warn me if I were about to do anything fatal.  He has a vested interest in my health as he hopes to regain this body.”
 
   Rigo stood up from the rock on which he’d been sitting.  He waved his hand, an unnecessary gesture he knew, but it helped his concentration, and one of the arches appeared.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” he promised and stepped into the arch and disappeared.
 
   “He can do it,” Ash’urn whispered as he watched Rigo disappear.
 
   For a very long half a glass the foursome waited expectantly for Rigo to return.  Then suddenly, he seemed to step out of nowhere.  They had forgotten that the Bypass arch didn’t appear on this side.  Rigo had his hands full, and he happily lay down his load.
 
   “Where did you go?” Kaler asked.
 
   “Back to the hideaway.  There were things I thought I should have, and we will need funds.  Our own have gotten lost along the way.”
 
   “The hideaway?” Daria asked as she looked at his eyes.  “Was that wise?”
 
   Rigo grinned.  “It’s still me.”
 
   “What’s this?” Ash’urn asked as he unrolled a large scroll that Rigo had come back with.  “And these?  Books.”  Ash’urn flipped through the three thick volumes.  “But there’s no one who can read them.”
 
   “I can,” Rigo said, “and they are going to be important.  I’ll decide what to do with them later.  They have information on the towers.  The scroll is a map of the tower locations.  We are going to need that as well.”
 
   Rigo then handed over the knives that Daria has lost attempting to defeat Daim back in the underground hideaway.  “I thought you’d like to have these.”
 
   “What about your staff?” Kaler asked.
 
   “I left it there.  I can always call it if needed, but Daim was telling the truth. It has served its primary purpose and I have no need for it any longer.  It would no longer augment my ability.”
 
   Rigo bent down and picked up the sack of gold and gems he had retrieved.  This should more than cover our needs, and I can always return if we need more.”
 
   “Where are we going now?” Kaler asked.
 
   Rigo had thought about that.  He had considered returning to the Rusty Anchor in Garth, but it was a smaller inn and he wanted something with larger accommodations.  He wanted at least one room where they could comfortably gather and plan.  He had spent two nights in a large inn outside of Sulen during his travels.  While he had stayed in a rather modest room, suites had been available, and the food had been exemplary.  The Prancing Pony was the name.  They’d go there he decided.
 
   Rigo smiled at his friends, then created the Bypass.  It was remarkably easy once one knew how.  He couldn’t believe the weeks it had taken to travel before.
 
   “Come,” he said.  “Let’s get started.”  Then he led the way through.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 65
 
    
 
    
 
   “Word precedes you,” said Februus.  “Once again you have failed to bring the young wizard back with you as directed.”
 
   Burke looked at the three Elders who had waited for his return.  It was difficult to tell whether they were pleased to see he had failed, or whether they were displeased that Rigo had not been brought back sedated.  Burke knew that the Trio was aware of his rising favor among some of the wizards.  He didn’t feel at all intimidated by their stares.  Failed!  He had not.  Matters had changed significantly.  Besides, the wizard would be here soon enough if his word was good, and Burke had the feeling he could be counted on to appear.
 
   “You sent me to locate and bring back Rigo,” Burke replied a bit defiantly.  “Rigo is gone, dead it would seem.  What we found is someone else.  A mature wizard and far stronger than any we have encountered before.  Far stronger than any of us.  He has somehow taken over the body of the youth we knew as Rigo.”
 
   “Foolishness,” scoffed Nadav.  “This Rigo uses the power he can somehow tap into from the staff and had fooled you once again.  He is playing with you.”
 
   “Not so,” objected Burke.  “Ask the others who were there with me.”  Burke indicated Kela, Tana and the healer who had made the trip, and whom he had brought with him to the meeting although they had not been asked to come by the Trio.  “Also, there was no staff to aid him this time.  It was the first thing we looked for.  It was not to be seen the entire time we were in his company.”
 
   “Then he has discovered a means to tap its power without needing it any longer,” Gagan suggested.
 
   “If that is so, he has also learned many things since we last met,” Burke said.  “He has knowledge and powers he should not have.”
 
   “Explain,” demanded Februus.
 
   “Have you spoken with those in the travel area about our return?” Burke asked, knowing there hadn’t been time.  
 
   Looking somewhat confused by the question, Februus shook his head.  “Why would we be interested.  You arrived the usual way, although days earlier than expected.  You obviously did not spend much time at your effort.”
 
   “I suggest you speak with someone there to verify what I’m about to tell you.  We spent little time, because we had no choice.  Our return was not via a travel bubble.  The wizard who now occupies Rigo’s body, Master Daim he calls himself, sent us directly back from the site where the necklace was found.  He didn’t use a travel bubble, but opened some kind of doorway, a Bypass he called it, that delivered us directly here.”
 
   “Nonsense,” Gagan huffed.  “If such a thing were possible you wouldn’t have had to cross the Ruins in the first place.”
 
   “I would have said so as well had I not experienced it.  We are back quickly because we did not have to make the arduous trek across the Ruins back to the travel point.  He created his own return path.  It is also instructive that he knew exactly where to send us.  He knows of this place, down to the location of the room from which we begin and end our trips.”
 
   Februus stared at Burke and then let his eyes shift across the other three wizards who had been with him.  He could see the small nods of agreement that they were making supporting Burke’s claims.
 
   “That is disturbing news,” Februus said slowly.  “How could he have learned of our location?”
 
   “That is something you might ask him yourself,” Burke said gleefully.  “He said he will be visiting within a few days.”
 
   “Here?  This wizard will be coming here?  What does he want?” Nadav asked nervously.
 
   “He claims to be one of the wizards from the distant past, and that he planned for this return over two millennia ago.  He will need everyone here to follow his direction if we are to defeat the Razmot.  He will show us how to proceed.  Oh, and he claimed that we are mistaken.  The beasts are really called Hoplani.  The Razmot is the ancient name for the strange glowing flowers one sometimes sees growing in isolated areas.”
 
   “He expects to assume control?” Februus said angrily.  “Who does he think he is?  If he is foolish enough to appear here, we will be ready.  We will set a team of our strongest to greet him at the travel room.”
 
   “I think you should hear the whole of our story,” Burke suggested.  “You might want to reconsider once you hear of what transpired.”
 
   Februus leaned back.  “Continue.  Make your report. Then we will consider how to proceed.”
 
   Burke provided a detailed account of everything that had happened.  The Trio interrupted him when he told them of the second wizard and how Daim had carelessly and without effort destroyed the tracking necklace that had located the group in the first place.  They also were disbelieving of his claim that Brightfire had been pushed aside with equal disdain until the other three verified the story.  He was surprised to discover that he was actually pleased that the attempt to kill Rigo, or as it turned out, Daim had failed.  He had been uncertain that being ordered to kill was the right thing to do, and given the way things turned out he had been rethinking his role in things.
 
   “This Daim appears to be as powerful as you warned,” Februus said when Burke finished his tale.  
 
   “I have seen him perform numerous feats that I would have said impossible.  His ability to destroy the necklace and stop Brightfire were only a couple.  He was somehow able to cut us off from our magic rendering us as helpless as any Normal, and then the ability to transport from any location by the arch he created.  I suspect he has other abilities equally impressive.”
 
   “We have known that others preceded us,” Gagan said finally.  “They were the ones who built this outpost and we have guessed were responsible for the towers out in the Ruins.  Perhaps he is indeed one of them.”
 
   Nadav scoffed.  “A wizard from twenty-five hundred years ago.  Come now.  There is something else at work here.  I still think that this is somehow this Rigo who has tapped the power of the staff.  When did Gadil acquire the staff he has?”
 
   “That was nearly fifty years ago,” Februus replied.  “But it has never given him such powers.”
 
   “Daim explained there were two of the staffs,” Burke said.  “Their purpose was somehow related to bringing him back.  He claims the first failed to function as planned and that is why Daim is late in returning.”
 
   “His tale is intriguing,” Februus said.  “He seems to have the same concern as we do.  The beasts, Hoplani you say he calls them, are a threat to be dealt with.  Perhaps the towers were somehow related to their control.  We know so little about them.  It is difficult and unpleasant to travel through the Ruins to explore.”
 
   “Daim claims there are sixty-four of the towers stretching from the far north to the distant south.  Once properly activated they provide a barrier the Hoplani cannot pass.  It once held the beasts in the Ruins for centuries.”
 
   “Why didn’t the beasts expand into the populated lands over the centuries the towers have been nonfunctional?” Gagan asked certain he’d found a flaw in the story.
 
   “I explained that,” Burke said, reminding the Elder of Daim’s claim that the numbers of the Hoplani had long been reduced to near extinction by the flowers and they were now making a comeback just as those with ability with magic.”
 
   “I have never heard that the flowers were a concern,” objected Nadav.
 
   “I recall a young wizard a long time ago claiming his illness followed a number of days investigating the flowers.  None of the healers could do anything for him.  No one credited his story, but perhaps there is something there after all,” Februus said
 
   “Is there no way we can verify these claims with what we have at hand here in the Outpost?” Gagan asked.
 
   “There is an extensive library here, but none can read the texts,” Februus suggested.
 
   “Nycoh can,” Burke said.  “She has demonstrated an ability to read the books and scrolls in the library, but there are so many and they meant little so she has not spent much time trying.”
 
   “Send for her,” Februus ordered.  “Perhaps she can find something that supports what this Daim, if that’s really his name, claims to be what happened.”
 
   “What would you have me do in the meantime?” Burke asked.  “My people indicate there are three new wizards who have been linked to tracking devices that we should be going after.”
 
   “Not now,” Februus ordered.  “You appear to have lost one novice to this man already.  Jeen you said her name was.  Besides, you are the one who has met with this character.  I want you on hand in case he is so foolish as to really appear here.  He can’t really think to wander in and simply assume control over everything we are doing and have been planning for so many years.  I want a team of at least fifteen capable wizards stationed near the travel room at all times.  He will find himself outdone if he arrives.”
 
   “That many on a fulltime basis will require almost everyone stand duty.  We will have little time for anything else,” Burke objected.
 
   Februus waved his hand.  “If what you say is correct it will only be a matter of a few days before this man arrives here.  Then we can get back to business.”
 
   “You expect to control him once he arrives?” Burke asked.
 
   “Of course.  If he actually appears, which I remain unconvinced will happen.  If we can verify what he claims, he can act as an advisor.  If he is really as powerful as you claim, then why would he need us at all?  Why doesn’t he simply go and fix these towers and set things right by himself?  No, he wants something.  He is trying to use a few abilities he might have to impress and assume control. He will find it isn’t going to be that easy.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 66
 
    
 
    
 
   The King pushed aside the plate of food that had been brought to him with a sigh.  He was too tired to eat, despite the offering being the output of the finest cooks in the land.  Despite his exhaustion, he smiled to himself.  He’d done it.  He was now King!  King Cordale.  The sound of the title pleased him greatly.  He’d only half believed it was possible until the day a week ago the coronation had been completed.  Sadly, he hadn’t yet had time to enjoy the fruits of his efforts.  Far too much remained to be done, and too little of what must be seen to were matters that could be entrusted to others.  There were those who were loyal to him beyond question, but certain matters were best handled personally.
 
   He now occupied the quarters that had previously belonged to Rupermore.  The man had simple tastes, and Cordale found the furnishings less ornate than he had enjoyed in his own quarters back at his former estates.  For a King, Rupermore had certainly skimped on the benefits his position should have provided for him.  That could be remedied, but the effort would take time.  He would also have to decide just how to manage his former lands while serving as the absolute ruler of Branid here in Sulen.  He could think of several men who he might select as trustee of his former lands, but he would rotate them through the position so that none was in charge for more than a half a year at a time.  He didn’t want them becoming too comfortable in his former castle.  For now his daughter was overseeing their care.  As a woman she could never hope to inherit or command land for herself, so he was confident she could be trusted for now.  The experience would be good for her, but he would need her to come here and become a member of the royal court before too long.
 
   At least most of his personal staff was now in residence and those who had been loyal to the former King and Queen were out of the castle and more than likely seeking some new employment elsewhere.  Cordale didn’t particularly care where they went so long as they weren’t anywhere around where they might overhear or observe anything that might be passed on to the former royalty.  Servants and staff tended to see far too much.  More than any leader wished without doubt, but it was the result of having them on hand to serve.  With those who had served him faithfully for years now occupying key positions in the castle, he felt more comfortable.  He couldn’t replace everyone, of course.  Running a castle this large required a small army of cooks, bakers, cleaners, and all manner of low level workers.  He’d augment some of the key staff with his own people, but many of those who served from a distance he would need to keep.  At least for now.  There were some benefits to this.  He’d noticed more than one comely young lass who would be worthy of his consideration once other issues were resolved.  Yes, there were certainly any number of privileges awaiting him now that he was King.
 
   Of course he relocated the former royalty out of the castle.  There were some who voiced the opinion that he had moved too swiftly in doing so, but he didn’t want any misunderstanding that former Queen Usaya nor Lady Mos’pera had any official voice in running the country now.  Fortunately, they had gracefully accepted his offer of the large estate to the north of the castle and had moved without attempting to obstruct his taking over.
 
   Getting rid of the fool Rhog had been even easier.  Cordale had amassed more than sufficient evidence of Rhog’s plotting and actions.  Most of what Cordale had leaked to the kingdom was even factual.  He had embellished the truth in a few places with carefully paid informants, but by the time the whole of the story had been reviewed there had been a unanimous call for Rhog’s imprisonment.  He was now resting uncomfortably in the lower levels of the dungeons, well below where Cordale now sat in comfort.  A growing call for Rhog’s beheading was festering, and Cordale would allow the wishes of the people to grow until he could no longer “resist” the will of the people.  Then Rhog would be eliminated once and for all.
 
   Of course, Rhog’s co-conspirator, Bishop Orano shared a cell with the unfortunate former prince.  He’d already had both his hands removed during the interrogation that had been performed to obtain his confession regarding his role in the matter. The officers and leaders of the Order of Risos had suffered a serious blow to their prominence and support by the revelation that one, and possibly more – Cordale had been careful to sow that seed, of their number had been complicit in the death of the former heir.  There were those who now wondered if the death of King Rupermore himself might have been instrumented by someone within the Order.
 
   Once the “truth” of the conspiracy had been revealed, the nobles had met as required to elect a new king, there being no member of the previous royal family alive or in a position to assume the throne.  It had taken less than a day for Cordale, with his previous maneuvering and blackmailing to amass the required votes.  A formal coronation was held in record time, the people feeling that with war on the horizon it was important to have the matter of the leadership of Branid resolved.
 
   The armed forces of the land had fallen into line even more smoothly.  Their primary interest had been on avenging the popular Rhory who had been one of them and should have been the next king.  Cordale’s part in revealing Rhog’s plans against his brother had won over many of those in uniform, and they were ready to follow his orders.  Cordale had replaced certain leaders, but very selectively.  He didn’t want to incur the ire of those in uniform by eliminating a popular leader.  Nor could he afford to weaken the military, which he’d become aware he was going to need, by removing the best military minds.  He had managed to demote a couple of men who he knew opposed him, including Loum who had been a particular favorite of Rhory’s.  He pointed Loum’s failure to protect the former Prince as the reason for the demotion.
 
   King Cordale was still mulling matters over when he heard the heavy door to his chambers being opened.  He looked up to see Roit stepping into the room.  He had hoped that Roit would make it back tonight and had informed his guards to pass the man directly in should he appear.  Cordale could see that Roit was dirty and tired from the ride he’d just completed.  He must have ridden hard to get here for the man to be in such a state.  That foretold of bad news.
 
   Cordale pointed to the brandy sitting on a shelf off to one side, and Roit nodded as he made his way there and poured a healthy shot.  He took a large swallow before moving over to where Cordale waited anxiously.
 
   “Well?” Cordale asked expectantly.
 
   “We lost over two thousand men,” Roit said as he dropped heavily into the chair across from Cordale.
 
   “How could that happen?” Cordale asked shocked.
 
   “They were outnumbered more than three to one.  Lopal has a large force moving across the river into Branid.  They set up an ambush for our men and wiped out the force.”
 
   “What is being done?”
 
   “The army is moving all the troops in the area into place to intercept Lopal’s forces.  I’m told nearly twenty thousand men will be in place before the end of the week.  I am not certain it will be enough,” Roit said before taking another healthy pull at the brandy.
 
   “I thought you said we had an agreement with Lopal?” Cordale said angrily.  “Why is Lopal attacking us?  They should be going after Kellmore.”
 
   “I told you Bab’hon said that he was certain I’Vorris would be willing to agree to the plan we outlined.”
 
   “I’Vorris being their king?” Cordale asked.  “I have trouble with their leadership.”
 
   “That’s right.  He was the King over all the tribal leaders.”
 
   “Was?”
 
   Roit nodded.  “That appears to be the heart of the matter.  I was able to capture one of their scouts with the help of some of the survivors from the attack.  It seems there was a change of leadership not so long ago.  I don’t know the details, but one of the tribal leaders, a man named It’oni, is now their new Lamane or King.  He was an equal to Bab’hon until that vote.  Now he commands the country.  From the man we captured it is apparent that It’oni sees matters differently than I’Vorris and wished to take over all the lands of Branid and Kellmore.  I would say he has indicated he is uninterested in your proposal.”
 
   “Risos be damned!” Cordale swore.  “I had counted on this matter being settled.  I am in no position to fight a war.  Matters here in Sulen remain too unsettled.”
 
   “It would appear you have no choice,” Roit replied.  “Lopal has already invaded.  I would guess that It’oni recognizes your weakness and is of the mind that once Branid falls, Kellmore will be susceptible on two borders and without anyone to come to their aid.”
 
   “What chance does our army have?” Cordale asked.
 
   “A small one at best.  The men of Branid are better trained and more disciplined, but they are badly outnumbered from what I have seen.  They are also spread along the length of the border and it would take too long to relocate them into the area where Lopal has chosen to make their attack.  Time and distance are as much the enemy as Lopal.  If what I have heard is accurate, It’oni could be in Sulen before you could call in the outlying troops.”
 
   “You must find this It’oni and negotiate with him,” Cordale insisted.  “He must be made to focus on Kellmore.  Perhaps we can locate Mydra and give her to him.  It would show that we have no plan to honor any agreement with Kellmore and they are open for the taking.”
 
   “I thought you sent a letter reaffirming the treaty shortly after assuming the throne?” Roit asked.
 
   “I did, but that was in hopes the fool King Arotho would believe it and support us if needed.  I never intended to risk our troops if Lopal invaded there.”
 
   “It appears that trying to reach this It’oni could be risky.  I don’t think he is likely to be deterred.”
 
   “Are you afraid of going there?” Cordale asked with a hint of a sneer.
 
   “You bet,” Roit said with a nod.  He was certain that anyone who approached It’oni would either be killed or taken prisoner.  On the other hand, the way things were going, staying on in Branid was not a plan that looked particularly desirable either.  His plan to disappear to the southern beach cities if matters became dicey no longer looked so attractive.  The safest place to be might be somewhere in Lopal, especially for a man who was born there in the first place.  The barest hint of a plan was starting to form in the back of his mind.
 
   “Send Loum along with all the troops you have available,” Roit said thinking out loud.  “There is little point in holding back a force to defend the city.  If you can’t stop It’oni’s push, then it won’t matter.  If you can provide a large enough force, those already on the way and those who are available here, he might be made to reconsider.  I think he is driven by expediency.  If too major a battle is called for, he might shift his strategy.  I’ll ride along and if matters look promising, see if I can arrange to meet with the man.”
 
   Cordale looked long and hard at Roit.  He had the gut feeling the man was planning more than he was saying, but he could see little other choice.  He’d have to trust him.  Unless Roit could dissuade It’oni or whomever was leading the force that was crossing into Branid, his would be the shortest rule that Branid had ever known.  He’d have to make alternate plans in case the negotiations failed.  His own castle would be forfeit if Branid fell, so he’d have to plan on relocating somewhere where he would not be recognized.  He’d seen a small reserve of jewels in the treasury that would support him.  It was a far cry from what he’d envisioned, but it might be the only option left open to him.
 
   “Get some rest,” Cordale ordered as he came to a decision.  “I will give the order that the troops should be prepared to move in two days.  I don’t know if they can be ready that quickly, but I doubt any commander will be willing to defy my order.  You will go along and try and prevent this invasion.  If you cannot, don’t try and return.  There will be no point.  All will be lost.  Send word, and disappear.”  Cordale gave Roit leave to go his own way because he was certain that’s what the man was planning anyway.  This way at least he appeared to care, something that might motivate the man to try harder.  The truth was, if Roit failed, he was of no further use, and Cordale didn’t give a damn what happened to him.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 67
 
    
 
    
 
   It’oni sat on his warhorse atop the peak that overlooked where he planned for the battle to take place.  One advantage to being the attacker was the ability to select where the encounters would be fought as the other side was trying to stop his advance and was forced to react.  He was dressed in his finest leather armor.  The warriors of Lopal did not wear the heavy metal armor favored by Branid.  Such armor slowed animals and men alike.  A warrior should embrace his fate and know that if he fell, that was what the gods had in store for him.  The leathers would protect while leaving him nimble as he slipped among the enemy fighters.  At his side he wore his fighting sword, the formal sword of the Lamane now back at his home camp having been carried there by one of his staff after the ceremony that made him Lamane.  His wooden shield wrapped with tough rawhide hung off to one side where he could quickly grab it as needed.
 
   Now, weeks after assuming the leadership of Lopal, he was several day’s ride inside the borders of Branid, preparing to make the attack which would show all that his vision for Lopal was the correct one, and which could well decide the course of the war.  His army, more than fifty-two thousand men strong, would engage the enemy here, in this place.
 
   His scouts had chosen well.  He had ridden here after the place had been described to him.  His men would hold the high ground, and spread out in front of him was the long slow incline the defenders from Branid would have to work their way up, fighting his men at every step.  The land was deceiving, with any number of depressions in which he could hide large contingents of his forces, making it appear that he was far less strong than he was.  By the time Branid learned of his deceit, they would have tripped the traps he planned to set for them and it would be too late to escape their fate.
 
   Today he was here with his advance force, more than a thousand archers and another two thousand fighting men on horseback.  The bulk of his army was coming up behind and would flow into the area over the next week.  He would position his supporting elements back over the rise of the hill, out of the way yet close enough to be available.  The fighting men would be assigned to their battle positions as they arrived according to the plan he and his commanders had developed earlier this morning.  Refinements could be made as he learned more details of the enemy’s forces.  While his forces dug in and set up their defenses, his scouts would continue to press ahead and monitor the movements of the enemy.
 
   The Branid force had slowed its advance of late according to It’oni’s scouts.  He assumed that was because they were waiting to join up with additional forces from Sulen.  His spies had sent word that a force had left Sulen two weeks earlier.  The spies could travel faster than the army that was being sent to intercept him, providing him advance word of what was coming.  Given what he knew of the distribution of Branid’s men along the long river that bordered the two countries, he couldn’t imagine the force that would eventually oppose him more than doubling from the twenty thousand men his scouts estimated for force they had been watching as it moved to intercept his own.  That number was consistent with the estimates his spies had brought to him.  Even that many would mean they had stripped the capital of its defensive forces.  He would still outnumber them and have the advantage of the chosen ground.  Defeat that force and he would be able to ride into Sulen uncontested, the war for Branid essentially over in a single masterful stroke.
 
   It’oni had elected to attack Branid as soon as he had heard from Bab’hon of the offer of its new King.  He could sense from the offer that the man was a schemer, and one not to be trusted.  Besides, his spies had forwarded details of the unrest within Branid, and there was little doubt that this Cordale was not yet established and ready to defend the land he had just acquired.  He would be weaker than the Kellmore King as well as disorganized as he tried to cement his rule, making It’oni’s victory that much easier.  
 
   To mask his intentions, he had maintained the raids along the borders of both Branid and Kellmore.  He had even increased those into Kellmore somewhat, making it look the more likely point of attack.  As a result both countries had been focused on defending their own borders, and he knew that a large portion of Branid’s forces were deployed all along the north-south banks of the river that separated Branid and Lopal.  Those forces would be unable to relocate easily, and therefore would be unavailable to support the coming battle.  It’oni suspected that King Cordale was already aware of his problem by the fact he was sending his city defense troops eastward to augment the forces in the field.  That suggested the man knew his offer had been rejected.  It’oni smiled when he thought of the man sweating in his castle.  Branid’s new King had thought himself safe inside the stone walls.  Unlike Lopal’s leaders, the Kings of these lands hid while their men risked their lives.  They would soon learn that didn’t work as well as they hoped.
 
   It’oni was anxious for the first encounter.  He had led the men in raids and the destruction of much smaller forces that had been so badly mismatched when compared to his force that it hadn’t been much of a fight.  He would charge into battle at the head of his forces as this battle began.  There would be personal risk, but he was an experienced fighter, and his charge would not be as wanton as it might appear.  He would be part of a carefully constructed wedge designed to penetrate the advancing line of Branid’s forces.  He would be heavily supported by some of his best fighters on all sides and by the thousand skilled archers who were tasked with bringing down any force that approached him.  There was always the random chance that the individual fighters he encountered sword to sword might get lucky and take him down, but the odds were long against that.  The best enemy fighters would not be in the perilous front lines where most would be sacrificed to the initial encounter.  If he fell, then that’s what the gods intended for him.  The chain of command was well defined and It’oni knew the battle would continue.  They would sing of his bravery, and later a new Lamane would be chosen.  All of the battles would not be like this one.  Later, most battles would be fought with him and his commanders watching and directing from a more secure location.  He would have boldly shown his willingness to embrace the enemy, and his men would respect his leadership.
 
   Once he won the coming battle, and there was no doubt in It’oni’s mind that he would carry the day, Branid would be his.  They would ride directly for the capital and capture the undefended city.  He would hang the cowardly king from the tower of his own castle, and declare Branid subject to his rule.  He knew the spirit of any surviving forces would be broken by such a swift victory, and they would surrender or run across the border to Kellmore.  Then he would spend the winter integrating Branid under his control and preparing for the spring.  Kellmore would be isolated and vulnerable.  Now forced to defend two long stretches of border, the forces would be stretched so thin as to be ineffective.  Once again, It’oni’s spies would tell him where to attack, and he would bring another massive force to smash into the country.  He could not see them surviving to see the summer.  His vision for Lopal would be realized and he would return home in glory.
 
   He wished that I’Vorris was here to see what a man with vision could do.  Unfortunately, the former Lamane had been true to his word.  His sons had spoken their allegiance and had brought the men of I’Vorris’s tribe, but the man himself had left some weeks before headed east to pursue what he saw as the greater threat.  It’oni was uncomfortable with the focus I’Vorris brought to his task, and still felt he had somehow been duped by the manner in which I’Vorris had manipulated the Caucus.  It’oni had been surprised had how difficult it was to direct such a large force, especially given the strong wills of the various tribal leaders, each of whom had his own ideas and priorities.  I’Vorris had always made it look easy.  Now It’oni knew better.  He had three of the tribal leaders with his forces today.  The others he had sent to coordinate the feints elsewhere.  All had wanted to be part of the defeat expected at the coming battle, but he had mollified them with promises of equal shares.  That would be true for the most part, but before the fighting was finished, he had a couple of scores to settle with those who hadn’t properly supported him.
 
   It’oni’s musings were interrupted by the sound of approaching horses.  He could see a pair of riders entering the open spaces below, and recognized the red streamers that his scouts wore as they approached their own forces, a bit of extra protection against some fool being too quick to release an arrow.
 
   “It appears we will know when our enemy will arrive,” It’oni’s second in command said as he watched the approaching scouts.
 
   It’oni smiled.  He knew that Branid’s men couldn’t get here before his own troops were in place from earlier reports his scouts had brought him.  But now he would know more precisely the makeup and strength of the Branid forces in order to best distribute his own men.  
 
   “Soon, I hope,” he said.  “I don’t want to have to wait too long to end this.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 68
 
    
 
    
 
   The Prancing Pony Inn was the most well-appointed establishment that Rigo had ever encountered during his travels.  It matched anything that could be found in Sulen itself despite being more than a three hour ride from the capital, and it was only a matter of chance and availability that he had stayed here in leaner times.  Back then he had taken the lowest cost room they offered, and even that had taxed his funds.  Now, money was not a hurdle, and they could choose what best fit their needs.  Of course, it hadn’t been that easy.  The proprietor, a spotlessly clean portly man in his mid forties had looked upon them uncertainly when they had arrived.
 
   “Three of your best rooms,” Rigo had said.  “I’d prefer they were located together and in a quieter part of the inn,” he’d said.  “We will be staying at least a week.”
 
   The man had been put off by their bedraggled appearance and the fact what they wore reflected Lopal style more than anything that would be seen locally.  The man finally quoted a price and waited to see the color of their gold.
 
   Rigo pulled out a number of the coins he had acquired from Daim’s hidden sanctuary.  It had taken only a touch of his magic to alter the impression to match that of one of the few remaining coins he’d recovered from the staff before setting it carefully aside in the special holder where it had rested for many hundreds of years.  Even so, the proprietor weighed a couple of the coins against one of his own before nodding his acceptance.  He’d then signaled a young girl, who had come over and escorted them up the back stairs to their rooms on the second level.  The three rooms were all in a row and they went in to have a look before deciding on the assignments.  While they were inside Ash’urn pointed out something that none of them had seen before.
 
   “There’s a door between the rooms,” Ash’urn noted.
 
   Rigo asked the young girl who indicated that it was something her father, the proprietor Rigo correctly guessed, had wanted when the inn was built.  Each door was exceptionally sturdy, and could be barred from both sides.  If a group took two rooms, they could unbar the door, and have the two spaces connected.  It often worked for larger families.  
 
   After the girl had left, they removed the bars and examined the space with the three rooms interconnected.
 
   With the women on one end, Kaler and Rigo on the other, and Ash’urn in the center, they set off to acquire more appropriate clothing and baths.  By early afternoon they had returned to the inn looking more like everyone around them, and feeling clean for the first time in many weeks.  They settled into the large common area on the street level for something to eat, and while they were there they discussed some of what they had already learned.
 
   “Duke Cordale is now the King!” Daria hissed.  “I still have unfinished business with that snake.”
 
   “We must move carefully,” Rigo cautioned.  “Kaler and I have no reason to be fond of Cordale ourselves, but he was chosen according to the laws of Branid, although I agree it is very suspicious that King Rupermore should die under such unusual conditions.  Also, for Prince Rhory to be dead, and that at the hands of his own brother, was totally unexpected.  One of our tasks will be to investigate what has been happening.  The war must be stopped, and to accomplish that we will need to gain the ear of royalty in all three lands.”
 
   Daria made a face, but asked, “What of Burke and his friends?  I thought you planned to approach them as well.”
 
   “I do.  We will talk of it later.”  
 
   Rigo hesitated.  “I have been thinking since seeing what this place offers.  I would like to make this our base of operations.  We need a place where we can talk and plan in private, well away from where anyone might expect to look for us.  The way the rooms are laid out would serve us well.”
 
   They spent the afternoon making certain changes to their rooms.  For a nominal fee, and their promise to take the rooms for at least four weeks, the proprietor had several sturdy lads remove one of the beds from the center room, and move the remaining bed into the room where Rigo and Kaler had planned to be.  That put all three men in the same room.  It was a bit crowded, but moving the bed into the other room freed up the center room for a large table and chairs for the five of them.  They could use the table for planning, and have their meals brought to them here if they wished.  After the innkeeper’s men had left, Rigo had Kaler help him move the two large chairs near one wall out of the way clearing a large space at that end of the room.
 
   “This will be our operations center,” Rigo said.  “We have the rooms on either side, and the outside is one story up, and on the inside is the hallway.  It would be difficult for anyone to listen in on us without attracting attention, although if everything goes as I hope, no one would have any reason to.  We can come and go without being observed by using the open area in that part of the room to create the Bypass doorway.  No one will be the wiser.”
 
   Then Rigo hesitated uncharacteristically.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Daria asked noting his sudden silence.
 
   “I don’t know what will happen tonight,” he said slowly.  “When I woke up this morning, I had somehow regained control and Daim was pushed into the background.  He’s still there.  As a matter of fact, he and I have had several “conversations” for lack of a better word.  I don’t know what tomorrow will bring, and it is entirely possible that he could regain control once again.”
 
   Jeen visibly paled at Rigo’s words.  “You don’t really think so?  I do not like that man at all.”
 
   “I understand, but he is not as bad as your first impressions of him.  I have access to most everything he knows.  He might be able to hide some of his thoughts, but most everything is open to us both.  You have to recall, he expected to find a blank mind in my body and not be forced to share it as he is at the moment.  He didn’t have a plan to hide his knowledge.”
 
   “You can’t know that,” Daria objected.  “He could be tricking you into becoming comfortable with him.”
 
   Rigo nodded.  “I suppose that is possible, but I don’t think so.  There is too much detail I can sift through as if the memories were my own.  Given that he didn’t expect to have to share with someone, I can’t see how he could have fabricated such extensive memories so quickly.  I think I understand him.”
 
   “He would have left us to the Hoplani in the Ruins,” Kaler said.  “I think that tells us all we need to know.”
 
   “Ultimately he didn’t do so.  His initial actions were driven by the dismay of learning that his whole plan was at risk.  He had arrived far later than anticipated and while he had planned on having decades to prepare, he was suddenly in a situation where the Hoplani were running free in herds in a world unprepared and unaware of the danger they presented.  Instead of a force of wizards trained and prepared by him, he finds that magic is in its infancy and led by a group intent on an approach that had failed in the past when wizards were far more powerful.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Ash’urn asked pointedly.
 
   “As strange as it seems, both Daim and Burke’s friends have goals that are not too different from our own.  We might wish to approach the solution somewhat differently, but the goal has to be to protect the lands from being overrun by those creatures.  Burke and friends have focused on destroying the beasts and have chosen to ignore the issues and war among the population.  Their approach is doomed to failure.  Daim wants to reestablish the towers, but there are problems there, and he will need the people until some of those can be resolved.  Since we are from the three countries, we would like to see the wars stopped for other reasons as well.”
 
   “So we have some common goals.  What of it?” Kaler asked.
 
   “What I am saying is that should you find Daim in control tomorrow morning, you need to work with him.  He, and therefore I, are the only two individuals in the world today who have any chance of stopping the creatures.  It is essential that you do not let your dislike of him prevent your aiding him in whatever way possible to accomplish his goals.”
 
   Rigo’s statements created a jumble of loudly voiced objections.  It took some time before he could settle his friends down.  
 
   “You are certain this is the right thing to do?” Ash’urn finally asked in a relatively calm voice, although it was clear he was not at all comfortable with the idea.
 
   “There is no other choice,” Rigo said forcefully.  “Burke and his friends would fail.  I know that without reservation.  If Daim regains control he will go to them and force them to follow his plan, but there is much to be done and the chances of success are far greater if he had your help.  If you resist him, he will simply abandon you, which will mean he has more to do himself.  Time is running out.”
 
   “If Daim is so powerful, why doesn’t he simply go and activate the towers on his own?” Daria asked.  “Why does he need us?”
 
   “For one thing, each of the towers needs to be checked.  They have been idle for more than two thousand years, and repairs might be required.  That will take time, and can be performed faster with a number of trained wizards.  Further, to activate the full link, a wizard with certain skills must be present at each of the towers simultaneously.  From what Burke said the other day, there are not that many wizards in their group, let alone wizards who might be able to be raised to the required skill level.  In short, there is no way at present for the fence to be reestablished.  More with the ability must be found, and quickly. The approach that Burke and his friends are following is too slow in locating those with the gift.  While that search is ongoing, the rest must be made aware of the danger and trained how to deal with the Hoplani.  Singly and in pairs it is sometimes possible to defeat them without magic.  That might be required as the wizards are likely to be too busy to respond to every breach into the populated lands.”
 
   “You paint a grim picture,” Ash’urn said slowly.  “Is there any hope?”
 
   “Only if Daim or I can assume control over Burke’s people and raise them from their current novice level of magic to something approaching a fully trained wizard.”
 
   “How can that be done?” Jeen asked.
 
   “Either Daim or I know how to activate all of the nodes in each of Burke’s people.  That will allow them to grow into their full potential.  It usually takes from two to four months for a wizard to reach full potential.  Transfer of skills is faster, and can be done almost immediately.  Normally the full set of magic is passed, but here I agree with Daim and that only a certain subset should be passed at this time.  This is not a time to have a group of new wizards distracted by all that they can do, nor would it be wise to give them the skills that would allow for resistance.  Some will object to my taking over.  Wizards are no different than anyone else and have their pride and personal agendas.”
 
   “What kinds of skills would you give them?” Jeen asked.
 
   “The full range of ability with Brightfire and normal fire magic to be sure,” Rigo said.  Brightfire is by far the most effective weapon against the Hoplani and there will be battles of the type Burke envisions before the towers are back on line.  Healing will be important as well.  With it, one can heal others as well as oneself, if one has the talent.  Finally they will need the skills associated with activation of the towers, and a linkage skill.  I hesitate with the last because of certain features it offers, but it is essential to bring the towers up together.”
 
   “You trust them with such power?” Daria asked.  “If I understand you, they will all be far more powerful than Burke is at present.”
 
   “That is true, but there is no choice.  Normally they would be raised to such levels over time where they could mature with their growing power.  The situation does not allow for such luxury.  I will hold back any knowledge of how to overcome those spells, so they will not be able to do to me as I did to Burke.”
 
   Rigo then looked at Jeen.  Her eyes widened nervously.
 
   “I would like to activate you as well,” Rigo said softly.  “Except in your case I would propose to give you the full set of skills.  By doing so, with the natural ability I sense in you, you would be the most powerful wizard next to me.  Perhaps you will grow to be even stronger.  My abilities fall well short of what Daim had wished for.”
 
   Jeen was suddenly nervous.  “I don’t know Rigo.  Is it safe?”
 
   Rigo knew part of her discomfort was based in the ingrained feeling that magic was unnatural.  She had been raised that way all her life.  With Rigo and his friends she had grown past that to some degree, but now he was asking her to openly embrace what she could become.  Also, there was some uncertainty whether this was Rigo or perhaps a Daim manipulated Rigo.  
 
   “It is entirely safe.  It is part of the natural development of one gifted such as yourself.  Your having these skills will be important for us to go forward.  It also will mean that none of Burke’s people will be able to control you in any way.  Only Daim would have skills stronger than yours, and then only until you have fully grown into your ability.”
 
   “It scares me,” she admitted.
 
   “You do not have to if you would rather not,” Rigo said.  “This is something that you must choose for yourself.”
 
   “What about the books you brought?” Ash’urn asked suddenly to change the subject and give Jeen a chance to consider Rigo’s proposal. 
 
   “Those have all the information required to build, maintain and activate the towers,” Rigo said, turning his attention to the elder scholar.  
 
   “They are written in a language that none can read,” Ash’urn said.  He had taken a look at the volumes earlier in the day.
 
   “I can. But then I already know everything that is in them.  I have not figured out what to do with them, but sense they will be important.  I am concerned that only I, and that means Daim or myself, the inhabitants of this body, know what must be done.  If anything happens to me, the knowledge is lost.  Wizards are not invulnerable, and therefore I must be careful that my actions do not result in something that causes loss of that knowledge.  Unlike the knowledge of magic, this kind of knowledge cannot be passed so easily.  If you could read the books, then I could use magic to accelerate the transfer the knowledge that is in them and circumvent your need to spend weeks studying them.  But without that ability, I cannot pass along the information.”
 
   “Will it help if Jeen becomes a full wizard like yourself?” Kaler asked.
 
   Rigo shook his head.  “She lacks the ability to read the ancient scripts, so no.”
 
   “What about the rest of us?” Daria asked.  “You, and possibly Jeen, can go and deal with Burke’s wizard friends, but what would we do?”
 
   “I had hoped to form two teams,” Rigo explained.  “One would be made up of you, Kaler and Jeen.  Your first task would be to learn what you could about what has transpired in Sulen and how we would approach the throne in an attempt to end this war.  We can bring magic to bear as needed, but that is going to be something that will not be as easy as one might think.  Unlike our group, magic remains a thing of folklore, and something to be feared.  Officially it is banned even though no one knows it exists.  With Jeen properly activated, she could create the Bypass to take the three of you to and from Sulen.  We would meet back here each day, or every couple of days.  There would be no one capable of following us or guessing where we might be.”
 
   “I assume you and Ash’urn would form the other team?” Kaler asked.
 
   Rigo nodded.  “We would go and visit Burke and his band.  Ash’urn has long dreamed of meeting them, and with his background knowledge I feel he will be of more use with me.”
 
   Kaler nodded.  He had agreed to the split more easily than Rigo had predicted.  He had been certain that Kaler would want to come with him.
 
   “I’ll do it,” Jeen said softly.
 
   Rigo looked at her.  “Are you certain?”
 
   “Yes.  No.  I don’t know.  But if I don’t you won’t be able to split us up like you explained.  You would have to keep moving back and forth to move us from place to place.  I need to do my part.”
 
   Rigo smiled encouragingly.  “You will be happy you made the transformation.”
 
   “What do I do?” she asked nervously.
 
   “Really nothing.  Just sit there.”  
 
   Rigo slid his chair over beside her and placed his hands on either side of her temples.  
 
   “Close your eyes,” he said.
 
   If any of them expected an impressive display of lights and energy, they were disappointed.  After a few moments Rigo gently removed his hands.
 
   “That’s it?” Jeen asked.
 
   “That’s all,” Rigo said.  “You’ll have a heavy head tonight, but by morning you will sense the increased strength in your magic.  All of your nodes are now active.  It will take time, unpredictable really, for all of your skills to manifest themselves, but certain abilities will be almost immediate.”
 
   “What kinds of things will be immediate?”
 
   “Well, given your ability with healing, I expect you will be able to heal others almost immediately.  That is something I have never had much luck with, but you are a natural.  Another skill you will have will be the ability to make the Bypass doorway.  It’s really an easy skill.  The only restriction is you must be going somewhere you, or one of those with you has been before.  We’ll try it in the morning.”
 
   “When will you be going to visit Burke?” Daria asked when Rigo leaned back, his task with Jeen complete.
 
   “Just as soon as you are comfortably in Sulen,” Rigo replied.  “Sometime tomorrow I’d guess.”  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 69
 
    
 
    
 
   To everyone’s immense relief, Rigo was still in control the next morning.  Daim had not been able or had not chosen to reassert himself in the hours of darkness and sleep.  No one was more relieved than Rigo by the situation.  Daim, normally a buzz in the back of his mind, was surprisingly silent this morning.  Rigo could sense he was still there, however.  It was as if he had elected to wait and watch.  The fact that Rigo was himself meant they could proceed, at least for the moment, as they had planned the previous day.
 
   Jeen was clearly nervous knowing that Rigo expected her to demonstrate her advanced skill this morning.  She had acknowledged that she could feel the changes that Rigo had warned her to expect when they’d first assembled after waking.
 
   “Are you ready to try this?” Rigo asked her once they were all back in the meeting room.
 
   “I guess,” she replied.  “I’m uncomfortable that I can know so many new things that just yesterday I was entirely unaware of.”
 
   Rigo smiled.  “I understand.  When Daim took over my mind I was suddenly aware of all the magic he knew, and I was virtually instantly raised to a new level of power.  You must feel stronger in magic, but will slowly grow in power over the coming weeks.  Yours will be the more typical growth, and no one can predict how quickly that will advance.”
 
   “What if I do something wrong?” she asked.
 
   “It doesn’t work that way.  You either know how to perform the magic, or you don’t. It would simply fail if you did something improperly.”
 
   Jeen took a deep breath and asked, “Where do you want me to take us?  I don’t know anything about Sulen.  I’ve never been there.”
 
   “Let’s see if we can return to our camp where Burke and his three wizard friends found us.”
 
   “Why there?  It’s a long way.  Shouldn’t we try someplace closer?”
 
   “The distance has little to do with the difficulty.  What’s more important is being familiar with the place one wishes to go.  The more clearly a wizard can visualize the end point, the easier the task becomes.  An experienced and very powerful wizard can project a Bypass to a place he picks from a map, but he could well end up a day’s ride from his intended destination.  It is also taxing.  We spent enough time there that it should be very clear in your mind.  It is also a quiet place without people, making it familiar and yet private.  You can mentally select the direction you wish the Bypass to face on the exit.”
 
   Jeen nodded and concentrated for a moment.  Suddenly one of the arches appeared in the cleared space at the far end of their war room.  
 
   “It’s smaller than yours,” she said unhappily.
 
   “That’s because you are still growing in power.  At the moment I am stronger than you are and therefore able to open a larger Bypass.  As you become practiced and your own abilities with magic grow, you will be able to control the size of the opening you create.  Come, let’s have a look at how you’ve done.  Before we leave, take a moment to fix this room carefully in your mind, especially the location of the furniture and where you want the Bypass to open for our return.”
 
   Jeen looked around and when she was satisfied, Rigo stepped through the opening, followed by Jeen and then the others.
 
   “It worked!” Jeen said excitedly when they were all once again on the edge of the Ruins.
 
   “I told you that it would.  That is the advantage of the technique used to pass magical abilities.  You gain the new skills immediately.  There is no long arduous training period.”  Without saying anything, Rigo was also relieved to see that he had been able to pass the abilities to Jeen.  It had been important to know that the technique that Daim and his peers had used so long ago was still a workable approach.  Had he not been able to pass the magical abilities in this manner, there would be little hope of creating the force of wizards that was going to be needed very shortly.
 
   The wind was blowing today at the edge of the Ruins and throwing bits of sand making it unpleasant to be there.
 
   “Can we go back now?” Jeen asked excitedly, wanting to demonstrate her skill again.
 
   Rigo nodded, and this time she created the Bypass much quicker.  Moments later they were all back in the rooms at the inn.
 
   “The other abilities that you sense will work as easily.  We will have to spend some time experimenting, but if you feel the need for one of the abilities that you sense, be assured it will work.  As with the Bypass, your power will grow with time.”
 
   “It was easy,” Jeen said with apparent pride.  “I cannot believe I can do such a thing.  But how will I be able to open a Bypass into Sulen.  As I said, I’ve never been there.”
 
   “There are two approaches.  I could take us there.  You would then be able to familiarize yourself with the location, and after that would always be able to return.  The other method, and one I want to try, is for you to link with another, and use their memories to define the spot.  It is a skill that will serve you well in the future.”
 
   “How do I do that?”
 
   Rigo held out his hand.  “I will focus my thoughts on where we are to go.  You simply open the Bypass, but tap into what I am visualizing to do so.  You will find it is easier to do than explain.”
 
   Jeen was slower this time than she’d been on opening the path back to the inn, but soon enough another of the arches was present.  The group stepped through single file and they found themselves in an alley off one of the smaller markets in Sulen.
 
   “While you are checking around the town, keep an eye open for places that would be useful for later trips,” Rigo instructed.  “I thought this was a good enough place to arrive unnoticed.  For now, it would be best not to startle people by appearing out of thin air.  While we are used to magic, the general populace remain ignorant of its existence.”
 
   Daria was looking around and getting her bearings.  “I know where this is,” she said.  “I have spent a number of weeks close to here two years ago.”
 
   “You and Kaler both know Sulen, so I’ll leave it to you to learn what you can.  If there is any trouble, have Jeen take you back to the inn.  When I activated Jeen’s mind last night, I also added the link so I can sense if she needs me and generally where you are.  She will be able to do the same for me, although it’s subtle, so it might take a day or two before she realizes what she is feeling.”
 
   “You and Ash’urn are going on to this Outpost of Burke’s?” Kaler asked.
 
   Rigo nodded.  “It’s important that I show up as I promised Burke.  I need to make them aware of the situation and start converting them.  The Hoplani are already on the move.  We are years behind where Daim expected us to be.”
 
   “What if you don’t return to the inn tonight?” Kaler asked.
 
   “That would imply something didn’t go as planned.  I fully intend to return, and I sense that Daim would as well.  He is interested in what you might learn today.  But if I don’t, there would be no point in seeking me.  If I can’t handle them, there is no way you would be able to do so.  I leave it up to you to decide how best to proceed, but would recommend hiding until Jeen’s abilities fully mature.  She will be stronger than any of them.  I also sense that Burke is open to reason.  Perhaps you might seek him out in the future.  I cannot see there being a problem, however, so don’t worry too much.”
 
   “Come, let’s get started,” Daria said, eager to begin.
 
   Rigo watched them head down the alley and step into the open market.  He turned to Ash’urn.  “Are you sure you are ready for this?  You can go with the others if you wish, but I suspect you will be useful where I’m going.”
 
   Ash’urn was clearly nervous.  “I have sought the home of the wizard’s for most of my life.  I cannot envision passing up the chance of going there, but I never envisioned it being such a contentious encounter.  By all means, let us go. I will be more at ease once we have arrived.”
 
   Rigo smiled and using one of Daim’s memories opened the Bypass.  Daim had intimate knowledge of where they were going, having been there a great many times.  He had even helped carve the rooms out of solid rock so many centuries before.  
 
    
 
   *                            *                            *                            *                            *
 
   By direction of the Elders, a careful watch of the travel room had been maintained since Burke had explained what had occurred out in the wilds adjacent to the Ruins where he had encountered Daim.  The teams that had been assembled were formed to yield the most complete range of combat magic they knew in case force was required should the self proclaimed Master Wizard appear.  Februus was not certain he believed Burke’s claim that Daim could neutralize Brightfire, despite the support from those who had been with him.  If nothing else, Februus doubted a single wizard would be able to overcome the combined skills of more than a dozen of them.
 
   Burke had been summoned to the Elder’s chamber.   They were becoming restless at the lack of activity.
 
   “So where is he?” Februus demanded.  “You said he would be coming here.  How long must we wait for him, or was he lying just to get rid of you?”
 
   “I cannot say,” Burke replied.  “If he traveled as we do, I would guess he was somewhere close to one of the eighty-six centers for travel that are active.  It would, of course, be impossible to even watch those.  Given that he is able to travel from any location, there is no way to guess where he might be located at the moment.  He only said he would be here before long.  I can only assume . . .”
 
   His comments were interrupted by the look of surprise on Nadav’s face.  Nadav had been looking toward the entrance to the chamber when two men had stepped out of nowhere and were now approaching them.  Burke looked over his shoulder and almost smiled when he saw who it was.  He didn’t know what was going to come of this encounter, but at least they would see for themselves what he had been reporting.
 
   “How did you get in here?” Elder Februus asked when he turned where Nadav was looking.
 
   “I couldn’t see any reason to be constrained to using those freight drops that you rely on for transportation,” Rigo said, drawing on Daim’s knowledge of the old system.
 
   “Freight drops?” Februus asked.
 
   “That’s what the bubbles were designed for.  A means of rapidly moving a large quantity of goods between key areas.  You don’t think wizards were restricted to such inefficient means, did you?”
 
    “Master Daim,” Burke said respectfully, greeting the Master Wizard.  He recognized the older man with him as one of those he had encountered near the edge of the Ruins.  He sensed there was something different about the way Daim walked, but before he could decide what it meant, the other spoke.
 
   “Sorry Burke.  Today I’m Rigo again.”
 
   Februus snorted.  “I told you he tricked you, you fool.  He is no more a wizard from the past than I am.”  Although he spoke confidently, Februus was very uncomfortable with the sudden appearance of the two men inside the Elder’s Chamber.  Obviously Burke had been correct about the man’s ability to travel when and where he wished.  He had bypassed the special security team on the lower level where they watched for him, uselessly it appeared, to arrive at the location where he had sent Burke back a few days earlier.  
 
   Rigo turned his attention toward the three men seated so pompously around the table.  “Oh Daim is quite real,” Rigo said.  “Burke met him shortly after he arrived, so to speak.  There’s a long story there, and later I might share it, but in short the magic he put in place over two thousand years ago had a few glitches and now he and I share this body.  I have access to what he knows and the magic from those lost times.  We have a common goal, which in some ways is not too different from your own.”
 
   “So you have come to join us?” Gagan asked hesitantly.
 
   “I have come to lead you,” Rigo said correcting him.  “There is much to be done, and I have dealt with this threat before.  You have no real idea what you are up against.”
 
   “You are mistaken,” Februus said.  “We lead the force of wizards who are gathered here.  That is not about to change.  We might be willing to listen to your counsel, but in the end, the decision how to proceed will come from we three.”
 
   “Perhaps you should know of what happened in Daim’s time,” Rigo said.  “I would have expected Burke to relay what I told him, but I can provide greater detail and answer any questions.”  
 
   Rigo proceeded to tell them what happened so many years before and about the long history with the very dangerous Hoplani.  There were a number of questions.
 
   “So according to you, these towers are the means to control the beasts,” Februus said when he was finished.  “Your expertise would therefore be of great value in helping us reactivate them.”
 
   “I was thinking your help would be valuable to me,” Rigo said.  “There will be no time to coordinate with your committee as the effort progresses.  I expect encounters with the Hoplani which will need to be pushed back, towers will require repair, and eventually the activation will require resources you currently lack.  A greater number of skilled wizards will be required and your current recruitment approach will most likely fall short of our requirements.”
 
   “How would you find more with the gift?” Nadav asked.
 
   “The existence of magic must be revealed to the world,” Rigo said.  “We must demonstrate the existence and make those who are fearful of it aware of how it can help them.  There are many who your tracking devices have not found who will hopefully come forward once they know there are others like themselves and the need to conceal their talent is past.  From these we will find the talents we require.”
 
   “Absolutely not!” barked Februus.  “We do not wish the world to know of our existence.  The fear and turmoil that would create would be a distraction that would too greatly hinder our activities.  Let them fight their wars and we will see to saving them from a threat they don’t even recognize.”
 
   “That is another matter.  The wars must be stopped immediately.  The men and resources that are being thrown away so foolishly will be required to fight the eastern threat.  We will not be ready to stop the Hoplani for some time, and men must step up to the challenge.”
 
   “We obviously see the problem differently,” Februus said.  “I think we have an impasse that cannot be readily resolved.  What do you propose as an alternate solution?”
 
   “The alternate is simple,” Rigo said.  “You and your two friends will step down from your positions of leadership.  Someone else will assume guidance for the task ahead.”
 
   “You?  I don’t see that happening.”
 
   “Not me.  I will lead the effort, but someone else who is familiar with your community should be the leader.  We can determine who that might be later.”
 
   Februus’ demeanor changed suddenly.  Rigo knew that was because of the rush of wizards into the chamber.  He had seen the lone wizard who had looked in on them and then scurried away a short time earlier.  He had guessed the man would bring the guard.
 
   “I think now is the time to bring this discussion to a close,” Februus said smugly.  “You can see that you are far outnumbered.  You must surrender yourself until we can decide what to do with you.”
 
   Rigo smiled unmoved.  He looked at the group of nervous men and women who surrounded him.  Obviously Burke had spread news of what he could do.  With a simple gesture, he cut the lot off from their magic.  They had never been trained how to resist such an action.  In fact, they hadn’t realized that it was possible.  The change that came across their faces was almost amusing.
 
   “What did you just do?” Februus asked. He too could sense that he no longer had any control of his powers.
 
   “A simple thing.  It was often useful when teaching apprentices to limit their access to magic.  It reduced accidents and helped them focus.  You must realize that the power you thought you brought to this meeting has vanished.”
 
   “This is a trick,” fumed Gagan, who was trying to do anything of a magical nature.  “When the others arrive you will find you are unable to contain everyone.”
 
   “You have no idea how many I can block.  You are a small group, no larger than some of the beginning classes that we used to hold.  I could lock the lot of you from your power indefinitely if I wished.”
 
   Rigo allowed that to sink in.  For those used to wielding such power the idea of being reduced to the level of a Normal was upsetting.
 
   “However, just to demonstrate how weak you are as a group, I release you.”  As he spoke, Rigo removed the blocking he had placed on the group.
 
   “Destroy him,” Februus barked, feeling his own access to his gift return.  Without waiting for the others to act, he released his own bolt of Brightfire at Rigo. Next to Burke, he was the strongest in that skill in the community.  No other magic they controlled was as powerful.
 
   Burke took no action of his own.  He was coming to see the situation much differently than he had before, and was no longer comfortable with the restrictive rules laid down by the Elders.  He watched in amusement as Februus’ magic dissipated much as his own had when he had tried the same thing.  Four other beams shot out at Rigo from the group of wizards, and all met the same fate.
 
   “As a group, you lack imagination.  Brightfire seems to be your solution to everything.  Would any of you like to attempt something else?  A little variety, please.”
 
   Several bolts of magical fire, and a series of energy balls shot from the assembled group, but they faired no better than the Brightfire. 
 
   “One of the things you must learn is that there is a counter to almost any magic.  It is a matter of knowing how, and your level.  You are all pitifully weak.  With the exception of Burke, you are what were considered level one apprentices.  I think you need to see something.  Come with me.”
 
   Rigo created a Bypass, and after warning them about the edges, he stepped through.  Before long the wizards followed after him, led by Burke, and finally followed by the three Elders.
 
   “I told you the approach you plan to pursue has been shown in the past to be ineffective.  That was when there were literally thousands of trained wizards in the world, and all much more powerful than you.  I am going to demonstrate what Brightfire should be, and you need to consider that my own power is considerably reduced from what it was before.  I am not the wizard that Daim was.  Perhaps one day someone with his power will exist again.”
 
   Turning away from the group Rigo looked across the valley at the hills beyond.  They were assembled on the stone top of the mountain that contained the Outpost.  Across the narrow valley was a section of hillside covered with tall trees.  He focused and unleashed a sheet of Brightfire such as the world had not seen in many years.  The sheet spread over an angle that extended thirty degrees to either side of where he was looking.  It was so bright that it was painful to look at directly, causing a thunderous ripping sound as the air was blasted and heated by the passing energies.  The sheet leaped across the valley where it encountered the hillside across the way.  There it almost instantly consumed the trees on the section of hill where Rigo had focused while causing rock to be broken away from the solid expanse of stone that formed the opposing wall.  Huge boulders tumble down the sides to crash into the valley far below.
 
   As easily as he had begun the release of the Brightfire, Rigo snuffed the magical energies.  He took a moment to survey the damage he had caused.  The forest would re-grow as it had in the past, but for now the entire hillside was a blackened wasteland with barely a stub of a tree trunk still standing.  Large sections of rock had been blasted free and fallen to the valley below.
 
   He turned to face the shocked and silent group.  “If a thousand wizards with power such as that could not eradicate the Hoplani threat, what hopes do you think you have?”
 
   Without another word, Rigo opened another Bypass and returned to the chambers below.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 70
 
    
 
    
 
   The ambience was considerably more subdued when everyone reassembled back inside the Outpost. The demonstration had been purposefully intimidating.  While Rigo knew from Daim’s frank assessment of his ability that he fell well short of what the wizard had been able to do long ago, he was still so far beyond what these people would have thought possible that they were shocked into silence.  He had misled them somewhat.  There had not been a thousand wizards back then with the power he just demonstrated, but they had been strong, far stronger than any of these modern day beginners.
 
   Rigo knew that he had to make an impression on this group, especially the Trio that led them, or it would be necessary to remove the three from control, and that could cost a couple of wizards.  He couldn’t afford to lose anyone with the power.  They fell well short of the required number already.  Besides, he wanted to entice all of them somewhat.  When he revealed his offer as he planned to do in moments to unleash their individual capabilities, it would be best if they were eager for him to do so.  Forcing them, which could be done, wouldn’t be likely to result in willing converts, even if they turned out to be happy with the final results.  He knew that many would envision themselves duplicating his effort, no matter what words he used to caution them.
 
   “That was quite a demonstration,” Februus said carefully once everyone was back in their former positions.  “I expect you have made your point.  We can’t control you, and you could easily destroy anyone you wish.  So what do you really want?”
 
   “There is much to be done,” Rigo said.  “I will be showing you what I want over the next couple of weeks.  The first thing, however, is to advance everyone from the apprentice level state they are trapped in.  I will also need to teach you some relevant magic for the tasks ahead.”
 
   “What does this advancement in state involve?” Gagan asked uncertainly.  
 
   Rigo explained about the levels that wizards grew through.  “The nodes are common to every human, except in those without the gift they are inactive.  For each wizard here, activating these nodes will cause your abilities to rapidly reach your full potential.  Your power will grow beyond anything you might expect.”
 
   “Are you certain this will work?” Nadav asked, voicing the same concerns as Jeen had and which Rigo was certain others among those listening shared.  “Are there risks?”
 
   “None.  I have already performed the activation on Jeen, the woman who Burke met in the Ruins.  She has already seen a marked increase in her abilities.  She is with my friends dealing with other matters.”
 
   “So we will be as powerful as you?” Burke asked hopefully.
 
   “Probably not that strong,” Rigo answered truthfully.  They would realize that soon enough anyway.  “It is possible that one or two might, but Daim somehow triggered his search for a body with large potential in magic.”  Rigo could tell that Februus and some of the others were thinking once they grew in power they might be able to change the present situation by overpowering him.
 
   “Just so you know.  The magic I intend to pass on will be limited in scope.  For now, I intend to pass along only those skills that are relevant to the task at hand.  Once we are successful, the remaining skills a wizard should have will be given to you.  For example, you will not be taught how to overcome the magic as I demonstrated earlier.  It will be important that you understand that you will not be able to contest my abilities, regardless of how strong you become.  No matter the strength of the magic, with the proper knowledge it can be turned aside.”  That was a lie too, but there was no way they could know that.
 
   “Why should we submit to being altered by you?” Gagan asked.  “Why should we risk believing what you say?”
 
   “You know the danger we face.  I’m certain you have encountered the Hoplani before and have learned what it takes to stop them.  I’m also certain you are finding the numbers are rapidly exceeding your ability to deal with them.  That’s why they have been breaking out of the Ruins and attacking game along the border.  In another year if the growth continues you will be overwhelmed, and I’ll tell you that you have yet to see what kinds of numbers they will arrive in.  Your plan will fail, and soon you will know that for certain.”
 
   “It feels as if you are rushing us,” Februus said.  
 
   Rigo nodded.  “Unfortunately that’s the situation that we’ve arrived at.  If you take a few months to get used to the idea, we’ll be that much farther behind.  Had I arrived when expected, I would have been here years ago and we would have been working toward this goal all along.”
 
   “So we don’t have a choice?” Nadav asked.
 
   “There’s always a choice,” Rigo replied.  “It depends on whether you want to succeed or not.”
 
   “Assuming we agree, what is your plan?” Februus said, cutting to the heart of the matter.
 
   “I want to have everyone assembled.  The large room outside of your chambers is more than big enough.  We once gathered over five hundred there.  I will explain to all what is coming and what I’m offering.  That is not a request.  Everyone gets to decide for himself.  Then I’ll give you some time to think about it.  I realize it’s no little thing.  When I return, hopefully I’ll be able to activate the nodes in everyone.  Then I’d like to take several of you to see a couple of the towers.”
 
   “You don’t plan to attempt this activation you call it, on anyone today?” Gagan asked.
 
   “I’d like to, but it depends on whether anyone is willing.  Every day might matter.”
 
   Februus hesitated, but he knew there was no choice.  “I’ll have everyone assemble,” he said finally.
 
   Rigo looked over at Ash’urn who had been watching events without saying much.  Rigo knew the man was awed at finally being in the midst of those he had sought for so long.
 
    
 
   A half glass later everyone had gathered in the large common room.  Rigo explained who he was and a brief version of the history that had brought them to this point.  He also explained what he planned to do, using himself as an example.  He let Burke confirm what kind of power he’d had when Burke first found him, and what he had now.  A similar jump in ability awaited all of them if they elected to allow the procedure.  They would also gain certain powers now, and once this was all over, would be granted the complete training the ancient wizards had received.  Then Rigo walked the line of the assembled novices and judged what he had available.
 
   They were not too different from the annual crop that had come to the Citadel so long ago.  The difference was these people varied in age considerably. Back then, almost every new recruit was  within a year or two of the age when the gift first revealed itself.  Daim, and therefore Rigo, didn’t need the special necklace to detect whether an individual had the gift, nor to sense how strong they might become.  Those devices had initially been developed to help aid their non-gifted friends in the search for those emerging with the gift.
 
   Rigo had passed by over half of the members of the outpost community when he spotted the much older man with the staff.  Rigo could not help but walk directly over to the man.  Daim hadn’t asserted himself in any way since Rigo had assumed control, but now Rigo could feel the urgency that Daim was projecting and allowed himself to be directed toward the man.  When he approached he could see that the staff was an exact copy of the one he’d carried for so long.
 
   “May I?” Rigo asked, holding out his hand.
 
   The man, Gadil he said his name was, nodded and passed over the staff.  Rigo could sense that Daim was examining it through Rigo’s senses.  So that’s what happened, Rigo sensed more than heard in the back of his mind.  So easily avoided.  I never considered that aspect of the problem.
 
   He found himself asking, “The one you found with the staff was dead, wasn’t he?”
 
   Gadil stood stiff, shocked by the question.  He had never told anyone the exact circumstances under which he had acquired the staff.  Slowly he nodded.
 
   “He was my friend. He had just detected his gift. I had found out I was different more than a year earlier and Toma was the only one I’d told.  We hoped he would also develop the ability, and when he did, we planned how we would change the village.  Then, just a week later, I found him dead, with this staff beside him.  I never knew where he had gotten it or what happened.  I have assumed all these years that he overtaxed himself with his newly found abilities.”
 
   As soon as Daim was satisfied, Rigo passed the staff back to Gadil.  It was mostly inert, but still granted him some small gains in ability.  If he agreed to what Rigo proposed, he would find it was of little use to him before long.
 
   “I’m sorry about your friend,” Rigo found himself saying.  “His death was my fault.”
 
   I would do it differently next time, Daim whispered in the back of his mind.  A simple change would have prevented the problem and overcome the delays.  Stupid, stupid.
 
   Rigo turned his attention back to examining the group. Near the end he almost passed by a young girl, too young to have developed the gift.  He wondered why she was here.  No one else he’d encountered was without some ability with magic.  The eyes were what caught his attention.  He stopped and turned back to find those dark orbs watching him closely.  Intelligence far beyond her years stared back at him.  He probed deeper and was shocked.  
 
   “You are no normal child,” he said softly.
 
   “I am not a child,” she insisted, defiant in her objection.
 
   “I realize that now,” Rigo agreed.  “May I?” he asked and reached out his hand toward her.
 
   She nodded slowly, granting him permission.
 
   “What is your name?” Rigo asked as his hand rested gently alongside her head.
 
   “Nycoh,” she replied.
 
   Rigo drew in a sharp breath.  “You are only seven years of age?” he asked.  He couldn’t believe what he was sensing.  She already had a limited ability to block signs of her gift, a talent most never learned.  He had almost missed her.  In addition, she not only had the gift at too early an age, but every one of her nodes was active.  He, actually Daim, had never encountered that before.  Further, she had a depth and a potential power that was far beyond anything he had ever sensed.  He could almost sense Daim squirming inside him.
 
   “You have remarkable strength,” Rigo said as he withdrew his hand.  
 
   “I am as strong as anyone here,” she said smugly as only a child could.  “Ask Burke.”
 
   “She has other talents as well,” Burke said.  He had been following along with the Elders and Rigo as he examined the group.  “She can read many of the ancient texts in the library we found here.  Most is of little use, but through Nycoh’s chance reading, we have learned a little of the past.  If the texts are valid, society was more advanced than it is now.”
 
   “Considerably,” Rigo agreed without thinking.  More than once he had reached for a convenience that Daim took for granted and that no longer existed.  
 
   “I’d like to speak with you later,” he said to the young girl.  She smiled and nodded.
 
   No other surprises awaited him as he finished the inspection.  When he had finished, he returned to the front of the group.  
 
   “I have explained what I believe must be done.  Now it is up to you to consider your individual paths.  You are needed, but the task ahead requires you to be stronger.  I’ll be back in a day or so to perform the brief procedure on those who have decided to allow it.  If any have already decided, I can start those of you on the way to your full ability.” 
 
   Rigo hoped there might be some.  If he could start even a couple and the others could see the change, it would help convince them.
 
   “I’m ready,” Burke said almost immediately.  He had decided this might be a way of atoning for his earlier actions and perhaps gain Rigo’s respect.  Besides, he wanted the additional ability that Rigo was demonstrating.
 
   “Burke!” warned Februus sharply.
 
   “I believe him,” Burke replied.  “I first encountered Rigo when he knew almost nothing of his ability.  I met him later when he was stronger, but still well below me in ability.  Now I see what he has become, and I have seen him as both Rigo and Daim, something none of the rest of you have witnessed.  I have also seen more of the Hoplani and know what he says is true about their numbers.  Go to the Ruins and you will be shocked what is growing there.  No, I believe we need to trust him.”
 
   “Perhaps it is fitting,” Rigo agreed.  “Come here and I can demonstrate to all how simple it is.”
 
   “Will I gain the ability to create the arches as you can?” Burke asked.
 
   “I hadn’t planned in passing that ability just yet,” Rigo said.  He wasn’t ready to have wizards who could go almost anywhere anytime they wished.  Once the ability was granted, it couldn’t be taken back.  “Why do you ask?”
 
   There are others out there with the gift. We have several identified, but have neglected going in search of them since your surprise arrival.  Using the freight pods, as you call them, is indeed restrictive, and it can take weeks to months even using them to actually locate the recruits.  If I could come and go wherever I wish, it would make such recruitment far easier.  You have said that was important.”
 
   Rigo considered Burke’s words.  He was right, Rigo realized.  There was a need for individuals who could retrieve those they identified.  He and Jeen would be too busy to do it all themselves.  While Rigo was considering, two other voices were heard.
 
   “We’re ready as well,” they said in unison.
 
   Rigo noted that the voices belonged to Kela and Tana, two of those who had been with Burke near the Ruins.
 
   “Okay,” Rigo agreed.  “I can see the need.  For you three I will grant that ability.  For everyone else we will wait and see.  You will be unable to pass the skill on to others since I will not, at this time, be passing the knowledge of how this is done.  When I return, I’ll show you how to use your new ability.”
 
   Burke smiled and stepped forward, wanting to be the first.  It was only a matter of minutes before Rigo was finished with the three, and then five others from the assembled group.  That seemed to be all who were ready for the moment.  It was as much as Rigo or Daim could hope for.  None of the Trio had agreed.
 
    
 
   “I’d like to stay on,” Ash’urn insisted when the time came for them to return to the inn.
 
   “For what reason?” Rigo asked.  “You have no ability to defend yourself should anyone here decide to act against you for some reason.”
 
   “I don’t think they would dare.  Besides, I would like to speak with Nycoh and examine this library of hers.  I have spent my life searching for information and the history of our land, and it might be here waiting.  She can read the books!” Ash’urn declared happily.
 
   “I will promise he will be safe,” Burke said.
 
   Rigo finally nodded.  Ash’urn knew where they had made their headquarters, and he would rather that remained secret for now, but he’d know on his return if anyone had forced that information from him.  They could always relocate.  He was mostly swayed by what Ash’urn might learn from Nycoh.  Rigo already had a plan of his own involving the young girl, and it would be useful to have Ash’urn’s assessment after spending a couple of days with her.
 
   “Alright,” Rigo said finally.  “Burke, I’m trusting you to see to Ash’urn’s needs.  I’ll be back in a day or two depending on what my friends have found.”
 
   With a brief nod, he opened the Bypass and disappeared.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 71
 
    
 
    
 
   Daria took the lead as they moved away from their arrival point in the alley and out into the morning sunlight of the marketplace.  She had talked this over with Kaler who had agreed her knowledge of the city was far greater.  She had learned the city intimately as part of a pair of assignments a couple of years earlier.  Kaler had spent time in Sulen, but his familiarity was far more superficial.  He had not been forced to pay attention to detail and had spent most of his time in one section of the town.
 
   Most of the morning was spent moving among the people and getting a general feel for how they acted and the types of concerns they discussed with their friends.  Moving from the wealthier areas to the poorer sections, they were able to see how the change resulting from the death of the King had altered people’s lives and influenced their thinking.  The first thing that Daria noted was the almost total lack of any presence by the city guard.  Shopkeepers had hired able-bodied men to replace the lack of formal protection.  These made their presence known by being prominently on display around the markets or at the entrance to the larger shops.  A few questions revealed that the missing guard had been sent along with virtually all of the militia that normally guarded the town to augment Branid’s forces in the east.  Lopal had invaded, and war was on the horizon. People were clearly fearful, and the shopping indicated that fear as people were stocking up in preparation for a possible siege.  Daria knew that a siege was impossible.  Sulen was not set up to resist an invading army, with no protective walls surrounding it.  If Lopal were able to break through the defending forces, Sulen would be an open prize.
 
   “I didn’t think there would be an attack before next spring,” Kaler said as they walked through yet another busy marketplace.
 
   “Rigo will want to know,” Daria agreed.  “This will affect his planning.”
 
   It didn’t take long to learn that most of the population was very uncertain of the new King.  Much of that was due to the simple newness of the monarch, and the fact that they had been unprepared to have someone like Cordale step up as their ruler.  The people had long expected that one day Rhory would follow after his father in a natural progression.  The upheaval resulting from the defeat and killing of Rhory added to the traitorous actions of his brother Rhog had an unsettling effect on the populace.  Add to that the unnatural death of King Rupermore in such an uncertain time, and they didn’t know what to expect.  A few had previous awareness of Cordale, and those had reason to worry about the new leader for other reasons.
 
   The attitude was mixed as to what had really happened to King Rupermore.  Some were certain that Lopal was behind his death and that it had been planned to remove him just before the invasion to make taking the country more certain.  There was a surprisingly large group that was certain that Cordale was behind the death as a means to take advantage of Rhory’s death and assume control of the country.  A smaller group felt that the former King had somehow angered Risos and had been smitten by the old disease as a result.  How else could he have had symptoms of the plague, which had miraculously not spread to others.  Most of these could not explain why his daughter had been taken, but they didn’t have access to all that had transpired, so there could well be a sound reason.  A few suspected Rhog, who was clearly responsible for his brother’s death, might have also planned the removal of his father as well.  Many simply didn’t know, and only worried what the new king would do to make their lives more difficult.  They also wondered how well he would be prepared to defend the land.  If Rhory could be so easily beaten, then what hope could there be?
 
   The priests of the Order of Risos also found themselves in an awkward situation.  One of their own had been implicated.  Orano had confessed to being involved with Rhog.  Confessed!  Of course who wouldn’t confess under the ministrations of the interrogators.  But he had provided details of their plotting, so most believed he had been a co-conspirator.  He had denied that he had any part of a plot against the former king, but most felt that only meant he wasn’t involved in that aspect of the overall plan.  Many looked at the Order now and wondered who had been responsible for that part of the plan.  Even the Cardinal wasn’t free from suspicion.  People just didn’t know what to think.
 
   The Queen and Rhory’s widow had all but disappeared.  There were rumors about them, but few real facts.  Daria knew that Rigo would want to know and decided it was time to go and see one of her contacts who would have better information than what they could hope to gather by working the streets.  
 
   “Who is this guy?” Kaler asked as Daria led them down one of the twisty and extremely narrow pathways running through the back area of one of the rougher parts of town.  
 
   “He’s a friend of the Wanderer’s,” Daria explained.  “He runs a pawn shop, but it’s mostly a front for the other business he does.  There isn’t much that happens that Mirk doesn’t hear about one way or another.  He gathered certain intelligence for me on a job some time back.  Also found me a place to stay.  We can trust him.”
 
   Jeen had been silent for the most part.  She was watching Daria as they made their way through the back alleys.  This was a different Daria than she had grown to know, and despite being told what Daria was, she hadn’t entirely believed her.  Now seeing the confidence and smoothness with which the other proceeded, she began to believe what she had been told.
 
   “There it is,” Daria said, pointing to a tired looking shop across a narrow dirt street.  “He thinks my name is Karthi,” she warned her friends, “although I’d bet coin that he suspects I’m the Kalabhoot.”
 
   There was no reason to be overly cautious.  No one was seeking them.  No one could even know they were in Sulen.  Confidently Daria stepped into the street and led the way into the ancient building. 
 
   A small bell tinkled when they opened the door and a voice from the back hollered, “Be with ya in a moment.”
 
   Kaler looked around noting that no one else was present and that the goods being offered were in a sorry state.  He wondered that much of anything here had any value.  If he’d owned anything he saw, he would have been tempted to simply throw it away.
 
   A tall raw boned man with thinning gray hair made his way from the back of the shop.  He walked laboriously, and Kaler could see that one of his legs wouldn’t straighten entirely.  While the rest of the man was worn down and tired, his eyes were sharp and quick as they jumped between them as he lumbered his way forward.  A smile broke out on his face as he realized who Daria was.
 
   “Karthi,” he said happily.  “I wondered what had become of you.  There were rumors, but I didn’t believe them.”  That seemed to dispel any question that he knew who she was.
 
   “Hi Mirk,” she replied.  “You don’t appear to have changed much.”
 
   Mirk flashed a toothy grin and ran a knurly hand through his wispy hair.  “Less hair,” he said.  “What brings you here?” he asked as he looked at Kaler and Jeen.  “I thought you always traveled alone.”
 
   “Times change,” Daria replied.  “I need some information.  Much has changed since I was last in Sulen, and events of the past weeks have been surprising.”
 
   “Aye,” Mirk agreed.  “There have been some dark deeds to be sure, and only some of them are commonly known.  With war on the horizon, it’s likely the truth will never be fully revealed.”
 
   “What do you know of events?” Daria asked.
 
   “Not much really.  Rumors, suspicions, odd events. The occasional missing person.  Enough to doubt what we are being told is related to the truth.”
 
   “The death of King Rupermore?”
 
   “Murder, almost certainly.  Some claim that it was the son with his friends in the order, but I’d say one should look closer to who benefited by the loss of our king.”
 
   “Cordale,” Daria said softly.
 
   Mirk nodded.  “That’d be my guess.  He moved into place far too smoothly.  He had everything prepared.  How would that be if he didn’t know what was coming, and if he knew that, then he must have had a hand in it.”
 
   “What of the Queen and Lady Mos’pera?” Daria asked.
 
   “They are being kept at an estate not too far from the castle.  It is said they left their quarters in the castle of their own accord, but from what I hear they never leave the grounds of the residence.  Sounds to me like they are prisoners of a sort, however nice the confinement might be.  The Prince is in the castle dungeon of course, along with the father of Rhog’s supposed fiancée.”
 
   “Who would that be?” Daria asked.
 
   “Don’t know her name, Eng, Angie, Inge or some such, but I could find out if it’s important.  A lot of effort has been made to make her an accomplice to Rhog’s treachery, but the word on the street is that Cordale had a standing feud with her father and is using the situation to rid himself of an old rival.  Her father was a well off merchant noble that lived east of town.  The girl herself apparently lived on the coast and only recently moved to Sulen.”
 
   “Is she being kept with the Queen?”
 
   Mirk shook his head.  “Nah.  She’s in a smaller place where they keep nobles accused of crimes until they come to trial.  Threats to her father have been used to keep her in line.  I believe the King is waiting until Rhog’s execution before dealing with her.  When the public’s bloodlust is up, it will be easier for him to act.  He’ll more than likely execute Rhog, that blasted priest who plotted with him, and the father all the same day.  Who knows what his plans for the girl might be.”
 
   Daria pumped the man for additional information, and was able to learn the locations of the two groups.  Thanking Mirk for his help, she passed the man a couple of gold coins, and promised to see him again before she left.
 
   “What now” Jeen asked after they left the dusty old shop.  “Are you sure you can trust what he told you?”
 
   “Mirk’s information is always good as gold,” Daria said.  “I want to have a look at where they are keeping the Queen.  I have a feeling Rigo will be wanting to speak with her before long.”
 
    
 
   They found the estate without trouble.  It was set off from most of the other estates in the area, but was large and looked to be quite comfortable, as would be appropriate for the ex-Queen.  Very tall walls designed to keep anyone from getting inside surrounded the grounds, with the white stone building set well back from the perimeter.  Walking around the outside they quickly learned that the only way inside was via the guarded double gates that opened onto the road in front.  Additional guards could be seen wandering the grounds inside.
 
   “Hardly a guardsman to be seen in town, and more than a half dozen here,” Kaler noted.  “The question is, are they protecting the Queen, or are they detaining her?”
 
   “I want to have a look,” Daria said.
 
   “There’s no way you can get in there,” Kaler objected.
 
   “Oh, there’s always a way, but nighttime is usually better for this kind of thing,” Daria countered.  “However, today we have Jeen.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Jeen asked.
 
   “I’d like you to make one of those Bypass arches for me,” Daria explained.  “See that balcony over there?”  Daria pointed to a large area along the side of the building on the second level.  “If you could have it open over there, I could elude all of the guards watching the outside.”
 
   “That should be easy enough,” Jeen said, knowing that she could see enough from here to fix the endpoint.  “But what about the guards inside?”
 
   “I can elude them easily.  You and Kaler just watch for me to reappear, and then make another portal for me to return here.  When I asked you earlier, you claimed to be able to make one of the them so long as you could see the spot where it was to be formed.”
 
   “What do you mean wait for you?” Kaler asked immediately.  “We’re going wherever you go.”
 
   Daria shook her head.  “Sorry, but neither of you know how to move with any real stealth.  You move like a large beast.  You’d give me away in a heartbeat.  I need to do this alone.”
 
   Clearly unhappy with the situation, Kaler watched as Daria disappeared into the arch and briefly appeared on the balcony inside the grounds before she disappeared from view.  For the better part of a glass they waited uncomfortably for her to return.  Kaler envisioned all manner of problems that might have befallen her, but then Jeen tapped him on the shoulder.  “She’s there.”
 
   “Where?” he asked, not seeing her.
 
   “She stepped back out of view as soon as she knew I saw her.”
 
   Jeen expertly crafted another Bypass, and almost immediately Daria stepped into view.
 
   “They are both there,” Daria explained.  “It’s very nice, and they are left to their own interests, but it is clear that they are discouraged from leaving the building.  I’m certain if any question was raised, the official word would be they are here for their own protection until matters in the kingdom settle down.  Come, let’s have a look at this girlfriend and see where she is being kept.”
 
   A glass later Daria had returned from her investigation of the much simpler accommodations of Rhog’s supposed fiancée.  This time she had slipped inside using her own skills, and had returned so silently neither Kaler nor Jeen realized she was there until she spoke.
 
   “She’s there alright,” Daria said.  “There are five women being kept here, and this time there is no doubt they are not free to leave. I heard one of the other women refer to her as Inge, so that is likely her.  I think we need to go back and talk with Rigo before we do anything else.  I would guess he will want to be part of whatever happens next.  Hopefully he is not having trouble with the wizards at the Outpost.”
 
    
 
   Jeen made the opening that took them back to the inn, and they returned to find Rigo already waiting.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 72
 
    
 
    
 
   “Where’s Jeen?” Daria asked when she stepped out of her bedroom into the shared area of their rooms and saw that Jeen wasn’t there with the two men.
 
   “I don’t know,” Rigo replied absently.  “I assumed she was with you.  She’s not in the room?”
 
   “I’ve been awake for almost a glass and she hasn’t been there.  With all the moving around out here, I thought she must be here with the rest of you.”
 
   “She hasn’t been here,” Kaler said.  “Last we saw of her she headed off to bed with you last night.”
 
   They had spent a long time the previous evening exchanging stories about what had been learned.  Jeen was really concerned that Ash’urn had been left alone with Burke and friends at the Outpost, and for the first time had questioned Rigo’s decision.  Rigo hoped her disappearance didn’t have anything to do with that.  For his own part, Rigo had been concerned about some of the things the other half had learned.  The missing guardsmen suggested the war would be starting in earnest sooner than expected, and something might need to be done about that.  He was also surprised by the discovery of the young woman, who from Daria’s description and the skimpy background information sounded very much like the attractive girl he had met on the boat so long before.  It seemed almost like a different life, but it really wasn’t that long ago, and from what he remembered he couldn’t imagine the Inge he had briefly known being involved in any plot against the Royal family.  He had decided they would look into that matter today, both because he wanted to rescue her if that was required, and because she might be able to shed some light on what had really happened in Sulen.  Also, if she were really innocent, she might be able to be a link that would help with the Queen.  None of them had ever met any of the previous Royal family, and he expected he was going to need their trust before too much longer.
 
   Rigo tried to bring his mind to the matter of where Jeen might be.  He was somewhat distracted this morning.  He’d spent part of the night arguing with himself, if you could call it that.  It was more than a little strange, since all of the voices were inside his head.  Daim had wanted him to return to the Outpost today, insisting that they needed to press ahead.  Rigo had pushed back, saying a day wouldn’t matter one way or the other, and that if someone he knew was being mistreated he intended to do something about it.  He also hoped they might learn more of what was happening in Sulen, which would be as important to Daim’s plan as getting the wizards at the Outpost moving in the right direction.  Either Daim wasn’t strong enough to object, or he conceded Rigo’s point, because he finally slipped back where Rigo could sense him, but he no longer pressed the argument.  Overall Daim had subtly indicated that he was satisfied with Rigo carrying matters forward.  Rigo’s friends were helping, which wouldn’t necessarily be the case if Daim took over.
 
   Kaler had just suggested that Daria take another look in the room in case she had missed the other woman.  That had earned him a contemptuous look from Daria who wasn’t in the habit of missing much, when Jeen stepped out of nowhere across the room which they had reserved for making the Bypass doorways.  She looked as if she had been crying, but somehow at the same time she looked happy.  She appeared almost startled to see the rest of the group standing there, and timidly smiled at them.
 
   “I went home,” she said simply.  “I had to know how my family was.”
 
   Jeen had told them when they first met her that she was worried that her family might suffer for what had been revealed about her by her actions against the Noble.
 
   “What did you find,” Daria asked carefully.
 
   Rigo felt instantly guilty.  He had considered suggesting Jeen pay a visit, but had been afraid at what she might find.  If something had happened to her family, he couldn’t guess how she might react.  It would have also been complicated to explain to them who she was and how she had gotten there, and he had been uncertain if she might elect to stay.  Some of his reasons were selfish, but he knew somehow that she was going to be important in the events yet to come and couldn’t envision losing her.
 
   Jeen smiled, but her eyes still glistened.  “They’re all okay.  It looked as if their business wasn’t doing so well, but they were all alive and well.  I left some gold where they will find it to help.  I hope you don’t mind. I took a few of the coins from the bag.”  She looked guiltily at Rigo, but he nodded his agreement.
 
   “You didn’t speak with them?” he asked.
 
   “I couldn’t,” Jeen said.  “What would I tell them?  They would be even more frightened by what I have become, and even if they could accept it, I wouldn’t be able to stay.  You need me to be part of Daria’s team, and to help stop the Hoplani.”
 
   Rigo nodded again.  “I’m glad they are okay.  You won’t have to stay away forever.  Before long, everyone will learn about the existence of magic and how it can be used for good.  It will be necessary to spread the word if we are to succeed.  Once this is over, those with magic will no longer be feared and you will be able to go home as a hero.”
 
   Jeen wiped at the moisture around her eyes and nodded.  “I hope so.”  Then she added, “Am I late?  Is it time to go?”
 
   “Soon,” Rigo said.  “I expect it will be a long day.”
 
    
 
   Jeen had brought them back to the house that was being used to detain Inge and the other women.  They now watched from outside trying to ascertain what the situation inside might be.
 
   “There were only a handful of guards the other day,” Daria explained.  “One watching the grounds outside and another on the main door.  The rear door was sturdy and securely locked.  A pair seemed to freely move around inside.  Each of the women had their own rooms upstairs, but shared a larger common room and the dining area down below.  I assume the guards stayed close during the meals.”
 
   “Did you find a quiet place where we could Bypass in without attracting attention?”
 
   “There was one area down the hall a short distance from the rooms.  If someone happens to be looking that way we would be seen, but that’s a small risk,” Daria explained.
 
   “Let’s go then,” Rigo said.  “Daria and I will attempt to speak with Inge.  Kaler, you and Jeen worry about the guards.  Put them down if necessary, but try not to kill any of them.  It would be best if they don’t know we were there.  Once Daria and I get into Inge’s room, you should make a Bypass and come back to here.”
 
   Once everyone was certain of their roles, Rigo linked with Daria and opened the pathway to the quiet spot in the structure.  They all stepped through, finding themselves in the darkened corner of a small hallway.
 
   “This way,” Daria whispered, and set off ahead of the others.  They were able to look down on the common area and saw that two women were present, but neither was Inge.  One of the guards moved quietly across the far side of the room down below.
 
   “That leaves one unaccounted for if the same number are here today,” Daria said.  “I would guess he’s upstairs somewhere if the women are split.”
 
   She had no sooner finished talking when Kaler touched Daria’s shoulder.  Someone was coming up the stairs.  He moved quickly and positioned himself where he could grab the man when he stepped onto the floor.  Smoothly, he slipped his hand around the man’s mouth to muffle any sound and placed his knife at his throat.  He kept the man facing away from the others so he couldn’t see who held him or that others were present.  Kaler looked at Rigo as if to ask what he wanted him to do with the guard.
 
   Jeen walked swiftly over to Kaler and reached around him and touched the man on the head.  He went suddenly limp and Kaler lowered him to the floor.
 
   “What did you do?” Kaler asked.
 
   “He’s unconscious.  I used my healing magic to put him asleep.  It’s a simple thing.  He’ll remain that way until I remove the spell.”
 
   “You might have to show me that one,” Rigo said.  Daim’s lack of skill with healing had left him unaware that such a thing could be done.”
 
   Posting Jeen and Kaler outside, with the decision they would wait until it was time to leave, Daria led Rigo over to the door of Inge’s room.  She knocked once, then stepped inside without waiting for a response.  Rigo followed immediately after her.
 
   Inge turned at the sound, and as Daria stepped into the room she said, “You’re new.  I don’t require anything this morning.”  Then she saw Rigo.  It took her a moment to place him, but then the memories fell into place. “You!  Rigo, are you with them?  How could it be possible?”
 
   There was no doubt in Rigo’s mind either.  This was the same woman who he had met aboard the ship some time ago.  She looked thinner and a bit haggard, with faint dark smudges under her eyes as if she wasn’t sleeping well.  Her clothes were also less well cared for as compared to those she had worn aboard ship, but it was her.  He couldn’t suppress a flash of pleasure that she had recalled his name.  He remembered the time on the ship and the strong physical attraction he had felt towards her.  The strong feeling of attraction came back unexpectedly.  He had no idea what her role in this was at the moment, but he was pleased to see her again.  It would be unfortunate if she turned out to be part of the plot that had overturned the kingdom.
 
   “Hello, Inge,” Rigo softly said as he stepped closer.  “Who is them?  Although in a way it doesn’t matter.  We aren’t with anyone.”
 
   Inge looked confused and somewhat uncertain what she should believe, but finally said, “That bastard Cordale and his henchmen are who I mean.  That man of his Roit in particular.”
 
   “Ah, we’re of a similar opinion then.  Cordale tried to have both Daria and myself killed in the past.  He isn’t well liked among my group.”
 
   “You’re Daria?” Inge asked.  “Are you Rigo’s girlfriend?”  Before Daria could answer she added, “There’s more of you?”
 
   Rigo nodded.  “Two more outside, and others elsewhere.”
 
   “How did you get here?  This place is supposed to be guarded.  How did you even know about me?”
 
   “The first is a bit difficult to explain.  As for finding you, there are many who believe that you were involved in plotting with your fiancée Rhog to have Prince Rhory, and perhaps the King, murdered.”
 
   Inge nearly hissed.  “I wasn’t that pig’s fiancée, and I had nothing to do with whatever plotting he was involved in.  You could ask the Queen if she were here.  That Bishop was trying to arrange a marriage with Rhog.  My family could see the advantages and was trying to push it on me, but I had encountered Rhog before and knew what a strange person he was.”
 
   “How did you end up here then?” Daria asked.
 
   “That bastard Cordale that wound up becoming King.  He has always hated my father and took advantage of events to throw him in the dungeon.  He put me away here and has threatened if I don’t keep a low profile until he has the kingdom fully acceptant of his rule, he would kill my father.  I don’t know why the Queen hasn’t stepped in to help. She must still have some power and she and I were friends.  She knew I didn’t like Rhog.”
 
   “So you know her.  I hoped as much.  That will be useful.  Unfortunately the Queen is essentially under house arrest herself,” Rigo told her.
 
   “Cordale wouldn’t dare,” Inge said.
 
   “If anyone asks, it would probably be explained as seeing to her security given the murder of the king and other members of the Royal family.”
 
   “Cordale was probably behind the whole thing anyway,” Inge hissed.
 
   “Do you know that?” Rigo asked.
 
   Inge shook her head.  “I just think he’s enough of a bastard to be behind this whole thing.  I don’t think Rhog was capable of such detailed planning.”
 
   “You say your father is being held in the dungeon?” Rigo asked.
 
   Inge nodded and her eyes misted.  “I’m very worried.  They haven’t let me see him in over two weeks.  I don’t even know for sure if he’s alive.”
 
   “So you’ve been to where they are keeping him.  That’ll be useful also.  What about your mother?” Rigo asked, recalling the disapproving woman he had encountered on the ship.
 
   “She was killed when they came to the house and arrested father,” she said tearfully.  
 
   “Get Jeen and Kaler,” Rigo instructed Daria.  “We’ve been here long enough.  I’ll tell Inge what is going to happen.”
 
   Daria turned and slipped out of the door.
 
   Rigo turned back to Inge.  “Inge, we’re getting you out of here,” he said.
 
   “But they’ll kill my father,” she said.
 
   “We’ll go see about him right now,” Rigo assured her.
 
   Inge looked at him doubtfully.  “How can you do that?  He’s locked in the dungeon and no one can get in to see him.”
 
   Rigo could tell she was wondering if she should trust him.  After all, she hadn’t seen him in many months and had only his word thus far that he wasn’t in league with her enemies.  “Use your head, Inge.  If I was working for Cordale, why would I need to pretend otherwise. I could simply come and drag you wherever I wanted you to be.  You are going to see some things shortly that won’t make any sense, but they will convince you that I’m someone Cordale should fear.  You’ll just have to trust me.  I need your help.  I wouldn’t know your father without you to identify him.”
 
   Rigo softened his tone.  “You recall we talked briefly about magic when we were on the ship and how great it could be if it were real.  It is real, Inge.  The simple truth is I’m a bit of a wizard.  I can do things that we were told were impossible.  That’s how we got in here, and how we will get out.  To help your father, however, I need for you to picture in your mind where you last saw him.  Hold that image and lend me your hand.”
 
   Hesitantly Inge held out her hand.  What he said was true and she did recall the fun times on the ship.  She had never expected to see him again, but now, as unlikely as it seemed, she felt he was here to help her.  Rigo focused on the memory she was holding.  It was weak, but there was enough for him to use.  He opened the Bypass, then released her.
 
   Inge took a sharp breath.  “What is that?” she said, eyes wide in disbelief, indicating the arch that had appeared in the far corner of the room.  She looked at Rigo with a kind of wonderment and a certain doubt.  There hadn’t been time to clear out a space, and the bed that was in that corner was now neatly sliced in two, half awkwardly tumbled onto the floor, the other half partially veiled behind the arch itself.  Rigo wondered what Cordale’s men would make of the bed when they found it.
 
   “That will take us to your father,” he said.  
 
   Inge started shaking her head doubtfully.  Just then Daria returned with Jeen and Kaler.  
 
   Rigo decided introductions could wait.
 
   “What about the guard?” he asked.
 
   “He’ll wake up in a half glass or so,” Jeen said.
 
   “Good enough,” Rigo agreed.  “Once again there will be guards where we are going.  Inge said there were three present the last time she was in the dungeon where they are keeping her father, but it may have been more than usual because she was visiting.  Most of the bastards that man the dungeons are worthless, but we can’t know for sure, so if possible restrain them without killing.  If Jeen can use that little trick she demonstrated, it would be for the best.”
 
   This time Kaler and Daria went through first.  They were the most skillful fighters and would be able to subdue anyone on the far side.  Inge gasped as they disappeared.  Rigo’s creation of the arch had been unexpected and shocking enough, but to see two people disappear as they leaped into the opening was more than she was prepared for.  It was clear they had vanished as they could see the far side of the room, albeit somewhat shrouded in haze, beyond the arch.
 
   Jeen was next.  Then it was time for Rigo and Inge.  He took her hand and urged her forward.
 
   “No!” she objected resisting his urging.  “I can’t go in that!”
 
   “It’s safe.  Just stay away from the edges of the arch.  Do you think my friends would have jumped through it so willing if not?”  Pulling her with him, Rigo stepped through and they were suddenly plunged into a darkened room lit only by a single torch on the wall some twenty paces away.
 
   “No guards nearby,” Kaler said when Rigo looked at him.  “There are a couple down that way somewhere, but none here at the moment.”
 
   “This cannot be!” Inge whispered in amazement as she recognized where she was.  “Such a thing is not possible,” but she looked at Rigo wonderingly.  Quickly she looked toward the cell where she had last visited her parent.  “Father!” she cried out inadvertently when she discovered the prone figure on the stone floor inside the barred cell behind them.
 
   “Shhhh!” Rigo hissed at her.
 
   “He looks to be in a bad way,” Daria said.
 
   That was clearly an understatement.  Even from here Rigo could see the bruised and discolored face, the eyes swollen shut from the abuse they had taken.  The fingers of both hands were bent in impossible directions, and both knees were bloodied with one leg bent back upon itself in an unnatural angle.
 
   “Is he even alive?” Rigo asked, trying to determine if the body showed any signs of breathing.
 
   “Barely,” Jeen said.  She was already at the door and using the trick Rigo had taught her in the Digs to open the lock.  She had barely opened the door when Inge pushed past her and dropped at her father’s side, moaning as she looked at the damage.
 
   “He promised!” she moaned.  “He said if I stayed quietly, my father wouldn’t be hurt.”
 
   “Cordale’s word isn’t something to put much trust in,” Daria said.
 
   Rigo was at a loss, but Jeen knelt next to Inge.  She looked up at Rigo. “I’ve never tried this, but my mind says I can.  I’m going to try and heal him, at least enough so we can get him out of here.  If we try and move him like this he hasn’t a chance.  Pray that the skills you passed to me work as I feel they must.”
 
   “Keep a watch outside,” Rigo asked Kaler and Daria.
 
   As they moved back outside the cell, Jeen’s arm suddenly glowed a deep orange with the light seeming to flow down and into the body of the broken man.  She could feel what needed to be done, and while she had no training in the body, instinctively her magic knew what to do to make it right.  At first nothing seemed to be happening, but then as they watched the worst of the bruising faded and the swelling receded.  Impossibly the fingers straightened, and the hands looked almost normal.  
 
   Inge hissed her surprised, and looked wonderingly at Jeen.  “Praise Risos,” she whispered.  “I don’t know if it is truly magic as you claim or some form of trickery, but if it heals my father I thank you.  Can all of you perform such miracles?” she asked Rigo, but her eyes remained focused on Jeen and her father.
 
   “Just Jeen and I have the gift.  Kaler and Daria are talented in many other ways,” he replied.
 
   Jeen moved her glowing hand down to the knees, which slowly took on a normal look as well.  She lingered at the knee of the leg that was bent, then softly said to Rigo, “Straightened it.”
 
   Nervously he reached down and did as she asked, half expecting a scream in protest from the man.  The leg move fluidly as if the bones were missing, but once it was in the proper position, the rigidity returned, and after a moment the glow faded and Jeen sat back.  The man hadn’t made a sound through the entire process.
 
   “I’ve blocked his mind and made him sleep.  He’s unaware of what is happening.  I also fogged his mind so he will remember little of the tortures itself.  More will be required once we get him somewhere he can recover.  For now, he will be safe to move.”
 
   “Is there somewhere you have family?” Rigo asked Inge.  “Somewhere far from here.  Perhaps at the coast.  I seem to remember you saying on the ship that you lived there.”
 
   “They will come looking for us there,” Inge complained.
 
   “I doubt it, and not at first.  They would not believe it possible for your father to be moved very far.  More than likely, they would think him dead and not worth looking for.”
 
   “My aunt,” Inge said finally.  “She has a place south of Garth.”
 
   “Can you picture it as you did before?” Rigo asked.
 
   “We can go that far the same way?” Inge asked incredulously.  She was almost ready to believe anything that Rigo wished was possible.
 
   “Distance doesn’t matter,” Rigo said automatically.  He took Inge’s hand once again and opened another Bypass.
 
   “Kaler,” Rigo called his friend softly.  “Time to go,” he said when his friend arrived. 
 
   “One guard,” Kaler said.  “Daria distracted him and I thumped him.  He’ll be out a while and have a sore head when he wakes.”
 
   Rigo used his magic to surround and gently lift the inert form of Inge’s father from the floor of the cell, another skill he could thank Daim for giving to him.  He raised the unconscious figure to waist height, then directed the floating man after Jeen through the Bypass opening.  Moving him this way was much more gentle than carrying.  Inge followed on her own this time, familiar with the arch and anxious to remain close to her father.  Daria brought up the rear.  Once they were on the far side, Rigo pinched off the Bypass behind them.
 
   “How do you think they will explain the disappearance of both Inge and her father?” Kaler asked as he and Rigo followed behind Inge who led them up the steps to the large house that had been near where they exited the Bypass. 
 
   “I doubt they will be able to understand it at all.  But I hope it causes Cordale some serious worry.”
 
   Inge’s aunt reminded Rigo of Inge’s mother, and once she overcame her shock at seeing Inge and state of her father, especially his ragged and blood soaked clothing, she hurriedly escorted them into a back room with a large bed.  Rigo and Kaler pretended to be carrying the man rather than have to explain to the woman how he could be floating.  Gently Rig deposited the man on the bed, then stood back so Jeen could have another look at him.  Once again the orange glow appeared, and with intense concentration, Jeen directed the magics to finish the job she’d started in the dungeon half a country away.  After a long time, the glow faded and Jeen stepped away.
 
   “He’ll be fine now.  I can’t promise he won’t have a limp, and he’ll be tired and weak for a couple of days.  When he wakes up he’ll want food and water.  It’s also safe to cut the clothes off and bathe him if you wish.  Then let him rest.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Inge’s aunt said as they exited the room a few moments later.  “What happened in there and how did you bring him all the way from Sulen?  We were told he was being held in the castle.”
 
   “It’s magic,” Inge told her aunt, an instant authority, but Rigo felt the words would be more likely believed if they came from her.  “The kind from the old stories.  We were in Sulen just moments before we knocked on your door.  I wouldn’t have believed it.  But you must keep it secret, isn’t that so?” she said looking at Rigo.
 
   “Only because talk would direct those who wish your father harm to you.  Soon enough, everyone will become aware of magic’s reappearance in the world.”
 
   While Inge’s aunt hurried off to fetch supplies and servants to help with cleaning up the victim, Inge pulled him aside.  The wonders of what she was seeing were finally dawning on her.  Earlier her thoughts had been focused on her father, but now that he appeared out of danger she was realizing the impossibility of what had happened.  “You have to explain what this is about.  You never showed you could do such wonders when we met before.  What has happened to you?  What is this all about?”
 
   “The tale will take some telling,” Rigo replied.  “I will tell you briefly what is happening, but the full tale will have to wait.  There are other urgent tasks that my friends and I must see to.  Is it true you know the former Queen?  I would like very much to speak with her.  Could you provide that introduction?”
 
   “You said she is being held much as I was?” Inge said.
 
   “Even more closely, but you have seen we can get to places others cannot.  I must attend to other matters, but once you are reassured your father is mending I will return if you would be willing to help.”
 
   “Of course.  I could do no less after what you have done.  Thank you, Rigo.  I never thought to see you again after the ship, and now you appear with wonders at your command to rescue me and my father.  I owe you everything.”
 
   Rigo took her into a room to one side and spent more than a glass explaining what had happened to him since they last met and the dangers facing the world that most were totally unaware of as yet.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 73
 
    
 
    
 
   “You have some history with her we should know about?” Daria asked with touch of a grin once they were back in the inn.
 
   Rigo colored, but shook his head. He told them how he had met Inge, neglecting to reveal some of the more private thoughts he had had about her at the time.  When he was finished, Daria looked at him knowingly, but didn’t press the matter.
 
   “I think Inge can help us with Queen Usaya, but before that it’s important that I see how matters are at the Outpost.  I don’t like leaving Ash’urn there all alone too long,” Rigo said.  “Perhaps we should all go together tomorrow.”
 
   Daria immediately objected.  “I want to go back to Sulen.  There’s nothing useful I can do at the Outpost with all of you wizards.  It’s time to start checking up on our old enemy Cordale.  I’m sure that soon enough we’ll want to get rid of that bastard.”
 
   “I’m going with Daria,” Kaler said immediately.
 
   “I’ll need Jeen with me at the Outpost,” Rigo explained.  “If they have decided to accept the conversion, it’ll take both of us to finish in a reasonable time.”  Rigo had passed Jeen the skills required to perform the activation and pass the selected spells.  “If she goes with me, it’ll be difficult to contact you and you won’t have an easy means of escape. 
 
   “I’ve been there before and have been able to handle myself well enough when hundreds were looking for me,” Daria reminded him.  “This time, no one even knows we are around as yet.  I wouldn’t worry overly much.”
 
   In the end they decided to jump back to Sulen and visit a number of spots that would be their nominal contact points.  They would use Mirk’s shop as their primary location which is where Rigo would open the Bypass to in the morning, and look for them at the end of the day.  By the time they had finished in Sulen and returned to the Prancing Pony, it was getting dark.
 
    
 
   After sending off Kaler and Daria, Rigo and Jeen made the jump to the Outpost.  This time Rigo had selected the large gathering area, and was showing Jeen around when they were noticed.  It wasn’t long before Burke came hurrying over to greet them.  Jeen tensed once she saw Burke approaching.
 
   Rigo had wondered what to expect from Burke now that he’d been given the additional skills and would be able to sense his power growing.  What he learned was that Burke was slightly awed and humbled by the changes.
 
   “I can’t believe it,” Burke said enthusiastically after he’d greeted the pair.  “The new skills you passed are already at my command.  And I can feel the growth in my power.  I was always strong in what you call Brightfire, but I can tell I’m far more capable already!”
 
   “Some of that is actual growth, and some of it is misleading as it’s a sense of what you will grow into.  You’ll find it will take a number of weeks before your full potential is reached.”
 
   “Is that the way it works for everyone?” Burke asked.
 
   “Daim tells me that people weren’t usually raised to their full power this way, so even he isn’t entirely sure, but in the cases he’s had experience with, that’s what happened.”
 
   “He’s really in there with you?” Burke asked.
 
   Rigo nodded.  “Without him I wouldn’t know any of this nor have the power that I now wield.  For me, because he is experienced and did the internal activation, I somehow bypassed all of the waiting.”
 
   Burke was anxious to be shown how the Bypass spells worked.  Rigo was half surprised he hadn’t tried on his own, but as Rigo had requested, he had waited.
 
   “We will round up the others and I’ll give you a demonstration later.  First I want to see Ash’urn, Nycoh, and then talk to the group.  I want to know what people have decided.”
 
   “Most everyone I’ve talked to has elected to go along with what you proposed,” Burke said.  “Especially after I’ve explained how effective it is.  Come on, I’ll show you where Ash’urn is.  He has been spending a lot of time in the library.”
 
   Jeen followed as Rigo and Burke set off in search of Ash’urn.  As Burke had promised, Ash’urn was walking down the aisles of books, peering at title after title.
 
   “What good does it do to look if you can’t read them anyway?” Rigo asked.
 
   Ash’urn looked up and grinned.  “Nycoh has started giving me lessons.  I want to see how many words I can recognize.  That girl is amazing.”  He noticed Jeen and smiled.  “Hi, Jeen.”
 
   Jeen smiled back.  The two had always gotten along well.
 
   “Where’s Kaler and Daria?” Ash’urn asked.  “If Jeen’s here, how will they get around?”
 
   “They’re looking into other matters,” Rigo said.  “We’ve made arrangements for pickup later.  How did everything else go while you were here?”
 
   “No one bothered me,” Ash’urn said.  “I think that Elder Februus had something in mind.  He came by after dark, but for some reason he couldn’t find me.”  Ash’urn grinned.  “Then he noticed that Burke was watching and left.  Burke had set me up with a room next to his own.”
 
   “I’ll have to keep an eye on Februus it seems.”  It appeared that Burke was good to his word, and his one time enemy was now on his side.  More time would be required to be certain, but Rigo sensed the other’s good intentions.  Rigo handed Ash’urn the three books he had taken from the Sanctuary.  “Give these to Nycoh and ask her to look at them.  After I’ve met the group here, and hopefully able to advance the lot of them, I would like to meet with her.”
 
   Ash’urn accepted the ancient volumes that looked virtually new just like the rest of the books here that were all protected from age by magic.
 
   “Okay Burke, let’s see what people have decided.”
 
   Once they were assembled, Rigo learned that all but one older man had elected to make the change.  Some of the women were reassured when they met Jeen and learned that she would be the one who would perform the activation process on them.  Even the three Elders had elected to allow the process, but Rigo wondered how much of their decision was based on not wanting to be left behind and an idle hope that they might grow enough to be able to confront Rigo.  It was early afternoon by the time they were completed.
 
   After a quick lunch, Rigo and Jeen sat down in a private area with Nycoh.  She was immediately interested in Jeen, but Rigo explained they would be able to get to know one another later.
 
   “Have you looked at the books I brought?” Rigo asked her.  
 
   Nycoh nodded.  “They are all about the towers.  How they are constructed and maintained and activated.  I haven’t had time to try and read them.”
 
   Rigo, and more importantly Daim in the background, was reassured.  If she could tell that much then there was no doubt she was really able to read the books.  That was all that Daim felt was necessary.
 
   “You don’t require the normal activation,” Rigo said.  “For some unexplained reason all of your nodes are already activated.  I would like to ask your permission to give you awareness of a number of spells as well as try to pass the tower information.  That last item requires that you be able to read the books, which you have just demonstrated you can.”
 
   Nycoh didn’t hesitate.  She had been expecting the request and agreed willingly.  Taking just slightly longer than he had with Jeen, Rigo completed the transfer.  He gave Nycoh the same spells as the other, adding the ability to make the Bypass doorways that he had only given Burke and his two assistants.  He could sense that Daim was awed by the sense of potential strength he sensed in the young girl.  Then he had her place her hands on top of the stack of books, which themselves had long ago been prepared with certain magical spells.  He used magic that Daim directed him to, so that the contents of the massive volumes flowed into her, passing in moments what would have taken laborious weeks of study to learn otherwise.
 
   When he was finished, Nycoh slowly opened her eyes and looked at him.  She smiled.  “I understand how they work,” she said.  “It’s easy.”
 
   Rigo smiled in return.  It had worked as Daim claimed.  Now there were two who understood the towers, which took a lot of pressure off him.  Should something happen to him in the coming weeks, the knowledge required to repair and activate them wouldn’t be lost.  The books would provide details that might be required for especially tricky problems.  “Thank you,” he said.  “Now I have to worry less.  You and Jeen can spend some time together.  She will demonstrate how the Bypass works. I’m going with Burke to do the same for him and two others.”
 
    
 
   “It’s that easy?” Burke asked after Rigo had each of the three create arches to places they knew, followed by transfers to places using memories of one another.
 
   “That’s all that is required.  It is really a simple spell.  The only risk is the edge of the arch, which newcomers tend to forget about.  
 
   “Is it okay if we start using the ability right away?” Kela asked.
 
   “Of course.  What did you have planned?” Rigo asked.
 
   “We have been lax on following up on new wizards who have been located.  We would like to go after them now if that is consistent with your plans.  It won’t take days or weeks now.  We can jump essentially directly to the villages where they are.”
 
   “That’s fine.  We need to gather a number of additional gifted people.  We fall short of what will be required to activate the barrier.  I would ask that one of you be present tomorrow.  I want to make a visit to each of the towers and it would be good to have at least one of you who is capable with the traveling spell to become familiar with the location of each.  The need to visit the towers frequently is likely in the coming weeks.”
 
   After they agreed who would go with Rigo the following day, Rigo went in search of Jeen and Ash’urn.  He found them with Nycoh.  They had apparently made a visit to Ash’urn’s home village where he had recovered several books he had acquired over the years and stored there.
 
   “I’m going after Kaler and Daria,” Rigo told Jeen.  “We should all meet back at our base in a couple more glass.  Bring Ash’urn with you,” he asked.
 
   Jeen nodded her understanding.  Rigo hadn’t seen her looking so happy in a long time.  She was among those who had the kind of power she did, had saved a life and was now making friends with a very young wizard girl.  She appeared very content.
 
    
 
   The next day after dropping Kaler and Daria back in Sulen, Rigo returned to the Outpost with Jeen and Ash’urn.  Kela was waiting for his return. She had been chosen to go along with him today because she had the best memory for places and people.  Neither of the other two had returned as yet.  Rigo tasked Jeen to pick up their friends in Sulen later in the day.  Then he went in search of Nadav.  Kela had indicated the Elder had requested that he come along on the survey of the towers.  Once they were all together, Rigo opened the doorway to the northernmost of the towers.
 
   “It looks different than the tower I visited some years ago,” Nadav said when they stepped onto the rocky hillside overlooking the beginnings of the hot and sandy Ruins a couple of hundred paces from the tower.
 
   “It is one of the two unique towers,” Rigo explained.  “The towers at either end of the chain are the most important.  They are set into untainted land and draw the power for the entire system from the earth.  Once the system is operational, power is passed along the link to the other towers.  The Ruins have corrupted the interface, so the towers located there cannot draw the power needed directly.”
 
   As they walked toward the massive structure Rigo saw a small cluster of the shiny flowers which he immediately burned to ash, instructing the others to do so with any they encountered.  “Not only will it help eradicate them once and for all, but as a wizard you don’t want to come in any contact with them.  Weakened as they are, they still can have effects and there could be some that are more virulent than others.”
 
   It took more than a quarter glass for Rigo to establish the base tower was sound.  This was a task that he alone, well Nycoh was supposedly capable now, could perform.  Each tower would have to be examined, and some repaired. Then they would be ready for the later linkage when they had sufficient trained people.  Once he was satisfied he placed his hands against the warm tower metal and brought the massive structure back to life.  Even the others could sense the power growing within the core.
 
   “It will start to charge the storage crystal now,” Rigo explained.  “Nothing more can be expected until the other towers are activated and linked together.”
 
   Satisfied, he took them to the end tower far to the south.  There he repeated the process, finding the tower in similar shape, and activating it so it too could charge.  He marveled at Juda’s skill and the changes she had wrought that allowed the towers to resist the flowers and centuries of potential degradation.  Rigo was startled to realize he was starting to accept some of Daim’s memories as his own.  He had never known Juda, but Daim had held her in very high regard.
 
   It took another ten hours to complete a stop at every tower.  Rigo examined each, but didn’t attempt to activate any of the remaining units.  That could wait until later.  Three were clearly in need of repairs, and a couple of others were suspicious.  Still, the situation was better than he could have hoped.
 
   Several times they encountered some of the flowers near the towers.  In one location he was pleased to note a large crop appeared to have withered and died on their own.  They appeared to be losing their battle in this world as the Seer had predicted.  Rigo was pleased, but burned them to ash regardless.  Only twice did they encounter any of the Hoplani.  Near one tower they found a small herd of fifty of the creatures, who noted their arrival and came running.  It was a simple matter for Rigo to blast them into a smoking mass with a single intense burst of Brightfire.  The smaller group they found later in the day were handled by Kela, who was pleased by her increased ability.  Rigo was certain she would have a story to tell once they returned home.
 
   By the time the threesome returned to the Outpost, Jeen had already left with Ash’urn.  Burke was back with a new recruit, who had already met with Jeen.  Burke informed him that while he was away he had learned that Lopal was well inside Branid, and that a major battle was being predicted.  He didn’t know where beyond a general idea it would be along a section of mountainous land a couple of day’s ride from the river in central Branid, but his source had been certain it would be soon.  When asked if Februus knew of this, Burke explained that the Elder had said it wasn’t their concern and had cautioned Burke against telling Rigo.  It appeared he still had issues to resolve with the Elder.  Telling Burke he would return in the morning, Rigo bid them farewell, and then returned to the inn where thankfully a meal in the room was waiting.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 74
 
    
 
    
 
   Rigo left for the coast by himself while the others were still getting prepared for the day’s activities.  He had made arrangements with Inge to check by the small building in the garden of her aunt’s house each day at a specific time for his return.  This was to provide a way of locating them should they elect to move elsewhere, although in the two days he had been away no one else would have been able to make the trip to the coast.  He stepped out of Sulen into the garden to find Inge sitting hopefully on the small bench under one of the shade trees.  She didn’t see him at first which gave him a moment to study her.  She looked better, with more color in her face, much of the old confidence apparently back.  She was dressed more like she’d been when he had encountered her on the deck of the ship and, to his eyes, was every bit as beautiful.
 
   “Rigo!” she said suddenly, interrupting his thoughts.  “I was afraid you weren’t coming back.”
 
   “I told you it would be a couple of days,” he replied, wondering why he was apologizing.  “Events are moving far too quickly.”
 
   Inge had stood and was walking over to where he waited.  “It all seemed so unreal, and when you didn’t come back . . .”
 
   “How’s your father?” Rigo asked to shift the focus of their discussion.  There was little to be gained by the direction it was headed.
 
   “He’s much improved.  He can even get up and move around the house now.  My aunt doesn’t allow him outside, just in case anyone might be watching.  I don’t go out much myself.”
 
   It was impossible that anyone could have come this far from Sulen so soon to be already watching, even if Cordale had thought to investigate Inge’s family here on the coast.  Then he realized if someone remembered seeing either of them when asked in a week or so, that might be a problem.
 
   “Your aunt is probably right,” he said.  “I should have arranged to meet you inside.”
 
   Taking his arm, Inge smiled.  “Come, let’s go.  You can meet my father.  Perhaps you can explain to him what has happened.  He has little memory of events other than being taken to the dungeon, then waking up here.  He’s asked what happened and I told him he was abused and that magic was used to cure him and bring him here, but he won’t hear of it.  He doesn’t believe Cordale would have followed through on his threats, which makes it hard to keep him indoors and out of sight.  He is already talking of returning to Sulen.”
 
   “I guess I’ll have to convince him,” Rigo said.  “Perhaps there is somewhere else we can take him that would be more difficult to find?  We should do that today as I’d like to take you with me.  Are you still willing to act as a contact for Queen Usaya?”
 
   “Of course.   If you can get us inside of where they are holding her, I can introduce you.  Is it safe for you?  It’s probably unlikely that I would be noticed, at least at first, but you would stand out.”
 
   “I won’t be seen,” he assured her, “at least not until I’m ready.”
 
   “How can you be so certain?”
 
   “Because of this,” Rigo said, and applied the spell he’d first learned from Ash’urn to make himself disappear.
 
   Inge gasped.
 
   Reappearing, Rigo said, “You will talk to the Queen seemingly alone and explain briefly what has happened and that I would appreciate an audience.  It might be awkward if I were to step into her chambers with you at first.  She could be alarmed until you have a chance to explain to her what we want.  When she appears ready to accept my request, then I’ll remove the spell as I just did.”
 
   “But you will really be there all along?”
 
   “Yes.  It will give me a chance to observe and form an opinion of her before I speak with her myself.”
 
   “You will have a bit of task to explain your ability to her.  Just as you will with my father.”
 
   “I know.  But it is important that I succeed.  Much will depend on revealing the existence of magic, and having the nobility behind it will be necessary.  For now, let’s see what we can do with your father.”
 
   Inge led the way into a sitting room where her father, Lord Sooz,  rested in a large chair.  He had a cane propped up against the chair and was staring deep into the flames of a fire across the room.  He still appeared thin, but he was clearly well and getting stronger.
 
   “Father, I would like you to meet Rigo.  He’s the one I have been telling you about.”
 
   The dark brown eyes that reflected the keen mind behind them turned from the fire and examined him.  “This is the one who claims to be a wizard or some such?” he asked.
 
   Before Inge could object, he continued by addressing Rigo.  “My daughter has been telling me I was beaten nearly to death and that you and a couple of your friends reached into the dungeon, performed some kind of miracle healing, and then somehow in a matter of moments rather than days, brought me here to be looked after.”
 
   “That is somewhat dramatic, but in essence correct,” Rigo acknowledged.
 
   “I pride myself on my reasonableness and the use of facts to guide my business decisions.  Magic has never existed, and I can’t see what you have to gain by telling my daughter these things.  I admit I can’t recall what happened, how my leg became damaged like it is, nor how I came to be here, but I am certain that magic had little to do with it.”
 
   “Most would agree with you, but they would also be wrong.  Magic has existed for thousands of years, but for the past couple of millennia it has been all but lost as a result of something that happened in the past.  It is now making its re-emergence, and by sheer chance I am one of those born with the talent.”  Rigo didn’t think it would help his case to try and explain the presence of Daim in his mind.
 
   “Nonsense!” the man exclaimed.
 
   “Show him Rigo,” Inge urged.  
 
   Rigo vanished, just as he had in the other room  for Inge a bit earlier.  Her father paled at his abrupt disappearance, and after a few moments Rigo released the spell and once more stood before them.
 
   “Some kind of a trick,” her father said.
 
   Rigo then looked at the fireplace with the bright blaze burning across the room.  With the briefest of thoughts he quenched the fire and removed all the heat from the embers.  Her father had seen where he was looking and had watched as the fire blinked out.
 
   “You can check the hearth, sir,” Rigo said.  “You will find it quite cool.”
 
   Inge’s father walked slowly over and extended his hands above the darkened wood in the fire pit.  When he couldn’t detect any heat, he cautiously lowered his hands until they were touching one of the logs.  “Remarkable,” he said.
 
   “I don’t know how you did that, but I’m not ready to concede that magic had any place in it,” he said.
 
   “Father!” Inge objected, but he held up his hand to silence her, wanting to hear what Rigo would say.
 
   This was more difficult than Rigo had expected.  People had been raised to doubt the existence of magic, and despite what their eyes were showing them, they didn’t want to change a lifetime’s belief.  He couldn’t see knocking things around or releasing bolts of energy here at the house.  He would have to fall back on something the man could not explain any other way.
 
   “Is there someplace special to you?” Rigo asked.  “Preferably far from here and not in Sulen.  If we were to go there you might doubt that you had ever been here.”
 
   “I have a private place near a lake about two days ride from here,” Inge’s father replied.  “What of it?”
 
   “I think I know how to convince you.  It would be best if we went into the main room.  This room is a little small for what I have in mind.”
 
   Once they had moved into the front room, Rigo asked Inge’s father to visualize the area around the house and that he would need to contact his hand for a moment.  Doubtfully Inge’s father held out his hand, and once the image was firm in his own mind, Rigo created the Bypass.
 
   “Great Risos!” Inge’s father exclaimed upon seeing the arch.
 
   “Come Father,” Inge said smugly.  “Now you will see.”  Moving quickly she stepped into the arch ahead of the two men and disappeared.
 
   “Where did she go?” her father asked immediately concerned.
 
   “Come,” urged Rigo, “I’ll show you.”
 
   Hesitant, but somewhat reassured by the confidence with which his daughter had gone forward, he allowed Rigo to lead him through the strange apparition.  Moments later they stood beside a modest lake nestled into a small valley with tall mountains on either side.  A sturdy little cabin stood well back from the water, and Rigo could see that farther down the shore other structures were visible as well.
 
    “I never knew of this place,” Inge said looking around.  “It’s beautiful.”
 
   “It’s a private place your mother and I used to get away from everyone.  No one else knew of it.  I haven’t been here in several years.”  Her father was looking at the lake and finally walked down and stuck his hand in the water.  “How could you know of it, and bring us here so quickly?”
 
   “I used the vision in your mind to locate it, and a form of magic to transport us,” Rigo explained.
 
   Rigo followed as Inge’s father hurried up to the house and unlocked the door using the same key that worked at the house near the sea, then stepped unbelieving inside.  He stepped into a side room and soon reappeared.  This is really my place. There are things here that no one could have known about.  This magic you speak of is really real?”
 
   Rigo smiled and nodded.  He had been forming an idea.  “It might be wise if you could stay here for a while.  Inge, perhaps if your father and your aunt could relocate here until matters settled down, it would be safer.  We could transport supplies, and . . .”
 
   “I can get everything needed from my friends down the lake,” Lord Sooz interrupted him.  “They watch over the place while I’m gone.  They don’t know who I am, other than someone with a little money.  But why should I hide?”
 
   Rigo and Inge once again explained what had happened in Sulen, and the concern that King Cordale might seek out relatives even though it would be unreasonable to expect he could have made such a journey.”
 
   “What about Inge?” her father asked.
 
   “She is going to introduce me to Queen Usaya.  Then it might be best if she were here as well.”
 
   After a bit, Rigo opened the way back to the house on the coast.  He left Inge’s father to make arrangements to relocate, promising to return with Inge in the evening to move everyone more permanently to the cabin.  Then he and Inge jumped to the inn where his friends were waiting.
 
    
 
   “What kept you?” Kaler asked when Rigo and Inge appeared in their rooms at the Prancing Pony.
 
   “Something came up with Inge’s father.  Everything is fine, but I had not considered how difficult it is to make others believe in magic.”  
 
   Rigo had spent all of his life trying to hide his ability with the power, while Daim, still lurking in the background, had spent all of his life where everyone knew such powers existed.  In a world that had been conditioned to disbelieve such abilities could exist, more convincing than Rigo had expected was obviously going to be required.  
 
   “Are you ready to go to Sulen?” Jeen asked when Rigo finished explaining about the cabin where Inge’s father would relocate.
 
   They had worked out the plan the previous evening.  Using Daria’s knowledge of the estate, Jeen would open the pathway inside the estate on the upper floor where the Queen was being kept.  While Daria and Kaler kept watch, with Jeen on hand to put any guards to sleep, Inge would make her unannounced call on Queen Usaya, with Rigo present but invisible.  Ash’urn wasn’t going along today.  Jeen had already taken him back to the Outpost where he preferred to be.  He would be continuing his lessons with Nycoh, attempting to learn the older language.
 
   Stepping through the arch, they found themselves inside the  richly appointed mansion, in a large room furnished with ornate furniture and silk wall hangings.  Behind them were a number of closed doors that Daria explained were the rooms where the former Queen and Lady Mos’pera slept.  They could hear voices coming from another room through the open doorways ahead.
 
   “That’s Lady Mos’pera,” Inge said confidently.  “I recognize her voice.  She must be talking with Lady Usaya.”
 
   “Let’s go,” Rigo urged, and as he followed Inge he vanished from view.  As they walked toward the voices, Rigo was still trying to decide a better way to convince someone, the Queen in this case, that magic was real.
 
   “Inge!” Queen Usaya exclaimed when she spotted her coming into the room.  “How did you get here?  I have been wondering what became of you.”
 
   Inge bowed as she approached the former Queen and said, “I was being held not too far from here.  King Cordale had my father in the dungeons and had turned his inquisitors on him.”
 
   “Great Risos!” The Queen exclaimed.  “But why?  Neither you nor your father had anything to do with recent events.  Why would he have done such a thing?”
 
   “Cordale is a viscous bastard who has long been an enemy of my family.  He has been using my supposed association with your stepson as an excuse to rid himself of my father.”
 
   “But then how is it that you are here?  If you escaped from where they were holding you, you still shouldn’t have been able to get by the guards they have watching this place.  It must also be dangerous for you.”
 
   “I have been aided by someone I met a while back. He appeared and rescued me and my father.  He wishes to speak with you.  I warn you that he carries frightening news and needs your help.”
 
   “Where is this person?” Lady Mos’pera asked.  She had been listening, but hadn’t spoken until now.  “Despite appearances, we are not free to entertain guests.”
 
   “He is here with me,” Inge said.  “He has been waiting until I spoke with you before revealing himself.”
 
   “By all means, invite him in.  If he has aided you and your father I owe him a debt.  Your father has long been a friend of my husband and myself,” Usaya said.
 
   “He is more than you might think,” Inge said nervously.  “Please do not be frightened by what you are going to see.”
 
   As the two women looked at Inge questioningly, Rigo made himself reappear.  Lady Mos’pera’s hand went to her mouth as he materialized, and the former Queen gasped slightly.
 
   As Inge and the former Queen had talked, Rigo had been attempting to decide on an approach that might gain her confidence and smooth the way to explaining the role magic was going to play in everyone’s future.  Then Daim had brought his attention to something that Rigo had overlooked.  It was faint, barely noticeable, but suggested an alternate approach.
 
    “I apologize for the shock of my unusual appearance, but I thought it best that Inge have a chance to prepare you.  My name is Rigo.  I am honored to meet both of you.”  Rigo bowed in the direction of the former Queen.
 
   “How did you conceal yourself so effectively?” Lady Mos’pera asked.
 
   “Magic,” Rigo explained.  “I am that which we have been told all our lives doesn’t exist, a wizard.”
 
    “A wizard?” asked Usaya.  “You said you hid yourself by magic.  Are you therefore claiming to be the kind of wizard that the stories claim is skilled in all forms of magic?”
 
   Rigo nodded.
 
   “And how would you have come by such powers?  I have never encountered anyone who has made such a claim before.  In fact, wouldn’t it be against the laws of the land to exercise such power?”
 
   “I will try and explain,” Rigo said.
 
   Usaya smiled.  “Lady Mos’pera claims to be a Seer, so I guess I am not too surprised that someone would also claim to be a wizard.”
 
   Rigo looked at Lady Usaya.  Something that Daim recognized was present in her eyes.  He would have to pursue that as well, but at the moment Queen Usaya was waiting.
 
   “Magic has been suppressed for many centuries, but is starting to re-emerge.  I am one who was born with the gift.  In the past months my skills have been greatly enhanced.”
 
   “You have yet to prove your claim, but I have more reason than most to believe what you say.”  She looked toward one of the unlit candles on the table and moments later it burst into flame.
 
   Rigo smiled.  Daim had been right once again.  Lady Usaya had a brief touch of the gift.
 
   “I have long wondered,” Usaya said smugly.  “I have been able to do that since I was a child.  I never told anyone, and I never have been able to do more.  But that seems like magic, doesn’t it?  Can you do more?”
 
   “Considerably more,” Rigo said, now confident that his task was going to be simpler.  “I could level this building with a thought.”
 
   “That would be an impressive display.  How did you come by this ability?  One would expect that like anything else, certain training would be required.”
 
   “You might say I’m being trained by Master Daim, one of the preeminent wizards from our distant past.”
 
   “That is certainly difficult to believe.  How would such a thing be possible?  It would be too much to believe he is still alive after all of these years and has remained hidden for so long.”
 
   Rigo touched his head.  “A bit of magic he performed long ago stored his memories away and transferred them to me when I found the special ring where they had been preserved.  Because of that I am aware of the history of ancient magic and more important dangers that are about to fall upon our world.  It is because of that I have asked Inge to perform this introduction.  May I have your permission to explain?”
 
   Usaya nodded, and Rigo took the next half glass to briefly outline what was happening unnoticed by most of the human population on the edge of the Ruins.
 
   “This is real?” Usaya asked.  “These beasts are truly a threat?”
 
   “I have encountered them a number of times and the numbers are growing.  I have friends in the outer chamber who have fought with them as well. If you wish I can take you to the Ruins and show you for yourself.”
 
   “That would take months!” Usaya objected, even if I was inclined to endure such a trip or free to do so if I wanted.”
 
   “It would be a matter of a few moments,” Rigo told her.  “I have access to a different way of making such a journey.  Ask Inge.  She slept last night in her home on the western coast.”
 
   Usaya glanced at Inge who nodded the truth of Rigo’s statement.
 
   “Say I accept your claim.  What is it you seek from me?”
 
   “Several things,” Rigo said.  “To start, the war between the three kingdoms must be stopped.  The men and effort must be directed toward our survival, not trying to fight over land that will soon be overrun.  I need to spread the word that magic has returned and that it is not a thing to be feared.  The number of wizards we know of are insufficient for the tasks ahead.  More must be found.  Finally, I would like to know all you can tell me about what befell your husband and stepdaughter, and what you know of Rhog’s involvement.  I suspect Cordale is behind much of what happened, but I must be certain of the truth before I act.  I have a personal grudge against the man, but perhaps he is innocent of what I suspect.”
 
   Usaya huffed angrily.  “I have no proof, but I also believe Cordale to be behind much of what has happened.  She explained everything she knew.  Rhog had confessed and she was certain he had had a plan to see his brother killed.  However, Rhog claimed he had made no plans against his father and she believed him.  He also had not known where Rhory was going to be when he was ambushed, so she doubted he was the ultimate cause behind his death.
 
   “Rhory lives” Lady Mos’pera insisted.
 
   “Now is not the time,” the Queen said.  
 
   “No!” Lady Mos’pera insisted.  “This is one who can help.  I sense it.  My abilities are poor, but even I can tell this.”
 
   Rigo stepped over and looked into Mos’pera’s eyes.  Daim peered out of his own with him.  She is a Seer, he heard in his mind.  A weak one.  She has recently come to the power due to her pregnancy.  She will earn the full gift once she comes to term.  
 
   Rigo noted the extended belly from her pregnancy.  Daim seemed to link her developing powers to the impending birth.  Rigo had no knowledge of this, but if Daim was certain, then he expected she was what Daim claimed. 
 
   “Prince Rhory’s alive?” he asked softly.  “The news is that he and his men were found burned after losing a major battle.”
 
   “They found his armor.  He still lives.  I have limited sight, but I can sense that my husband is still among the living.  You must help find him,” she pleaded.
 
   “I will definitely try,” agreed Rigo.  “If Rhory could be found alive, much could be done to aid the end of the fighting.”
 
   Rigo turned back to Usaya.  “Tell me more of the sickness your husband contracted.”
 
   “There were many who believed it to be the coughing plague, but no one else caught it.  How would that be possible?”
 
   Once again Daim supplied Rigo with the answer.  He relayed to Usaya what Daim was telling him.
 
   “It is related.  The sickness comes from a special flower.  Someone has learned to extract the virulent element and create a poison.  It would have been risky when the flowers first appeared, but given how they have weakened over the years and the immunity that man has gained as a result of the plagues, it is conceivable that the poison could be harvested and concentrated.  It should be safe enough to do this now, and only someone exposed to the concentrated result would be prone to catching the plague.  The rest of us have enough immunity it wouldn’t spread.  I am certain your husband and daughter were poisoned.  I cannot say who is responsible.”
 
   “Cordale,” hissed Usaya.
 
   “I would guess you are correct, but there might be others.  Certainly, Lopal would have much to gain as well.”
 
   They discussed the matter further, until Usaya said, “You said the war must be stopped.  How do you expect I can help you with that?  I am no longer in control of Branid.”
 
   “A major battle is forming.  I have no idea where, but must be there to stop it.  Do you know where and when it is going to happen?”
 
   “Cordale visited more than two weeks ago and said that his troops were about to deliver a surprise blow to Lopal.  I have no more knowledge than that. Mos’pera and I have been kept ignorant of events since Cordale moved us out of the castle.”
 
   “Do you know anyone who would know?  Anyone who would reveal the plans to you?”
 
   “Briner,” she said after a moment.  “You need to bring Commander Briner to me.”
 
    
 
                 *                            *                            *                            *
 
    
 
   Rigo heard his friends in the outer chamber as they returned from searching out the man Queen Usaya had requested.  It was obvious that they had someone with them from the angry voice that cursed as they escorted him toward the room where Rigo waited with Inge and the two noble women.  
 
   “What just happened?  Where are we?  Who in Risos name do you think you are?”  The coarse voice of the very unhappy guardsman was going to earn them unwanted attention if it wasn’t controlled quickly.
 
    “That sounds like Briner,” Usaya said with a grin.  She had made a point of reminding Rigo that she was no longer the Queen and he should refer to her by her name, maybe as Lady Usaya in formal situations.  She had accepted him and what he might be far easier than he could have hoped.  The fact that both the former Queen and Lady Mos’pera were blessed with limited abilities of the gift had worked in his favor and made what might have been a nearly impossible situation possible.
 
   “I’ll not be telling you anything,” Commander Briner insisted as Kaler and Daria escorted him into the room at knifepoint.  Briner appeared to be watching Daria with her small knife more closely even than he was Kaler with the Kellmore sword drawn and ready.  Then Briner spotted Usaya and his objections abruptly ceased.  He bowed toward her and said, “Your Ladyship.  These people are really with you as they claim?”
 
   “That is correct, Commander I asked them to seek you out and bring you here.  I didn’t expect it to be under guard.  What happened?”
 
   “They found me at the barracks and said that you would appreciate speaking with me.  I had never seen either of them before and I could not imagine why such a request would not come through more conventional channels.  Pardon me, but word has been spread that you have withdrawn from affairs of state in deference to the new king.”
 
   “So you resisted?” Usaya asked.
 
   “I tried, but that one,” and he indicated Daria, “had a knife at my throat before I could finish speaking.  I was sure they were some kind of Lopal spies trying to learn our plans.”
 
   “Any other troubles?” Rigo asked.
 
   “A couple of his friends noted us leading the Commander away and attempted to interfere.  I had to disarm them,” Kaler said.  “Several others gave chase, but when we turned the corner by one of the buildings Jeen had the Bypass ready and we all stepped into it.  They must be very confused about now wondering where we could have gone.”
 
   Commander Briner was looking around.  “How did we get here?” he asked.  “There is nothing like this near the barracks.”
 
   “You are across town from where you started,” Usaya informed him.  “Ours friends here have some remarkable talents and a means of getting around that you have just independently verified.”
 
   “No offense, your Ladyship, but couldn’t you have sent for me by more usual means?”
 
   “A fair question, Commander, but the truth is that I am not free to entertain guests or request someone like you to come at my call.  This meeting must be unseen by those who hold Lady Mos’pera and myself here.  We are seeking information about the impending attacks and confrontation with Lopal.”
 
   “For them?” Briner asked looking at Kaler and Daria.
 
   “For them and my friends here,” Usaya said, indicating Rigo and Inge.
 
   Briner hesitated, then shrugged.  “If it were anyone else asking, I wouldn’t say a thing, you realize.  Actually, I’m not officially in the know.  Since Cordale became King, some of us old hands have been pushed aside by the newer leaders he has put into place, but it’s difficult to move that many men without word spreading around.  In this case, it can’t matter much, because there is nothing useful that could be done with the information.  The battle will begin before the word could be passed to anyone.”
 
   “The battle will begin that soon?” Rigo asked suddenly concerned.
 
   Briner nodded.  “A day, maybe two.  Three at most.”
 
   “How can you be certain?” Rigo asked.
 
   Briner looked at Rigo, but when Usaya nodded that he should answer, Briner said, “The captain got a messenger bird the other day.  The enemy has been located and they expected to close on its position shortly.”
 
   Briner looked like he wanted to say more, but he held his tongue.
 
   “You appear uncertain about something, Commander,” Usaya observed astutely.  
 
   Briner hesitated, then said.  “The belief is that with the troops sent from Sulen to augment those in the field our forces will soundly outnumber those of the enemy.  I don’t think the Captain that King Cordale has tasked with this important encounter has the experience to be making those kinds of decisions.  Others agree with me, but our voices are not welcome at the present time.  Lopal has shown they can be tricky, and I fear they might be walking into a trap much as Prince Rhory appears to have done.”
 
   “Do you know where the battle is to take place?” Rigo asked.
 
   “More or less.  I could place it within a half-day’s ride of where it will be.  The note wasn’t that specific.”
 
   “That’s still a huge area,” Kaler noted.  
 
   Rigo nodded.  “If Commander Briner is right about the timing, we probably don’t have time to seek out more specific information.  We will have to search the area ourselves.”  Rigo turned to Briner.  “Have you been to the area before?  Can you remember exactly what it looks like?”
 
   “I’ve been about everywhere in Branid,” Briner noted.  But, yes, I can recall the surrounding area quite clearly.  Why?”
 
   “Lady Usaya,” Rigo said, addressing the former Queen.  “Do you think Commander Briner would accept a command from you to act as my scout and provide us with whatever assistance we need?”
 
   “I have no official capacity to direct the commander,” Usaya said, “but he has always been very dedicated to my late husband and myself.  If he agrees to help, you can trust his word.”
 
   She turned toward Briner.  “Branid is at grave risk.  These people want to stop the impending battle and the war.  Are you willing to assist them in finding the site of the battle?”
 
   “Whatever your Ladyship demands,” Briner replied.  “I feel my first duty is to you, regardless of your official title.  But there is not enough time.  Even with our fastest horses it would be weeks before we can reach the intended battlefield.  By then, it will have already been decided.”
 
   “Do not worry about that,” Rigo said.  “Horses will not be required.”  Rigo thought for a moment.  “It is already late in the day, and we should leave quickly.”  Rigo turned to Jeen.  “I need you to take Inge back home and then transport her family to the location agreed on earlier in the day.  Inge can guide you.  When you are finished, return to the Outpost and stay there with Ash’urn.”
 
   “Don’t you think I should go with you, just in case?” she asked.
 
   “If there is time I will come back for you, but I should be able to deal with this alone.  It is important that Inge is not discovered.  Cordale would be very interested in what has been going on.  Besides, should something go wrong, it would be best for you to be free to let those at the Outpost know.”
 
   “What about Lady Usaya and Lady Mos’pera?” Inge asked.  “Are you going to leave them here?”
 
   Usaya answered the question before Rigo could.  “No one knows of your visit today.  We are left alone so long as we remain on this level.  Cordale has no reason to take any action against us.  It would work against him at this point.  We are in no more danger than we were before you arrived today.  Deal with matters at hand.  We can plan later for what best suits our needs.”
 
   After thanking the former Queen for her assistance and trust, Rigo spoke briefly with Inge, then indicated to Kaler and Daria that it was time.  “Come, Commander,” he said.  “Let’s see what we can find.”  Rigo created an arched Bypass and led the others into the wilderness in eastern Branid.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 75
 
    
 
    
 
   Rigo led the way through the Bypass, followed by a nervous Briner, then Kaler and finally Daria.  They stepped into the forests of eastern Branid in the early evening to the sound of birds and the occasional scurrying squirrel.  It was later in the day this far east of Sulen, and somewhat cooler.  Most important, they had the area to themselves, with no sign of either of the two enormous armies that were supposed to be nearby.   
 
   Briner took the transition from Sulen to their present location stoically.  He was not particularly frightened or amazed by the fact they had covered a couple week’s distance with a few footsteps. 
 
   “That’s a remarkable way of getting around,” he said, looking at the familiar landmarks that reassured him that they were in the area he had been picturing in his mind at Rigo’s request.  He looked back to see if he could see where they had been, but seeing no sign of the Bypass arch, he shrugged and turned back toward Rigo.  “Can you bring horses through that thing?  How many men can come through?”  He was already considering the possible military advantages of the Bypass while not really thinking about what its very existence implied.
 
   “There doesn’t seem to be anyone around,” Kaler noted.  “I don’t even see any sign that would indicate an army has been through here recently.”
 
   Briner nodded his agreement.  “It’s a big area.  I told you I only had an approximate idea where they were supposed to be.  We should have brought horses.  It’s going to be slow moving to search around on foot.”
 
   “Maybe up there?” Daria suggested, pointing to one of the nearby mountains.  “We need some elevation if we are going to see very much.”
 
   Rigo turned to Briner.  “Do you have any suggestions where we are likely to find them?”
 
   “Most of the area is pretty dense, like here.  Not a good place to fight.  There are one or two large areas that would be more suitable.  We should be able to see one of them from up there.  The other is more to the north.  It’ll be dark before we even get close to the base of that mountain though.”
 
   Rigo smiled.  Briner still hadn’t fully figured out what could be done with the Bypass.  Seeing the peak, Rigo could approximate an exit point, and it wasn’t long before they were standing on the top of the mountain looking down into the hazy valleys.  Briner had been right about one thing.  The sun was disappearing from the floors of the valleys, and it would soon be getting dark.
 
   “Nothing,” Kaler said after a few minutes of searching the surrounding area.  
 
   “Where would we want to be to examine these other areas?” Rigo asked the guardsman.
 
   Briner scanned the horizon, finally pointing to another pair of hills to the north.  “Either one of those should give us a good vantage point.  I’ve never been on top like this, so I’m only guessing, but the meadows are up that way.”
 
   Once again Rigo opened the way, and soon they were examining the land from the fresh location.
 
   “I see them,” Kaler announced after a moment of searching.  
 
   “There’s Lopal as well,” Briner said pointing off to the northeast.  “They have the better location.”
 
   Despite the encroaching darkness, they could see the camps that had been established by the two armies.  From this location they appeared to be surprisingly close to one another.  While it appeared no fighting had yet taken place, they were obviously aware of one another and positioned so close that the morning was certain to bring the two armies into contact.  Rigo could see the forward line that Branid had deployed against any attempt of Lopal moving forward in the night.  Lopal had similar advance locations manned.  They were coiled and ready to spring at one another.
 
   “Lopal’s set this up to be a trap,” Briner said after studying the two camps.  “The estimates of the invading army’s size were too low.  Look how the Lopal forces are hidden away in the low spots provided by the natural shape of the land.  They aim to entice Branid into attacking and then bring out those troops that can’t be seen.  Branid will also be fighting uphill all the way. It isn’t a steep slope, but it will be telling.  I told you that this Captain Turton that Cordale put in charge wasn’t experienced enough for this kind of responsibility.”
 
   Darkness was rapidly settling in.  “It’s too late to attempt anything tonight,” Rigo said.  He turned to Briner.  “Do you think this Captain Turton will listen to you?”
 
   “I have no authority in his eyes,” Briner said.  “Cordale replaced a number of the former military leaders, and Captain Turton will not see me as having any authority.  He will also know that Cordale wouldn’t have sent me with any orders of importance.  The best I will be able to do will be to point out the traps that Lopal has in place and hope that he realizes this is not a battle he can win.”
 
   “What reaction would you expect if we were to drop in on the Captain tonight?”
 
   “It’s likely he will consider us spies or in league with Lopal somehow.  We have no reason in his eyes for us to be here.”
 
   “We should go down anyway,” Daria suggested.  “We’ve seen enough we can suggest where he might send scouts to investigate.  If he can learn from his own people that Lopal’s forces are stronger than he realizes, he might reconsider.  If we wait until light, it will be too late.”
 
   “How long before it gets too dark to see?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Another glass, perhaps a little longer,” Kaler said.  “Why?”
 
   “Maybe the Captain should have a look from up here,” Rigo suggested.  “That large tent down the hill is where I would guess the Captain is to be found?”
 
   Briner nodded.  “That is the command tent.  You can tell by the flag.”
 
   Rigo opened another Bypass, and the foursome stepped into the Branid camp a short distance from the tent.  They hadn’t gone a dozen paces when the guard posted to protect the Captain spotted them and advanced to intercept.
 
   “Halt!” yelled one of the guardsmen.  Also immediately five men closed on their position, weapons drawn and ready.  Three moved in to intercept seeing that the group was armed, and almost as quickly Kaler had disarmed two and Daria had a knife at the throat of the third.  Seeing the sudden disarming of their friends, a half dozen more moved in to help.
 
   “Don’t kill any of them,” Rigo warned.  “Let them go and put down your weapons,” Rigo warned his friends.
 
   “Unhappily Kaler and Daria released those they had disarmed, and then stood still while more than a dozen guardsmen surrounded them.  They set down their weapons and stepped away and waited to see what Rigo would do.  Within a couple of minutes the flap to the tent was thrown aside and a dark haired soldier emerged and headed in their direction.   
 
   “Who are you and how did you get inside my camp?” he demanded as he approached.  He could see that they had disarmed themselves, although he would have been surprised to see what Daria still carried hidden on her person.  Once he was closer he frowned.  “I know you,” he said looking at Commander Briner.  “You have no business here.”
 
   “We have come to put a stop to the impending battle with Lopal,” Briner informed the captain.  “This man,” and he indicated Rigo, “has reason to stop the fighting.  We also need to inform you that you are walking into a trap.  Lopal has more forces than you expect.”
 
   “I don’t take my orders from some unknown person, nor from you.  Your authority was removed at King Cordale’s direction.  And I take issue with your information.  My scouts have found no sign that the enemy is other than what our initial intelligence indicated.  They will find themselves overmatched come the morning and Lopal will regret the day they invaded Branid.”
 
   “We have no time for this,” Rigo said.  He targeted the weapons the men around him held, and as one they began to glow dull red and then brighter.  Shouts of surprise and then pain were heard, followed by the clattering as the weapons dropped to the ground.  
 
   Captain Turton looked at the glowing weapons scattered around as his dumbfounded men stared empty handed.
 
   “Seize them,” the Captain ordered, but his men were unable to move forward against the magic that Rigo employed to restrain them.  
 
   “Bring the Captain,” Rigo told Kaler as he opened another Bypass.  After retrieving his sword, Kaler walked over to the Captain, and holding the weapon to indicate that the Captain had no choice, pointed him toward the arch.  Moments later the five of them stood atop the mountain.
 
   “Great Risos!” cursed the Captain when he looked around.  “How did we get here?”
 
   “I’ll explain later,” Rigo said.  “For the moment, it’s important to look carefully and determine yourself the deployment of your troops and those of Lopal.”
 
   Unasked, Briner pointed out where Lopal had hidden large numbers of reserves that would be able to surprise any forces that Branid sent to try and dislodge the enemy.  Captain Turton might not be the most experienced officer, but he was bright enough to understand what he was seeing.
 
   “We wouldn’t have a chance,” he said shocked.
 
   “Now that you understand, we can return to your camp.  You can send out scouts based on what you have seen to verify if you wish, although I wouldn’t lend too much hope they could make it through the lines.”
 
   “Who are you, and how is it possible for you to be aware of these things and move from place to place so effortlessly?”
 
   “I am a wizard, and what you have just witnessed is a form of magic.  I also used magic to disarm your men.”
 
   “Magic!” exclaimed Turton.  “There is no such thing!”  Then he looked down at his camp and frowned.  Whatever means had been employed, it was akin to magic.  “Can we return to my camp?” he asked.
 
   “We will do so immediately, but I ask that you restrain your guards.  We have much to talk about and I would prefer not to have to harm any of them.”  Then Rigo opened the way.  Moments later they returned to a very confused encampment.  The guards had retrieved their weapons which had cooled with Rigo’s departure and had been organizing a search party, although none could figure out where to look.  The reappearance of the Captain brought all activity to a sudden halt.  Then, seeing Rigo and his friends the guards drew their swords and prepared to engage.  A sharp word from the Captain brought them to a halt.
 
    
 
   Rigo had explained his intent to halt the war without going into the reasons to the Captain.  For his part, Captain Turton explained he was unable to follow orders from Rigo.  He had specific orders from his King to chase the enemy from Branid, but could see that this battle would be futile and if Rigo had a means of removing the enemy he was willing to allow him the chance to do so.  He would defend his position, but would not be charging into the traps that were waiting up the hill.  Rigo intended to confront the enemy commander come light, but shortly before first light the first of Lopal’s forces advanced and engaged the defensive force that Branid had placed between the two armies.  By the time word reached Captain Turton, his men had already fallen, and more of his men were moving forward to fortify the position.
 
   Rigo and his friends didn’t hesitate.  Quickly they headed uphill, moving between the Branid soldiers who were moving in the same direction.  When they reached the scene of the attack, they had to step over the dead and wounded to see the Lopal forces pulling back.  They were trying to entice Branid’s forces to follow.  It was obvious that’s what the Sergeant intended, until Captain Turton’s voice rang out with an order to hold.
 
   Rigo stepped into the open space beyond the Branid line.  He motioned for Kaler and Daria to remain with Captain Turton, and walked a short distance up the hill.  He walked a hundred paces and then stopped, looking uphill.  He was about to call to the command of the Lopal forces, when the second wave of attackers started down the hill yelling as they came.  This force was far greater than the force that had taken out the first rank earlier, and fully intended to break through the defensive lines that Branid was trying to form.  If Branid wouldn’t come to them, then Lopal would bring the battle down to Branid’s army.
 
   Rigo turned and faced the charging army.  He hoped that Daim was right about what he was about to attempt.  If he was wrong, he was going to be in trouble.  He could feel his own power, but these kinds of things he had never practiced.
 
   Rigo waited until the army drew nearer, and when they were within a hundred paces he released the magic that triggered a series of explosions in the ground extending along the line that separated the two armies for nearly a thousand paces in either direction.  An explosion was triggered every fifty paces, each causing great blasts of flame and noise which threw clouds of dirt and rock high into the air.  The suddenness and the unexpected nature of the blasts caught both armies by surprise, and the advancing forces slid to a halt, their advance now in shambles.  Horses shrieked and several stumbled.  Men tripped over one another, and many were pelted with dirt and small rock as the material that had been tossed high into the air rained back down to the ground.  By the time the startled invaders finally came to a stop, the front lines of the advance stretched all along the hillside in either direction some twenty paces from where Rigo stood with his arms outstretched.  The silence after the explosions was broken by the shuffling of the nervous animals.
 
   No one moved for a long moment, and then a smaller group broke free of the main force and rode over to where Rigo waited.  The man in the center of the group appeared to be in charge.  He was surrounded by his personal guard and several advisors or fellow commanders.  Moving slowly into position behind him was a large force of mounted archers.  Off to the right Rigo could see several hundred of mounted swordsmen, waiting for the command to advance.
 
   “Who are you?” asked the man in the group that had ridden over to where Rigo waited.
 
   “I am the wizard Rigo,” he replied calmly.  “This is over.  The war is over.  You are to remove your forces and return to Lopal.”
 
   The man laughed.  “A wizard.  Is that what you would have us believe?  I don’t know what trickery was used to create the explosions, but it was quite impressive.  I applaud your ingenuity.  But the men of Lopal do not fool so easily.  Branid will fall, and trying to trick us into believing you have some power that doesn’t exist will not save you.  I am It’oni.  As Lamane of Lopal, I promise you as much.”  With a flick of his hand he commanded a half dozen of his mounted swordsman to charge Rigo.
 
   There was no doubt they intended to cut him down with the oddly shaped swords they held in arms cocked back ready to swing when he came into range.  Without a thought he released burning coils of flaming magic that enveloped each of the riders.  Men and horses alike faded and collapsed into burnt piles of oily ash before they were within a dozen paces of where Rigo stood.
 
   “Trickery?” Rigo asked.  “How do you explain the loss of the men you just condemned to death?  Your entire forces could be consumed so if you continue along this path.  I offer you the chance to live and save your energies for a more important fight that Lopal faces.”
 
   Anger crossed the face of the Lamane of Lopal.  With another signal, he commanded his archers to fire.  More than five hundred arrows were launched into the air within seconds, all headed toward where Rigo stood.
 
   There were various options Rigo could pursue.  He could have stopped the arrows in flight.  Burke had done as much once before, although that had been a mere handful of arrows.  He could cause them all to miss.  Such a thing would have been simple.  But a half dozen men had already died, and more were likely to before long.  This It’oni was a man who wanted the war.  Perhaps it was better to make his point very clear. 
 
   Rigo let his mind reach out to the arrows in flight, and with a simple tweak, the flight path of every arrow was suddenly altered.  The sound of five hundred arrows hitting home and striking flesh was easily heard as the armies of both sides stood silent having noted the impossible change of flight direction.  It’oni and his mount dropped to the ground, dead and nearly unrecognizable beneath the hundreds of shafts protruding from their bodies.  
 
   Rigo didn’t bother to spare the dead leader even a glance.  He pointed to one of the men who had ridden beside It’oni.  He was wearing richer leathers than his fellows.  “You are now in charge,” Rigo said.  “You will order your army to withdraw.”
 
   The man swallowed, but he shook his head.  He made a quick signal, and several hundred of the armed riders headed directly for Rigo.
 
   “Fool,” Rigo said angrily, and he released a burst of Brightfire at the advancing mass.  Where there had been hundreds of armed men, there was suddenly nothing but charred and burned remains.  Rigo looked at the man that had ordered the charge and watched as he dropped dead from his saddle.
 
   “Your turn,” he said, pointing to another.  “Withdraw your army before I am forced to destroy it entirely.”
 
   The man objected.  “I’m not . . ,” and he looked back up the hill.
 
   “The next in your chain of command is up there,” Rigo said understanding the man’s look.  “That’s fine.  What is his name?”
 
   “Elm’ad,” the man replied.
 
   “For the moment you are in charge.  Withdraw your forces and inform this Elm’ad I will meet with him over there in a glass,” Rigo said.  “Failure to do as I command will result in the complete loss of your forces.  Maybe you will be able to convince him that magic is real.”
 
   “Branid commands many like you?” the man asked.
 
   “Branid does not command me.  I am under the orders of no king.  I will see the end of this war, or I will destroy each man who tries to pursue it.  Tell Elm’ad, and withdraw your men.”
 
   The man looked around, but gave a signal that caused the assembled forces to start pulling back.  “What about?” and he pointed at the remains of It’oni on the ground.  
 
   “You may send a small group to recover the body after the bulk of your army withdraws,” Rigo said.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 76
 
    
 
    
 
   Rigo walked down the hill to where his friends waited with Captain Turton and Commander Briner.  Although he had turned his back on the army he had just humbled, he was very aware of every man behind him, and prepared to respond should anyone be so foolish as to attempt him harm.  He could have left as he’d arrived, but he wanted the defeated army to see him casually walking away.  
 
   Kaler was grinning as he approached, happy to see his friend walk away from an encounter that would have meant the death of thousands.  He could tell Daria was pleased with his swift removal of the leaders, sparing as many common soldiers as he could.  The two military leaders were clearly in shock by the kind of power Rigo had unleashed on their enemies.
 
   “That has to be the most bloodless battle I’ve ever witnessed, Turton said.
 
   “It wasn’t without blood,” Rigo said harshly, thinking sickly of the men he’d wiped from existence.  He felt little for the overzealous leaders, but the soldiers had been doing only as ordered.  They probably hadn’t wanted to be there in the first place.  
 
   “If you control such power, why didn’t you simply destroy the lot of them?” Captain Turton asked undaunted.  “It would have ended the problem once and for all.”
 
   “My intention was not to kill them.  You will be happy soon enough to have them between you and what is headed toward Branid.  It is a far more serious threat than the army that almost defeated you.”
 
   “What do we do now?” Kaler asked.
 
   “Someone named Elm’ad is supposedly the next in command.  I have asked for him to meet with me on the hill within a glass.  We will wait and see what develops.”
 
   Well short of a full glass, Daria pointed out to Rigo the small group making its way toward the designated meeting point.  It looked as if Elm’ad, assuming that was who was leading the group, had brought his personal protection or several advisors with him.  Well, Rigo hadn’t said to come alone, not thinking he would even if directed to do so.
 
   “We’re going with you,” Daria said in a tone that indicated she wouldn’t be dissuaded.  “It was foolish enough you went out in front of both armies alone.  This time you will have your mind on the discussions.  You need someone to watch your back.”
 
   Rigo hesitated, then nodded his assent.  This time he wanted to make a point, so rather than walk the short distance he opened a Bypass and the three of them emerged without warning in front of the waiting group on the hill.
 
   Elm’ad was clearly startled by their appearance seemingly out of thin air.  One of his men reached for a sword, but a sharp word from the Lopal leader stopped the motion before he could draw the weapon.
 
   Rigo examined the man as he walked over to where he waited.  He was a short, barrel-chested fighter of indeterminate age. His hair was a dark red and long, hanging well past his shoulders and tied in the back with some sort of leather thong.  His frame was protected by worn leathers, decorated by metal studs that had been sewn into the leather as much to add looks as additional protection.  The gray eyes reflected the man’s uncertainty as he watched Rigo with equal intensity.  What was supposed to be an easy defeat of Branid’s largest army had been suddenly turned around by this one man.
 
   “That was quite a display,” Elm’ad said. “If I hadn’t personally witnessed your single-handed rout of our army I wouldn’t have believed such a thing possible.  I probably would have hung any man who came to me with such an outrageous story.  What exactly are you?”
 
   “You may call me Master Rigo. I am a senior wizard trained in the art of magic.”
 
   Elm’ad spit a brown stream off to one side as he digested Rigo’s claim.  “A wizard?  Magic?  You mean like in all them stories that they told us as youngsters?  It fits well enough, but I’m not certain that I’m ready to accept something such as that.”
 
   “Do you have a better explanation?” Rigo asked.
 
   “No.  No I don’t.  But that doesn’t mean there isn’t one.  But for now, let’s not quibble over how you did what you did.  You clearly were able to unleash weapons that caught us by surprise and against which we don’t have a defense.  Poor Sergeant Poul who you placed in charge at the end there wasn’t at all certain what to do.  I guess his surrender was as smart as anything.  I’m guessing you were prepared to do worse than you did?  You killed the Lamane, our King, you know.”
 
   “I killed a lot of people.  The one who led your army killed himself.  He wouldn’t listen to reason and wanted to continue the engagement.  He would have continued until many more had died.  It seemed a quicker solution to get him out of the game.”
 
   “It’oni believed strongly that Lopal was destined to rule the three kingdoms.  He wouldn’t have surrendered easily.  He certainly didn’t have much time as leader to make his mark.”  Elm’ad hesitated.  He looked at Kaler and Daria.  “Are these two like yourself?  Can they call down such destruction upon us as well?”
 
   Rigo couldn’t see any reason to reveal who had what abilities.  “Suffice it to say there are many of us with the gift.  It would be wise for you to carry that fact back to Lopal with you.”
 
   “You so-called wizards have allied yourselves with Branid then?”
 
   Rigo shook his head.  “We are allied with no one.  We are independent of the leadership of the three kingdoms, but intend to see an end to this war.  There is a greater danger facing all of us, and there is no time for such foolishness.  Within a season you will find Lopal fighting for its existence from an enemy coming out of the east.”
 
   “From the east?  There’s nothing out there but the Ruins.  You sound like I’Vorris.”
 
   “I’Vorris?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Our former Lamane.  He stepped down being unwilling to pursue the war.  He and some of his clan headed to the eastern lands to investigate stories of a strange beast.”
 
   “They are called Hoplani.  Perhaps I need to locate this I’Vorris.  He sounds like a man of vision.”
 
   “Half his visions come from a crazy old woman who speaks into his ear.  Stories have it she claims to see the future.”
 
   “A Seer?” Rigo sensed the question from Daim.  He could feel the man’s interest in the possibility.
 
   “Do you know exactly where this I’Vorris went?” Rigo asked.
 
   “No, but it would be easy enough to learn from his sons.  That assumes that I’ll be given the chance to return and speak with them.”
 
   “You may take your army and return to Lopal.  You must leave Branid and not return.  If I sense a violation of this demand, I will be forced to take more direct action despite wishing to leave Lopal its army for the defense against the Hoplani threat.  Who is in charge and who among you would know of the deployment of the rest of your army?  It will be necessary to visit and recall all of the forces that Lopal has set upon its neighbors.”
 
   “A new Lamane will have to be chosen.  For the moment, I guess I am as close to a leader as you will find.  I know of some of the plans, but to determine everything It’oni had set into motion, would require returning to his village.  I’m certain his senior wife, and perhaps his brother, would know the orders he passed to the other tribal leaders.”
 
   “Then we will have to go there.  I have other matters at hand, but will rejoin you after you cross back into Lopal.”  Rigo handed Elm’ad a small band of gold.  “You will wear this until I tell you otherwise.  It is crude, but I haven’t time to gather the materials to make a finer one.”
 
   “What is this?” Elm’ad asked, turning over the golden bracelet.  
 
   “It will allow me to locate you, wherever you happen to be.  If I cannot find you because you have discarded this, I will remove you from leadership when I locate you, which will be easier than you might think.  You saw the means by which I arrived.  I can use the same to travel wherever I wish to go.  When we finish here, I will be going to Sulen, and will be back in a few glass.”
 
   Elm’ad couldn’t hide his disbelief of the claim, but he said nothing.
 
   Rigo hadn’t missed the look in the man’s eyes.  “You will learn for yourself soon enough.  You and I will be visiting the other tribal leaders as you called them to carry word of the death of your King and the need to withdraw.  Do you have any questions?”
 
   “You have said nothing of our swords?  Are you demanding a surrender and forfeiture of all weapons?”
 
   “You may keep your weapons.  They are no threat to me and you will need them soon enough, although I warn you in advance they will be of marginal use against the Hoplani.”
 
   “What of the prisoners?”
 
   “What prisoners?” Rigo asked, thinking the engagement had been too short this morning to have resulted in either side taking prisoners.  
 
   “Both sides have had occasion to capture some of the other side’s men over the past few days,” Elm’ad explained.
 
   “I will see to the release of your men,” Rigo said.  “I expect you to release any of Branid’s people immediately.”  Then Rigo had another thought.  “How about wounded?  Do you have many that need healers?”
 
   “There are some.  As I explained there have been clashes over the past week, and several survived the blast of fire that you unleashed.  They are unlikely to live even with the aid of our best healers.”
 
   “Gather the wounded in your camp.  Magic not only destroys, but can offer healing beyond anything you have encountered before.  I will gather a number with the skill and have them see to the wounded in both camps.”
 
   “It is not usual to show such concern for one’s enemies,” Elm’ad said.
 
   “I told you my purpose is to prepare for a greater battle.  I need Lopal and Branid both to have as many able-bodied men as possible.  Go now, and gather your wounded.  Give the orders to start withdrawal of the rest of your forces.  I shall return shortly with those who can help.”
 
   Rigo watched as Elm’ad slipped the band of gold around his left wrist, then turned and made an arch to carry them back down the hill where Briner and Captain Turton waited.  He motioned to Kaler and Daria, and the three of them stepped through the Bypass.
 
    
 
   “They will be withdrawing and returning to Lopal,” Rigo told Turton moments later.  You should disperse your forces to watch their withdrawal and patrol the border against any further crossings.  Do not attack forces that are returning to Lopal, even if they are small and easily defeated.”
 
   “That is contrary to the orders from my King,” Captain Turton objected.
 
   “Send notice to your King what has happened here.  I will not look kindly on any attempt to initiate further hostilities.  I will have to make this known to your king as well.  This war is to end, and my friends and I will do what is necessary, to either side, to make that happen.  You witnessed the power we command.  Pass that word to your King.”  Rigo wondered how he was going to manage the situation with Cordale, but that was a problem for later.  He really expected to have to remove the man, so would likely be dealing with someone else.
 
   “Will you be leaving then?” Turton asked.
 
   “Shortly.  I promised Elm’ad to bring some others with ability in magic to see to healing the wounded.  You should gather your own wounded in one place.  Also prepare for the release of those who have been taken prisoner.  The Lopal soldiers you hold should be similarly released.  Once these matters are attended to, I will be dealing with other issues, including seeing to the halting of other actions along the border.  Elm’ad will be directing me where these are planned.”
 
   Rigo could sense that captain Turton was not happy taking orders from Rigo, especially since he felt he now held the upper hand.  That was one reason Rigo made a point of telling the man he would be traveling with Elm’ad.  He didn’t want Branid’s army to attempt an attack as the Lopal forces withdrew.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” Rigo informed his friends, and then he left for the Outpost.  There he located Jeen, and together they selected a dozen of those most gifted with healing magic, and brought them back to the site of the battle.  Rigo left Jeen to oversee the healing, and told her to meet him back at the Inn when she was done.  Then he chased down Kaler, Daria, and Briner and they all went back to talk with Usaya, after which they quietly returned Briner to the barracks.
 
    
 
   When Jeen returned to the Inn with Ash’urn in tow, Rigo and the others had been back for some time.  They spent most of the evening planning what came next.  Kaler and Daria were to continue looking into affairs in Sulen, concentrating on Cordale.  Usaya had informed them how to locate the hidden passageways in the castle, and a means to access the castle even without Rigo and Jeen’s magical abilities.  Ash’urn with his knowledge of Lopal and its rulers would be traveling with Rigo, who needed to bring other military activity to a halt.  Once that was done it would be necessary to visit Kellmore and explain to the King there what was happening.  Rigo wanted Lady Usaya to come with him for that, but such an action would reveal his interactions with the former Queen, so he wasn’t quite ready to take that step.  
 
   In the meantime, Jeen would continue to monitor the progress of the wizards at the Outpost.  Her own development had been remarkable, and while most were progressing more slowly, definite growth was being seen.  The Elders were pushing for a stepped up monitoring of the borderlands as it became increasingly obvious that the number of Hoplani exceeded what they had expected.  A number of incidents in small villages along the border indicated some were getting through.  Rigo realized that his holding back the travel skill wasn’t going to work.  He instructed Jeen to pass the skill to more of the wizards at the Outpost and task Kela with making more of the wizards there familiar with the location of all the towers.  Soon many trips would be required, and he wouldn’t be able to personally escort every group.
 
   Ash’urn was smugly silent about something he and Nycoh were working on, saying only that he would let them know once they had made more progress.
 
   Business concluded, Jeen left for the Outpost.  In the morning, Rigo would drop Kaler and Daria in Sulen, and then he and Ash’urn would find Elm’ad and see what could be done to bring all other military activity to a halt.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 77
 
    
 
    
 
   Roit strode purposefully toward the back of the camp to where the birds used to send messages back to Sulen were kept.  He was dirty and unshaven, and hadn’t eaten well for a number of days, but such things could wait a while.  His understanding of the day’s events was cursory and incomplete, but that could be dealt with later as well.  The news he had to forward to Cordale was too important to wait for him to sort out everything he was hearing since his release by Lopal.  He hadn’t expected to be back among his own forces so soon after he had been stripped of his weapons and thrown in with other Branid soldiers who had been captured over the past several weeks.  
 
   He had half expected to be locked up, or killed outright, when he had ridden his horse into the Lopal camp almost a week earlier in an attempt to speak with their leader and carry Cordale’s message to the man.  His plans of slipping off and disappearing across the border had not worked out.  Captain Turton had kept him close at hand knowing he had the ear of the King, and given the number of enemy in the area, Roit had become convinced that a lone rider in these parts was likely to be killed by one side or the other.  Finally he had decided his best chances were to attempt to speak with this It’oni and hope for the best.
 
   It’oni hadn’t been interested in his message, laughing and having him sent to the stockade.  As a result of being held at the back of the Lopal camp with the other prisoners for the better part of a week, Roit had missed everything that had happened today.  He had overheard the discussions of his guards and knew the long awaited battle with Branid’s army was to have happened, and that Lopal had been preparing several surprises and expected to defeat Branid’s defenders easily.  It hadn’t turned out that way for some reason, and something had cut the encounter short, resulting in Lopal withdrawing, and himself and the other prisoners being released.
 
   As he walked down the hill toward the Branid camp after being given his freedom, he had seen little signs of battle.  There was one badly burned area that stunk of burned meat and vegetation, but otherwise the usual carnage of a major encounter was missing.  He heard fanciful tales from some of the men he passed about wizards and magic, but saw nothing himself to support such tales.  He was somewhat surprised at how consistent the stories appeared to be.  Roit had planned to report to Captain Turton informing of his release and attempt and learn what had occurred when he saw them.  
 
   At first he was convinced that he was mistaken, but while he hadn’t encountered the Kellmore swordsman who had been Eessa’s lover very often, there was no mistaking the young woman who stepped out of one of the tents and spoke with him.  He had arranged to have her killed many months earlier and by some miracle she had obviously managed to escape.  She appeared to have no ill effects of the poison that had been guaranteed to ensure her death.  Now she was here, and friendly with the other escapee.  Had the swordsman’s mysterious escape had something to do with her disappearance all along?  He had considered them independent events.  As he watched, a third person entered the picture, and Roit was certain he was the other one who had managed to escape the dungeon so easily.  
 
   Roit had attempted to circle around and get closer in an attempt to overhear what they were talking about, but by the time he had circled around several intervening tents, they had somehow disappeared.  He had spent half a glass searching the camp for further sign of them, but had found nothing.  He planned to ask Turton about the trio later, but this news had to be forwarded to Cordale immediately.  He would follow up later with an explanation of them as well as the other mysterious events once he had a chance to learn more. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 78
 
    
 
    
 
   Rigo and Ash’urn walked into Elm’ad’s camp just as the army was about to mount up and continue on its way.  They had selected the location based on the tracking bracelet that Rigo had given the leader, but it wasn’t a precise device and they had stepped out of the Bypass a quarter glass walk away.
 
   “Who is this?” Elm’ad asked, seeing Ash’urn and realizing he hadn’t seen him before.  He didn’t seem particularly surprised to see Rigo appearing once again.  “Another of your wizards?  I have to admit I’m coming to believe in your magic.  While there might be a way to have caused the explosions and destruction you demonstrated yesterday, I can think of no way men could be healed, and healed so rapidly from what should have been fatal wounds, short of magic.  The healers you sent us are beyond belief.  I would pay handsomely to have one or more of them ride with me.”
 
   “They have other duties, and coin is a secondary concern to them,” Rigo said.  “And to answer your question, this is Master Ash’urn, one of the oldest and most accomplished wizards among us.  He is widely traveled and knows Lopal from border to border and will aid us in the task ahead.”  Only the last statement was true, of course.
 
   Several of Elm’ad’s men were staring at Ash’urn somewhat doubtfully as the scholar softly mouthed the key phrase as he and Rigo had discussed causing him to promptly disappear.  Several gasps of surprise escaped the assembled group. 
 
   “Was he truly here, or was he some more magic on your part?” Elm’ad asked stepping around to examine the space where Ash’urn had been at another angle.
 
   “He’s here alright, just no longer visible.  Master Ash’urn, if you please,” Rigo said, and moments later the scholar reappeared, a wry smile on his face knowing he was now looked upon by these men as one of the gifted he had always wished to be.  Rigo had wanted Elm’ad’s men to be convinced Ash’urn was a wizard as well, as a further assurance no one would consider taking action against him should Rigo become distracted sometime.
 
   It’s time for us to pursue the matter of other groups preparing to launch attacks,” Rigo said.  He wished to get started on the towers and deal with the Hoplani problem, but without sufficient wizards the ultimate solution was currently out of reach.  He wouldn’t be able to openly reveal magic as he wished until this stupid war could be ended, everywhere.  That meant it was his highest priority at the moment.
 
   “You don’t appear to have brought horses,” Elm’ad observed.  “I suppose I can provide mounts for the two of you.”
 
   “We will not be moving so slowly as that.  You need to put someone in charge of the troops and their continued withdrawal from Branid.  You will travel with Master Ash’urn and myself using the magical arches you have seen me use before.  You will find it far more efficient than horseback.”
 
   Rigo had Elm’ad direct him to the location of one of the other planned attacks.  Elm’ad wasn’t privy to all of the plans the former Lamane had made, but he knew about several attacks that should be underway.  Most of these were to the south, so they headed that way. The population was higher in that direction anyway, so stopping any attacks in that direction would affect more people.  Rigo relied on Ash’urn’s knowledge of the population centers to verify the reasonableness of Elm’ad’s claims, and the tribal leader’s memories of the area to transport them.
 
   “That is truly remarkable,” Elm’ad said as they stepped out of the arch onto the side of a bluff overlooking the Great River.  We have to be almost three weeks travel from where we were just a moment ago.  He stepped toward the bluff and let his eyes take in the familiar scenery, once again stunned by the power that Rigo commanded.  Elm’ad no longer doubted that the man was indeed a wizard.  He had witnessed too many miracles in the last two days to retain doubts any longer.  
 
   “Where would you expect to find them?” Rigo asked as he scanned the empty river below.  There was no sign of any troops, although he could see smoking remains of a small settlement on the far side of the river.
 
   “Inland,” Elm’ad said, pointing past the ruins of the village.  “They have come this way already.  Their attack started here.  They could be anywhere from a day to three ahead of us.”
 
   “Who commands this army?” Rigo asked.
 
   “I’Vorris’s eldest son.  His name is Os’car.  You wanted to know where I’Vorris has gone.  This might be the quickest way to learn, if you can stop this attack without killing the lad.”
 
   Rigo scanned the far side of the river.  Nothing gave away the location of the Lopal forces, and finally he fixed his eyes on a distant hillside.  A range of smallish mountains ran north-south in the distance.  The elevation would provide him with a better perspective and, if Elm’ad was being honest, would be closer to where the attacking forces were heading.  They’d jump there and see what they could learn.
 
   It took several more glass and two additional jumps before they caught sight of the army that was making its way inland, burning and destroying farms and ranches it encountered.  
 
   “You know this Os’car?” Rigo asked Elm’ad.  “Or is he going to see you as a stranger?”
 
   “He knows me well enough.  I don’t suspect he likes me much as I opposed his father when it came to the voting.  But he’s seen me dozens of times.”
 
   The army was on the move, so Rigo selected a spot near a small lake a quarter glass ride in advance of the slowly moving force.  I’Vorris’s son was near the front leading his men as was the style of tribal leaders in Lopal.  They would be waiting when he rode up.
 
   “Elm’ad?” the young man said shocked when he emerged from the trail leading through the brush and spotted them waiting by the lake.  
 
   Elm’ad smiled and walked slowly over to the mounted leader.  “We have to talk,” he said solemnly.  “We have lost the war.  The Lamane is dead, and we have encountered a force we cannot resist.”
 
   Os’car shook his head.  “You may have lost, but I have encountered no resistance worth mentioning.”
 
   “You were not listening,” Elm’ad barked.  “I said the Lamane is dead.  You must turn back.”
 
   “I am not surprised that It’oni is dead.  My father’s witch predicted whoever led the first attacks would fall.  It appears she was right once again.”
 
   “Sooor predicted the Lamane would die?  Why wasn’t this discussed?”
 
   “None of you have ever believed what Sooor says.  You thought my father was wrong to have the crazy old woman around him.  Now you are learning the truth.”
 
   Elm’ad decided he would think more on this later, but he had to make the young warrior understand.  Briefly he outlined all that had happened.  When he finished, Os’car looked at Rigo and Ash’urn.
 
   “Magic?” he asked.  “I find that difficult to believe.”
 
   Rigo nodded and effortlessly blasted a series of powerful fire balls into the lake causing massive clouds of water and steam to be flung into the air.
 
   “Listen to Elm’ad,” Rigo commanded.  “I would rather not kill any more soldiers.  I had to kill hundreds to convince It’oni’s army. Don’t let it be like that again.  Have you not considered how we could be here.  We traveled the distance from the battle site to here in the blink of an eye using my power.”
 
   “I had wondered about that.  I have considered that Elm’ad might be a traitor and is trying to delay my attacks for reasons of his own.  Perhaps he was never with It’oni and the Lamane still lives.”
 
   Rigo created a Bypass and beckoned to the young man.  “Come, you may see the site of the encounter with your own eyes.”
 
   The young warrior hesitated a moment, but when he saw Elm’ad step fearlessly into the arch and disappear, he felt the need to show his own bravery, and followed after him.  It took another glass, but finally Rigo was able to convince the young leader that he had no choice.  By the time they parted ways, Rigo had explained about the beasts and learned where I’Vorris had been heading.  Ash’urn said he knew the place, leaving Rigo convinced he could jump there once this other business was concluded.
 
   Elm’ad led the way to the second location, but as dusk was settling in, they had not located the army.  Ash’urn pointed out a reasonable camp, and they settled in starting a fire.
 
   “We have nothing to hunt with, nor supplies.  Why don’t we go back to my village?” Elm’ad asked.
 
   Rigo shook his head, and created a Bypass that he disappeared into.  A short time later he reappeared, carrying a couple blankets and a large cloth sack which yielded still warm chicken, soft bread and fruit, and two skins of ale.
 
   “The inn?” Ash’urn asked, guessing where Rigo had gone.
 
   Rigo nodded.  “It was simple enough to have the proprietor’s wife make up a dinner.”
 
   By the end of the next day they had turned around another attack group.  On the third day they located the last of the forces that Elm’ad knew about, finding that Kellmore’s forces under the command of Kellmore’s King’s son Briz, had effectively won the encounter, chasing the attackers back across the river.  Rigo made a point of jumping across to the Kellmore camp and revealing himself and the status of things to the fighter.  Rigo promised that he would be visiting the Kellmore King once the attacking groups had all been turned back to Lopal, and asked that the young man forward this to his father if he had the opportunity.  Then he and Ash’urn returned to Elm’ad, taking him to the village of the former Lamane.
 
   “You can leave me here,” Elm’ad said.  “This is where the army is headed anyway.  While you are checking on your friends, I will meet with Realen-ia, one of It’oni’s widows, and learn what I can of the other plans he had put into place.”
 
   Rigo agreed, then after warning Elm’ad to remain near the village where he could easily be located, opened a Bypass back to the Outpost.  He needed to coordinate with Jeen and learn how matters were progressing there.  She was training more of the wizards on making the Bypasses, and had Kela train the newly skilled wizards on the locations of the towers.  He also wanted to speak with Burke about new recruits.
 
   When he had returned to the village a day later, he’d come without Ash’urn.  Ash’urn found the charade of pretending to be a wizard tiring, and had decided that Elm’ad was being truthful about the attacking forces.  He also worried that Elm’ad would start to realize that Ash’urn never demonstrated magical abilities.  Having little to add, he wanted to get back to his studies with Nycoh.
 
   The next few days were much like the previous ones he had spent with Elm’ad, locating invading groups and turning the planned attacks aside.  In one case they were too late.  The battle was already in progress, with the combined dead amounting to well over two thousand men.  Lopal was winning, but it was close.  Rigo stopped the fighting, saving the lives of those still living.  The assembled forces were small compared to those Rigo had faced the day It’oni was killed, but because of the deaths, this battle was one that would long be remembered and leave scars.  
 
    
 
   Now, nearly another week had passed and Elm’ad had directed Rigo to the north of the original battle where the last of the attacking armies was supposed to be.  Each succeeding group had been more difficult to locate as the added delay had allowed them to move deeper into Branid or Kellmore.  Many men had died from the resulting battles that Rigo had been too late to stop.  He would be glad this would be the end of it, and after today there should be no more major fighting to worry about.
 
   Rigo and Elm’ad stepped out of the Bypass onto a grassy plain that overlooked the Great River far below.  This location looked to offer an excellent vantage point, and with luck they would spot the invading forces without having to hop to a number of points before locating them.  Elm’ad led the way, and Rigo following, enjoying the brisk breeze on his tired face.  With luck tonight he would sleep back at the inn once again.
 
   The two arrows, released at almost exactly the same instant, crossed the thirty paces from the hide in which the two archers had spent the better part of the past two days.  The arrows buried themselves into the back of their target on either side of the spine, sinking deep into the body with the satisfying sound of solid hits.  Rigo dropped to the ground without uttering a sound.
 
   The men had ridden as directed for nearly a week to reach this spot well north of It’oni’s home village.  It was in one of the wilder spots along the Great River, and a significant distance from any of the tribal territories.  No one really claimed this land, and one could walk for days without encountering anyone.  
 
   They were the best archers in the village, chosen by Realen-ia, the only other person aware of this plan.  The two archers were known for their skill, and at Elm’ad’s direction they had practiced until they could release their arrows simultaneously and hit a target every time at the specified distance.  Elm’ad had told them exactly where he wanted the killing to occur, so they could choose a well-hidden and optimum spot for the ambush.  He hadn’t known if there would be one or two victims when he’d sent them on their way, but their instructions were to kill anyone with him.  As it turned out, he had arrived with only one other person.  Now they had completed the assignment, and very satisfied with their performance, they stepped out of the hide and sauntered over to Elm’ad, who had backed away from the downed man and was looking for any sign of life.  
 
    “He’s dead,” said the first archer, who had bent down and felt Rigo’s neck for a pulse when he reached the body.  “Nothing there at all.  I oughta know.  I’ve killed more than a few men in the last year.”  He stood and continued over to where Elm’ad was waiting.
 
   “Are you absolutely certain?” Elm’ad asked.  “You don’t want to take any chances with that one.  One mistake and it’ll be your last.”
 
   The second archer who had been a few paces behind the first, stopped and knelt down.  He pulled at one of the arrows deeply embedded deep in Rigo’s back and noted no sign of response.  Then he leaned down and placed his ear against Rigo’s back.  “No heartbeat,” he agreed as he stood up.  “He won’t be anyone’s problem anymore.”
 
   Elm’ad nodded finally satisfied.  He let out a long breath he’d been holding since he heard the first strike of the arrows.  “See I told you.  Get one of them distracted and they can be killed like anyone else.”  Elm’ad had learned from one of the healers that had been sent to him that there were not that many of the wizards, and none were as powerful as the one he’d just had killed.  Now he would plan for any others who came his way, and if they could eliminate the wizards first, then sooner or later this war could have another chance.
 
   “Where are the horses?  We have a long ride to get back to the village.  Never, speak of this.  To anyone, is that clear?  If any question comes up about him, I’ll indicate he dropped me at the village saying he’d be back in a day or two.  No one is ever going to stumble across him out here.  It’s too far from anything.  It is nowhere near where any of our armies are located.  Let his friends wonder while we prepare.”
 
   The three men headed downhill to the spot where the archers had tethered the mounts a couple of days earlier where they would be out of sight, yet safe until they were needed.  The long brown grass around the body blew back and forth teased by the brisk breeze, but no sign of movement could be seen in the figure, almost invisible lying on the deserted meadow high above the river.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 79
 
    
 
    
 
   Daria watched through the tiny peephole as Cordale accepted the small message from the man who had been granted entry moments earlier.  She remained surprised that Cordale hadn’t had the foresight to carefully examine the wall along the secret tunnel for possible viewing ports, although someone had blocked the more obvious one that had been built when the passageway was originally constructed.  Lady Usaya had told her of a second, much smaller viewing hole, that she had had added herself when she suspected her husband of hiding things from her earlier in their marriage.  It had turned out she was wrong, but she had never told the King, nor anyone else of the second viewing hole, and it had proved useful in allowing Daria and Kaler to observe King Cordale the past couple of days.  Sadly they had learned little conclusive, other than he had some gross habits.  Daria wished they could see what was in the message, which by its small size was almost certainly from one of the messenger birds.
 
    
 
   “Damn!” King Cordale cursed as he read the brief message that had come from his forces along the border.  Damn the distance and the delays.  It took too long for information to reach him.  He was used to being closer to the front so that he could receive timely status reports and influence the course of events.  Once again his eyes scanned the missive attempting to extract as much information from the far too brief report.  Captain Turton had a way with words, one that was so cautious it failed to convey the core of intelligence that Cordale sought.  As it was, this was the second message since the aborted fighting along the border, and one that Cordale had painstakingly requested when the first message raised more questions than it answered.
 
   More than a week earlier he had received the report that fighting had been abruptly terminated and that Lopal was withdrawing its forces.  That was welcome news, but more than he could have expected.  The withdrawal wasn’t because Roit had been successful in persuading the Lopal ruler to accept Cordale’s offers and turn his attention toward Kellmore.  He’d learned well before the attack that Roit had failed to return from his attempt to contact Lopal’s leaders and Cordale had assumed he had been killed or imprisoned.  That had led Cordale to assume the worse, and that Lopal was prepared to march over his armies and overwhelm Branid.  He had no doubts they would do so.  Lopal had demonstrated that they moved only when well prepared.  The sending of the city guard to augment the forces along the border had been a last minute desperation move on Cordale’s part.
 
   When the first message had arrived from Captain Turton, Cordale had received it with a great deal of trepidation, certain he was going to learn that Branid’s army had been overrun and that the enemy was on the march toward Sulen.  He had already made his plans to flee, but he’d learned instead that the war appeared to have been concluded before really starting.  The reasons had been unclear.  In his bumbling prose Turton had alluded to a surprise appearance by a wizard who used magical energies to dissuade the attacking forces and bring an end to the conflict just as it was about to begin.
 
   A wizard!  What nonsense!  The message had further indicated the wizard came and went through magical doorways in thin air and had indicated he would be visiting the other forces Lopal had deployed to bring their attacks to an end, and would then appear in Sulen for an audience with Cordale directly.  Cordale had been quite uncertain what to make of the message.
 
   Then matters had become even more complicated.  Within a glass of receiving Turton’s message, he had received a second message, this one from Roit himself.  The man was a remarkable survivor, and had somehow gained his release from Lopal.  That message was far better worded, but lacked information details that Cordale would have liked as well.  Roit indicated he had just returned to camp, and would investigate strange reports circulating among the troops about some kind of magic being used to defeat the forces Lopal had attempted to set loose on Branid.  There it was again.  Magic!  Roit wasn’t the type to over react to events, yet he indicated seeing a field of bodies burned to a cinder, which gave some substance to the men’s tales.
 
   Even more disturbing was the rest of the information in Roit’s brief message.  Roit indicated he had briefly seen the young female assassin they had long believed dead at the front close to Captain Turton’s tent.  The Kalabhoot!  Cordale still felt goose bumps up his arms when he recalled the words.  Even now he shuddered, realizing that if the assassin were indeed alive, he had something very real to fear.  The reputation behind Kalabhoot was very consistent, and if she felt he’d betrayed her, nothing would stand in the way of her addressing the situation.  Given her reputation, that would very likely result in his death.  Castles kept out invading armies, not skillful assassins as he well knew.  Cordale couldn’t see how it could have happened, yet he had never known Roit to make a mistake identifying someone.  The man had an incredible memory and required the briefest of glances to pick out a familiar face.
 
   There had been more disturbing news.  Seen with the assassin had been the young swordsman who had flirted with his daughter and who Cordale had planned to hang before he had mysteriously escaped from the dungeon around the same time as they had failed to kill the assassin.  That suggested the two were working together, and indeed had perhaps been connected somehow in the past.  That meant two individuals he had reason to worry about.  How he wished that Roit were back. He trusted the man’s sword and would like to pry at the details and specifics of what the man had seen.  Roit had mentioned nothing about a wizard, and whatever the man really was, Cordale wondered how he had managed to convince his men that he had some kind of magical power.
 
   The damn messenger birds couldn’t be ordered to any location one desired, having been raised at the castle and trained to return to that specific location, and therefore he had been unable to send back his wishes or demand additional information.  While he was certain a messenger had been dispatched with a more complete report, it would be some time before a man could ride from the front back to Sulen, and Cordale expected Roit to arrive in advance of any messenger anyway.  The man had the ability to cover impossible stretches of ground in a short time.  Eager for more detail, Cordale had sent a bird to his own castle to the east with instructions to dispatch a rider to the front demanding clarification of certain details.  Being so much closer to the fighting, that rider had been able to get there in a couple of days, and the message Cordale had just received had been the result.  Captain Turton reiterated that some kind of magic had been applied by the young wizard.  Beyond the destructive forces unleashed, the man had apparently returned with a team of other wizards that had applied magical healing energies to bring men almost instantly back from near death.
 
   It was too much.  Cordale didn’t believe in magic, yet Turton would have to know that if he were making something up it would cost him his head when Cordale learned the truth.  And if, and Roit had confirmed this, the forces from Lopal had withdrawn, what possible reason could Turton have for lying?  He would more likely be claiming it was his leadership that had seen the removal for the enemy.  No, something was happening that he didn’t understand.  More to the point, he sensed he was at risk.  If the Kalabhoot lived, and was present where such strange events had taken place, she was somehow involved.  She would also know exactly where to find him, and that was not at all reassuring.
 
   Cordale had doubled his personal guard since receiving the news the assassin lived, and was considering changing quarters.  He knew the rooms he now inhabited opened into the secret passages.  He had liked the ability to move unseen, but now wondered how safe he could be here.  Once again his eyes roamed across the wall that hid the passageway just beyond.  Perhaps it would be better to be in a room with no such access.  He didn’t know how he would explain moving out of the quarters he had been so eager to inhabit in the beginning, but he was the King, so he shouldn’t have to.
 
   Other mysteries now haunted him as well.  The miserable Lord Sooz and his daughter had recently gone missing.  Sooz had been badly tortured and had supposedly been near death, yet his cell was found unlocked and the man gone.  Where could he have gone in such condition and who had helped him?  The guard they had found asleep had known nothing, verified by the inquisitor.  On the same day his lovely daughter had wandered off as well.  The unexplained escapes brought to mind the two men that had escaped his hangman in his own castle some months before.  The fact that one of those men had been seen recently caused Cordale to wonder if there could be a connection.  Could the missing young man have been here in this very castle helping Sooz and his daughter?
 
   All of this made Cordale anxious to push up the executions of Rhog and his priest friend.  The way matters were progressing, the young man might disappear as well.  He had planned a triple execution, but with Sooz gone, he would have to adjust his plans.  He would have to ask his advisors whether the people had worked up enough enthusiasm for the execution.  He could probably use the announcement of Lopal’s withdrawal as an excuse for a celebration, topped off with the elimination of the traitorous Rhog and his accomplice.  
 
   His thoughts in turmoil, Cordale read the unsatisfying message a last time, then threw it into the fireplace.  A few more days and he could reasonably expect Roit.  In the meantime, he would temporarily relocate to other quarters.  Turning, he headed to the door and ordered one of his guardians to send for his assistant.
 
    
 
   “What do you think the message said?” Kaler whispered to Daria as they slipped out of the secret passageways and into the lower levels of the castle following the route they had learned from Usaya.
 
   “He should have learned about events at the front some time ago,” Daria replied.  “This must be something else.”
 
   “Do you think he has learned about us?” Kaler asked, a momentary touch of clairvoyance coloring his thoughts.
 
   “It would seem unlikely that anyone would know either of us, but there is always the chance that one of his men who was involved in his attempt to kill me was at the front.  I almost hope so.  That would make the bastard sweat.” 
 
   “We’ve really learned nothing that connects him with the plotting and deaths of the former King,” Kaler said.  “Rigo will be disappointed.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  Cordale is a dead man.  He has only a limited time left to him.”
 
   “He is the King,” Kaler reminder her.  “Without proof of treason, how can we remove him?”
 
   “I don’t need proof for what he did to me, and wanted to do to you and Rigo.  That alone condemns him.  There is no way I will allow him to live.”
 
   “Rigo might not approve.”
 
   “I don’t have to have Rigo’s approval for that.”
 
   “Have you ever killed a king?”
 
   “Not a king, but more than once a close relative.  Cordale’s death will be a welcome addition to my accomplishments.”
 
   Soon they were outside the castle walls, moving with the mass of people who came and went to the castle daily.  They walked the four blocks to the rendezvous where Jeen would pick them up shortly.
 
   “Maybe Rigo will be back to the inn tonight,” Daria said.  “He indicated a few days ago that he was almost done chasing down Lopal’s forces.  Then we can get back to business.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 80
 
    
 
    
 
   Stupid Fool!  Daim wondered if he were cursing Rigo or himself.  He had let himself become complacent, watching carelessly from the depths of the mind he shared with the young wizard.  They shared the body, but were not equal partners.  Rigo held the upper hand, by a wide margin.  Daim figured he had less than a third of the control that Rigo enjoyed.  He had come to see that he could nudge the younger man when required, and basically they shared a common goal.  That had caused him to let the other maintain control without conflict and without Daim trying to oversee their every movement.
 
   There was no such thing as a shield or barrier that would protect a wizard from harm any different than a normal man.  It was his power and his awareness of everything around him that allowed him to move unafraid and without risk through the world.  For some threats there were warning fields that could be raised.  Most other threats required constant alertness.  That meant keeping one’s mind and senses tuned and ready to react to any threat that developed.  That kind of attentiveness had allowed Rigo to deal with the hundreds of arrows that had been fired at him in the battle some days earlier.  But this time he’d been caught unaware.
 
   Daim had sensed the arrows just as they pierced the skin.  That was too late to warn Rigo, and far too late to act since he had relinquished control of the magic this body possessed to the other.  He had wanted to scream as the pain of the large broad heads tore through their flesh.
 
   Now the body lay in the grass.  Daim had one advantage over Rigo.  Because he wasn’t in control, but lingered in the background somewhere in the back of the brain where his magic had imprinted his memories, his awareness hadn’t been shutdown by the trauma like Rigo’s.  As Rigo toppled unconscious to the ground, Daim had remained aware of the body crumpling and the jolt as it struck the grass covered dirt.  He had acted quickly, doing the only things he was able.  He slowed the flow of blood significantly, and started repair on the vital organs that had been damaged, breaking the arrow and pushing both ends outward and away from the innards.  When the first archer had checked for a pulse, Daim had made sure there was none to detect.  When the second archer pulled on the shaft of an arrow, he caused the skin to hold onto it so as not to reveal the shaft had been halved.  When the man listened for the heart, once again, Daim stopped the beating until the man moved away.  Then he held the body inert until they were gone.  
 
   As soon as it was safe, he had moved to resume control of the mind.  There was little that could be done directly.  He couldn’t bring the body back to consciousness.  It had been too severely damaged for that.  He could have probably created a Bypass, but lacking the ability to move the body through it there was little point.  The Bypass couldn’t be detected on the other end, at least by these inexperienced wizards, so none would be aware.  Sadly, his abilities with healing were poor, even on himself.  He’d always kept himself from harm, and he had not needed to perform healing on himself before.  He knew his lack of experience with the skill would make it taxing, yet if he didn’t act soon both he and Rigo would die.
 
   First was to rid the body of the damaging arrows.  He had used more magic to push them out, the broken halves falling out the back and pushing into the ground below the body.  Those halves were the most difficult by far.  He found that it was far more difficult than he would have expected to access the magic from his position in the back most regions of the brain.  Even simple tasks like extracting the arrows was difficult.  Of course, the pain didn’t help his concentration either.
 
   He finished sealing off the blood leakage.  He knew the clothes were soaked with drying blood, but at least he had preserved what was left.  Running dry wouldn’t do at all.  Then he mended the most critical items, focusing on the heart that was stuttering badly.  He was able to get it working almost normally, but he was aware that the repairs were poorly done and wouldn’t last.  Someone with a talent for healing was required.  He did less on the remaining organs, knowing they were functioning poorly or not at all. He simply lacked the ability and more importantly the magical reserves to do much more.
 
   Magic didn’t require any of the bodies energy to perform its wonders, but it required a body that could think and function.  As Daim strained to complete the repairs, he was pushing the reserves of the badly damaged body dangerously low.  Those reserves were needed to keep them on this side of death.
 
   Daim surveyed what he had done.  He’d repaired the most critical items.  Not completely, and not well enough for the long term, but he’d bought time.  He possibly could do a little more, but that would require the very last reserves of strength and the body would die.   That would be the end. What he had done would give them a slim chance.  Not much of one he realized unhappily.  Another day at the most.  Probably less.  If someone strong in healing magic didn’t get to them by then, all his efforts would have been in vain.
 
   He let his mind search out Rigo.  The youth was still there, but unaware of what was happening to them.  That part of the brain had shut down.  Daim made sure it was getting sufficient blood so that he would survive if a miracle happened and they were discovered in time.  Daim should have been staying on top of the boy’s training.  He had been doing so well.  Well enough that Daim had come to think of him as a mature wizard.  That wasn’t really the case.  He had access to Daim’s memories, but that wasn’t quite the same as being experienced.
 
   He was tired.  Daim let himself slip back, barely keeping the brain active.  They needed care, water, and nourishment.  All unlikely out here.  He risked a bit of magic to help keep the exposed body warm, then had settled in to wait.  As he waited he tapped their remaining reserves to try and reach out to Jeen.  She was the only one who might be able to sense him, and she had the ability to help.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 81
 
    
 
    
 
   Jeen had been busier the last couple of days than she could ever remember.  Rigo had left her to oversee events at the Outpost, and each day it seemed there was more to do.  Her own powers were progressing nicely, but she was far from her peak, which meant some of the tasks she had set herself were more draining than they would have been had she the kind of strength that Rigo enjoyed.  As near as she could tell, the wizards they had activated were all moving along as well.  Burke was ahead of the lot, but then Rigo had said he was already a level three when they first met him.
 
   She hoped that Rigo would understand her passing the Bypass magic to the entire group.  He had said to pass the skill to more of them, but hadn’t meant all.  She was convinced that doing so was the right thing to do, but Rigo had been reluctant initially to give that ability to very many.  But then, he hadn’t seen what was happening here.  More of the Hoplani had been reported, some in a small village that Burke had visited to search down a new novice.  The beasts had reached the populated areas and when Burke showed up, half the village had been destroyed, the novice killed along with a number of others.  While Burke had been strong enough to destroy the three Hoplani that had invaded the village, it was clear that some kind of active watch was required.  Jeen and Kela had jumped around the Ruins, visiting each of the towers and looking for signs of the creatures.  What they found was not encouraging.  At half a dozen locations they found small herds heading west.  After forming a team of the dozen more proficient in Brightfire, they had launched a series of raids and thinned out the herds they knew of.  That didn’t reveal how many might have slipped through and were potential threats to Lopal.
 
   The advancing Hoplani had been one reason Jeen had decided that everyone needed to be able to move around freely.  If they were to watch the border, Jeen and Kela couldn’t spend all of their time transporting the others.  The second reason was the towers themselves.  She had talked extensively with Nycoh, who had explained what Rigo hoped to accomplish once he had the resources.  It would mean a wizard at each tower simultaneously for the system activation.  That would be easier if each wizard could be assigned a tower and could put himself where he needed to be at the proper time.  
 
   Right or wrong, it was now an accomplished fact.  Well, Rigo had told her to use her best judgement.  He’d have to accept her decisions.  Passing the skill had been easy, but training that many wizards on how it was used had taken a lot of time.  She had worked with groups, having each trained group pair with one of the people in the succeeding group to act as mentor.  Now they had a full watch, with assigned teams moving through the Ruins systematically locating moving Hoplani.  When too large a group was located, one that couldn’t be handled by the wizards who found them, then they would return and assemble a task force.  Thus far it had worked well enough.
 
   For the most part, everyone here had accepted the change in focus and was pleased with recent developments.  Even the Elders, with the exception of Februus had responded favorably.  She could sense that Februus was not happy with the loss of his privileged position, and still wished for a way to regain his former control.  That wasn’t likely to happen, no matter what actions he might attempt.  The wizard community had grown, and they sensed a new purpose and would be unlikely to respond well to being guided solely by the wishes of one older wizard who knew no more than they did.
 
   Everyday Jeen had to make a trip to drop off and retrieve Kaler and Daria, who spent their time in Sulen.  Nothing specific had been learned about Cordale’s involvement in events that had placed him on the throne, but there was a great deal of circumstantial evidence.  Daria was more than ready to take the bastard out, but Jeen kept reminding her that Rigo had said the time wasn’t right.  Jeen could tell that Daria wasn’t happy with the  restrictions placed on her actions, and complained that Rigo had been gone too long.
 
   Jeen rubbed her temples.  She had a headache and knew she was neglecting something.  For more than two glass she had been feeling this nagging sensation in the back of her mind that she was forgetting to do something important.  Until a short time ago she had been too busy to worry about it and had pushed the feeling aside, but now she was trying to recall what she might have overlooked.  She closed her eyes and thought.  Nothing came to her.  It wasn’t Ash’urn and Nycoh who spent their time working on something.  She pulled over the list she had created that contained everything she needed to complete.  Her finger moved along the list, but found nothing.
 
   Then she realized that something was trying to attract her attention.  She could sense it in the back of her mind.  It was barely there, just a whisper.  It wasn’t Rigo.  It felt more like Daim, although she couldn’t have said how she made the distinction.  That Daim might be reaching for her resulted in a sudden chill.
 
   Which direction was it coming from?  To the northwest she was certain.  Her hand covered a quarter of a circle as she awkwardly pointed in the possible direction.  That wasn’t going to help.  She would never locate him if she couldn’t be more certain about the direction.  Closing her eyes, Jeen tried to let her mind guide her.  Finally, she extended her arm, certain Daim, and therefore Rigo, was in that direction.  She opened her eyes and looked, locking the direction in her mind.
 
   But how far away?  From what she sensed, he could have been in the next room or at the Great Sea.  Well, it had to be far, of that she was certain.  It had to be near the river that bordered Lopal and Branid.  That was where Rigo had been searching out the raiding parties.
 
   Quickly she ran into the library where a large map of the three kingdoms was attached to one of the walls.  It took some time, but she was finally able to translate her sense of direction into a line on the map from the Outpost toward the river.  She marked the crossing with her finger.  Rigo had said that a wizard could create a Bypass to a location based on a map, but it was coarsely positioned.  She decided she had no choice.
 
   For a moment she wondered if she should get someone to come along, but Burke was away somewhere looking for a novice, and Kela was out in the Ruins for another couple of glass.  Jeen sensed there was no time to wait, and decided she would go alone.  She focused on the map, but the Bypass stubbornly refused to open.  She pulled back, reminded herself this could be done, then focusing intently on the map tried again.  If Rigo said it was possible, then she was determined to make it happen.  After a very long moment, the Bypass finally opened, slicing a table neatly in half.  Well, she’d had no choice.  She had needed the map.
 
   Jeen stepped through onto a large smooth sandy beach along the river.  She looked carefully both directions hoping to spot something useful.  She was disappointed and realized she had expected to find Rigo where she had come out.  That had been stupid she realized.  There was no sign of anyone and nothing to give her a direction to proceed.  If Daim or Rigo were here, they were under the sand, a thought she didn’t wish to pursue.  But now what was she to do?  She could be close or very far from them.  Wandering around without guidance was almost pointless.  As she tried to think, she realized she weakly sensed the call in the back of her mind.  It was so faint she had almost missed it.  The feeling was different than before, and she was now even more certain something was very wrong.  But there was just enough that she sensed a direction.  North!  Jeen looked along the river that flowed north-south.  It made sense.
 
   Locating a hill at the extreme limits of what she could see, Jeen jumped to the new location.  Once again the spot was deserted, but she now sensed the feeling in her mind coming from somewhere south of her.  She had overshot.  That was good.  She was suddenly confident that Daim was between the two locations.  He was close.  The presence of the feeling, however strange at the moment, suggested there was still hope.  Two more jumps were required before she was convinced he was nearby.  She closed her eyes and slowly walked where her mind told her to go, stopping every so often to be certain she wasn’t about to walk off the bluff or into something.  On the fourth stop, she spotted a body in the grass ahead.
 
   Heart hammering in her chest, she ran over to the prone figure.  She saw the back half of two arrows laying on either side of the body, the shirt soaked with mostly dried blood.  The arrows had been cut neatly in half.  Only magic could have done that, she realized.  She also recognized the shirt and the hair.  It was Rigo!  She knelt down and ran her hands over his back.  He was alive, but barely.  The life force inside him was weaker than anything she had experienced before.  Her senses told her that Rigo must have tried to heal himself, but his efforts had been clumsy and incomplete.  Something needed to be done to correct his inept efforts.
 
   Jeen knew she had to act immediately or risk losing Rigo.  Tapping her magic she extended the glowing ball of energy into her friend’s body, gasping at the extent of the damage and quickly applying her skill to make things right.  Her previous experience with Inge’s father helped guide her efforts.  She spent a long time, undoing some of the crude repairs that Rigo must have performed, and finally was able to pull back, certain that the worst of the damage was undone.  She had made the repairs, but the body still lacked reserves of energy and basic life force.
 
   Despite everything she had done, Rigo was still in bad shape.  He was very weak.  She had used her magic to replace the lost blood and that would help, but he needed water and nourishment if he were to recover.  She had to get him back to the inn where such things were available.  Focusing on the familiar rooms of the Prancing Pony, she opened the Bypass.  Rigo was too heavy for her to lift and carry, and she had no intention of leaving him here while she went for help, so she used her magic to lift him much as he had done for Inge’s father some days before.  When Rigo had performed this magical feat, it had looked easy.  Now she realized it took a lot of concentration and care to keep from dropping Rigo.  She lifted him only enough to clear the ground, afraid she might drop him.  As gently as possible she carried him toward the center of the opening stepping through into their rooms.  
 
   After giving him a few small drops of water, she arranged a place on the floor where he could lay.  She’d see about getting into one of the beds when she had help.  Then she hurried downstairs and asked the proprietor to send up some broth.  While she waited, she managed to get a little more water into Rigo.  He was borderline conscious which helped, but she couldn’t tell whether it was Rigo or Daim who looked out at her from the dull eyes several times.  She checked for fever, but none developed.
 
   Once the broth arrived, Jeen slowly fed it into her patient, and after a third of it had been consumed she allowed him to sleep.  She applied a little more of her healing skills now that he had come around, and finally certain based on her probing that he was going to live, she made a quick jump to Sulen.  She was more than a glass late in picking up Daria and Kaler.
 
   “How could this happen?” Daria asked after she and Kaler had helped get Rigo into his bed when they had all returned from Sulen.  “I watched him turn hundreds of arrows at one time.  How could someone hurt him with only a pair?”
 
   “We’ll have to wait and ask him,” Jeen replied.  “I can take you back to where I found him tomorrow if you wish, but I would guess someone caught him unaware.”  Being gifted herself, Jeen had a better understanding of the limitations of a wizard than the others.
 
   “That damn Elm’ad has to have had a hand in this,” Kaler blurted.  “I’ll kill him myself.”
 
   “Rigo might want to handle that himself,” Daria said softly.  “I know I would.  Perhaps he’ll be more receptive to my desire to settle up with Cordale now.”
 
   “You’re certain he’ll be okay?” Kaler asked, looking down on the pale face of his friend.  He watched the chest rise and fall slowly as Rigo slept, apparently without discomfort.
 
   “Physically he is fine, but it’s likely to take a couple of days before he regains his full strength.  We’re going to have to watch him full time until then.”  
 
   Jeen hesitated.  Daria noted her uncertainty.
 
   “There’s something else, isn’t there?”
 
   Jeen nodded.  “I don’t know if its Rigo or Daim who’s in control in there now.  His eyes seemed to change as I was healing him.  What if Daim has taken over again?”
 
   Daria hadn’t considered the possibility.  It had been long enough that Rigo had retained control she had all but forgotten that it was possible for Daim to reassert himself.  Rigo often talked about Daim’s presence, but she had come to think of him as only a second set of memories her friend could draw on.
 
   “There’s nothing we can do either way,” she said finally.  “We’ll just have to wait and see.  Rigo took back his body once before.  We’ll just have to hope he can once again.”
 
   There was little more that could be done until Rigo woke.  Leaving Kaler and Daria to watch over him, Jeen returned to the Outpost.  Ash’urn must be wondering where she had gone, and while Rigo might not approve, Jeen felt the other wizards needed to be warned about the possibility of attacks.  Whoever had decided to try and kill Rigo might have a plan to set additional ambushes for others of the group.
 
   She returned a glass and a half later after explaining to Kela what had happened.  Ash’urn hurried into the room he shared with Kaler and Rigo to find that Rigo was awake.  When Jeen hurried in after Ash’urn, she saw that Rigo was still pale and looked shaky, but he was feeding himself from another bowl of warm stew.
 
   “Rigo?” she asked uncertainly.
 
   He gave her a wry grin.  “It’s me.  Kaler and Daria already established that.  I guess I owe you for finding me and fixing me up.”
 
   “What happened?” she asked.
 
   “Elm’ad set me up.  I got careless.  You should hear what Daim has been haranguing me about since I’ve regained consciousness.  He’s really disappointed, but I suspect he feels he was careless as well.  It’s one of the basic precautions that first year wizards used to be taught.”
 
   “Daim is still in there with you?” Jeen asked.  “We were concerned that he might assert himself while you were unconscious.”
 
   “Daim saved us,” Rigo said softly.  “I was out as soon as the arrows struck me.  For some reason he was able to stay aware.  He concealed the fact I was alive from the two hidden archers and Elm’ad, and then did enough repairing to keep us alive until Jeen followed his call and found us.  He’s plenty annoyed with me, but he hasn’t made any attempt to take over.  He might have been able to do so while I was out, but from what he implies, once I’m conscious it isn’t possible any longer.  I’m too well established.”
 
   “Why would Elm’ad do this?” Kaler asked.  “He must know that no matter how successful his attempt, there would be retribution to follow.”
 
   “I’m certain his plan is to claim he wasn’t there and didn’t know what happened.  I would guess he is busy setting up teams to ambush any wizards who might appear.  It’s a stupid plan, but I suspect he somehow learned how few of us there are, and that I was the strongest.  If he could eliminate me, he might be able to take us all out.  He clearly still doesn’t understand the power we control.  We won’t know what he was thinking until we go after him.”
 
   “What is your plan?” Daria asked eagerly.
 
   “I’m not certain just yet.  I need to think when my head is clearer.  We have to make it absolutely clear to people like Elm’ad that such actions will not be tolerated.  Their plans for conquering the three kingdoms are over.  It wouldn’t be enough simply to kill him.  The rest of the tribes need to understand the futileness and consequences of such actions.”
 
   “He can’t know that you are alive,” Kaler said.  
 
   “That will give us a few days.  The surprise when I return will be unsettling to those involved.”
 
   They could see that Rigo was struggling to stay awake, so they withdrew and let him sleep.  In the morning Kaler and Daria agreed they would stay with him during the day, while Jeen and Ash’urn would return to the Outpost.  Jeen knew that after Kela spread the word of the attack, many would be anxious for news.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 82
 
    
 
    
 
   “He’s alright then?” Burke asked worriedly shortly after Jeen appeared at the Outpost.  None of the wizards knew about the Prancing Pony, which had kept away all who might be interested in Rigo’s situation.  
 
   “Still weak, but he’ll be back to normal in a couple of days,” she assured him.  She had already told Kela and a couple of others, but was beginning to wonder if a group meeting might be necessary.  She wanted to reassure everyone that Rigo was well, but also make sure everyone walked away with the importance of being constantly aware of possible threats. Most had spent the recent years protected by the general unawareness of their existence, plus the fact they had the ability to overpower any attackers.  Being ambushed hadn’t been a threat.  Now there were those out there who had a vested interest in eliminating them.
 
   They were headed toward the Elders’ quarters when a frightened Stev caught up with them.  Stev was one of the more powerful wizards at the Outpost and was on one of the teams that was maintaining a Hoplani watch in the Ruins.  He was wild-eyed and dirty, and looked on the verge of panic.
 
   “We couldn’t stop them,” he mumbled semi-coherently. “There were thousands of the things.  The others were killed.  I was the only one to get away.”
 
   Immediately their priorities changed.  “Who was killed?” Burke demanded.  “Where did this happen?”
 
   Stev provided a disjointed report, but when he was done it was clear that three of the four members of his team had stumbled upon a large herd of the advancing Hoplani.  Not realizing exactly how many of the creature there were in the herd, they had confidently began to destroy the beasts.  They were confident as their abilities with Brightfire had grown in the past week to far exceed anything they would have believed possible not too many weeks before.  Dozens fell before their onslaught, but as a result the beasts became aware of them and the threat they presented.  The herd turned toward them, their own magic poorly aimed, but magnified by sheer numbers.  Before the group realized the danger, two had been struck by the energy bolts the creatures released.  Before a Bypass could be opened, the third member was struck.
 
   When the Hoplani reached the downed members of Stev’s team, their sharp teeth ripped into them.  He had no choice but to flee as the creatures closed in on him.  
 
   “How many were there?” Burke demanded.  All of them were aware they had now lost more crucial members of the team than they had added since Rigo had explained the need to find more wizards.  Four had been killed by the Hoplani already.
 
   “Thousands,” Stev claimed.  “They have already passed by the towers and are on the way toward Lopal.”
 
   None of them really believed his claim. The largest herd they had seen to date numbered just over two hundred.  The situation and loss of his friends had almost certainly colored his perception of the size of the herd.  Nonetheless, Burke set off to assemble a large force of the most powerful in Brightfire.  Jeen agreed to go along after informing the Elders of Rigo’s situation and the attack Stev had just reported.  Kela went with Stev back to the departure point.  They would need him to lead them back where this had happened.
 
   With Burke in charge, they jumped to the Ruins where the attack had taken place.  Burke was the most powerful in Brightfire at the Outpost, much more so than Jeen whose talents were mostly directed to other skills.  Even so, she was among the most powerful.  What they needed now was Rigo, who could more than match the ten most powerful of the Outpost’s wizards all by himself.  Unfortunately, he was in no shape to participate.
 
   They found no sign of the dead wizards.  The ground was torn and trampled by the passage of an incredible number of the beasts.  Suddenly Stev’s assessment of the herd took on new meaning.
 
   “They’re still heading west,” Kela said, pointing along the tracks.
 
   They Bypassed to the side of a hill they could see in the distance.  The creatures had been moving fast.  Faster than anyone believed they could move.  From the new location they could see the dust stirred up even farther to the west.  Another jump put them on a second hill overlooking the approach of the herd.
 
   “Great Risos!’ exclaimed one of Burke’s wizards.  “Stev was right.  There are thousands of them!”
 
   The others had come to the same conclusion.  The herd was impossibly large.  Immediately the wizards began unleashing blasts of Brightfire into the passing animals.  Everyone, Jeen included, fired bursts after burst into the herd.  Intensely bright beams of energy flashed through the air, tearing into the Hoplani, cutting them down with beams of magical fire.  Screams of the dying creatures filled the air.  Hundreds died, but the losses were dwarfed by the number of animals.  Each gap that was blasted out of the advancing animals was quickly filled by those moving in from behind.
 
   It didn’t take long before the herd sensed the attacks and swung in their direction.  Burke had assigned one of the wizards to watch for such an attack, and a Bypass was quickly opened allowing them to jump to the southwest on the other side of the herd.  Once again the blasts of magical energy took a toll, but as powerful as they had become, they weren’t up to the task.  
 
   “We need more wizards,” Kela yelled. “There are simply too many.”
 
   None disagreed, but did they have time?  For that matter, did they have the numbers?  This herd was less than a day from charging out of the Ruins and into Lopal.  There were fifteen of them here already.  If they were able to bring everyone with any power with Brightfire they wouldn’t be able to more than triple their number.  That still didn’t seem up to the task.  How many more herds were there like this one?  If they brought everyone, that would mean leaving other areas unwatched for the time those people were brought to help here.
 
   Jeen watched as Burke blasted several dozen of the creatures with one of his strongest bolts of Brightfire, burning them to oily blackened carcasses in an instant.  Almost as quickly, the hole filled again.  He blasted again and again.  They couldn’t keep this up much longer.  Even wizards tired.
 
   Jeen had been granted something the others had not.  Rigo had passed to her the complete knowledge of magic rather than just a selected group of skills.  She had yet to sort through everything that she was capable of, but slowly an awareness of how the various magical abilities tied together had been growing in her mind.  Her long discussions with Nycoh about Rigo’s plan to activate the towers using the linkage ability he’d given all the wizards at the Outpost was forming an idea in the back of her mind.  Rigo had never said such a thing were possible, but it was time to try something different.  
 
   The next time they jumped to a new location, Jeen spoke up.  “Wait,” she yelled.  “Hold off for a moment.”
 
   “There’s no time,” one of the wizards objected.  
 
   “I think there’s another way,” Jeen yelled over the noise of the herd.  Quickly she explained what she wanted them to do.  While the linkage magic worked without intimate contact, they were all inexperienced, having only performed certain exercises that Rigo had given them as preparation for the tower activation later.  None had really been too serious about the practice as the tower effort was well into the future.  For that reason Jeen had them link by holding hands.  
 
   “Don’t attempt to perform any magic,” she directed.  “Simply focus on linking to me and let my mind control your powers.”
 
   Jeen was in the center of the group, with Burke at one end and Kela at the other.  It was awkward at first.  Jeen could feel a couple of the minds, but most were simply not present.  Slowly the link started to form, driven mostly by the strong minds that Burke and Kela brought to the task.  Just when Jeen thought they had it, the linkage broke down and they had to start over.  One of the younger wizards in the middle was having trouble maintaining concentration, so they positioned him next to Burke.  This time they did better, and within half the time it had taken the first time, Jeen could sense the combination of minds within her own.  She was the link holding it altogether and therefore she would have to control the magic.  She wished it could have been Burke.  He was the strongest, but he didn’t have the knowledge that Rigo had given her, so he couldn’t do it.  
 
   Taking a breath she drew on the linked abilities that had not been added, but multiplied together.  The blast of Brightfire she released was greater than anything that had been seen in the three kingdoms for thousands of years.  It wasn’t a bolt, but a fan of such intense energy that it destroyed everything it touched instantly.  The Hoplani it struck were reduced instantly to gray ash.  Rigo’s most intense release of Brightfire was puny compared to that which Jeen now controlled.  The Hoplani were being destroyed not by the score, but by the hundreds.  
 
   Controlling the beam, Jeen swung the arc of killing power through the herd, moving from her far right to her far left, mowing down the advancing Hoplani as she did so.  By the time she had continued her sweep, more than three thousand had been destroyed.  She waited as more of the beasts charged into the space she had created, then repeated the sweep, killing those as well.  Twice more she repeated the attacks, until no more of the creatures were left to fill the ranks.
 
   Almost reluctantly she released the Brightfire and broke the link that had merged them into one.  She didn’t know at that time that she had tapped into one of the abilities that had resulted in the creation of the Ruins so long ago when hundreds of extremely powerful wizards had linked to bring unheard of powers against one another.
 
   “Great Risos!” someone exclaimed.  “That was beyond belief.  How did you know to do that?”
 
   Jeen shook her head.  She wasn’t up to explaining and was certain she had revealed an ability that Rigo hadn’t wanted known.  There hadn’t been a choice, she decided.  Not if they were to stop the Hoplani.  This way had also reduced the risk to the wizards.  The losses they had already suffered would set back Rigo’s hopes for the towers unless they could discover new gifted faster than they had been.
 
   “About half the herd had already passed,” Burke said looking into the distance.
 
   Jeen nodded.  “We need to get ahead of them.  Then we’ll link again. We should be able to finish them the same way we did these.”
 
   By the time the team returned to the Outpost, all were spent.  Jeen told Ash’urn to stay at the Outpost and jumped back to the inn to check on Rigo.  She was anxious to tell him about the linking and the impact on the Hoplani.  Such power!  She knew even Rigo didn’t normally command so much strength.  She wondered if he could turn aside such a beam as he had with the attacks from Burke and the other wizards when he’d revealed himself.  Jeen thought she now knew why Rigo was uncomfortable with giving the ability to link to the others.  It could be turned into an awesome weapon.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 83
 
    
 
    
 
   Several days after the incident with the Hoplani, a much improved Rigo walked into the village of the former Lamane It’oni.  Rigo had been here before, usually remaining on the outskirts as he dropped off or picked up Elm’ad when they were making the trips to neutralize planned attacks into Branid and Kellmore.  This time it would be a very different kind of visit.  Rigo, Kaler and Daria had spent the previous days observing the village and they knew the routine and layout.  They had discovered where Elm’ad had set up his own tents as he waited for the various tribal leaders to return as instructed for a Caucus to once again elect a new Lamane and plan for the future.  Two of the leaders had already arrived, those that had been closest to this village.  The others were presumably on the way.  The wives and children of the former Lamane lived here, and Rigo had noted that Elm’ad was a frequent visitor to the former leader’s tents.  A certain amount of planning must be taking place, and Rigo was certain that someone there had been involved in the attempt on his life.
 
   Today as Rigo walked into the village he was accompanied by more than a dozen wizards from the Outpost.  Today was not a day for subtlety.  The group attracted the attention of many villagers as they marched purposefully toward the center of the village where Elm’ad was visiting It’oni’s former wives.  The diverting of so many wizards from the Hoplani watch was unfortunate, especially given the incredible herd that Jeen and her group had been forced to destroy.  Daim told him that such numbers were not uncommon in the past, but even he was surprised and dismayed at the existence of such numbers already.  While Rigo was impressed with the originality and insight Jeen had displayed by using the linkage ability to magnify the power available and thereby succeed in eliminating the immediate threat, he was unhappy that the ability had been revealed at this time.  But, what was done, was done.  If more such herds were found, it would have to become a common practice, although the potential side effects worried him.  Some implications of linking hadn’t been understood in Daim’s time, other than the poisoning of the Ruins had been one result.
 
   Kaler and Daria were among those who walked beside Rigo as they headed toward the hut where earlier they had spotted Elm’ad headed as usual.  Rigo felt today was one of magic and they didn’t need to be here, but there would have been no way to discourage them.  As his friend, they had every intention of seeing those behind the attempt on his life repaid.
 
   Word had spread ahead of them as they walked, and surprisingly Elm’ad was waiting outside a sturdy wooden structure in the center of the village when they walked up.  Rigo assumed he needed to show bravery in the face of his enemies since he was most likely politicking to be chosen the new Lamane, not that it would have mattered had he elected to escape.  He would have found getting out of the village somewhat more difficult than he might think.
 
   “I expected some of your kind to drop in sooner or later,” Elm’ad said as Rigo walked up where he waited, “but I’ll be honest I never expected you to be one of them.”
 
   “Kind of makes it more difficult to lie about what really happened, doesn’t it?” Rigo asked coming to a halt a dozen paces from the leader.
 
   Elm’ad nodded.  “However did you survive them arrows?”
 
   “I shouldn’t have allowed myself to be distracted in the first place, but we are harder to kill than you expected.  Thanks to our healing magic, it’s as though it never happened.”
 
   “So now what?” Elm’ad asked, and this time Rigo could sense a touch of nervousness in the man’s voice.
 
   “A little instruction.  I told you what would happen to any who resisted my demands.  The people of Lopal must understand what we are and what we can do.  There is no time for further nonsense.”  As he spoke, Rigo used a touch of his power to lift and slam Elm’ad unceremoniously against the wall of the structure he’d been standing in front of.  Only the smallest effort was required to hold him there, pinned against the wall more than two hands off the ground.
 
   Almost as if it had been a signal, a large number of arrows were launched from hidden archers around the village.  It seemed that Elm’ad had planned for a repeat of the attack that he had thought had worked against Rigo should anyone come calling.  He hadn’t expected Rigo, believing whoever might come would be less capable wizards based on the intelligence he had gathered from the healers.  There had been no means of changing his orders when he discovered himself face to face with Rigo.
 
   The attack had been expected, and the result would be part of the lesson.  Simultaneously all of the arrows briefly froze in flight, hanging motionless in the air.  Gasps of surprise escaped many villagers, and then the arrows magically inverted, the arrowheads switching places with the fletching, then sped away back along the path they had originated.  This all happened in a matter of seconds, and the archers who had released the arrows had no time to react to the sudden change.  Each was impaled with the very arrow they had released, the tips which had been treated with a fast acting poison this time, doing their work and killing each where he stood.  Within moments of the meaty sounds of the arrows striking home, several other archers, men who had been put in place as a second wave, found themselves flung unceremoniously into the square, their broken bows scattered around them.  Moments later Burke, Kela and Tana stepped into the square behind the formerly hidden assassins, their invisibility dropping away to the amazement of the watching visitors.
 
   “Such treachery against the community of wizards will not be tolerated,” Rigo announced loudly to the assembled crowd.  Daim had told him that this point had been made in the distant past until all realized the consequences.  Even if it hadn’t been for Daim’s urging, Rigo realized that any sign of mercy would be viewed by the people of Lopal as a sign of weakness.  They expected a certain response, and failure to provide it would result in even more incidents in the future.
 
   While Kaler, Daria and a pair of wizards set off to clear the tents where Elm’ad had set up his temporary camp, the rest of the team that had accompanied Rigo into town herded the remaining villagers who had been hiding into the square.  Rigo turned to the former wives of It’oni.  He could see in the angry eyes of the eldest that she had been aware of the plotting.
 
   “You were part of Elm’ad’s plan,” he said rather than asked.
 
   “You killed my husband,” Realen-ia replied, uncowed by the power he possessed.
 
   “He killed himself,” Rigo responded.  “He refused to consider a path that didn’t involve war.”
 
   “So you will kill me as well for my attempted revenge?”
 
   “No.  Not this time.  Your response was reasonable.  What wife of a tribal leader would not act so.  But you and your people must understand this ends here.  You have not seen the power we can bring.  Soon, those who were at the battle will return.  They can tell everyone else of the ease by which hundreds of your warriors were swept away.  That was a controlled effort.  The entire army could have just as easily been destroyed.”
 
   “And what of Elm’ad?” she asked.
 
   “Elm’ad’s village will have to choose another leader to join the Caucus.  He witnessed the battle and was told the consequences of failing to heed my words.  He must pay the price of his stupidity.”  
 
   “It’s clear,” Kaler said as he and Daria returned with the wizards from clearing the tents.
 
   “No one inside?”
 
   “No longer,” Kaler said.  A couple resisted our demands, most left at our warning.
 
   “Those who resisted?”
 
   Kaler shrugged. “They are no longer a problem.”
 
   Rigo nodded and turned toward Elm’ad.  Words weren’t important here.  A demonstration of what would happen to those who plotted against the community of wizards was what mattered.  With barely a flick of his hand, Rigo unleashed a large ball of energy that consumed both Elm’ad and the structure he had been pinned against.  One moment he was there, the next the spot was barren, all sign of the man and building gone.  A second release took the tents and all sign of Elm’ad’s presence in the village disappeared.
 
   At the gasps from the crowd, Rigo said,  “Your entire village could just as easily be wiped from existence.  The war is over, and those who fail to accept this will be dealt with accordingly.  Lopal faces a different enemy, along with all of mankind.  You need to direct your energies and angers eastward.”
 
   “What is this enemy of which you speak?” Realen-ia asked, undaunted by the incineration of Elm’ad.  She had seen dead before, and had half expected to meet it herself when she saw the wizards calmly walking into her village.  The death dealt to Elm’ad had been painless and quick.  She would like to strip the skin from this one, a single layer at a time. 
 
   “I have decided a demonstration might help,” Rigo replied.  “This is where you will gather to consider the path Lopal will take moving forward.  Those who are deciding might choose more wisely if they had personally witnessed what is coming.  Select a dozen of your best archers and swordsmen,” Rigo demanded.  Have them arrange themselves around the corral over there.”
 
   Realen-ia looked at him oddly, but did as requested.  When the men were assembled and armed, Rigo spoke to the crowd.  “In a few moments we will be transporting one of the beasts of which I have spoken into the corral.  Just one.  Your men are to attempt to kill it by whatever means they can.  A warning, to both the fighters and those watching.  The small horns on the head of these creatures, called Hoplani by the way, can emit magical energies.  To be struck by these energies can often be fatal.  A double strike almost always is, so guard against being in front of the thing.”
 
   Rigo turned to Burke.  “Go and get it,” he said.
 
   Burke open a Bypass, which further shocked those who had never seen one.  It took a tenth of a glass.  Burke had someone watching a small group of the creatures, but herding it through an opened Bypass took some doing.   Suddenly a Hoplani appeared out of thin air and angrily charged toward the first fighter he saw.  Arrows released by the archers bounced harmlessly off the skin of the beast, and the swordsmen who were able to strike blows found their heavy swords completely ineffective.  The beast roared and emitted blasts of energy, one of which caught a swordsman in the leg, horribly burning the calf and foot, causing the man to crash to the ground.  One of the bystanders pulled him from the corral while the remaining fighters distracted the beast.  After several passes it was obvious to all that despite their determined efforts, the creature had not even been wounded.  Not wanting anymore to be hurt, and his point made, Rigo stepped up and with a focused release of magic, decapitated the beast, which collapsed to the ground.
 
   Jeen hurried over and healed the wounded fighter as Rigo addressed the crowd.
 
   “This is a single one of these animals.  You just witnessed how little effect your warriors had against it.  These are headed in mass toward Lopal, and have already started crossing your eastern border.  They must be stopped and your people must learn what can be done and be prepared to move out of the creature’s way when needed.  To further give you a sense of the problem ahead, understand that Jeen and this team destroyed a herd of nearly ten thousand of them just a few days ago.  What would you do against such an attack?”
 
   Rigo knew they would also think about the kind of power that would have been necessary to destroy ten thousand of the resilient beasts and what it could do if it turned against them.  Not everyone was so easily convinced, however.
 
   “How do we know that this thing wasn’t something you created yourself using your powers?” Ton’er, Leader of the Guardians, asked.  He had watching events unfold without speaking up to now.
 
   “Magic gives us immense power but it does not allow us to create life,” Rigo replied, “although there is no way I can prove that to your satisfaction.  This is the battle that we are fighting ourselves, and even with all the powers granted us, it remains to be seen if we will triumph.  The strength and number of these creatures is why we have no time to be distracted by your desire to conquer your neighbors.”
 
   “Suppose a new Lamane is elected and he does not wish to follow the lead of your wizards?  Lopal has been free and might wish to remain so,” Realen-ia snarled.
 
   “Then you are far dumber than your people deserve.  It wouldn’t be the first time that people have chosen their leaders poorly.  But if that is your wish, we will leave you to fight your own battle.  But understand this, war will not be tolerated.  All who cross the Great River and continue hostilities against Branid or Kellmore will simply be destroyed.  We have no time or patience to deal with your foolishness any longer.  This is your last warning.  Hopefully you are wise enough to understand that.  The threat from the Hoplani has grown faster than expected, and our energies must be directed accordingly.  I suggest you choose wisely.”
 
   Realen-ia glared at Rigo, then abruptly spun and turned away.  Ton’er followed after her, speaking quietly in her ear.  Rigo walked over to the corral where Burke was showing several of the fighters the only weak spots the creatures had and the small half a closed fist sized area alongside the ears where a normal weapon might bring the creature down. Usually multiple hits in that area were required, especially difficult since after a single hit the angered beast was prone to charge and toss its head around.  As Rigo watched, one of the tribal leaders he had met while making the rounds with Elm’ad walked up beside him.
 
   Rigo had noticed the man approaching, having learned his own lesson regarding awareness of his surroundings.  He was ready to use his magic if needed, but sensed the man wanted to talk rather than fight.
 
   “Can you find I’Vorris?” the man asked softly.
 
   “Your former Lamane?” Rigo asked.  He had already planned to go in search of the man if time permitted.
 
   Yerid’o nodded.  “He warned us about a threat to the east, but few wanted to believe.  He would be a valuable member of the coming Caucus.  Perhaps he would become Lamane again, now that the war seems unlikely.  I am certain he would choose the path you are suggesting.  At the very least, he would bring wisdom to the selection of our next leader.”
 
   “Even with our ability to travel, there is a lot of territory out there.  One of his sons indicated approximately where he was headed.  I will see what can be done,” Rigo promised.
 
   Yerid’o flashed a brief smile.  “You should also visit the village of Bab’hon to the north,” he said.  “Elm’ad sent him riders warning him to withdraw his forces from Branid for now, but he has a prisoner that you might find of interest.”
 
   “A prisoner?” Rigo asked.
 
   Yerid’o nodded.  “Prince Rhory of Branid,” he whispered conspiratorially.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 84
 
    
 
    
 
   Rigo had planned on visiting Bab’hon’s camp within a few days of the confrontation with Elm’ad even before being informed that the Prince, who had been thought dead might be being held there.  Elm’ad had told Rigo that they were headed to visit Bab’hon and his attacking forces when he had directed him to the secluded hillside and sprung the ambush.  Rigo had since wondered if there was something about Bab’hon he should be curious about, or whether he had simply been the last on the list.  Elm’ad had to act before they completed their visits or he would have had no means of diverting Rigo somewhere the attempt on his life could be made.  Now the visit would be more focused colored with the awareness the Prince might be alive.  It was starting to appear that Lady Mos’pera might be correct after all.
 
   “I’ve been there before,” Tara said when Rigo indicated he had changed his plans and wanted to go to the camp immediately rather than the following day as he’d initially intended.  “I was following up a rumor of a young woman with the gift, but nothing came of it.  It’s an older camp, long established.”
 
   Having someone in their group who knew the way simplified matters.  They could make the jump without relying on one of the people in It’oni’s camp, many of whom still had reasons to dislike them and might make an attempt to misdirect them.  After some discussion, it was decided that a much smaller group would go to the camp, while most of the wizards, including Jeen, would return to the important tasks at the Outpost.   Kaler and Daria insisted on staying with Rigo.  It was unlikely they would consent to his going anywhere in Lopal without them for the immediate future.  Tara had to come since she was providing the memories of the camp’s location, and Burke stated his desire to come along as well.  As the second strongest wizard with combat magic, Rigo felt it comforting to have him along.  Their visit would be unannounced, and while there would be no way the inhabitants here could get word of Elm’ad’s death to Bab’hon’s village before they arrived, who knew what preparations might have been made there.
 
   Tara targeted a small hill just to the south of the village allowing them to study the place unobserved before venturing in.  The community was indeed a long standing settlement, with some areas so old to have fallen into decay and abandonment.  One could see where the older parts of the community had been ignored and allowed to collapse from age and newer structures erected in other areas.  The village was situated alongside a swiftly flowing river that would eventually feed into the Great Central River several day’s ride to the west.  A thick stand of trees filled the valley to the north and small rocky hills bordered the village to the east.  Along the river rich fields had been cultivated, although this late in the season they had already been cleared of their bounty as the community started to prepare for the cooler months ahead.  If anything, Bab’hon’s camp was larger than that of It’oni.
 
   “I don’t think they are expecting trouble,” Burke said softly after the activities of the residents had been studied for a while.  
 
   Daria agreed.  “It doesn’t appear that they have any formal guard or men posted to defend the village.  It looks to me that the warriors of the village are all present and not off on raids.  Too many younger men of fighting age are present.”
 
   “Yerid’o’s claim that Elm’ad warned them to stand down appears to have been correct,” Rigo noted.
 
   “There’s Bab’hon’s lodge Tara said, pointing to a large structure  set into a cluster of trees near one of the small ponds.  In addition to the large structure, two smaller buildings were situated a short distance from the back of the main building, the three being somewhat removed from any other structures.
 
   “Let’s go see what we can find,” Rigo said standing.
 
   “Are we going to walk in like we did at It’oni’s camp?” Kaler asked.
 
   “No.  We wanted to draw everyone out that time.  This time I think we’ll just appear on Bab’hon’s doorstep.”  
 
   So saying, Rigo opened a Bypass that would place them on the green grass just opposite the front of the lodge they could see in the distance.  Rigo was the first to step through, followed immediately by Kaler and Daria, then Tara and finally Burke.
 
   Within moments of their stepping out of the air and onto the grass, a pair of armed men spotted them and shouted warning.  The men headed their way, drawing swords with the intent of preventing them from approaching the lodge.  Kaler had already drawn his own sword and Daria was scanning to see if any others would attempt to interfere, knowing that the two men coming their way would be no problem for Kaler to handle alone.  Rigo stepped purposefully toward the door of the lodge, but the shouts of the guards had accomplished their purpose and before he could reach it, the door swung open and a young man with a trim blond beard stepped out.
 
   The bearded man quickly took in the situation and shouted a warning to his men to stand down.  Nervously, he looked at Rigo, and after a moment Rigo realized why he looked familiar.  This man had been one of those who had ridden beside It’oni at the battle when Rigo had been forced to kill the Lamane.  He’d appeared too young to be very important, yet here he was at the home of the tribal leader.  Rigo didn’t believe he was Bab’hon.
 
   “Master Wizard,” the man said respectfully.
 
   So he recognizes me as well, and is making no attempt to hide the fact, Rigo thought.
 
   “I have come to speak with Bab’hon,” Rigo said, getting right to the purpose of their visit.
 
   “We were told that you might come.  Elm’ad sent riders to indicate you were visiting all of the tribal kings and demanding a cessation of the attacks.  We have already complied with that demand.”
 
   “You are not Bab’hon,” Rigo stated bluntly.
 
   “No.  I am his eldest son, Arn.  My father left several days ago, riding to It’oni’s camp as directed by Elm’ad.  A new leader must be chosen since you killed the Lamane in combat.”
 
   “Elm’ad is dead,” Rigo informed the young man.  He watched as the man’s eyes widen at the news.  
 
   “Elm’ad tried to have me killed.  I warned him as I have the rest of Lopal’s leaders that any treachery would be met with instant retribution.  The war is over.  Any who do not understand this will suffer the consequences.  Your father will learn of this and what faces Lopal when he arrives at that camp.”
 
   “Why are you here?” Arn asked. “Is there something I can do to help you?”
 
   “I wanted to be certain the word had been spread to your village so there is no misunderstanding of my expectations.  Elm’ad has not proven to be entirely trustworthy and he might have directed your father to pursue a different path.”
 
   “You can see that we are abiding by the demands you made.  If Elm’ad plotted some treachery, it was without the aid of those in this village.”
 
   “That is fortunate,” Rigo replied.  “Now if you will hand over the prisoner you are keeping, we will be done here.”
 
   The young man had been caught off guard and wasn’t the most accomplished liar.  “Prisoner?” he asked, trying to appear confused.
 
   “Do not dare to consider lying to me,” Rigo hissed.  “I will level this entire village if you give me the slightest reason to do so.  I have warned you the war is over.  Prisoners are to be released.  It’oni wouldn’t listen.  He is dead.  Elm’ad attempted treachery.  He is dead.  Would you choose to be next?”
 
   Arn’s father had not provided him specific direction with regard to the prisoner.  They had thought his existence was a complete secret and other than making certain the man didn’t escape, had not contemplated how to respond to questions about him.  Arn had been present to see what this wizard could do, and knew he would follow through with his promise.  Already he could see the steel in the man’s eyes.  He would destroy their homes and in the end find the man anyway.
 
   “We have only the one,” Arn mumbled uncertainly.
 
   “And who would he be?” Rigo asked.
 
   Uncertainly, Arn replied.  “Prince Rhory of Branid.  The son of the former king.”
 
   “Take me to him,” Rigo demanded.
 
   Arn sighed and pointed toward the rocky hills some distance away.  A number of Arn’s guards had arrived, but he warned them to stay back and not interfere.  They followed at a distance as Arn directed the wizards to the Prince.  Rigo and his friends followed as Arn led the way through the trees and to a cave well hidden a considerable distance from the lodge.  There were no guards and nothing to indicate anything of importance was here.  They had to look closely to see the opening, which was blocked by a crude but effective metal door made of rusting bars.
 
   “He’s in there,” Arn said, pointing toward the cave.
 
   Rigo was in no mood to delay matters, and used a touch of magic to rip the grating from the mounts that held it in place.  The twisted and broken metal door crashed to the ground leaving the way clear.
 
   “You first,” Rigo said, pointing the way.
 
   The cave wasn’t very deep, but it burrowed far enough into the hillside that light was required.  Rigo used his magic to light the interior, noting the debris scattered on the floor and the foul smell of an unwashed body and body wastes coming from deeper in the cave.  Near the back of the chamber was another metal door, this one looking even more worn than the one that had barred the entrance.  Once again Rigo impatiently ripped it from its mountings.
 
   Inside, they could see a dirty and emaciated man with a filthy beard and torn clothing laying on a patch of dirt with a thin blanket rolled up for a pillow.  Rigo noted immediately that the right arm was twisted unnaturally and that the arms and neck were covered with swollen and infected sores.  The man reacted slowly, but tried to cover his eyes against the glare of the light.
 
   Rigo glared at Arn, who backed away uncertainly.
 
   “It’s him,” Daria said.  “I saw him once before.  One almost wouldn’t recognize him, but I’m certain.”
 
   “Tara,” Rigo asked, knowing that the young woman was nearly as skilled as Jeen with the healing arts, but she was already moving toward the man.
 
   They all watched as the orange glow of the healing energies flowed from Tara into the man on the ground.  Tara took her time, and when she withdrew her magic and stood, she nodded at Rigo.  
 
   “The worst was the broken arm and the infections.  I’ve fixed those.  He had no major wounds, and should be fine given some time.  What he needs now is rest, food and a bath.”
 
   “Let’s get him home,” Rigo said, as he bent to help the man from the ground.  He wasn’t sure he should use his magic to lift the Prince without his permission.  They helped him walk outside the cave.
 
   “We will see to the Prince,” Rigo informed Burke and Tara.  “Go back and inform Jeen what we found here.  I’ll meet you back at the Outpost tomorrow.”
 
   Burke nodded and moments later he and Tara had disappeared through a Bypass.
 
   “You are fortunate he still lives,” Rigo told Arn.  “When your father returns, inform him what happened here today.”  Then he created his own Bypass, and helped the invalid Prince through the opening following Kaler as they traveled to the inn.
 
   Back at the Prancing Pony they ordered food to be sent to the room.  Slowly the prince ate, drinking more than eating solids, his stomach unaccustomed to real food after the slop he’d been given in the cave.
 
   “Who are you?” he managed after a while.
 
   Rigo introduced them to the Prince.
 
   “How did you find me?” he asked.
 
   Rigo explained briefly.  “Your wife was right that you were still alive.”
 
   “You’ve spoken with Mos’pera,” Rhory asked.
 
   “Just the other day,” Rigo said.
 
   “Sulen is weeks away,” Rhory objected.  
 
   “It is only three hours by horse from here,” Rigo told him. 
 
   “Three hours?” Rhory asked confused.  “That can’t be.  Where are we?”
 
   “There is much we have to show you,” Rigo said.  “For now, you must regain your strength.  Do you feel strong enough for a bath?”
 
   Rhory looked at Rigo with a longing in his eyes.  “To be clean again.  Please.”
 
   After moving Rhory into the side room, Rigo arranged for a tub and warm water to be brought to the room.  Normally baths were taken in the special room downstairs, but sufficient coin was a strong motivator, and before long a tub of warm water waited for the Prince.  Daria went for new clothes while the Prince spent a full glass in the tub, the water dirtier than anything Rigo could recall when the man climbed out.
 
   Rhory climbed into the clothes that Daria had purchased, and finally sat in a chair, looking far better, but still thin and looking very little like the Prince.
 
   “My arm?” he asked, holding up and bending the arm that now showed no sign of the former damage.  “The scabs and sores.  They are gone as if they never existed.”
 
   “This will seem hard to believe,” Rigo said slowly.  “A form of magic was used to cure your ailments.  That was also how we brought you here.”
 
   “I would have said that I don’t believe in magic.  But something that is very much like magic has been used.  I can think of no healer who could repair the damage to my arm, especially after so many days of neglect.”
 
   Prince Rhory gathered his strength, and then asked hesitantly.  “How goes the war, and how is my family?”  Rigo was certain he expected the worst.
 
   “Much has happened since you were captured,” Rigo said.  “I should let your family explain.  The war is over.  I have seen to that.  It never really had a chance to start.  In that we were lucky.  Your family has not fared so well.  Your father and youngest sister are dead. Poisoned.”
 
   “By that bastard Cordale!” Rhory exclaimed.  “I was told that had happened, but had hoped it was a lie.”
 
   “Who told you this?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Bab’hon, after he locked me in that cave.  He told me that Cordale had conspired against me, telling him where I could be found and the numbers of my forces.  He wanted to trade me for parts of Branid and protection from invasion.  He also said that Cordale’s man Roit had informed him that my father had been poisoned by Cordale.  Where is Cordale now?”
 
   “He is Branid’s King,” Rigo told him.
 
   Rhory groaned.  “He is a traitor.  I will see him dead!”
 
   “You’ll have to wait in line,” Daria hissed.  “Now there is no longer a reason to let him live,” she said more to Rigo than Prince Rhory.
 
   “In a few days,” Rigo said.  “We should do this properly so the people of Branid understand what has happened.  First Prince Rhory needs to regain his strength.”
 
   “You spoke to my wife?” Rhory asked.  “How is she?”
 
   “Well enough,” Rigo told him.  “Like your stepmother, Cordale has them sequestered in a villa where he can control them.  I suspect his long term plans are less honorable, but he will never have a chance to complete those designs.”  
 
   Rigo abruptly stood.  “Watch over the Prince,” he said.  “I’ll be back shortly.”
 
   Rigo opened a Bypass and stepped through it without another word, disappearing, leaving behind his two friends and the Prince.
 
   “You people have many miracles at your command,” Rhory said, staring at the space where Rigo had disappeared.  “How did you learn such wonders?”
 
   “Kaler and I don’t have such abilities,” Daria told Rhory.  “There is a small group like him that you will learn more about before long.  Magic has been dormant for many years, but it is as real as the old tales claimed.”
 
   “Where did he go?” Rhory asked.
 
   “I have an idea,” Daria said.  “If I’m right you will know in a short time.”
 
   Rhory looked at her, but she wouldn’t say.  A half glass later, Rigo stepped back into the room, followed almost immediately by Lady Mos’pera.
 
   “Rhory!” she exclaimed seeing her thin and bedraggled husband sitting in the chair.  “What in Risos name did they do to you?”
 
   Rigo signaled to his friends.  “We will be downstairs,” he told Rhory and Mos’pera.  “We’ll come back in a glass.”  Then they left the two alone.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 85
 
    
 
    
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” King Cordale objected looking angrily at Roit.  “There is no way he could be alive.”
 
   “We would have said as much about the Kalabhoot, but now we know differently,” Roit reminded Cordale.  He had overheard several of the men in the garrison making comments to the effect that the former Prince had been found alive.  Cordale was eager to dismiss the claims, but Roit wasn’t at all certain there might not be some truth to the rumors.  He had been held prisoner by Lopal and released at the direction of the supposed wizard.  What if Rhory had been prisoner as well?  Perhaps he too had been released and was making his way back to Sulen.  If so, they had more problems ahead.
 
   “They found his armor and bones,” Cordale said in response, attempting to force the argument his way.
 
   “They found his armor,” Roit corrected the King.  “No one was able to determine whose bones were mixed in the pile that was discovered.  More than ninety men were cremated in that fire.  There’s no proof his bones were among them.”
 
   Cordale frowned unhappily.  Too many odd and unexplained events had been happening of late and he wasn’t pleased.  When Roit had returned Cordale had an opportunity to learn what his most trusted personal guard had seen.  The field of burned bodies bothered him greatly.  He could think of no way such destruction could have been carried out, at least not under the conditions stated.
 
   Two days after Roit had returned, the messenger that Captain Turton had dispatched as a follow-up to his messenger bird’s missives arrived.  The longer and more detailed report did nothing to modify the tone of the earlier reports.  Turton clearly was saying a mysterious force, called magic by the man who was behind it, had been the means by which the Lopal forces had been defeated and driven back across the river.  What Cordale would have normally labeled fanciful descriptions of sheets of bright fire, and arrows forced to alter their direction while in flight were confirmed.  The wizard was said to have come and gone via doorways created in the very air itself.
 
   Cordale had questioned Roit about these claims, but the man had not been present to personally substantiate them.  He did indicate that men he had known for years told the same story, so something unusual and as yet unexplained had taken place.  One thing was certain.  Something powerful enough to force Lopal to withdraw from a battle Roit had concluded they would surely win had transpired.  No good descriptions of the supposed wizard had been provided, leaving them without any ideas what the man might look like beyond the fact he was said to be young.  
 
   What Roit had personally observed worried Cordale nearly as much.  The man was unwavering in his claim that he had seen the Kalabhoot speaking with the young fighter who had escaped from his castle.  In some manner both had survived and were linked.  Since both had reason to hate him, Cordale was certain their partnership was somehow directed toward himself.  
 
   King Cordale pushed aside the plate with his morning meal and took a long pull at the mug of ale.  Normally he enjoyed his early mornings, the one time of day he wasn’t bothered by aides and messengers or other nobles.  He had forbidden any state business before mid morning to give him time to think and plan.  Since receiving the first of the messages from the front he had found the times unsettling.  The most recent message from the front had confirmed that Lopal had completely withdrawn, and no attacks or raids had taken place in well over a week.
 
    “How do we follow up on these claims the former heir to the throne has been seen?” Cordale asked, feeling his own grip on power threatened by what he hoped was mere rumor.  
 
   Roit was about to respond when a discrete knock was heard at the door, followed by the creaking as it was pushed open.  Cordale looked up annoyed, wondering who would have been able to convince the guards outside to allow the man to pass.  The man who hurried across the room toward them was one of his oldest retainers, and one who had always served him well. 
 
   “I’m sorry your Lordship,” the man stumbled, his words uncertain.  Many of the men still had trouble thinking of him as the King and insisted on referring to him by the titles he had carried for years.  
 
   “What is it Hindly?” Cordale asked sharply.  
 
   “Lady Usaya has disappeared.  So has Lady Mos’pera,” Hindly stammered out.
 
   “What do you mean disappeared?” Cordale demanded.  “Where could they go?”
 
   “I don’t know your Grace.  They started their day as usual, taking breakfast early in the common room, then retiring upstairs to the sitting room where they usually read and talked between themselves.  No one thought anything about it.  Only a glass later the ashes of her stepson Rhog were brought to the estate to be turned over to her as you requested.  When the courier was escorted upstairs for an audience with her, she was nowhere to be found.”
 
   Rhog had finally been disposed of along with his friend the bishop just a few days earlier.  A public hanging had rid Cordale of the pair, with the standard cremation of the bodies performed privately afterward.  While Cordale would have been satisfied if the ashes of the now all but forgotten Prince had simply been swept out of the crematorium ovens, he wanted all sense of propriety to be observed because of the number of citizens who still regarded the former Queen so highly.  Personally he’d also decided he liked rubbing her face in the fact her stepson had paid for a crime he was aware she blamed him for.
 
   “There is no way they could have escaped the grounds,” Cordale objected.  “Have the estate searched carefully.”
 
   “That has been done already, and is being repeated as we speak.  There is no reasonable way they could have gotten out of the house itself, and the grounds have only the front gate that is heavily watched.  We were certain they were hiding, but the opportunities for such a deceit are very limited.  I don’t know how, but I’m certain they are no longer on the grounds.”
 
   Hindly waited uncomfortably for the King’s reaction.  Cordale was not known for his patience or understanding, and as the messenger and the man in charge, he was afraid of what would be the result of his bringing such unwelcome news.
 
   Cordale was about to explode in anger when Roit caught his eye.  “Go back and personally search the estate yourself,” Cordale demanded.
 
   After Hindly had left and closed the sturdy door behind him, Roit stood and frowned.  “The young fighter and his friend disappeared from our dungeon mysteriously.  You tell me that Lord Sooz and his daughter did the same, and they have not yet to be found.  Now, with rumors of Prince Rhory circulating, his stepmother and wife are suddenly not to be found.  Captain Turton claimed the wizard traveled via doorways he could form in the very air.  Do you suppose . . ?”
 
    
 
    
 
   “The Crown owes you a debt it can never fully repay,” Prince Rhory said to Rigo after Jeen had returned with the former Queen and his wife.  The two women had insisted on staying at the estate until this morning when the surprise march on the castle was scheduled to take place.  They hadn’t wanted any advance word of their disappearance to reach Cordale’s ears.  Now they were safely at the inn, far from Sulen where Cordale would never think of looking for them. 
 
   Prince Rhory looked more like himself once again.  Several days of solid nourishing food had helped fill in the hollows and add meat to his bones.  He was still thin, but his energy had returned.  Today he was dressed as he often had before, wearing armor that was his own.  Captain Loum had provided his old set that was often used for sparring since his best fighting armor had been sacrificed to the fire by Lopal when he had been captured.
 
   In a few moments, Rigo, the Prince and twenty of the wizards from the Outpost would return to Sulen, where Loum waited with more than two hundred fiercely loyal guardsmen.  Kaler and Daria were present as well.  Daria eagerly awaited meeting the former Duke once again, even if it meant her identity might be revealed.  The force planned to march through the streets of Sulen toward the castle, where Rhory would confront Lord Cordale with his claims of treason.  Rigo had suggested that they simply transfer inside the castle and arrest the bastard, throwing him in the dungeons he liked to overuse.  Rhory had nixed the idea.  He wanted to walk the streets, let the people realize he was alive, and then see how the guard at the castle reacted to his return.  Since Rigo had assured him that no matter what resistance they found, taking the castle could be done easily enough, he felt this was the better way.
 
   That was why Rigo had tapped the fighting might of the Outpost’s wizards.  He was determined that no harm would come to the Prince or his supporters.  This was a chance to repay the former Duke for his treachery and to reveal to the people of Sulen that wizards and magic existed, and stood behind the rightful heir to the throne.  He would need the Prince’s support to spread the word that magic was real and a force for good if his plans to quickly locate more with the gift were to be realized.
 
   “Are the men ready?” Rhory asked Loum when they had jumped to the staging area in Sulen.  Loum and Rhory had been reunited several days ago and together had formulated the plan for today.  Loum had tapped the men he knew beyond a doubt would support Rhory and had no liking of the new King.
 
   “Ready and eager,” Loum shouted back.  “Many are anxious to see the bastard in the dungeons.  He has made few friends since being chosen King.”
 
   Signaling it was time to advance, Rhory and Loum stepped out of the courtyard of the barracks where they had assembled, followed by ranks of armored guardsmen four abreast as they turned down the thoroughfare headed toward the castle.  It would take half a glass to make the walk, during which time Rhory hoped the word of his return would spread through the city.  He walked with his head held high, sans helmet making it easy to be recognized.  He waved to his subjects, earning stares of shock and surprise as some realized who he must be.
 
   They had only walked several blocks when they could see that word had preceded them and that small crowds were starting to form.
 
   “It is him,” someone was overheard as they passed one group waiting at one of the intersections.  
 
   “Prince Rhory lives!” shouted another.
 
   Rigo and the other wizards kept careful watch for trouble, ready to meet any force with whatever level of response required.  Thus far, everyone who noticed them appeared pleased by the return of the heir.
 
   By the time the castle came into view, the number of people following along behind them had swollen to a very large number.  Rhory and Loum marched unwaveringly toward the castle.  Word had apparently finally reached those manning the walls, as shouting and running could be detected, and as they approached the massive front gates the clanking of heavy chain as the drawbridge was being raised.   
 
   Without breaking stride, Rigo and Burke released bolts of magical energy that severed the chains causing the drawbridge to crash back into place.  The force led by the Prince continued to advance.
 
   The release of the bolts of power caused many of the castle’s defenders to look toward Rigo and Burke.  Some of these men had been at the front and had seen what Rigo had done there.
 
   “It’s him,” someone shouted.  “It’s that wizard that defeated Lopal.  He’s here.”
 
   Others who had witnessed the kind of power that Rigo controlled looked and verified for themselves that they were being approached by a man they couldn’t hope to resist.  More than one lay down his weapon and backed away.
 
   “Halt!” shouted the older guardsman who was in charge of the castle’s defenses.  “If you advance any closer we will fire upon you.  Put down your weapons and surrender.”
 
   “I am Prince Rhory, rightful heir to the throne,” shouted the Prince.  “My rights were taken by the man you made King when he plotted to have me killed and took advantage of the erroneous reports of my death.  I order you to stand down and permit me to enter.”
 
   Those who hadn’t recognized the Prince before, now took time for a closer look.  All recognized their Prince.  He had long been a favorite of the people.
 
   “It is him,” a guardsman shouted, and let out a whoop of joy.  “The Prince returns!”
 
    “Release your arrows,” ordered the older guardsman who sensed he was losing control of the situation.  King Cordale himself had given him orders how to handle this situation and he wasn’t about to fail knowing what fate awaited those who didn’t deliver.  “Shoot them now!”  
 
   “He’s one of Cordale’s men,” Loum shouted.  “Now we’ll see what happens.”
 
   Rigo and the wizards stood ready, but it was unnecessary.  The men were Rhory’s.  Only some of the leaders were Cordale’s, replaced when he became King.
 
   When no one fired, the elder guardsman grabbed the bow from a nearby archer intending to try to shoot the Prince himself.  He hadn’t even fitted the arrow when Burke slammed him against the stone wall, then with a pull of magic launched him over the waist high barricade where he fell screaming to the hard ground below.  He landed badly, the crunch of fragile bones audible to all nearby.  It wasn’t clear if he was alive.  The man had struck his head solidly against the stone and lay still.
 
   Bows and swords were thrown down, and the men who were tasked with guarding the castle cheered as Rhory led his small force through the gate and into the castle.
 
   “Secure the exits,” he told his men, and with the wizards marched purposefully toward the King’s quarters where he expected to find the former Duke.
 
    
 
   “He’s not here,” Captain Loum reported back to Rhory in the throne room after more than two glass had passed.  “It looks as if he was warned somehow.  Cordale, Roit and a dozen of his personal guard are all missing.  The stable master says a group of the guard left earlier.  He didn’t see who and Cordale could have been among them.”
 
   “Gather the nobles,” Rhory ordered.  “I will hold court with my wife and stepmother and all will learn what treachery Cordale has visited upon the people of Branid.  He may have run, but he will not escape.  I order a bounty of five hundred golds on his head.”
 
   Daria pulled Kaler’s arm and they walked over to Rigo.  “We will find him,” she said.  
 
   “I’ll send someone with you,” Rigo offered, meaning one of the wizards.
 
   Daria shook her head.  “This is what I do.  I look forward to dealing with the bastard.”
 
   Rigo watched as his two friends left quietly while Rhory continued to give instructions to the guard.  While he worried about them, this was probably a good thing.  For too long now they had stood by his side, their abilities not really utilized as magic overpowered and carried the day.  Now they would have a chance to apply their special skills and do something no one else was nearly as suited to.
 
   Cordale’s lands were forfeit to the crown, and he stood accused of treason.  Word would be sent to the Duke’s former castle with a large enough number of guardsmen to enforce the edict and to ensure the man hadn’t returned there.  
 
   Matters here were rapidly coming under control.  Except for the escape of Cordale, everything had gone smoother than Rigo had expected.  In a bit, he would return to the Prancing Pony for Lady Usaya and Rhory’s wife so they could be present and add their stories to that which Rhory would tell the nobles.  Once Rhory had settled in and was declared King, Rigo would remind him that he had agreed to visit Kellmore’s leaders and explain what had transpired as well as urge his support for the wizards.  All needed to know about the Hoplani threat, even though it would be years before it could reach either Branid or Kellmore.  Rigo would ask Jeen to provide the means of travel and support the meetings.  
 
   Burke and his team would return shortly to the Outpost to control the efforts in the Ruins.  Meanwhile, Rigo needed to go in search of I’Vorris.  Lopal was still very much an unknown, and they would be facing the first wave of Hoplani making their way out of the wilderness.  Despite what he had said, Lopal could not be left to fend for itself.  Rigo hoped that the former Lamane could bring a stabilizing influence back to the land.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 86
 
    
 
    
 
   The unnatural heat of the Ruins shimmered in the near distance as the three figures stepped out of nothingness onto the dry rolling hills of eastern Lopal.  Rigo led the way, Ash’urn following, and finally Shara, the young wizard from the Outpost who had volunteered for the search.  While not strong in combat magic, Shara had exceptional healing skills and if I’Vorris was seeking the Hoplani those skills might be required.  She could also make the largest Bypass that Rigo had ever seen, and that included memories he had tapped from Daim.  Ash’urn had volunteered as well, in part because he had traveled most of the length of the eastern border and therefore could help Rigo choose locations, and partially for reasons he hadn’t revealed.  He had been essential for the first jump out here, but now that they were following a systematic path from the north towards the south, Rigo could have managed by leaping from location to location by sighting on a landmark in the distance.
 
   Each of the travelers carried a sturdy backpack that contained food, water, and basic camping gear.  They had considered horses, but the animals would have been more trouble than they were worth.  While they could have carried more supplies and they might have aided somewhat in searching out a specific location for tracks, the simple truth was it was usually more efficient to open a Bypass and jump from spot to spot than to ride a horse any distance.  They weren’t really limited by what they could carry since it was a simple matter to jump back if they found themselves lacking any item.  As it was, they had agreed on a simple routine.  While they could have jumped back to civilization at the end of each day, Rigo and Ash’urn had found a certain peace by camping out once again, so they camped two nights, returning to the Prancing Pony on the third night to re-supply and bathe.  
 
   Rigo found the inn somewhat uncomfortable now that Kaler and Daria were off on their own, and he couldn’t help but wonder how their search was going.  He had tapped some of Daim’s ancient knowledge to create something akin to the tracker necklaces.  The device he created using his magical skills driven by the Master Wizard’s knowledge was in the form of a simple bracelet that Daria could activate by snapping the band.  That would trigger a signal that would both let Rigo know where they were but also that they needed help.  He was concerned they would trigger it, and also that they wouldn’t.
 
   Rigo had spent much of the last few days thinking as they searched.  He was concerned at what remained to be done and the lack of the most essential ingredient to final success, a sufficient number of trained wizards.  In a way, the speed at which events had unfolded since he had been infused with Daim’s knowledge bordered on the phenomenal, yet the events they couldn’t control were proceeding faster than he was prepared for.  Jeen was now a lady of the court, having been accepted by Lady Mos’pera and the former Queen as Branid’s representative from the wizard community.  Every effort was being made to spread the word and seek out those with any touch of the gift.  Rhory, now formally declared the new King, had made it a Royal Decree.  Within a few days Rigo knew Jeen would be taking the former Queen and a number of nobles to Kellmore to reveal what had caused Lopal to withdraw and to seek further support in finding those with magic.  Kellmore needed to learn of the Hoplani and the risks they posed to Kellmore.
 
   Shara had stayed in the women’s room at the inn the previous night, which meant the location of the Prancing Pony was no longer a secret, but Rigo didn’t feel that was an important concern.  Since the attack of the huge herd of Hoplani, no one, not even Februus, could deny the importance and correctness of what Rigo wanted to accomplish.  Everyone at the Outpost was dedicated to the task, and with the developing skills, Rigo had all the following he could wish for.  The Elders lead the community in name only.
 
   “I’m always surprised by the heat the Ruins generate,” Ash’urn said as they adjusted to the change in temperature.  The rest of the three kingdoms were growing cold and the winter season approached.  Yet here on the border to the devastated lands, the winds carried uncomfortably warm breezes their way.  It could be the middle of the hottest month of the year from the temperatures they had to endure.  They wouldn’t be going out into the Ruins as part of the search.  Rigo could see no reason that I’Vorris would have ventured out into that unforgiving landscape.  While a wizard could handle the challenges offered by the forbidden lands reasonably well, a Normal would suffer and soon be forced out.  What I’Vorris sought were beasts that had crossed into Lopal, and therefore would be somewhere along the border.  
 
   This was the fourth day of their search.  They had concluded the third day without seeing any sign of I’Vorris, nor of the Hoplani as they jumped from location to location.  They had returned to the inn as planned, and now, the morning of the fourth day had jumped back to where they had ended the search the evening before.  After scanning the area to regain their bearings and establish that nothing had changed, Shara pointed to the distant hill that would be their next stop and opened a Bypass.  
 
   The morning passed as had the last couple of days and they gradually moved southward without sign of man nor Hoplani.  They could only move so fast or they might miss the small band that I’Vorris had left his village with so many weeks earlier.  Rigo couldn’t help feeling there must be a better way to search such a vast area.  It was early afternoon when they found the first sign of Hoplani.
 
   “Two of them,” Rigo said as they turned their eyes inland toward Lopal where the tracks led.  
 
   “There,” Shara said, pointing to a pair of indistinct spots on the side of a hill a considerable distance away.
 
   Rigo peered the direction she was pointing, and shielding his eyes he finally spotted the two creatures by the difference in their color as compared to the surrounding hills. They were too far away to spot any real movement.  
 
   He nodded, and soon they had jumped to the nearby hill and could now see the beasts as they slowly headed west.  It was important to eliminate any they found, but Rigo had hoped the creatures might have been discovered by others, and they might find I’Vorris in that manner.  From their closer perspective, it was obvious that hadn’t happened this time.  
 
   The Hoplani were still some distance away, but Rigo was strong enough that he could destroy them from their current vantage point, and was about to release the magic to do so when Ash’urn held up his hand.
 
   “Wait,” he said.  “I’d like to get closer first.”
 
   “Why?” Rigo asked, surprised.  He could see nothing unique about these two although they were the first they had encountered since starting the search.
 
   “Humor me,” Ash’urn asked.
 
   Rigo shrugged, and created a Bypass that took them within a hundred paces of the beast, but behind and off to one side where they wouldn’t be as easily seen.
 
   “Close enough?” he asked Ash’urn, who peered carefully at the creatures, then nodded, and surprisingly started to hurry toward them, signaling Rigo and Shara to follow him.
 
   Shara shot Rigo a questioning glance, but they followed after Ash’urn who was soon off to the side of the closest creature, having narrowed the distance to fifty paces. 
 
   This was unreasonably close to the dangerous creatures and Rigo couldn’t help wondering what Ash’urn was up to.  He had always shown the Hoplani respect, if not outright fear.  Already the two animals were huffing and snorting as if they realized something was different and Rigo knew it wouldn’t be long before they turned and noticed them.  The three of them were well within range of the magical energy the creatures could release.  
 
   “Watch,” Ash’urn whispered as the two wizards came up beside him, “and please be ready to take action if this doesn’t work.”
 
   Wondering what Ash’urn was up to, Rigo watched the old scholar as he focused intently on the nearest beast and mumbled something softly under his breath.  Rigo was familiar with Ash’urn’s ability to generate certain magic this way, but was unprepared for the sudden release of a bright narrow beam of energy that shot toward the Hoplani.  The beam was tightly focused, no more than the thickness of Rigo’s wrist and a dirty white in color as opposed to the blinding white of his own Brightfire.  It was pitifully weak, yet it struck the Hoplani in the neck and earned a bellowing scream of pain from the creature.  Ash’urn set his feet and muttered again, releasing a second beam much like the first, striking the creature again, this time more forward on the head.  The Hoplani stumbled, and started to turn toward its tormentor.  
 
   Things were about to get real interesting Rigo thought, and prepared himself for action.  
 
   The creature’s head was almost aligned with Ash’urn with the deadly horns glowing with a pre-release of energy.  Rigo was just about to dispatch the creature when a third beam was created by Ash’urn.  The beam, which once again struck the creature in the head - this time nearly face on - was able to complete the job.  The Hoplani screamed once more, then collapsed unmoving on the ground.
 
   The second of the creatures was responding to the cries by its twin, and was now moving their way, picking up speed.  It released a pair of magical bursts which struck some ten paces to one side of them.  Fortunately the beasts were not accurate with their releases.
 
   “That one is yours,” Ash’urn said hurriedly, his face looking drawn and sweaty, with a touch of concern as he watched the animal hurrying their way.
 
   Rigo quickly dispatched the creature before it could get any closer or release any more of the energy blasts.  Unlike the creature that Ash’urn had killed, Rigo’s was burned to a cinder, the remains all but unrecognizable.  
 
   Carefully they walked over to the downed Hoplani that Ash’urn had managed somehow to kill.  When they checked there was no doubt the beast was dead, and now that they were close enough they could see the three distinct burn marks on the head where the marginally powered beams had struck.
 
   Rigo turned to Ash’urn and asked, “How did you manage that?”
 
   Ash’urn grinned weakly, but obviously pleased with himself. “Can we find a place to sit?  Then I’ll explain.”
 
   Shara pointed to a shady group of trees on one of the nearby hills, and once they were seated comfortably and Ash’urn had taken several gulping swallows of water from his skin, he explained.
 
   “It’s one of the verbal spells like I showed you before,” he explained.  
 
   “I thought you only knew a couple of such spells, and nothing like you just demonstrated,” Rigo said.  “Have you somehow learned more?”
 
   Ash’urn nodded.  “Quite a number actually.  Thank Nycoh for that.  That girl is amazing.  Not only can she read the ancient texts, but she has an astonishing ability to take a few spoken words of the language and extrapolate the sounds to reason out other words.  We have been working together for some time with the text I recovered from my stash with the spells.  She was able to locate the descriptions and written text for the four I knew, and we, her mostly, gradually were able to figure out a number of others.  Most are of marginal use, especially given what you wizards can do, but she found one that was described as death light.  It was horribly more complex than most of the others.  A real tongue twister.  It took us several weeks to work it out and for me to learn the precise intonation and cadence of the words.  But once we got it, well you saw the result.”
 
   “And that’s why you were so insistent on coming here?” Rigo asked.  “You wanted to try it out and see if you could kill one of the Hoplani.”
 
   Ash’urn nodded.  “You see what it means?  A Normal has a chance against the beasts.  There are limitations and the beam is far, far weaker than the lowest novice wizard, but it can do the trick.  Build a force of five or six Normals with the ability, and working together they should be able to dispatch the creatures if encountered singly or in pairs.”
 
   “Can anyone learn the spell?” Shara asked.
 
   Ash’urn shook his head.  “I’d guess only a small fraction will be able to master the language.  Fortunately, those from Lopal are more versatile in language than most due to the dialects of the dispersed tribes.  But we could establish a training center and even if only one in a hundred could demonstrate the talent, a force could be created to patrol the border and deal with a large portion of the sightings.  That would greatly relieve the wizard community which is becoming overwhelmed with chasing Hoplani, seeking new wizards, and patrolling the Ruins themselves.”
 
   “Why haven’t you said anything before this?” Rigo asked.
 
   “A test was necessary.  I thought this would be more convincing.  There is one other restriction.  Unlike you wizards who seem to have no problem creating such beams all day, they take a lot out of us Normals.  I’m beat, and if you don’t mind, I’d like to just sit here the rest of the afternoon.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 87
 
    
 
    
 
   After the surprise success of Ash’urn’s spell-making, Rigo was insistent that he go back to civilization and start working on a training class to determine if the ability could be taught to others.  They spent a day in Sulen talking with King Rhory, who assigned a number of the guard to attend the sessions that Ash’urn would be setting up.  Loum would be in charge of seeing that Ash’urn received all of the recruits and cooperation he needed.  After being certain that Ash’urn was settled in, and promising to check back periodically, Rigo and Shara returned to the search for I’Vorris. 
 
   More than another week passed before they spotted a small band of people late in the day camped in the distance on the edge of a small pond at the base of one of the scraggly hills.  They opened a Bypass that put them a short walk away, and then slowly wandered toward the camp.  When spotted, a half dozen armed men moved to intercept them, but seeing they were apparently unarmed, and a man and a young woman, the tenseness of their unexpected appearance soon passed.
 
   “Where did you come from?” one of the tribesmen asked.  “There is no village for many days.  You don’t appear to have sufficient supplies to survive out here.”
 
   It was a reasonable question.  Since Ash’urn had left their search, Rigo and Shara had started returning to the inn each night.  Camping out had lost its appeal and Shara confessed she’d never really enjoyed it.
 
   “We have come in search of one named I’Vorris,” Rigo responded, ignoring the question.  “Is he among you?”
 
   “Why would you wish to speak to the former Lamane?” the man asked, telling Rigo by the question that they had finally located the man they sought.
 
   “We have news of the war and can aid you in your quest against the creatures from the Ruins.”
 
   The man looked doubtful, but leaving them in the hands of two others, walked away and went to speak with someone in the center of the camp.  Before long, he signaled their guards to bring them in.  Rigo had no doubt they had finally located I’Vorris.  The man they were taken to had the unmistakable aura of power and command.
 
   I’Vorris had been wounded.  His left arm was scratched where they could see the skin while the rest was heavily bandaged with a dirty piece of clothing.  His eyes were red, suggesting a possible infection.  And he seemed to favor one leg.
 
   “You claim to know something of the war,” I’Vorris asked.  His voice was powerful and resonated as he spoke.  Rigo could easily see him in command.
 
   “The war is over,” Rigo said bluntly.  “All of the armies have returned home.”
 
   “Over?” I’Vorris said shocked.  “So soon?  How could this be?  How did the war go?  From your dress and accent you appear to be from Branid.  Could Lopal have lost?”
 
   “It’oni is dead,” Rigo said bluntly.  “So is Elm’ad.  There were no victors or losers this time.”
 
   “I am not surprised at It’oni’s death.  Sooor said it would be so.  It came much sooner than I would have guessed.  How did he die?”
 
   “I killed him,” Rigo responded bluntly.  “I killed Elm’ad as well.  Neither man was willing to understand the war could not be permitted.  The battle you are fighting is where we must focus our energies.  No one won.  The armies have been ordered to stand down.”
 
   “Who ordered this?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   I’Vorris studied Rigo doubtfully.  Finally he said, “I cannot believe that you could be responsible for the deaths of two such leaders, or be able to command entire armies and expect them to follow your demands.  Even if true, how could you be here?  The war is weeks away.  There has been no time for you to make the journey.  Your claims do not seem truthful to me.”
 
   “Shara and I sleep each night in Sulen,” Rigo said.  “Distance has little meaning to us.  We are something you have never encountered before and it will take some convincing for you to believe what I’m about to tell you.  We possess the ancient power of magic.  We can kill the Hoplani, the beasts you seek.  We can heal your wounds.  I made it painfully clear to It’oni’s army that they could not stand against the power of magic.  I will show you if you permit it.”
 
   “Magic is for children,” I’Vorris said automatically, but he remained interested.  Rigo wondered if something the Seer had told him made him more receptive than most to his claims.
 
   “What of your Seer Sooor?  You appear to place faith in her visions.  I would like to speak with her.”  Daim had been pushing him to ask about the woman.
 
   “You speak as if you believe in her powers,” I’Vorris said.  “Most consider me odd to trust in her words.  They call her a witch.”
 
   “Seers have always been rare and frequently misunderstood.  Those with great ability especially so.”  
 
   I’Vorris sighed.  “It doesn’t matter.  Sooor is gone.  She died the day we first encountered one of the beasts.  She had warned that she wouldn’t return from this journey.  I failed to understand she had foreseen her own death.  Still she came because she knew I had to find them to be certain the tales were true.”
 
   Rigo could almost feel Daim groan inside him.  Daim had hoped she might be able to foretell what lay ahead.
 
   “When did you encounter the beasts?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Beast,” I’Vorris corrected him.  “Only one of them, yet it killed more than ten of my men, and wounded or maimed another fifteen.  The things cannot be killed.  We wounded it I’m certain, but it still escaped.  We made this camp to try and care for those who were attacked, yet still live.  Two more of the creatures passed just south of here yesterday, but we were in no state to challenge them.  You claim you can kill them?  I would like to see how that is done.”
 
   “They are creatures of magic,” Rigo explained.  “The magic I possess can easily dispatch them.  In one afternoon one group of my comrades destroyed a herd of ten thousand of the Hoplani.”
 
   I’Vorris looked at Rigo uncertainly.  He didn’t believe that the claims being made were possible.  “You speak of wondrous abilities, yet I have seen no indication you are any different than anyone else.  When can I see some proof of your claims?”
 
   For the first time Shara spoke up.  “You are wounded.  You say you have others who are similarly wounded. I can heal them whatever their condition.  Allow me to demonstrate.”  She reached out toward I’Vorris, but he held up his hand.
 
   “I am not certain I should trust you, yet I have several men who will not survive the night.  They have little to lose if your words are false.  Show me you can do as you claim with them.  Then we will consider how to proceed.”
 
   I’Vorris pointed the way, and they walked across the camp closer to the pond.  The wounded were spread out as comfortably as possible, with the most severely damaged off to one side.  One look and Rigo could see why I’Vorris was certain they would not survive.  The mauling and burns from the Hoplani’s magic were too severe to reasonably expect the men to survive.  Shara hissed and knelt beside one of the men.
 
   “With your permission?” she asked.
 
   I’Vorris nodded and watched closely as Shara placed her hands on the damaged arm of the man in front of her.  The gasps of surprise from I’Vorris and two of the guards that had followed them when Shara’s healing glow appeared were easily heard.  More murmurs of surprise were heard as the flesh seemed to close and heal in front of them.  After a bit, Shara leaned back.  “He will survive.  He’ll be weak for a few days, but the damage has been repaired.”  
 
   For the next glass Shara moved between the wounded, finishing with I’Vorris himself when all of the others had been seen to.
 
   “You spoke the truth,” I’Vorris said examining his arm and the undamaged flesh where torn and mangled muscles had been a short time before.  No pain from the injury remained.  “I have never heard of such abilities before.  Can you truly kill the beasts, the Hoplani I believe you called them?”
 
   “I will demonstrate in the morning,” Rigo replied.  “You said a pair passed the other day.  We should be able to find them easily enough and then you will see.”
 
   “Are there enough with powers such as yours to defeat them?”
 
   “Sadly no.  We remain too few to deal with the numbers that are spawning and moving out of the Ruins.  There is a way to prevent them from coming this way, but as yet we have been unable to move forward with that effort.  That is why we need everyone to help.  We need to be free to concentrate on that task or the Hoplani will win.  It is important for you to return to Lopal and help guide your people.  A new Lamane will be chosen soon.  They must to be made aware of the danger and be prepared.”
 
   “I do not wish to become Lamane again.  I have spent the last twenty years as leader, and while it offers wealth and respect, it also demands too much.  I have enjoyed the freedom to follow my own path once again.  Besides, I have come to see that there is little we could do against the beasts.  How can I lead my people on a path destined to fail?”
 
   “You could provide guidance for whomever is selected,” Rigo argued.  “Lopal must not choose a leader who believes the war can be continued.  The wizards will not permit it and Lopal would suffer greatly.  Besides, there is a way for your people to fight the beasts,” Rigo said, thinking of Ash’urn’s feat a few days earlier and what it promised if the skill could be passed to others.  
 
   Shara and Rigo spent the night in camp, and then the following day further astonished I’Vorris and the men who accompanied him in search for the Hoplani.  They traveled by Bypass to quickly move ahead of the creatures and chase them down.  Rigo used his Brightfire while the others watched from a safe distance to quickly and effortlessly dispatch the two creatures.  After returning to the camp, Rigo proposed to I’Vorris that they return to his village.  He explained they could travel by the same means used to locate the Hoplani and be there instantly, allowing the recovering men to do so in their own homes.  I’Vorris would have the opportunity of spending a few days talking to his people, then Rigo would return and take him to It’oni’s village where the Caucus would be held.
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   Daria rolled over onto her back, tired yet excited about the recent developments.  She had slept for several glass, but now was awake and eager for the dawn when she and Kaler would be able to press onward without the frequent delays and false starts that had been part of the search since heading out after the missing Cordale almost four weeks earlier.  With the news they had received today, they would be able to ride directly to where Cordale was believed to be hiding.  She had wanted to leave immediately, but Kaler had prevailed, reminding her that they could use food, and a good night’s rest, before beginning the long ride toward the town of Barber on the west coast of Kellmore more than a week’s ride away.  At his insistence they had checked into an inn here in Montro where they had finally received the message that had pointed where they would soon be heading.  The nights on the trail had been becoming quite cold, and this was a pleasant change.  The room, more extravagant than really necessary, had a small fireplace that had warmed the air nicely.
 
   Today was the first and only time she would have welcomed Rigo’s instant travel ability.  She wished she could ride into the city in the morning and begin her planning that would end up with her blade at the throat of the murderous bastard.  Otherwise, she was happy to have been able to use her own abilities and contacts in the search for the fleeing Duke.  Of late, following Rigo around with his incredible power, she had started to feel unneeded.  She also preferred that no one know where Cordale was until she had a chance to extract her own revenge.  If Rigo knew they had found the man, he might insist the ex-king be brought back for formal trial.  She had other ideas.  Feeling pleasantly tired in her limbs, she stretched, naked under the thin bedcover, as she considered what had brought them to this point.
 
   There had been no way to track Cordale and the men with whom he’d ridden away from the castle in Sulen.  Thousands of horses and hundreds of wagon crisscrossed the dirt paths that led in and out of the town from every direction.  There were simply too many people moving around the busy community, and given the head start the men had managed, the trail and direction they had taken soon grew cold.  They could have left town in any direction, and Daria and Kaler had to fall back on what people might have seen while going about their daily business.
 
   Cordale’s big mistake had been leaving with so many men all riding together.  Twelve or more men on large guardsman horses while dressed in commoner clothing were difficult to miss, and a number of people could recall having seen such a group.  No one had paid enough attention to say who was in the group or provide any descriptions, but the direction alone was a start.  Had Cordale slipped out alone or with one or two others he would have been more likely to escape notice.  He should have had the rest of his men meet him somewhere outside of Sulen.
 
   Unfortunately within a few hours the fleeing men had passed outside of the village, passing even the nearby farms.  That meant fewer people, and even fewer who might have observed something useful.  The clues became less frequent, and finally disappeared altogether.  After a day of continuing along the established track, it became clear that they had lost the scent.  
 
   Daria had trailed men before, and she knew when one approach failed it was time to try another.  Patience and inventiveness would yield results.  In addition, she had an advantage others didn’t.  She was, after all, the Kalabhoot.  As such, she could ask and without question be granted access to the Wanderers and their entire network of eyes and ears, as well as the friends of the Wanderers spread across the three kingdoms.  While almost none knew who she was individually, the legend of the Kalabhoot was known by all, and the deeds she had done had earned her a special place with all members of the group.  No amount of effort was too much to repay what she had done for them in the past.  Daria’s first task upon beginning the search had been to find a friend of the Wanderers and have her request passed along.
 
   In almost any town or village there lived someone connected to the Wanderers.  Carefully hidden in a sign or display was the secret symbol that identified a person as such.  Without knowing what to look for, the symbols would go unnoticed, but realizing what it was made it a beacon that Kaler and Daria could seek out to learn the latest that had been discovered and released to the network.  The messages were identified by a specific code, and that was needed for the information to be released to them.  Each time, Daria coached Kaler on how to approach the proprietor that displayed the symbol, and those that did realize that the messages were for the Kalabhoot, wondered if Kaler was the legendary figure.  It probably didn’t matter, but Daria had hid her true identity for so long, she found the subterfuge instinctual.  
 
   They had learned that Cordale’s children had left his estate in eastern Branid well before the return of Rhory.  No one knew where they were, and they could be en route to Sulen where they had expected to join their parent, or they could be on their way to whatever location the ex-king was aiming for.  That source would be of no help this time.
 
   Slowly a pattern started to emerge.  Cordale and those traveling with him were being careful, but they still left clues.  At first they had been extremely cautious, but as the days passed, and they became certain they had eluded all pursuers, they made small mistakes.  The path that had led Kaler and Daria to the north had been a false trail.  Before too many days, Cordale had slowly looped his men around, passing through a mountainous pathway that was narrow with many switchbacks allowing the back-trail to be easily watched.  After emerging on the western side of the mountains, the group had turned southward, and from the reports had never deviated from that direction.
 
   Guided by the dribble of information from the Wanderers, Daria had led them to an inn some days southwest of Sulen.  The medium sized village had offered comfortable accommodations that the fleeing group had apparently taken refuge in for a night.  One of the serving girls could remember the big men, who had obviously been together although they had tried to act like they were several separate parties.  She also identified one man with cruel eyes, who could have been Cordale if the beard he was wearing were removed.  
 
   Progress was being made.  Based on the serving girl’s memory, they were now only slightly more than a week behind.  A direction had been established, and if the men were using inns, the tracking would be far easier.  Several days later when they visited a Wanderer’s friend in the village on Montro, the message that altered their search had been waiting.  An almost certain sighting had been made in the beach city of Barber, across the border into Kellmore.  After examining the maps they carried, it was apparent that Barber was a logical destination given the direction they had been traveling.  The knowledge would allow them to move more quickly and directly to where the fleeing Cordale had come to rest.
 
   Daria reached down and combed a lock of Kaler’s hair off his slumbering face with her fingers.  Unlike her, he’d had no trouble falling asleep last night after a rather extended lovemaking session.  She’d known it was inevitable they would end up this way some time ago, and more than a week earlier they had surrendered to the joining they had both wanted.  After being friends for so long, it had been awkward at first, but then it became entirely natural and they wondered why they had waited so long.  Time wasted, but now they were certain, and she looked forward to each day with a different perspective.  Kaler had voiced similar feelings.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 89
 
    
 
    
 
   More than a month had passed since Rigo had returned from the eastern border of Lopal and the search for I’Vorris.  The time had moved quickly, yet the progress they had made fell short of what he had hoped.  The incredible power that magic had lent to the wizards and had enabled Rigo to swiftly bring the war to a grinding halt, simply didn’t enable him to move other projects along as quickly as he’d like.  Even magic had its limitations.
 
   I’Vorris had been suitably impressed with Rigo’s ability to cross vast distances in the blink of an eye.  The Bypass that had returned the former king and his surviving men to their village had done as much to firmly cement I’Vorris’s belief in magic as anything that had gone before.  As planned, Rigo had left the former Lamane in the village for a week allowing him to reintegrate himself into the current state of affairs and to learn by his own means what had happened to end the war.  When Rigo returned to take him to It’oni’s village, he was well informed about the encounter that had resulted in It’oni’s death and the treachery of Elm’ad.
 
   “You want to go where?” I’Vorris had asked when Rigo had suggested a small side trip before proceeding to the Caucus.
 
   “Into the Ruins,” Rigo responded.  “It will not take long, but I believe it would be useful if you were to see firsthand an example of the problem that faces us all.”
 
   Confident of Rigo’s motives, realizing that had he wished to do so, the wizard could easily have seen to his elimination, I’Vorris agreed.  Shortly thereafter, the two men had stepped through the Bypass into the wastelands not too far from one of the idle towers.  The tower was situated to the east of their current position, a little farther into the wastelands.
 
   “That is part of the barrier of which you spoke?” I’Vorris asked, looking eastward at the massive structure.  “Is that what you wanted me to see?”
 
   “It is, but that is not the reason for our visit.”  Rigo pointed over I’Vorris’s shoulder toward the west where a large herd of Hoplani were making their way slowly westward.  
 
   “By the gods!” I’Vorris exclaimed.  “How many of the creatures are there?”
 
   “We estimate about a thousand in this group.  We have encountered herds with as many as ten times that number.”
 
   I’Vorris looked at the animals in dismay.  From his personal encounters he knew what one of the creatures had done to his men, and the number before him represented an impossible enemy.
 
   “How long before they reach Lopal?” I’Vorris asked.
 
   “Left alone, a couple of days,” Rigo replied.  “We don’t know if they would continue pressing west or linger in the foothills.  Not enough study has been put into their intentions.”
 
   “Is there any way you can stop them?  This many must challenge even your abilities.”
 
   “We have a patrol that monitors the Ruins along the line of towers for migration of the Hoplani.  We try to keep as many from approaching Lopal as possible.  I thought it might be informative for you to see the numbers were as large as I’ve indicated, and personally witness our attempts at control.  Come, we will want to be on that hill over there,” Rigo said and pointed to a dark reddish mound in the distance.
 
   They had emerged where Rigo had pointed to meet Burke and Kela.  Burke smiled when he saw Rigo.
 
   “Perfect timing.  They are closely gathered which should make this easier than usual.”
 
   “Whenever you are ready,” Rigo replied.
 
   As I’Vorris watched, the three wizards unleashed sheets of powerful magic, and within a short time the herd had been completely eliminated.  The flat land below the small hill where they had gathered was black with the charred remains of the creatures.  I’Vorris had seen Rigo eliminate a pair of the beasts, but had never seen magic applied on this scale.
 
   “By the gods!” I’Vorris whispered.  “With such power why can’t you rid the world of them once and for all?”
 
   “It has been tried before, and by wizards far more capable than ourselves.  It doesn’t work.  The barrier must be reestablished.  We are too few to locate every Hoplani in the Ruins.  No one, in thousands of years has crossed to the far side of the Ruins.  Who knows what is out there?  Some of the Hoplani will get through, and from wherever they spawn, more will come.  The mystery behind their origin was never solved, even in the time of the towers, nor how a wasteland such as the Ruins could support the growth of so many.”
 
   The demonstration complete, Rigo had taken I’Vorris to It’oni’s camp where the surviving tribal leaders had already gathered.  I’Vorris had spoken plainly to Rigo, indicating he would not accept the position as Lamane again, but he would be certain to make what he had learned known to the gathering.  Rigo had nodded his understanding, and returned ten days later as agreed to learn the result of the voting and to carry I’Vorris back to his own camp.
 
   He wasn’t surprised to discover that despite his protestations, I’Vorris had been pressured into the role.  Other than It’oni’s village, every other tribe had wished for his return.  I’Vorris had finally agreed to a temporary role, accepting the title as their Lamane for a single year, during which time he could help prepare for the Hoplani invasion and give them time to decide who would make the best leader to carry the nation forward.
 
   Rigo had been pleased to discover I’Vorris in charge upon his return.  He had spent enough time to know the man wasn’t interested in pursuing the war that had been barely averted.  He also had a better understanding of the Hoplani threat than any of the leaders in Lopal.  With I’Vorris’s support, the first of many soldiers were selected and sent to the Outpost where Ash’urn and Nycoh had set up their training school where they would attempt to teach others the spoken magic command that Ash’urn had mastered and had allowed him to kill one of the Hoplani.
 
   At first the classes were divided.  Men from Branid and Kellmore were taught in Sulen, with only those from Lopal being trained at the Outpost.  Feelings still ran high after the recent fighting, and would have been a distraction.  Since Nycoh could move Ash’urn and herself easily between locations, the division did not pose a hardship.
 
   Results from the training were disappointing.  Barely one in three hundred was able to master the difficult language associated with the verbal spells, with those from Lopal having a slight advantage in percentage.  Those who were successful varied in strength, with only a couple more powerful than Ash’urn had been, ensuring they would have to work in teams to be able to stand against the creatures.  Fortunately, the core of trainees that mastered the commands, were as good, perhaps better, instructors than Ash’urn had been.  Having just suffered through the process of learning the language, they could better explain to those they tried to teach.  Training centers were established in all three countries at multiple locations.  
 
   The latest word that Rigo was receiving back was that a growing number of men capable with that one spell were being commissioned.  All would be sent to patrol different areas of Lopal’s eastern border, even those who originated from Branid and Kellmore.  That’s where they were needed at the moment.  Each team was equipped with a trigger bracelet that could be activated to call a wizard team should a large number of the Hoplani be encountered.
 
   The bracelets were a modification of the one Rigo had created for Daria and Kaler.  Now he wished that he had built it with a locator that was continuous rather than just when activated.  Daria had as yet not activated the device.  He had no idea where his two friends were at the moment.  A single message had arrived via a Wanderer messenger, who had been unable to tell Rigo where the message had originated.  The message had explained the two were well, and had found leads to Cordale.  Rigo hadn’t been entirely surprised.  He knew that Daria had her own revenge in mind for Cordale.  That was fine with Rigo.  Cordale wasn’t deserving of any mercy as far as he could see.
 
    
 
   King Rhory, having been formally crowned Branid’s King within days of his reappearance, had made immediate efforts to strengthen ties with Kellmore.  Former Queen Usaya was his ambassador, who traveled back and forth frequently accompanied by Jeen who had become a fixture at court and was able to make the necessary portals.  Somewhat uncertain about the claims of wizards and magic, Rigo and several of the wizards from the Outpost had paid a visit with Usaya and wiped away any lingering doubts that magic was real and represented a force that would have to be considered in the future.  
 
   As a result of Rhory’s support, both Kellmore and Branid now openly embraced magic, although awareness and belief was slow to spread beyond the major cities.  The call for any who thought they might have the gift was supported by both Kings, but the results had been far less than hoped.  Only a couple of fledgling wizards had been located thus far, and even assuming they would develop the skills needed for the linking that would activate the barrier, they remained six short of the number required.  With the losses of several key wizards to the Hoplani, and the disappointing development of several of their number, they lacked the resources to be able to activate the barrier.  Rigo would have liked to send wizards around the three kingdoms to the major villages to demonstrate their power as a means of prompting those that he was certain were out there to come forward, but given the need to patrol for the Hoplani, it was difficult to arrange.  He needed some other means of reaching out to them, but thus far had not come up with an idea.
 
   Rigo looked out the window of the inn where he now stayed in Sulen.  Snow was falling outside.  While it had been a mild winter thus far, it was winter.  Of course, in the Ruins, nothing changed, and jumping there these days to the hot burning sands was even more of a shock.  Jeen was in Kellmore with Usaya this week, but he had been asked to attend a dinner with her family when she returned.  Now that the public was being made aware of magic, and the stigma was being removed from those with the gift, she had returned to visit her family.  At Lady Mos’pera’s insistence, now Queen of Branid, Jeen had relocated her family into a nice home in Sulen.  
 
   Another new fulltime resident in the capital was Inge and her father.  With Cordale replaced, there was no need for them to remain in hiding, and Rigo had brought them both back to the city at their urging.  They were living at her father’s estate that had been returned by order of King Rhory.  Rigo had found himself in Inge’s company on more than one occasion of late, and was aware that her father was not displeased with the fact his daughter had demonstrated an obvious interest in the young wizard.  Maybe he should invite her to the dinner with Jeen’s family?
 
   All of this floated at the back of Rigo’s mind.  Daim was present as well, quietly frustrated by the lack of progress on the major problem.  Rigo had managed to repair the three towers that required work with the help of several of the more advanced gifted from the Outpost, but that wasn’t enough.  The Hoplani kept coming, sometimes singly or in pairs, but often in larger numbers.  
 
   After the rapid progress that had been made for a while, the slowdown had left Rigo with a certain anxiety.  It didn’t help that he felt the same anxiety from Daim.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 90
 
    
 
    
 
   “It’s time,” Daria whispered to Kaler as they noted the sun rising above the hill behind them.  
 
   They had watched the estate for several days to understand the routine that was followed, and given the time of morning, the large night shift would have been replaced by the day shift almost a glass earlier.  The night shift was the largest watch.  Cordale must fear that anyone who was after him would make their move in the hours of darkness that would hide someone crossing the open flatlands at the front of the beachfront estate.  The men who walked the top of the walls that surrounded the enclosed mansion were numerous and kept a sharp watch for any attempt to breach the security. Once daylight returned, the ability to approach the outer wall was virtually impossible, and a smaller force was deployed to keep watch.  For some reason, no one appeared to have considered that the infiltrators might sneak close to the walls under the cover of darkness, then remain hidden in the deep shadow at the base of the wall where it merged with the steep rocky hillside until daylight. There one could wait and make the breach of the outer wall when the watch had become more relaxed.  That’s what she and Kaler intended, and were about to attempt.
 
   Kaler looked uncertainly at the steep vertical wall that Daria was about to climb.  The grounds were situated on the very edge of a steep cliff overlooking the Great Sea.  Just over a half glass ride out of the village of Barber, it was nestled in a small flat overlooking the water with a view of the village in the distance as the shoreline gently curved inward revealing the long beach where the town had been founded.  Below the estate itself, the sea crashed violently into the sheer rock walls that were slick with spray from the crashing surf and which dropped vertically into the treacherous waters.
 
   The rock walls that formed the cliff had opened to a flattened area some two hundred paces wide where the walls that protected the mansion had been built many years before.  While the rock cliffs on either side had continued upward, they had also bent away from the flat where the house had been built.  The outer wall that had been erected extended between the two cliff extensions along the cliff edge that fronted the ocean, then had turned ninety degrees away from the sea on either end after mating tight up against the rock face.  Where the wall joined the natural rock a narrow inverted “v” shape resulted for a few paces until the rock wall moved outward and away from the wall that had been built.  Both the wall and the cliff face were bare smooth stone without a purchase, and extended more than fifteen times the height of a man.  
 
   Daria was able to wedge herself in the tip of the “v”, using the pressure against each to provide friction allowing her to inch her way upward between the two walls.  Still shaded this early in the morning, a guard would have to come to a spot directly over where she was making her climb, then look straight down to have any chance of spotting her.  Someone who had been at the estate longer would probably have become aware of the weakness, but Cordale and his men had only recently arrived, and had been lax in their investigation of the facility.  During the long hours they had watched the guards, Daria had never seen one of them examine the approach she was using.  They seemed driven to watch the sea wall, which in Daria’s mind was exposed, virtually impossible to climb, and almost certainly fatal in the event of a slip. 
 
   Kaler watched nervously as Daria moved higher.  He wouldn’t be making the same attempt.  He knew he couldn’t make the climb, and she was carrying a long rope they had acquired in the village that she would anchor once she reached the top which would allow him to clamber up after her.  They had a good idea what to expect once they managed to get inside.  Cordale had hired staff from the village and one of the women at the inn where they were staying had been a maid several years earlier for a former owner.  Getting inside was the critical step. 
 
   Daria was now far above Kaler, who clenched his hands nervously.  One slip and it would be over. He promised he would try and catch Daria if she fell, but he wasn’t certain it would help.  As high as she was, a drop would almost certainly mean broken bones for both of them, and perhaps death.  She had explained that she’d done this kind of thing frequently in the past and didn’t see it as particularly difficult.  Kaler swiped his hand across the stone, grimacing at the smoothness his hand encountered.  He wasn’t nearly as confident as she was.
 
   Not wanting to look, but unable not to, he peered up at her far above.  Like himself, she was wearing what might easily have been mistaken as workman’s clothes.  They both could have been mistaken for poor peasants, both men.  Daria hadn’t had access to the custom made outfits she normally wore for such activities, but she’d been able to get a local tailor to make acceptable modifications to her clothes.  The slits that gave her access to the knives were more apparent, but she wouldn’t be moving among people where concealment was as necessary.  The clothes they wore were nondescript and functional for the task at hand.
 
   She had stopped moving, and Kaler could see that she had to extended herself greatly to bridge the gap between the wall and the mountain, feet on the darker rock of the hillside and hands stretched to press against the wall.  The two were not as close together up there.  His heart beat faster than normal as she continued to inch upward.  Maybe there was a different way they could try?  He looked away and glanced along the wall, just to be certain no one was sneaking up on him while his attention was upward.  When he looked back she was gone.
 
   For a moment he wasn’t certain what happened, but then he saw her head, small at this distance, appear over the edge of the wall.  Moments later the rope she had carried dropped down where he could reach it.  Aided by the rope he placed his own feet against the wall and started pulling himself upward.  By the time he reached the top his arms were shaking, but he was able to slip up and over, and crouch down beside Daria, who grinned at him.
 
   “Not so hard,” she whispered.
 
   Kaler knew she relished the challenge of going after Cordale in his fortified estate.  Kaler would have preferred Rigo just make them a direct path in.  He knew that Daria had sent a message to their friend via the Wanderer network that would be delivered in a couple of days in case they were unsuccessful.  
 
   “We could fail,” Daria had said the day before, although Kaler could tell she didn’t believe it possible.  “We can be certain that Rigo will be here as soon as he gets the message.  If nothing else, we will have a quick way home.”
 
   Kaler shook his head.  He would have been happy to take on all twelve of Cordale’s swordsmen, but this scaling of walls was not his kind of thing.  He looked around to get his bearings.  The walkway here was nearly as wide as a man was tall, with just a small lip that ran around the inside and outside edges.  It would be simple enough to walk around, unless a man was uncomfortable with heights.  Fortunately whoever had built this place, and Kaler couldn’t help but wonder at the effort that must have been required, had seen fit to put small structures that a man could stand inside of spaced around the top.  Kaler guessed that they were intended to give whoever was on duty a place out of the sun or weather, but they also gave Kaler and Daria a place to hide.    They were crouched behind one of these structures, and watched as the two guards moved slowly around the wall on the front side of the estate.  
 
   Kaler hated leaving anyone behind him and had pushed to eliminate the two men during their planning session, but Daria had insisted that the chances of being spotted during such an attempt were too great, and someone might miss them if they were killed.  They needed to get inside before an alarm was raised or the mission was lost.  Grudgingly he watched the two men chatting  as Daria set the rope hook carefully, then lowered the rope inside the wall.  When the two men were facing the opposite way, she climbed over the small retaining barrier and smoothly slid down into the courtyard below.  Kaler waited his turn and followed after her.  Once they were down and the guards distracted, Daria released the hook with a practiced snap of her wrist and caught the hook before it could make any noise as it plummeted to the ground.  She hid the rope under a bush. They wouldn’t be going out the same way.
 
   Following after Daria, his own skills at moving quietly much improved after the lessons she had been giving him during their weeks of travel, they moved swiftly across the grounds toward the small kitchen entrance that the maid had told them about.  They waited outside, listening for the sound of voices, then moved inside when the coast was clear.  The passageway led past the cooking area, where someone was busy preparing the morning meal, past a large storage room which served as the larder for the estate, a passage that led to servants quarters, and then into the first level of the mansion which provided the help access to those they served.  
 
   Someone was moving around the first level.  Six men had been on duty the previous night, and were mostly settling in for some sleep.  That left five men awake somewhere, plus Cordale and his man Roit based on the count they had been able to piece together from their following the men and the various inns where they had stayed.  Daria peered out, and nodding to herself withdrew one of her throwing blades.  She waited until the time was right, stepped out from where she was hiding, and deftly flipped the blade across the room where it struck the man in the neck.  She was only a heartbeat behind the knife, a second in her hand as she  caught the man as he stumbled from the hit.  She held her hand over the man’s mouth, her blade ready until Kaler was there to help drag the man behind the stairs where a quick slash ended any possible interference he might have provided.  He would bleed out there out of view.  Daria calmly wiped the blade on the man’s tunic, then stood and walked down the hall.
 
   Two rooms served as barracks, and they were both located on this level.  It was likely that the guards who had gone off duty were there.  Some might be waiting for a morning meal before retiring, but they needed to be dealt with before they learned that Kaler and Daria were present.  The men in one room were silent, already asleep.  Two men were talking in the other room, so Daria and Kaler crept in to deal with the sleeping men first.  Kaler wasn’t happy about what they intended, but these men had sided with the murderous ex-king and had a long history of foul deeds.  Since there were only the two of them, they needed to reduce the odds, and that meant removing as many of the men as possible before they were discovered.  Working silently they slit the throats of the five men they found sleeping in the room.
 
   “Six down,” Daria said, her eyes fierce.
 
   Two men were on the walls, which meant three men unaccounted for, although from the voices across the hall, at least two of them should be there.  Quickly they moved across the hall, and prepared to deal with those inside.  Fortunately this room was well back in the castle, and being of solid stone would muffle most sounds.  Nodding to Daria, Kaler burst into the room.  Only one man was present.  The other must have slipped away while they were busy across the hall.  The one remaining wasted no time in shock, reaching for his sword with a practiced motion and moving over to engage Kaler.  It wasn’t a fair fight.  Kaler swatted aside the thrusts and with a rapid flurry of strokes broke through the defense the guard tried to raise, burying his sword in the man’s chest with a stroke that reached the heart.
 
   “Upstairs,” Daria whispered, after Kaler checked the dead man.
 
   Silently they climbed the stairs, alert for any more of the guards.  It was likely the two that weren’t on the walls were outside checking the grounds, but it was possible at least one was on the upper level.  At the top of the stone staircase was a large open room, ornately furnished with a view to the courtyard at the front of the estate.  Two hallways led in opposite directions from the open area toward rooms.
 
   “Which way?” Kaler asked, looking at the two possible paths.
 
   Daria was about to respond, when someone came out of the hall on their left and shouted loudly, “Guards!”
 
   Kaler was closer and moved toward the man with his sword ready.  This had to be Roit.
 
   “I’ll handle this,” Kaler said.  “Go see to Cordale.”
 
   Daria took a moment to assess the situation, then nodded and hurried toward the other hallway.  Odds were that was where she would find the former King.
 
   She heard the clash of swords as Kaler moved in to deal with Roit.  It was unlikely that Cordale had missed the commotion unless he was a very sound and late sleeper.  She reached the door, and carefully tested the latch.  It wasn’t locked!  The fool was over confident.  Without hesitation, she pushed it open.
 
   Inside, Cordale had indeed heard the shout and had acquired his own sword in the meantime, although he didn’t look as though he was used to fighting any longer.  He looked at Daria, saw she was a woman and armed with a small knife, and smiled.  His weapon was longer.  Then he obviously realized who she must be and seemed to shrink.  “You,” he mumbled.
 
   Daria smiled and stepped toward the man she owed a debt.
 
   Out in the hall, Kaler had his hands full.  The shout had brought the two missing guards charging up the stairs.  It was three against one.  Roit was by far the most accomplished of the three defenders, and was in fact somewhat hindered by the arrival of the two guards.  While Kaler could slice any target that offered itself, Roit had to attempt to reach Kaler without taking out one of his own.  Moving nimbly on his feet, Kaler slipped his blade inside the defense of one of the new arrivals and cut a long slice along one forearm.  The man yelled and stepped back, bringing his friend forward.  Kaler was about to repeat the maneuver when Roit came at him from the side and forced Kaler to retreat, his sword flashing to block the furious attack of the other.  
 
   They danced around, Kaler giving ground, then going on the attack.  He needed to do something.  Three against one would tire him out sooner or later, and a single lucky cut and it might be all over.  Critically he watched the way the three men tried to coordinate their moves, until he saw an opportunity.
 
    
 
   Daria reached back and dropped the bar across the door preventing anyone from entering and disturbing them.  Now she had time to do this as she wished.  She walked confidently toward the older man who was brandishing his long sword, as though the size made no difference.  
 
   “You know who I am?” she asked with a harsh smile.
 
   Cordale nodded.  “You’re the assassin I hired.  I was told you had been killed.”
 
   “You tried to have me killed after I performed the task you hired me for,” Daria said.
 
   Cordale shook his head as if his denial would change matters.  “That was Roit.  He acted on his own.”
 
   “I know better,” Daria said.  “I also know how you tried to have Prince Rhory killed and how you poisoned the King.  Now it’s your turn.”
 
   Cordale raised his sword as Daria moved nearly within range.  With a sudden lunge he moved toward her with the intent of impaling her on the sharp Kellmore blade.  Except she wasn’t there.  Instead he found a burning slice on his wrist that was leaking blood.  The woman, the Kalabhoot he reminded himself, was standing on the far side of him.  Cordale turned and charged without hesitation, only to find himself with another bleeding cut.
 
   “This is fun,” the Kalbhoot said.  “But you need to move faster if it is to be interesting.”
 
   Once again Cordale tried to connect, this time with a wide sweeping horizontal swing, but like the others, it failed to connect.  When he recovered, he found that the woman was behind him, her blade pressed deeply into his neck.  With no other choice, he let the sword drop.  “I can pay you handsomely,” he offered.
 
    
 
   Kaler waited for the proper time, then feinted a thrust and quickly sidestepped.  The blade swung by the closest guard that had been intended for him, missed but cut deeply into the abdomen of the second guard.  While the man stood aghast at what he had done, Kaler ended his participation with a rapid slice of his blade.  Now it was just Roit and himself.
 
   The two practiced swordsmen faced one another, then Roit tried a quick thrust hoping to catch Kaler unprepared.  Kaler swatted it away, and pushed back with a rapid series of moves that showed how much better he was than the other.  Roit hollered for more guards, but the only ones left were atop the outer wall and unlikely to hear.  Even if they did, Kaler intended this to be over long before they arrived.  
 
   Realizing he was in trouble, Roit threw caution to the wind and drove at Kaler with a powerful sequence of blows driven by desperation.  Waiting out the storm, Kaler knocked them aside, then with an almost careless swing, caught Roit’s wrist and severed it from his arm.  The sword clattered to the ground.  As Roit stared at the blood spurting from his severed wrist, Kaler thrust his sword through the man’s neck, pulling it back swiftly and allowing him to fall unsupported to the floor.  Certain the man was finished, Kaler listened to see if the remaining guards were approaching, and failing to hear anything, went in search of Daria.
 
    
 
   Daria held the man close as she flipped away the blade she’d held against his throat and reached inside her blouse for another of the hidden knives.  This one looked different, and she slid it carefully out of the wrapping that surrounded the blade.  With barely a thought, she made a small slice in Cordale’s neck, then pushed him away.  As she slipped the knife away, she heard Kaler shouting at the door.  Backing up toward the door, she removed the stout bar and allowed him inside.
 
   Kaler let his eyes move over Daria to be certain she wasn’t harmed.  Then he looked over at Cordale standing across the room.
 
   “He’s still alive?” he asked.
 
   “He’s dead, he just doesn’t know it yet,” Daria said.
 
   Both Cordale and Kaler looked at Daria.  “He likes his poisons so much, it seemed fair to allow him to experience one himself.  The blade I used on him has been treated.  The poison acts too fast actually, but is extremely painful as it settles in.  He will be screaming in agony within a quarter glass.  His muscles will spasm and might even break a few bones as they do so.  There is no known antidote.  It will take most of the day, but he won’t live to see the night.  We don’t need to stay.”
 
   Cordale touched his neck as if hoping he’d heard wrong, but looking at the eyes of the woman he knew she spoke the truth.  Already he could feel something inside, and he trembled at what might be coming.
 
   Daria touched Kaler’s arm, then they walked out of the room, heading down into the courtyard.  It didn’t matter if the two men on the wall saw them now.  If the guards wanted to contest their leaving, it would be a simple matter to deal with them.  Tonight Daria would trigger the bracelet that would bring Rigo.  He would be able to verify that Cordale had been dealt with.  Then they could go home.  She knew that Rigo would have preferred she capture Cordale alive, but she also knew he wouldn’t be surprised by his death. Word would eventually circulate.  The legend of Kalabhoot would have another chapter with a warning to those who might consider double crossing the assassin.  She didn’t care.  At the moment, she was more interested in what she and Kaler would do next.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 91
 
    
 
    
 
   The snow, never very heavy this year even after the worst of the storms, was almost gone now.  Only in the higher elevations, or on the shaded sides of the mountains, could small drifts still be found.  Not that it mattered where the Patrols operated.  The hot winds, always from the direction of the Ruins, had prevented any sign of winter to settle into the borderlands where the squads of specially trained soldiers stood watch, day and night, against the sighting of the feared Hoplani.  
 
   Susa signaled to the rest of his squad who waited below the crest of the hill.  The two Hoplani they had spotted earlier in the day were just over the crest, moving slowly unaware they were being tracked.  They were facing away from where Susa had peered over the hill, and wouldn’t see the men when they made their run until it was too late.  They would attack in two teams of five.  That was the standard approach, and the men knew which group they were in.  Five was more than should be required, but it was best to be certain and there had been times in the past where nervousness or carelessness had caused one or more members of the team to fumble the convoluted phrase and fail to generate the magical beam.  The extra men in each squad compensated for such accidents.  It was why they had ten men to a Patrol team.  That and the fact this was dangerous work and someone could be injured or killed.  The odds against one weren’t so bad as being a normal foot soldier, because they used ambush and were under strict orders never to take on more than two of the beasts at a time.  That’s what the signal bracelets were for.  With three or more Hoplani they were to call in the wizards.  The one time Susa had done so, they had arrived and dispatched the four beasts his squad had located effortlessly which had caused Susa to be envious of the power they wielded so easily.  
 
   His own squad, the second oldest in existence, had an enviable record.  Of the forty-six squads now operating, none had taken as many of the Hoplani as they had.  They had seventeen kills to their credit, and he hoped to make it nineteen in just a few minutes.  They had also only lost two squad members in all that time.  Both had been lost during the first two weeks of deployment, before they had gotten over their initial fear of the beasts and what they were doing.  For some reason they had an unusual number of encounters early, and by the time the first couple of weeks had passed they were veterans, and very much more comfortable around the massive creatures.  They knew they could kill them, so long as they kept their heads and operated as they had been taught.
 
   Sliding forward to take a last look before giving the signal, Susa verified the creatures remained unaware of their presence.  He signaled to Hob, who would lead the second group, then pulled his knees up under himself as he prepared for the sudden burst of energy required to push himself up and over the crest.  Unconsciously he sought the phrase, although by now it was a simple matter to utter the strange sounds.
 
   Then he signaled, and ten men charged quickly up and over.  None yelled as they might have had the enemy been human, partially because a yell would alert the beasts not frighten them, and they needed their breath for the magic they needed to win this encounter.  A mere fifteen paces away, the beasts were easy targets, and five beams of impure light blasted forth to strike the creature Susa’s group was responsible for.  It stumbled and went down with hardly a sound.  In the back of his mind he sensed that only four beams had struck the second creature, but that proved to be sufficient, as that creature also stumbled and collapsed.  Susa scanned the second half of the Patrol squad to see who had failed to follow through, and discovered one of the men had tripped and fallen at a critical time.  Well, no harm had come of it this time, but he’d have to have a word privately with the man later.
 
   The danger past, the men let loose with wild cries of jubilation.  They were the best.  Didn’t their kill score prove it was so?  They shouted and raised their arms into the air.
 
   Susa walked slowly toward the downed Hoplani, but there was nothing to fear any longer.  They were dead, although not cremated as they would have been had one of the wizards blasted them with their Brightfire.  There was nothing to do with the creatures.  They weren’t good for anything.  Nothing was edible in the tough flesh under the hard external armor, not that any would have been inclined to try even if possible.  Still, there was something Susa wanted to check.  He’d discovered the oddity some weeks back, and he took every opportunity to see if he would find more.
 
   During a particularly close call when one of the two Hoplani had stubbornly refused to go down and had almost blasted one of their members with the magical energy from its horns, the team had vented their anger after they had finally killed the beast by hacking off the head.  It had taken some doing, their swords barely up to the task of hacking through the tough outer covering, but when the head had finally fallen free, Susa had noted something gleaming in the dirt.  He had picked it up to see what it was and had discovered a crystal, deep purple in color.  The crystal was three times as long as it was around, with eight parallel sides.  Curious, he’d had the men hack off the head of the second beast, where he discovered another, albeit, much smaller crystal.  Since then he’d checked every animal they had killed, and each time he discovered one of the crystals under the skin of the neck.  They had dissected one of the creatures to see if other crystals could be found, but they had found only the one.  Susa was saving the crystals. He intended to show them to one of the wizards the next time he had to call them for help.  There must be a purpose for them, but he’d never heard anyone else mention their existence.
 
   As the celebration of their victory started to die away, Susa moved forward with his sword to begin the beheading.  It was best to get to it before the men realized how they were drained from the encounter.  Not all of them were as interested in the crystals as him, but so long as he was squad leader, they would do as directed.
 
    
 
    
 
   Rigo sighed as he returned to his office in the Outpost.  He spent a large portion of his time here of late, but they needed every available wizard to keep up with the tasks before them.  The number of Hoplani had, if anything, increased over the winter months.  Thus far there had not been a repeat of the huge herd that Jeen had obliterated, but often herds in excess of a thousand were spotted.  Smaller groups numbering near a hundred were commonplace, and no one knew how many numbering less than a handful made it through.  There was simply too much area to be effectively monitored by so few wizards, even with their ability to move from location to location.  Rigo now shared the duty with the others, spending s few hours a day in the wastelands and always on call against the need for an emergency task force against one of the larger herds.
 
   A disturbing fact had been discovered for which he hadn’t found an answer.  Because larger herds were being found, they had tried to teach everyone the linking technique that Jeen had employed to eliminate the massive herd months ago.  Rigo and Jeen found initiating a link relatively straightforward.  None of the Outpost wizards were able to do so.  They could be linked to, which was a relief.  They would need that capability when Rigo tried to erect the barrier.  But they couldn’t initiate a link.  Only Nycoh had the ability.  It wasn’t a matter of maturing.  All of the wizards that Rigo and Jeen had activated had now reached their full potential and were fully capable with the spells they knew.  Rigo, and Daim, wondered if it was somehow related to the fact that they hadn’t been given the full knowledge of magic.  Rigo had been tempted to pass on that knowledge, but Daim had cautioned him against it.  Daim was more aware of the wizard wars in the past and the fact that wizards were not that much different than Normals.  The years of instruction at the Citadel had been geared mostly toward infusing the new wizards with a sense of responsibility and restraint as they gradually added their powers.  This group had been granted full level of ability almost instantly, and Daim wasn’t convinced it was wise to grant them access to all of magic so quickly.  He hoped for a resurrection of a training facility after the barrier was erected to bring them more slowly up to a full wizard level.
 
   Something needed to be done, Rigo argued, and wanted a test subject to see if their theory was correct.  He had gotten Daim to agree to boost Burke to full knowledge of known magic.  That was to happen this afternoon.  Since Burke was fully matured magically, it would only be a day or so while the new knowledge integrated before they would know if he gained the ability.
 
   In addition to the daily check of the Ruins, occasional calls took a wizard disposal team to Lopal to assist any Patrol that encountered one of the small herds that had escaped the protective net Rigo and his fellow wizards had tried to erect.  The largest group that had been discovered in Lopal thus far was a small group of fifteen of the animals.  They had managed to destroy a small border village before being eliminated, reminding everyone what they faced.  The Patrols had been a lifesaver, and were now growing rapidly as the number with the ability to use the verbal magic had swelled.  Had it not been for the men patrolling the border of Lopal, Rigo’s wizards would have been unable to keep up.
 
   He had just come from a check of the base towers at either end of the long string.  The two massive towers hummed with power, ready to pass their magical energies to the towers spread throughout the Ruins and replace the barrier that had been down for so many centuries.  Rigo had felt the need to run a check, since they were the critical element.  Other members of the wizard team checked the other towers each day as part of their duties in the Ruins, but the end two were most important.
 
   They had made progress.  For a time it hadn’t seemed like they would.  The gains they made from the disclosure of magic had been overturned by losses of members to the Hoplani herds.  As it was, Rigo was disappointed by the number of new wizards, certain there should be more.  He knew, but couldn’t prove, that Lopal was holding back.  Rigo knew it wasn’t I’Vorris.  The Lamane knew the importance of erecting the barrier.  Rigo was certain that many of the leaders had the mistaken idea they could build their own force of wizards that might someday challenge Rigo and his fellows.  It was a foolish dream.  Without activation, they would never advance, and they would never learn the range of skills that Daim had brought from the past.  It had taken thousands of years initially for the wizards of old to discover those skills.  Lopal was effectively embarking on a path to try and repeat that history.
 
   The real change had come through Daria and her relationship with the Wanderers.  As the awareness of magic had spread, she had been contacted by the Wanderers, and two youngsters they had among them had been brought to her.  They both had proven strong in the gift.  She had pressed them to search wherever they traveled and seek more who might have the ability.  The majority of the new recruits had come from their efforts.
 
   Now, they potentially had two more wizards than would be required.  It wasn’t certain yet, as the newest had to have time to mature and verify their skills while being linked were strong enough.  A few more weeks and they would have enough that they could begin practice, and perhaps within a week of that actually erect the barrier.  Then the worst would be over.
 
   Thinking of the Wanderers brought Rigo’s thoughts back to Daria and Kaler.  When Daria had triggered the bracelet, Rigo had dropped everything and sped to the location it signaled, fearful that something might have happened to his friends.  He had found them having dinner in a comfortable inn, in no danger whatsoever.
 
   “We’ve already ordered for you,” Daria said smugly when he realized there was no danger.
 
   “Cordale?” he’d asked automatically.
 
   “Dead, or will be shortly,” she’d replied.  Rigo had glanced toward Kaler, who had nodded his agreement.
 
   “We’ll go have a look after dinner,” Daria said.
 
   During the course of the meal, Rigo had become aware of a subtle change in the relationship between his two friends.  At first he wasn’t certain, but by the time the meal was finished, there was little doubt.  He shot a questioning glance at Kaler as they were leaving, and he smiled and nodded.
 
   They made a Bypass directly to the estate where Cordale had hidden.  The remaining guards had fled, most likely taking whatever wealth Cordale had stashed away.  In his quarters, Cordale had fared poorly.  His neck was swollen and blackish, with dark veins spider-webbing away from the small cut where Daria had injected the poison.  His hands and face were bloated, and it was too soon to be a result of normal death.  He had taken his own life at some point, unless one of the guards had done so, but the knife lying on the floor next to his body suggested he had done so himself.  Rigo had insisted they bring the body back to Sulen where Rhory could decide what he wanted done with the remains.  It might be important for the people to know their temporary king had met his deserved fate.
 
   As a result of their efforts and success in bringing Cordale to justice, Kaler was knighted.  Sir Kaler!  Despite the fact Daria had been the primary motivator in the search, women were not generally recognized as warriors.  Usaya was very displeased with the situation and was pressuring Rhory with the importance of recognizing her contribution, when Daria quietly asked her to let it be.  Daria preferred the shadows, and after years of hiding who she was, didn’t wish to be so publicly known.
 
   Now Kaler and Daria were back in southern Kellmore.  They had spent a couple of weeks with his eldest brother, and now were visiting his middle sibling at the monastery.  Rigo could see where this was leading, and was happy for his friends.  
 
   His own personal life was basically on hold.  He couldn’t see any change until the barrier was in place.  Given he had a couple of weeks, he decided he should take a few days and make the rounds of the various leaders.  He hadn’t seen Rhory or I’Vorris in some time, and he shouldn’t allow too much time to pass between visits.  Jeen would be visiting King Arotho of Kellmore later this week, and he should probably go along.  Of all the rulers, he’d had the least interaction with Kellmore’s leader.  
 
   As he prepared to leave for Sulen, he took a moment to change into his more stately robes.  He didn’t know exactly what had driven him to have them made some weeks before, certainly something planted in his mind by Daim, but he’d come to prefer the distinctive garment to other clothing.  He’d noticed several others copying his lead.  Perhaps they should set rules, and copy the styles and colors based on level and rank as had been the practice in Daim’s time.  The unique garment certainly identified to everyone that they were wizards, now considered a good thing.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 92
 
    
 
    
 
   This deep in the Ruins one truly felt the strangeness of the place, Rigo thought as he stood upon the hill looking even deeper into the hostile and forbidding land.  What might be out there and how far did the Ruins actually extend?  The reddish color was even more pronounced here, and one could feel the magical energies nipping at one.  A Normal would have no chance surviving this far into the wasteland, and he wondered how long even a wizard would remain unaffected.  Not too far away Burke cursed softly.  He didn’t like it here either.  Burke, Kela, and five of the more powerful wizards had come with Rigo.  They had used the memories Daim supplied of this place to create the Bypass.
 
   The trip had been undertaken after careful consideration, but the recent lull in the Hoplani herds had caused everyone to wonder if they had finally seen an end to the creatures for a time, which would have taken some of the pressure off their activities.  The aggressive search and destroy activities might have finally paid off.  Today they had come the equivalent of ten days by horseback into the wasteland, the farthest that Daim had ever been, although Rigo could find references to readings that the Master Wizard had done in his own time that suggested wizards had gone more than twice that distance.  That had been in the time when attempts were being made to destroy the Hoplani; long before the towers were first erected.
 
   “There’s nothing out here,” Kela announced after they had taken time to look around.  “It’s completely deserted.”
 
   “How much farther do you think we need to search?” Burke asked.  This had been the fourth location they had stopped, all of them roughly on a north south line paralleling the border of Lopal.  Burke was now the third or fourth most powerful wizard known, behind Rigo, Nycoh, and Jeen.  Burke’s ranking compared to Jeen depended on what skills were considered, but in terms of combat abilities he was probably stronger.  
 
   His abilities had grown with the knowledge Rigo had passed to him, and like Rigo and Jeen, he now could link at will.  That suggested that something in the knowledge that had been held back from the majority of the community contained the essential information for the ability, although Rigo had no idea what it might be.  More than likely he was going to need to select several more who showed the proper maturity and upgrade their abilities to ensure they had a large enough cadre of those with the ability.   
 
   “Let’s make a couple of more stops,” Rigo suggested.  “I’d like to have a look all the way to the southern border.”
 
   Reluctantly the others agreed.  They found this place wearing.  Rigo had selected this group because through linking and combining their powers, he couldn’t imagine any force of the Hoplani that would be beyond their ability to handle.
 
   When they stepped out of the Bypass at the next location, all could see that this place was different.  Scattered around the vast plain below them were Hoplani.  They numbered in the thousands, but were not on the move.  They milled around somewhat aimlessly, idling digging into the sandy soil, their snoots held close to the ground as if they were searching for something.  That wasn’t what caught the wizard’s attention, however.  Scattered among the herd that reached as far as Rigo could see, wandered a number of considerably larger animals.  At first Rigo thought they might be an adult or fully grown version of the Hoplani, but there were simply too many differences.  These were something else.
 
   Standing over three times as high as the average Hoplani, they had to mass twenty or thirty times as much.  Their skin was lighter and they had far more prominent horns, suggesting the energies they could release might be more powerful.  This idea was further supported by the bursts of azure light that spider-webbed under their skin almost continuously.  
 
   “Great Risos!” Burke exclaimed when he first spotted one of the creatures.  “What are those?”
 
   Rigo shook his head.  He could sense Daim was disturbed by the sight as well, the Master Wizard having never encountered such beasts before either.  Were they something that simply had remained hidden in his time, or were they a new mutation, perhaps something resulting from the near death of magic.  Daim had indicated that he had seen several characteristics among current wizards that he’d never observed in his own time.  Perhaps that had happened to the Hoplani.
 
   “They look to be powerful,” Kela noted.  “Do you think Brightfire will work on them?”
 
   Rigo had been having similar thoughts.  It would be interesting to find out.  He could see how they might attempt it.  They could jump close, open a Bypass to escape, and then singly or in groups attack one of the creatures.  Something held him back.  This was not a time to experiment.  Something unexpected might result, and they could ill afford to risk the lives of any wizards now that they had almost enough mature wizards to complete the barrier.  The most junior pair had demonstrated the ability to support the linking, and only a few more days should find them strong enough to proceed.  It would be stupid to take any risks until the barrier was in place.  Afterwards they could return and see what could be discovered about these new creatures.
 
   The final jump took them even farther south, but this time they were greeted once again by vast empty plains of dusty red rock.
 
   “One more stop,” Rigo said.  “Daim wants to visit the spot where the Rift had been.  At least it’s closer to Lopal and not so far into this horrible place.”
 
   The jump took them to a location that appeared very much the same as the rest of the Ruins.  It meant something to Daim, however, and Rigo could sense the deep sadness inside.  Well, Daim had lost a number of close friends and many compatriots here so long ago.  To Daim, it wouldn’t have seemed like thousands of years.  The time his memories had been stored in the crystal had passed without awareness, so the battle at the Rift would still be somewhat fresh.  
 
   “There,” shouted one of the group.
 
   Rigo looked where the woman was pointing.  Dust, and a lot of it.  Dust storms were not uncommon out here, but this looked different.
 
   “Let’s have a look,” Rigo commanded, and opened a Bypass on top of one of the distant hills near where the dust could be seen.
 
   “Where do they come from?” Kela asked as they surveyed the massive herd spread out below them. 
 
   Thousands of the creatures were on the move, heading west toward Lopal.  The lull they had enjoyed would soon be over.  It would only be a day or two before these would start showing up at the towers.
 
   “Can we destroy them all?” Burke asked, looking at the widely dispersed herd.
 
   “Possibly,” Rigo replied, “but how many more are there?”  Taking on a herd this size entailed risks.  He wondered if they would have time to erect the barrier before these Hoplani were able to cross the Ruins.  If they could, then the numbers wouldn’t matter.
 
   “I think we need to scout north and south more.  We were too far out.  There could be more herds moving in.”
 
   Five more jumps confirmed their worst fears.  Extremely large herds were moving westward all along the north-south line.  It was as if the Ruins had taken a break and used the time to gather all of the Hoplani into large groups in order to make a concerted effort to break through into Lopal.  He didn’t have to tell the others that they didn’t have the manpower to deal with all the creatures that were advancing on the three kingdoms.  Even to attempt such a thing would risk the loss of critical wizards and provide a setback that would likely mean Lopal being overrun.
 
   There was no time to scout the full length of the border to see how bad it might be.  They had to get back to the Outpost, organize their fellows, and make an attempt at the barrier, even though Rigo had estimated another week before they would be ready.  They no longer had that much time. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 93
 
    
 
    
 
   The discovery of the advancing horde headed their way from the Ruins threw everything into a panic.  They weren’t ready, yet it was imperative that they move forward.  If the beasts managed to slip past, it was certain they would be engaged in many smaller battles that would not only drain manpower but would place many in jeopardy, which in turn could further delay the barrier and allow even more Hoplani to reach Lopal.  Rigo was also concerned that sooner or later one of the larger beasts they had seen would make an appearance. 
 
   Every wizard who was spread across the three kingdoms was recalled to the Outpost, not an easy task.  While they could travel anywhere instantaneously, they had no means of communication save visiting, and people tended to wander from where they indicated they would be.  Belatedly Rigo realized they should develop some form of recall bracelet to eliminate the need to go in search of their people under conditions like this.  More than a day was lost simply getting everyone necessary back.  Too many had taken advantage of the lull to visit family and friends elsewhere.
 
   Finally everyone was back.  There were seventy-one of them total.  Sixty-four would be required to man the towers for the activation.  They had sixty-five who were deemed capable, although several were weaker than desired.  Rigo had tested each one individually, but no attempt at a full linkup had been made.  They had hoped to give the newest recruits another week before such an attempt, but now they would need to press ahead.
 
   Each wizard had been carefully assigned a tower.  That included even the three Elders.  Direct participation was unusual for them, but they had the ability and the numbers dictated their participation.  Each had visited their tower and was able to make a Bypass to take themselves there.  No one was available to escort anyone.  The seven wizards who wouldn’t be part of the link were assigned other duties, primarily defense.  Unfortunately most who couldn’t link properly were also poor in combat magic, but they would have to provide support for any Patrol teams that needed help for the next day and a half.  Ash’urn was in charge of logistics, and had lists for everything.
 
   “We will be leaving shortly for the first system trial linkage,” Rigo explained to the assembled group. They were meeting in the large common area of the Outpost.  “Do not be surprised if there are problems.  We have tried to assign everyone based on strength, but some relocations are almost inevitable.  I’ve explained what to expect, so there shouldn’t be any surprises.  We will meet back here after one glass, regardless of how things go.  Just be alert.  We don’t know when the Hoplani will arrive at the various locations.”
 
   The wizards would be at the towers on their own.  The linking and activation required they have one hand firmly on the tower activator plate, and under those conditions they could not create a Bypass to escape or to use their combat magics.  That left them vulnerable to any Hoplani that might move into the area.  In Daim’s time, there had been an abundance of those with the gift, and support teams had been available to assist those with any linkage.  This time they would have to remain alert, and flee in the event the situation degraded on them.
 
   “Questions?’ he asked.
 
   There was a lot of shuffling and exchanged glances, but no one raised any issues.  All had been briefed before, but now that they were to go to the sites alone, and with Hoplani on the move, most were nervous.  Previous trips had been in groups which had provided a sense of security.
 
   “Let’s go then.  Jeen and I will provide the links, activating from the north and south anchor towers respectively.  If all goes well, we will return here, make a couple of adjustments in locations, and then return for hopefully the last time.  With luck we should have the barrier in place in a couple of glass, and then the Hoplani migration will be contained.”
 
   “Is this really going to work?” Jeen asked as they watched the wizards move out of the common room towards the lower level where they would make their jumps.
 
   “I’d be happier if we had another week for the two newest to develop a little more strength and we could make a number of practice links.  But, Daim tells me it should be okay.  How about you?  Are you comfortable?  You have one of the more demanding roles.”
 
   Jeen smiled.  “We’ve gone over it enough times.  Since linking for real a few weeks back, I’m sure I’ll be okay.”
 
   They had spread their people carefully across the sixty-four towers.  Rigo and Jeen would man the ends and drive the anchor towers.  Burke, Nycoh and one of the other strongest wizards would be spaced every sixteen towers.  The others were paired, stronger adjacent to a weaker, hoping to make the link as resilient as possible.  Now it was simply a matter of seeing if a continuous, sustainable link, could be forged from Rigo all the way to Jeen at the opposite end.  If that happened, they could start the barrier activation, which would take less than a quarter glass.  It was essential that the entire barrier be raised.  Having been down so long and each of the interior towers left without power, it would take several days of continuous operation before single or dual power outages could be withstood without bringing down the full network.  Once that constraint was met, a single outage could be repaired and reactivated with wizards at the affected location only.  Towers on either side would be supplied with power via their respective anchor tower.  
 
    
 
   Rigo stood at the base of the massive structure at the southern end of the network, his hands placed against the base where the activation plate was located.  The cool spring day was pleasant here.  He had one of the better locations.  Not only was it unlikely he would be bothered by Hoplani, but he was technically out of the Ruins as the anchor towers were located on normal land.  He was drawing so much power he actually glowed, although there was no one nearby to witness the fact.  
 
   Twice now the link had briefly formed, only to break and cut him off from Jeen.  Patiently he tried again, this time focusing carefully on where the problems appeared to be.  There were three spots that were weak, but they seemed to hold.  The problem was Tam, one of the two new members of their group.  Rigo had thought him the stronger of the two, but he appeared unable to hold the necessary concentration required to maintain the link more than a few brief moments.  That was not encouraging.  Lars, the remaining wizard who was sitting this attempt out, had appeared even less prepared to support raising the barrier, but they would have to try again with him in place.  Rigo would also adjust the locations of some of the other members at the same time.  During one of the brief moments the link was fully in place, he passed the mental directive to return to the Outpost.
 
   Most showed the disappointment at their failure to form the link, but Rigo hadn’t expected success the first try.  He switched the location of several wizards, each of whom looked guilty as if they had been the cause of the failure.  Finally he went over to Tam and told him he would be replaced for the next attempt.  Rather than appearing upset, he looked relieved.  Rigo was almost certain the boy had spent most of his time scanning for Hoplani rather than concentrating on the task at hand.  Well, he was only thirteen.  Lars, his replacement, was almost eighteen, although he had demonstrated less ability when tested.  They were toying with failure, but Rigo was out of options.  The Hoplani were already crossing, just in small numbers according to the reports he had overheard from those who had been at the various towers.  
 
   It took some time to escort those assigned new towers to the locations they would now support, but finally everything was ready for a second try.  With a few words of encouragement, Rigo sent everyone off and then headed to the anchor tower himself.  When enough time had passed that everyone should be in place, he placed his hands on the activator plate and began the linking process.
 
    
 
   Jo hadn’t spent much time in the Ruins and found them disconcerting.  Several of her friends had talked of seeing several of the Hoplani wandering westward during the last attempt, and she was afraid that they might be present near her own tower while she stood mated to the tower unable to respond.  Nervously she looked around and scanned the desert in every direction.  Thankfully, none of the creatures were present.  She was all alone out here.
 
   Three towers to the south, Tai watched, his hands held firmly in place and his mind open to the link that Rigo would be initiating soon.  Several of the Hoplani were moving slowly past the tower no more than two hundred paces away, and more could be seen in the east.  He thought he could see the beginning of what might be a herd, but so far none had shown him any interest.  He pressed himself close to the tower hoping to blend in.  Fortunately the activator plate was on the western side of the tower, allowing him to use the massive structure for concealment.  The Hoplani that passed were mostly focused on what lay ahead, and those coming couldn’t see him because of the tower.  
 
   Twenty towers away, Cris was attempting to hide in the same way Tai was.  The number of Hoplani was increasing, and he wondered how long before he was spotted.  He wanted to flee, but knew that each attempt would become more dangerous as the herds that Rigo and Burke had spotted were obviously now starting to appear.  With a silent prayer to Risos, he held on, hoping against hope that Rigo would be successful and they could leave this dreaded place.
 
    
 
   For the second time that day, Rigo drew the magical energies to him and began extending his mind toward the next tower.  The task seemed easier this time, as he felt the connection click into place and he used the base provided by the wizard he was linked to in order to reach out to the next location.  One after another he made the connections, some a little more hesitant than others, but the weakest near the middle where the fledgling wizards didn’t need to hold as long.  There he would meet the link being formed by Jeen from the other anchor tower.  Additional stability was provided by Burke and Nycoh, those strong wizards scattered along the backbone.
 
   Far away Nycoh marveled at the connection she could feel.  This was easy, she thought.  She let her mind feel outward as the link passed by her, noting the relative strengths of those around her, and feeling all the way back to Rigo.  Then, the link changed.  By the gods, Rigo and Jeen had connected.  A solid link was formed all the way from the north to the south anchor.  She held her breath, but could sense it was solid.
 
   Rigo had felt the connection lock into place himself, and waited for the pulsation to settle.  Certain after a bit that they had succeeded, he sent the mental command to Jeen at the other end to begin.  He did the same.  It took only moments for the pale green wall, the color so foreign to the wastelands, to spring forth from the side of his tower and disappear in the distance.  He could feel it connect to the next tower over.  Then it snapped back, and disappeared.  Taking a breath, he pushed it outward again, this time firmly locking it into place,  He also felt the burst of joy from the wizard located there.
 
   One after another, the panels of the barrier sprang into existence, each bridging the gap between a pair of towers.  From the north and south end, the barrier started to build.  Using a map of the system in Daim’s mind, Rigo could visualize the barrier as it came into being after so many hundreds of years.
 
   Where the barrier had established itself, passing Hoplani found their way blocked by the strange energy.  Several charged into the barrier, to be burned and driven back by the field.  Uncertain what this was, they gathered and waited near the edge of the new strange force that prohibited their passage.
 
   As the barrier continued to grow, Rigo could feel the elation that he and the other wizards were adding to the link.  As each wizard witnessed the panel extended beyond their position, another burst of cheer could be sensed.  Sixty-four towers had to be connected, and it took time.  For those where the panels had established themselves, the wizards were safe from Hoplani crossing toward the west.  Any that had passed previously remained a concern, but for the most part those were slowly moving onward and could be hunted down later.
 
   Six panels remaining!  Rigo was beginning to savor victory when suddenly the link broke without warning.  Far away Cris had been surprised as one of the Hoplani that was passing by the tower happened to sense his presence and had turned and charged, ripping the young wizard from the base of the tower and savagely ripping him apart in a matter of seconds.  Cris had had no time to even realize the danger was imminent.  He died instantly, but all it took was the loss of one in the link to terminate the process.
 
   Rigo could feel the scream of energies being released and watched as his own panel faded away.  He reached out to try and reestablish the link, but he could only get so far.  Something had happened at tower thirty-one.  Reminding those he could contact to return to the Outpost, Rigo quickly created a Bypass and jumped to see what had happened.  Dozens of Hoplani swarmed around the tower, causing Rigo to unleash wave after wave of Brightfire to blast those nearby.  He found the remains of Cris, and could guess what had happened.  
 
   Retrieving the body, he created a Bypass back to the Outpost.  They had one last chance, and he wasn’t hopeful.  If Tam had been nervous before, the loss of Cris wouldn’t help.  He would have to adjust the positions, something he was loath to do given this arrangement had allowed the link to form.  He couldn’t very well hope to put nervous Tam where he would be exposed to multiple Hoplani and where someone had just been killed.
 
   “What happened?” Burke asked when Rigo reappeared carrying Cris’s mangled body.  
 
   “Hoplani,” was all that Rigo needed to say.
 
   “We lost another,” Jeen said, when Rigo set the body down inside one of the rooms.
 
   “Another?” Rigo asked sharply.  That couldn’t be.  Defeat washed over him.  They would be short.
 
   “When the panels fell, some of the Hoplani that had been held back, charged forward and caught one of our people who had felt safe behind the barrier.”  Jeen frowned.  “We are down to sixty-three, and that includes Tam.”
 
   Rigo’s shoulders slumped.  So close!  A few seconds longer and the barrier would be in place.  Now they didn’t have the wizards required to try again, and Hoplani were already streaming past the towers.  They would have to try and stop them, and that would risk even more being hurt.
 
   “We might as well gather everyone in the meeting room and tell them the bad news,” Rigo said.  
 
    
 
   Once everyone was assembled, Rigo explained about the two wizards who had been killed.  He had just given the dreadful news that they were now short of the number required, with no idea how long it might be before another could be found and raised to the necessary level before they could try again, weeks to months probably, when Nycoh spoke up.
 
   “I can bridge two, maybe three towers,” she said.
 
   ‘It can’t be done that way,” Rigo told her, echoing Daim’s thoughts.
 
   “I can,” Nycoh insisted.  “I just need anyone with the gift to be located next to me.  They don’t need any linking ability.”
 
   Rigo tried to argue, but Nycoh, despite her young age, wasn’t about to be put off.  “What do we have to lose?  If we don’t succeed now, it will be too late.  Put Tam on one side of me and anyone else on the other side.  We have to try.  Please!”
 
   “It’s going to be even more dangerous,” Rigo objected.  “The Hoplani have already reached the towers.”
 
   “So we have to act quickly,” Nycoh countered.  “Send a couple of wizards with Tam and whoever agrees to be a surrogate to help protect them. The rest of us will take our chances again.”
 
   Rigo didn’t feel comfortable putting everyone at risk, but he could see the confidence in Nycoh’s eyes.  She had proven able to do things no one else was capable of.  Perhaps she knew what she was saying.  He put it to a vote.  Everyone agreed, although some weren’t happy about it.
 
   “Be ready to abort if you are attacked,” Rigo warned them.  
 
   Then they all jumped back to their positions.
 
   Rigo didn’t really expect much.  The odds that someone would have to jump away were great, and what Nycoh had proposed had never been attempted before.  Of course, in Daim’s time there hadn’t been the need.
 
    
 
   In the short time that they had been at the Outpost, the Hoplani had started invading the space where Nycoh was positioned.  Hundreds of the beasts were passing not too far away, and she could see they were starting to move closer to where she stood, clinging to the tower with her hand pressed against the activator plate.  She couldn’t leave now.  They had to succeed!  She realized, however, with this many of the animals passing by so closely, it was only a matter of time before one of the creatures spotted her, and then attacked.  When one attacked, the others would as well.
 
   Almost as she finished the thought, one passed within five paces behind her, but by some miracle it didn’t spot her.  She could hear them grunting and smell them as they passed.  More and more were coming toward the tower.  There had to be several thousand in this group.  She doubted she would have time to make a Bypass if she had to leave quickly.  After her brave words, she didn’t dare fail now!
 
   Then she had an idea.  While holding the link she couldn’t use other magic, but maybe there was another way.  Not daring to hope, she softly voiced one of the verbal commands that she and Ash’urn had studied so carefully.  Verbal magic might just be different enough.  Unbelievably, she was right.  The spell for invisibility washed over her, hiding her from the Hoplani.  Now if Rigo would just hurry!
 
    
 
   The link was formed much quicker this time.  They were getting better at this.  Surprisingly, Nycoh had been right, and Rigo could feel the link solid over the towers she controlled.  As soon as the link stabilized, Rigo and Jeen started raising the barrier sections.  Once again they spread away from the anchor towers.  
 
   Rigo held his breath as the final sections were about to be raised.  There had been a couple of moments where the link wavered and he had thought they would fail once again. But somehow it had held.  
 
   Two to go, Rigo thought.  One.  Then, against all odds, he felt the power surge as the full length of the magical field was established.  The south anchor tower linked with the north, and for the first time in well over two thousand years, an impenetrable wall separated the Ruins from the three kingdoms.  
 
   Stepping back from the tower, no longer having to stay in contact, Rigo marveled at the sight.  He grinned.  They’d done it.  Then he jumped back to the Outpost.  They still had a lot to do.  Who knew how many Hoplani had managed to get past the towers before the barrier was in place?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 94
 
    
 
    
 
   “The Hoplani are still getting through I tell you,” Burke insisted.  He had cornered Rigo after returning from his shift out in the Ruins where he and most of the other wizards strong in Brightfire were hunting down Hoplani that had gotten past before the barrier was erected.  Rigo had just returned to the Outpost after almost a week elsewhere.
 
   “That’s impossible,” argued Rigo.  “The barrier is up.  It’s checked daily.”  He’d left instructions to have a wizard jump the length of the fence, stopping at each tower to verify no interruption in the barrier.  The towers were old and hadn’t been operated for centuries, so it wouldn’t be too great of a surprise if one or more towers exhibited problems.  So far that hadn’t happened.  One of the first things he’d checked upon his return was the status of the towers and associated barrier.  “For hundreds of years it served to cut the Hoplani off from the populated lands.  What would allow them to get through now?  Has anyone seen any of them able to penetrate the barrier?”
 
   Burke shook his head.  “I don’t know, but there are too many of them for it to be otherwise.  We have been killing them in large numbers, but always there are more.  And no, the barrier seems effective enough.  The Hoplani that don’t back away quickly after touching it, are soon killed.  No one has ever seen any make it through. ”
 
   “You’ve seen the unexpected numbers all along the border?” Rigo asked.
 
   “Mostly along a large stretch near where you showed us the Rift used to be.”
 
   “Have you had someone carefully survey the barrier?  Maybe something is wrong at some location.  Perhaps over the centuries when it was down something undercut it.  Maybe they found a way to slip beneath the energy panels.”
 
   “We just finished a careful check between ten towers in the region where the most creatures are being found,” Kela added.  “We had wizards take horses out into the Ruins so they could ride the length of the most likely area. You have no idea how much effort that was.  Horses don’t respond well to the Ruins, but the distances were too far to walk and making jumps could miss something.   There is nothing wrong with the barrier in that area.  They aren’t getting under anywhere.”
 
   “And nothing was found?”  Rigo was surprised that he hadn’t been informed earlier, but then he’d been busy elsewhere for a while.  Besides, Burke probably wanted to be certain before raising the issue.
 
   “It might be necessary to expand your check to the full length of the barrier.  It’s a wise idea to check what you have.  I should have thought of it earlier.  I just assumed once the barrier was up, that would be the end of it.”
 
   “You realize that could take weeks?  In the meantime we still have a problem,” Burke complained.  “People are starting to worry.”
 
   That was an understatement.  What had been euphoria a short time before was now becoming concern.  If the barrier didn’t contain the creatures, what chance did they have?  Past experience had shown they didn’t have the manpower to stop them all.
 
   Rigo thought for a moment.  How to narrow the search?  Then he had an idea.  “Come on,” he said standing.  “Let’s try something.”
 
   Rigo led Burke into the library where the large map of the continent was posted on the wall.  There were two more maps like this at the Outpost and one in Daim’s hideaway he could retrieve later and replace this one.  That made him feel better about what he was about to do.  He retrieved a writing quill and some ink, and walked over to the map.  Reaching into Daim’s memories he recalled where the Rift had been and carefully marked it on the map in the approximate location in the Ruins.
 
   “Can you recall where you personally have encountered herds of the Hoplani?” Rigo asked.
 
   Burke nodded.  “It’ll only be approximate.  We don’t have that good of an understanding of what’s out there and it’s difficult to fix positions.  I can only recall with reference to the towers.”
 
   Rigo nodded.  “I understand.  At least the towers are numbered.”
 
   “They are?” Burke asked.  “I never realized that.”
 
   Rigo pointed to a series of tiny symbols extending parallel to the border of the Ruins.   
 
   “I guess not being able to read the language I never paid any attention,” Burke admitted.
 
   Rigo hadn’t thought about it.  With Daim’s knowledge he read the numbers and words as if they were the language he grew up with.  Quickly he inked in the numbers in modern script alongside the location of each tower.
 
   When he was finished, Burke pointed to a location on the map.  “Here’s where my team found the first herd,” he said.  
 
   Rigo marked it with a “B1”.
 
   Over the next several minutes Burke pointed out a number of additional locations.  Rigo dutifully marked them all.
 
   “We need to do the same with all of the team leaders,” Rigo said.  “Hopefully they remember as well as you do.”
 
   “I’ll go see who is here,” Burke said.  
 
   Just as he was about to leave, Februus stepped into the library.
 
   “I heard you were here,” he said, seeing Rigo.  “I thought your barrier was supposed to end the problem.  Burke and others have informed me that the Hoplani are getting through.  I have been waiting for you to return.”
 
   Februus noticed the markings on the map as he approached.  “What are you doing?” he asked aghast at the damage to the ancient document.
 
   “We’re trying to identify if we really have a problem and where it might be,” Rigo said calmly.  “The attempts thus far have been unproductive.”
 
   While Rigo explained to Februus his plan, Burke hurried off to get the other team leaders.  Most should be at the Outpost this late in the day.  Not many went out at night unless a call from the Patrols brought them out.  He was just finishing explaining when Burke returned, two others in tow.
 
   “More will be here soon.  I thought we could get started with these two,” he said.
 
   Over the next glass, Rigo and Burke painstakingly marked the reported positions of herds on the map.  By the time they were finished it was apparent there was a problem.
 
   “I told you,” Burke said triumphantly.
 
   There were marks along the entire length of the border.  Certain areas were more heavily marked than others, but by far and away the greatest number of marks were centered on an area that was one to two day’s ride south of a position directly west of the Rift’s former location.  The area of the barrier that Burke’s people had checked covered the area where the most frequent encounters had taken place.  Something else was happening, and they were going to need to find out what.
 
   Rigo marked a point that was the approximate center of the heavy distribution of marks.  Then he drew a line from that point back to the location of the Rift.  
 
   “Somewhere along that line, or within a couple glass ride to either side is where we’ll find our problem,” Rigo predicted.
 
   “Do you realize how much territory that is?” Burke asked, looking at the map.
 
   “More than you’ve already searched by riding along the barrier,” Rigo said, agreeing with Burke’s distress.  They would have to take horses and have multiple teams out looking.  It would probably take a couple of weeks, especially since they didn’t know exactly what they were looking for.  The search would require manpower that was planned for other tasks, but this problem took priority.
 
   “What do you think?  Three man teams?” Rigo asked Burke.  “Perhaps a handful of teams.  We could start at the barrier where this line intersects it, and then fan out as we head back toward Lopal.”
 
   Staring at the map, Burke finally nodded.  “We could easily miss whatever is out there,” he said.
 
   “Then we’ll have to do it over again with a different pattern,” Rigo replied.  “Can we have everyone you select meet here in the morning and we’ll explain assignments and what we are looking for.”
 
    
 
   The search required ten days, and then it was almost by accident the spot was located.  One of the teams had passed it the previous day and noticed nothing, but one of the more alert team members had noticed the unexplained clouds of dust the next morning and they had returned to check it out.  They had found a large herd of Hoplani pouring out of a small ravine hidden between two hills.  Once the herd had passed they carefully rode into the area, magic ready in case more of the creatures suddenly appeared, and found a large fissure leading deep into the ground.  The incline was heavily worn with thousands of footprints.  
 
   “A cave,” Burke said peering into the crevice when he and Rigo had made the jump to the spot less than a glass later.  “It must go under the barrier somewhere.”
 
   Rigo scanned the distance wasteland looking toward the barrier.  It was so far away that it couldn’t be seen from their present location.  The Hoplani must be traveling great distances underground.  From somewhere on the far side of the barrier.  The existence of the cave raised a number of questions.  Where had this come from and why hadn’t it been known in Daim’s time?  Were there other exists like this one?  How many places could the creatures enter the underground passageway?  Most importantly, could they close it off?
 
   “Let’s have a look,” Rigo said finally, as he started for the entrance.
 
   “You want to go in there?” Burke asked uncomfortably.  “What if another herd of Hoplani tries to get through while we are inside?” 
 
   “We have our Brightfire,” Rigo said.  “You and I are among the most powerful.  We should be able to handle them.  Besides, they can’t be coming through constantly or there would be even more than have been reported.  Tara’s team reported that only one group was seen in almost half a day.  For the moment I don’t intend to go very far.”
 
   Burke was still uncomfortable, but he followed as Rigo descended into the shadowed entrance and then into the darkness beyond, using his wizard’s light to illuminate the cavern.  They had walked for a quarter glass when Rigo stopped.
 
   “Hear anything?” Rigo asked.
 
   Burke shook his head.  “Nothing,” he replied.
 
   “Me either.  I would think we could hear them coming for some distance in a place like this.  What do you think?”
 
   “I’ve never spent much time in caves, but this is very strange.”
 
   Rigo nodded looking at the smooth, melted appearance of the sides of the tunnel.  It looked as if the walls were made of fused sand, a primitive kind of glass.  The walls were not entirely straight and there were places where particularly hard rock had resisted whatever force had made the tunnel, leaving hollows and recesses.  The direction seemed to twist and turn slightly as they progressed, averaging more or less a constant bearing.
 
   “This is probably far enough for now,” Rigo said finally.  “We need to think about our plan and how we want to pursue exploring this passageway.  We need to know where it originates and how we might close it off.”
 
   “I would think we could use our magic and simply seal it,” Burke suggested.
 
   “Hopefully, but it needs to be somewhere on the far side of the barrier and in such a manner that a new access opening can’t be formed.  I wonder if some kind of barrier like we have above might be the best way.”
 
   “Down here?” Burke asked.
 
   Rigo nodded.  “Perhaps in addition to sealing it off somewhere.  That’s odd,” he said frowning.
 
   Looking around quickly, Burke said, “What’s odd?”
 
   “Try and make a Bypass back to the Outpost,” Rigo suggested to him.
 
   Burke looked at Rigo oddly, but then did as asked.  The easily created arch simply refused to materialize.
 
   “I can’t,” Burke said finally.
 
   “Me either,” admitted Rigo.  “Something down here is blocking my magic.”
 
   “What about Brightfire?” Burke asked quickly, suddenly concerned.  He picked out a target deeper in the tunnel and released a brief bolt of the bright energy.  
 
   “That works normally,” he said with relief.
 
   Suddenly a Bypass arch appeared.
 
   “You managed to make it work?” Burke asked.  “How?”
 
   “This Bypass only goes to the entrance to the tunnel.  It lets out still inside the tunnel.  It appears I can make a Bypass within the cave, but cannot reach outside.”
 
   “How far inside can you make it work?” Burke asked.
 
   “That’s a question, isn’t it?  At least as far as we’ve walked today, but there might be limitations.  Something to consider when we come back.”
 
   “Come back?” Burke asked unhappily.  “You intend to come back here?”
 
   “I can’t see a choice.  We have to know where this goes and what it is.  Come, let’s get back to the entrance.  We can jump back to the Outpost from just outside the entrance.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 95
 
    
 
    
 
   “It’s foolishness,” Februus objected when Rigo presented his plan to go back down into the tunnel.  “I agree with the rest of the plan, but going down there is dangerous.  Where would you hide if another group of the creatures decided to come through?”
 
   “There are places we can go off to the sides.  We can also use our invisibility, and as a last resort we have Brightfire.  Given six or seven of the strongest of us, we could link to handle any size herd.”
 
   “I agree with the surface searches, but I don’t see this exploring the tunnel as safe.  You’ve already learned that you can’t make a Bypass out of the place, and you have no idea how deep into the tunnels you can go and still make a jump back.”
 
   “That’s something we will have to experiment with,” Rigo agreed.  “Periodically we can attempt to reach back to the entrance.  As we go deeper, we might have to make a series of jumps to get back, if distance becomes the limiting factor.  That should be safe enough.  If we need to run, we know that there is nothing behind us.  The Hoplani don’t appear to be using the pathway to return.”
 
   “It will be all volunteer,” Rigo explained.  “I’d like a large team of six or seven, but I’ll go alone if no one else is willing.”  That wasn’t strictly true.  If no one else would go, Rigo would have to reconsider.  He could see the risks, but felt it important they explore.  But going alone would be foolhardy.
 
   “What about the other groups?” Februus asked.
 
   “I see two kinds of searches are necessary, but we probably can’t handle both at once because people have to deal with the herds on this side of the barrier as well.  We need to find if there are any more exit points on this side of the barrier, and we need to try and locate the entrance or entrances to the cave on the far side of the barrier.”
 
   “You said that Jeen had volunteered to organize that search?”
 
   “That’s right.  She will need a number of teams again.  The teams should be three or four strong, and will need horses as they did for the visual check of the barrier.  This will have to be a painstaking search since it would be easy to hide the entrance in all that land.  There will also be a large number of Hoplani, so the teams will be at some risk and need to be strong enough to fight, and ready to flee if required.  We aren’t out to eliminate the herds on the far side of the barrier.”
 
   “I had hoped that the risks to our people were over,” Februus complained.  “We lost enough just getting the barrier in place.  Who’s to say this will be the end of it?”
 
   “What choice have we?” Rigo explained.  “The Hoplani have to be stopped, otherwise we will spend every day of the rest of our lives trying to kill those that breach the barrier.  I’m not certain we can win that way.”
 
   Finally Februus waved his hand.  “Do what you want.  You will anyway.  I really have little say over matters anymore, but everyone be warned this is dangerous.”
 
   In the end, Rigo got his six volunteers.  Surprisingly Burke agreed to come, as did Kela and Tara and three others.  Nycoh wished to come as well, but Rigo wouldn’t hear of it.  Not only was she still too young, he was still bothered by the risks he’d exposed her to bringing up the barrier, but he sensed she had a greater purpose for wizards and must be protected.  Jeen was able to field eight four-man teams, which meant that over half of the wizards known would be occupied in the task of searching for the tunnels or where they went.
 
    
 
   “This is really not a good idea,” Burke muttered softly as the seven wizards started back into the tunnel that he and Rigo had explored the previous day.  
 
   “You say something?” Kela asked as they entered into the gloom, their wizard’s lights coming on as each stepped out of the sunlight.  It was cool inside, pleasant after the harsh light of the Ruins outside.  If it weren’t for the odd smell, this wouldn’t have been so bad.
 
   “Nothing,” Burke mumbled.  He didn’t like this place, but no one was going to say he shirked his duty.
 
   The team walked a short distance into the tunnel.  For Burke and Rigo it was familiar territory, but for the others the odd cave was intriguing.  Then Rigo opened a Bypass to the deepest point he and Burke had gone previously.  This would speed the process and also show they could create the jump points going either way.  Moments later they were back to the point they had turned around the day before.
 
   “It’s much bigger in here,” Kela said, looking around.
 
   “Deeper too,” Rigo told the rest of them.  Burke and I walked a slowly descending trail to get to this point.”
 
   After listening for the sound of Hoplani and hearing nothing, they proceeded to head farther into the cave.  They soon discovered that they could make a Bypass that extended about two glass walking distance.  They were out of reach of the entrance.  Just to be certain, Rigo had Tara make a Bypass, he wanted to be certain that someone weaker than himself or Burke was able, and they jumped back to an earlier point.  Seeing no problem, he had another make a jump point back to where they had been.  It appeared they could string together as many as needed to get back to the entrance.  Reassured, they started heading deeper into the tunnel once again.
 
   “Something up ahead,” Tara said, pointing into the distance.  
 
   The walls had changed little since they had descended into the tunnels, and soon had become boring.  Now when Rigo peered into the distance where Tara pointed he could see faint odd flickering lights reflecting off the walls.  Whatever was producing the lights was even farther into the darkness.
 
   “Hoplani,” Burke said suddenly.  
 
   Then they could all hear the rumble of hooves as an indeterminate number of the creatures headed their way.  Quickly the noise was becoming louder as if the animals were moving faster than they usually liked to travel.
 
   “Find a place to hide,” Rigo shouted, looking to the walls for one of the frequent depressions.
 
   “There,” Kela shouted, pointing to a large boulder that extended from the otherwise smooth wall and provided a secure area in the back.  Quickly the seven wizards hurried over, and per Rigo’s advice, activated their invisibility.  All were ready to switch to Brightfire if needed.  
 
   As the herd approached, the walls of the tunnel began to flicker and glow with a dim purplish light.  It wasn’t much, but the need for their own wizard’s lights which they had already extinguished, was removed.  They gladly used the strange illumination the cave was providing rather than risk their own being seen.  Suddenly the first of the herd came into view.  Others followed immediately behind and the cave echoed with the sounds of their snorting and the thunder of so many hooves on the hard surfaces.  The walls glowed brighter now, as if the Hoplani were somehow triggering the light.  Intent on their own passage, the creatures paid no attention to the small dark cavity that hid the seven explorers.  Fortunately, this was a small herd, only two or three hundred strong, so they didn’t press up against the walls.  Soon enough, they had all passed, and the glowing in the walls began to fade, finally only a faint flickering in the distance.  Rigo lit his own light and dropped his invisibility.
 
   “That was interesting,” he said looking after the creatures.
 
   “The Hoplani were causing the walls to glow,” Kela said, voicing Rigo’s own suspicions.
 
   “How would that be possible?” Burke asked.
 
   “The crystals,” Rigo said, giving voice to the suspicion Daim had just fed him.  
 
   The crystals had been discovered by one of the Patrol teams some weeks earlier.  They now knew that all of the Hoplani had such crystals embedded in them.  Daim had almost winced when Rigo had picked up one of those shown to him.  It brought to his mind the Rift and something he had sensed in it so long ago.  Daim had nothing to base his suspicions on, but he had wondered to Rigo if the Hoplani had somehow a connection to the formation of the Rift.  Perhaps the appearance hadn’t been random as thought at the time.  It was worrisome, because that suggested it might come again.  Now, this surprising development.  The Hoplani caused this strange cavern to provide light, a light very much of the color Daim recalled from the Rift.  That also suggested to him that the Rift might have had something to do with the creation of the tunnel itself.  That might make sense, because after the Rift, the Hoplani had started dying off, so they might not have learned of the tunnel until recently.  The one wrinkle in all of this was the fact that the Rift had been as disastrous for the Hoplani as it had been for mankind.  Could the Hoplani have brought into being something that nearly destroyed themselves, or had they been altered by its presence?  The Rift and Hoplani had shared the Ruins for a time and therefore might have interacted more than man.  Rigo wished they could have kept one of the crystals and brought it here to experiment.  Unfortunately, the crystals lasted only a short time after the Hoplani were killed.  Then they seemed to simply sublimate and disappear.  For Hoplani killed with Brightfire, the crystals were often destroyed with the animal itself.
 
   “It appears we have already learned something,” Rigo said, although he was uncertain what they would do with the information.  Mostly he was concerned, driven by Daim’s fears to some degree, with the possibility of another Rift.
 
   After what they had seen, no one wanted to try and sleep in the caves if unnecessary, so they made a series of Bypass arches and quickly retreated to the entrance, where they could jump back to the Outpost.  No one camped in the Ruins unless absolutely necessary.  The Hoplani they had encountered inside had already passed by the entrance.  In the morning they would be able to quickly return to where they had been and continued probing deeper.  Thus far they had found only one passageway, but had no idea where the exit might be.  Rigo had left one of the activated tracking bracelets where they had stopped for the day, and now that they were outside he tried to locate a point above ground where they had been.  The bracelet was faint, but he did locate it, and jumping to a point in the Ruins that he assumed was above the tunnel he could see one of the towers in the distance.  They appeared to be in line with a track that led from the entrance toward the barrier and the ancient location of the Rift.
 
   Assuming the underground passageway would continue to run in the same direction, Rigo was able to extrapolate the most likely places the tunnel would break the surface on this side of the barrier.  It wouldn’t be all the way back to the location of the former Rift.  They had been there, and there was nothing to see.  It had to be somewhere closer.  He located Jeen back at the Outpost, and passed on the information.  
 
   The following morning they returned to the tunnel, leapfrogging their way back to where they had left the previous afternoon.  Rigo recovered the bracelet and deactivated it.  He expected to be leaving more, and there was no point in having extraneous signals floating around.  It had already served its purpose.
 
   The day was rather uneventful.  The tunnel looked almost identical everywhere, and they only encountered one small herd of Hoplani making its way down the tunnel.  That was easily avoided, and by evening they had penetrated much deeper under the Ruins.  Once again Rigo left an activated bracelet at their finishing point.  They left as they had the previous night.  When Rigo located the position of the bracelet from above, he could see they were still on the track he had projected, but now they were on the eastern side of the barrier.  During the day they had passed under without realizing it.  The Rift was still a couple of days travel from here, but one question had already been answered.
 
   The third day started as uneventful as the second.  Within a glass of starting down the untraveled section, a large herd could be seen coming in the distance.
 
   “Let ‘em pass,” Rigo said wearily.  He was starting to get tired of the dark cavern.  “We can hide over there.”  He pointed to another of the frequent bulges in the tunnel where they could take refuge.
 
   Two more uneventful glass passed before they encountered the next group.
 
   “More coming,” Kela announced.  She was the first to see the faint flickering along the walls in the distance.  
 
   They started looking for a place to hide.  There weren’t as many favorable locations in this part of the tunnel, but they wouldn’t have time to hike back to the last place they had seen.
 
   Rigo was about to make a Bypass back when Tara noted,  “This is a much larger group.”
 
   Indeed it was, and they were moving very fast.  There were so many the interior of the tunnel was packed with the beasts.  They bumped and shoved against each other, as well as rubbing along the walls.
 
   “There are too many,” Rigo warned, and quickly opened a Bypass back to a spot well back in the tunnel.  He wanted to get back far enough, allow the Hoplani to pass this point, then jump back to this side of them.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said, and led the group into the Bypass.
 
   The output location he had chosen proved to be a problem.  The spot they exited by sheer chance was at a spot where the first herd they had encountered a while earlier had reached as well.  They exited into the middle of a startled group of the deadly animals.  All of them realized what had happened immediately.  Brightfire flared and Hoplani died.  Bolts of magic peppered the walls around them as the enraged animals released their own magic in response to the frightening appearance of the six wizards.  One of Rigo’s group was hit in the arm, but by some miracle that was the only strike.  While the others continued to blast the approaching creatures, Rigo opened another Bypass, and then jumped further down the tunnel.  Two more jumps brought them to the entrance.  
 
   “He’ll be alright,” Tara said after using her healing magic to cure the damage from the Hoplani magic.  “He should go back to the Outpost though.”
 
   After making sure Tara was right, they waited until the wounded man had transitioned back home, and then considered what to do.  They jointly agreed they should be able to jump past both herds so long as they were careful, so they headed back into the tunnel.  Several careful jumps later and they had avoided both herds of animals and were able to continue on their way.  
 
   A glass later they came to the first split in the passageway.  Roughly equal in size, one choice of passageway continued more or less in the same direction they had been headed while the other branched off at a twenty degree angle.
 
   “Which one?” Burke asked.
 
   Rigo pointed down the expected route, the one that hardly deviated from their established direction.  The group continued, wondering if both paths offered openings to the creatures.  Further down the tunnel and it split again, this time in three individual tunnels.
 
   “They are coming from all three directions,” Burke said after examining the ground.  The floor here was softer than it had been earlier, covered in sand which might have been carried in by the Hoplani from the outside as they made their way underground, and tracks were obvious in all three openings.
 
   “Whatever we do to close this off, will have to be back down the tunnel, probably before the first split,” Rigo said.  “I’d like to go a bit farther before we go back and investigate.  I have a feeling we are near the end.”
 
   The others agreed and they continued walking, more alert than ever with the possibility of reaching the opening where Hoplani were able to run free.  Less than a quarter glass later they could see the first indications of daylight leaking into the tunnel.
 
    
 
   “That’s the closest to the barrier one of the big ones has ever been seen,” Tara noted as they looked across the open sand from their spot behind a large dune.  Two hundred paces away over three hundred Hoplani and one of the much larger beasts were making their way toward them.  It was obvious the smaller Hoplani were being led by the larger animal.  Rigo realized they had yet to name the newer creature.  Arguments were still outstanding on whether it was an adult version of the Hoplani or something else.
 
   “I want to try something,” Rigo said.  He looked around the side of the small dune and studied the creature.  Before pursuing his interest, he opened a Bypass back to the Outpost.  “That’s our escape route,” he warned the others.  “I want to try Brightfire on the large one and see how it reacts.  We know so little about them, and this one could make its way down the tunnel with the rest.”
 
   “Shall we take out the herd as well?” Tara asked.  “That way we can concentrate on the new guy.”
 
   Rigo agreed that made sense.  These were close enough to the tunnel and were obviously being pointed that way.  Eliminating them now would mean not having to chase them down later on the other side.
 
   After selecting their fields of fire, the six wizards unleashed powerful blasts of magic that quickly wiped out the herd.  In less than a minute only the large creature remained.  It screamed in anger, and turned toward the spot from which they had attacked.  Faster than one would have expected possible for so large a creature, it started toward them.  Rigo fired the first blast, a concentrated beam of Brightfire.  It struck the creature just below the head in the center of the chest.  The hide where the beam struck glowed bluish, almost turquoise, the color spreading around the hide until the front half was glowing to one degree or another.
 
   “Great Risos!” one of the others exclaimed.  “That didn’t stop him.”
 
   Rigo had noticed, and released a second blast.  His own Brightfire was followed by blasts of magical energy from the others.  Burke ran out to get a shot at its side, but that had no more effect than bursts that had struck it in the front.  The beams struck the advancing creature repeatedly.  Tara had tried magical fire, but that seemed to have no effect at all.  Finally they could see that the combined beams from all the wizards were rocking the creature, and it halted its advance and stumbled away.  
 
   Shocked, they watched the creature move off, its hide glowing brightly.  After a few moments the colors started to fade, and it suddenly turned back toward them.  
 
   “Link!” Rigo commanded.  He had seen enough.  Perhaps they could stop it by continual pounding, but he suspected they would need something stronger.  He reached out and linked to the minds of those around him, allowing him to control a level of Brightfire far stronger than anything any one of them could release.
 
   The creature was picking up speed again, and releasing his own deadly beams.  One struck the Bypass arch, which flared and quickly disappeared.  Linked, no one was in a position to create a new one just now.  Then Rigo triggered a release of energy that made the very air crackle.  The beam was blindingly bright, and it rocked the creature when it struck.  That much energy could have taken down hundreds of Hoplani, but the creature still stood.  At least it had slowed somewhat.  Rigo fired again, and then a third time.  After the third strike the creature stopped and stumbled.  Rigo sent another beam that way, and finally it stumbled forward as its front legs gave from beneath it.  Having seen the creature recover before, Rigo sent another pair of intense beams into the downed creature, and watched as the body suddenly began to burn with an odd colored fire.
 
   “Those are going to be a problem,” Burke said dryly as he watched the unusual flames.
 
    
 
    
 
   Rigo and his small band returned to the Outpost where they spread the word about what had been learned.  Dismay was voiced by many, and several raised the immediate question, Will the barrier stop them?  Rigo didn’t know.  Daim didn’t know either.  Rigo could sense he was as shocked as anyone by the resistance to the Brightfire.  They would need to monitor them and see what happened when they encountered the barrier and even more, make sure the tunnel, hopefully there was only the single one, was closed off.
 
   Jeen had found four openings on the eastern side of the barrier.  Rigo’s team had found the five branches to the tunnel, but without walking down each one they couldn’t be certain they were the same ones as Jeen had found and why the fifth one didn’t reach the surface, or at least hadn’t been found.  Time and danger decided the matter.  It was imperative that the tunnel be blocked.  They could continue the search for other openings and completely separate tunnels later, but the one they knew about had to be shut down.
 
   Rigo’s team returned to the tunnel, this time working their way back to the west from the first split they had found in the underground passageway.  Until that point, there had been only the one tunnel.  They were well to the east of the barrier, so if they could block the tunnel somewhere along here with no access to the surface, which Rigo estimated was a considerable distance above them, then the corridor would be closed.  No spot was perfect, but eventually they found a place that would work.  Rigo marked five locations with bracelets, then they returned to the surface.
 
   Standing well back, Rigo and four of the most powerful among them pumped the magical energy as Daim had instructed into the ground, aiming at the locations of the five bracelets.
 
   “That’s good,” Rigo said, as Daim explained to him how they had placed the energy under the Rift so long ago.  He then detonated the stored energy, feeling the ground rumble below them.  They would give it a couple of glass, then carefully go down and have a look.  With luck, this way was now closed.  Rigo had already decided that he would enlist Nycoh later to help him build an underground barrier under the main barrier as well.  That would test their ability to build their own. Fortunately the tunnel passed close to one of the towers from which they would have to tap energy.  That would be something he’d need to review before they proceeded.  He didn’t know what they would do if it had been far away.  Another thing to investigate for the future.
 
   That night they slept a little more soundly having verified that no more Hoplani would be coming through the tunnel.  Thus far no others had been discovered, but the search would continue.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   It took months to hunt down the thousands of Hoplani that made it past the towers before the barrier was successfully activated or had come through the underground corridor.  However, with the tunnel closed, and no more found thus far, and with the barrier preventing further Hoplani from approaching the eastern borders, the wizards were now free of the constant duty of blocking their progress.  Teams could be sent out to systematically hunt down the herds.  The Patrols were invaluable as well.  Augmented by thousands of men who lacked the verbal spelling ability, they were able to keep watch and alert the wizard teams when needed to come and deal with herds as they were located.
 
   On two occasions the larger beasts had been seen interacting with the barrier.  In both cases they had attempted to breach it.  Unlike their smaller brethren, the barrier didn’t immediately disable or kill the larger creatures.  If they persisted, and that seemed to be the pattern, a violent display of energy was observed, and the creature was slowly consumed as it tried to push through.  None had made it, although the field of the barrier had flickered, and there were fears it might shut down.  No one knew what would happen if two or three of the beasts attempted to pass through at the same time.  They would have to wait and watch.  At the same time, Rigo knew they needed to study the vulnerability of the creatures before they became common along the barrier.
 
   At this point, all of the wizards at the Outpost had been given access to the full knowledge of magic.  Rigo had seen to it they were given some special training to make them more conscious of the power they wielded, but they had earned the right to the full range of magic skills.  Many had spread across the three kingdoms, returning to the villages where they had been born, able to openly display their abilities and use them to aid the growth of their homeland.
 
   Jeen was established as the Royal Wizard of Branid.  She was very close to Lady Mos’pera, the current Queen, and had her family at her side.  Kaler and Daria had taken their share of the wealth Rigo had recovered from Daim’s hideaway, and were building a large facility outside of Pagner in Kellmore open to Wanderers and the many wayward children they encountered in their travels.  Rigo visited them when possible, but it felt far too seldom.  His own trip back to his old village of Daro had been less rewarding.  In the time he’d been gone his adoptive father had passed.  He had been the primary reason for Rigo’s return.  The murder Rigo had been accused of had been solved.  It had been the victim’s brother, not a real surprise.  Rigo didn’t explain who or what he was, and his former brothers were not very eager to see him, so he’d left.  He didn’t know yet if he would return. There seemed to be little point.
 
   Of all his close friends, he saw Ash’urn most frequently. The scholar was building a course to train all wizards who were interested in the old languages.  It was essential they study the texts in the Outpost’s library. One day, he hoped to have them all translated, but who knew how long that would take.  Rigo knew there was more than magic waiting there.  Technology had been much more advanced in Daim’s time.  They would be able to rapidly advance the development of useful ideas once that storehouse was tapped.
 
   Rigo paused in his reminiscing.  There was still so much to do.  They needed to build a new Citadel.  The Elders would find satisfaction being in charge of that and all new wizards who were found.  The work of the Wanderers was starting to pay off, and the ranks were growing nicely.  Each new wizard needed to go through a more formal training much as they had done in Daim’s time.  Too much power was in the hands of the gifted, and they needed to recognize their responsibilities.  Rigo still worried about some of the early group, despite the special course he had run them through.  In addition, all existing wizards needed to develop their skills and expand their understanding.  They had come to their abilities too quickly.  The towers stood, but other than Rigo and Nycoh, no one had a clue how they worked or how to build new ones if required.  That must change.  They needed to make an even stronger version.
 
   The force of wizards needed to be grown for other reasons.  Systematically, they searched for the Razmot, the flowers behind so much suffering.  When found, they were eradicated with magical fire.  Constant monitoring of the barrier was necessary.  The towers had stood unpowered for so long, no one was sure how sound they were.  The three kingdoms were temporarily at peace, but that could easily change.  Having three distinct rulers with different goals was something Daim hadn’t had to contend with.  They could enforce the peace, but it would be easier with more of them.  
 
   Then there was a need to prepare – for what?  Rigo wished he knew.  Daim had left a couple of unsettling thoughts before he faded away in the weeks following their victory in the tunnels.  The loss of the second voice in the back of his mind was felt more keenly than Rigo would have expected.  Daim had become less distinct for some time, but then had dropped away completely very suddenly.  The large beasts in the Ruins had never been seen in Daim’s time.  Were they a mutation, or had they always existed?  Were they something that resulted from the Rift?  And how did they stop them.  It had taken six wizards and repeated bursts of Brightfire to bring down just one.  That wasn’t acceptable.  Lots of questions, but no answers at the moment.
 
   Rigo and a team had gone back to the Ruins in an attempt to locate another and test it against other forms of magic, but the strange beasts had completely disappeared.  None could be found, although wandering herds of Hoplani were still present.  Rigo suspected they had returned underground, where finding them would be difficult and extremely hazardous.
 
   Finally, there was the matter of the crystals.  The connection between the Hoplani, the crystals, and the Rift were still unknown.  The brief study of the tunnel suggested it had been formed when the Rift was present, the openings to the surface appearing many years later and the ground had collapsed in places.  Could the crystals somehow bring back the Rift?  Another unknown.  Rigo was painfully aware they were far less prepared than the wizards in Daim’s time for something like that.  There was no immediate threat, yet . . .
 
   He and Burke were making plans that would take them deep into the Ruins. That’s where the answers had to be.  He could only hope they would be able to find them.  Not for the first time he wished that Daim hadn’t faded away.  He had the memories, but not the man’s insight.  
 
   Rigo suddenly realized it was getting dark.  He had a date with Inge, and she didn’t appreciate his being late, exalted wizard or not.  The search for answers would have to wait a little longer.  For the moment, at least, matters were under control.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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