
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   The Dark Times
 
    
 
                 It was a long time ago; a period succeeding generations would call “The Dark Times.”  The peoples of the world fought endlessly against creatures corrupted by the forces of darkness; animals and men fused into dreadful aberration; beasts bent on doing the will of their evil masters.  When the people cried out to the spirits of the land, sea and sky for help, the spirits responded with a gift of four weapons: The Stone Hammer, The Blackwood Bow, The Silver Axe and The Golden Spear.  The spirits then chose four: three men and one woman to bear these weapons in a war for control of the world of the living.
 
    
 
                 The four gathered the largest army ever seen and in a war that lasted twenty years, battled back the forces of darkness sending them down into the deep places of the world.  The people rejoiced and made the weapon masters the three kings and one queen of the land and sea.  For generations, the four kingdoms lived in peace, but as is common with men and women, they became jealous of one another’s kingdoms.  Shattering the peace their ancestors had won, the descendants of the four fought one another, slaughtering thousands for the causes of their own pride.
 
    
 
                 When the spirits saw the peace shattered, they decided that once again, they must intervene for the cause of peace amongst women and men.  In secret, they forged another weapon; one more powerful than all the four combined: The Black Sword.  From among the people, they chose one man, a simple man named Farraday and gave him the Black Sword and with it the power to bring women and men together.  
 
    
 
                 Farraday gathered an army from all four kingdoms of those who sought justice and peace and they marched against the jealous rulers battling for their own vanity.  One by one, the warring kingdoms fell to Farraday and he gathered the four weapons unto himself.  In the end, the three kings and the one queen fell and the land and the sea were united.  But there was a price to be paid.
 
    
 
                 When the Great War was won, Farraday felt a weakness he’d never known fall upon him.  Day by day, he became weaker and even the greatest healers and sorcerers could not find a reason.  Soon Farraday knew that he was dying.  When his illness finally confined the once great man to his bed, he summoned his four closest friends, three men and one woman.
 
    
 
                 “I am dying, “he said, “because no one man or woman may have such power as I have and not be corrupted.  Even now, I wish to rule all the peoples of the land and sea as their one and true master.  But in wisdom I know that no one man or woman may rule without becoming a tyrant.  And so, my life is the price that must be paid for a lasting peace.”
 
    
 
                 He gave his friends and allies the four crowns, but not the weapons of power they had once used against each other.  He scattered them to the four corners of the world, prophesying that they would, over the course of time be found; for nothing lost ever becomes forgotten.  Upon his death, the spirits took him and buried him in secret and the Black Sword with him.  
 
    
 
                 On the day of his death, the Great Lady of the Sky appeared in the form of a thundercloud.  “Peace is once again yours.” She said in a voice that all could hear.  “It has been bought and paid with the blood of millions and the life of one good man.  But in the days that will come, when the name of Farraday is nearly forgotten, the forces of darkness will rise again, while the four kingdoms war with each once more.  A man will be chosen again to unite the good peoples of the world and he will carry the Black Sword again to unite the world in a final war against evil.”
 
    
 
                 Upon hearing this, one voice among the multitudes called out, “who will be victorious?  Good or evil?”  And at this, The Great Lady gave no answer.
 
    
 
                 That was five hundred years ago.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
                 Kenner awoke from an uneasy sleep to find that he was still in the forest.  He was lying on his back on the cold ground, his head propped against a pile of leaves.  The silver dawn’s light was starting to filter through the trees, and he could barely see the soft silhouette between two young saplings.
 
   “Is that you shadow?” He said quietly in its direction.  As always there was no answer; only a feeling of being watched.  As he concentrated on the shape, he felt a sensation of an answer.
 
   “Yes, I am here,” it seemed to say.
 
    
 
                 Suddenly he heard movement behind him.  He picked up his club thinking it might be soldiers, but it was only his cousin Belfor.
 
   “Wake up, Kenner.  We’ve got one.”
 
   Belfor then woke his brother Malton and led them through the trees.  Kenner then reached out and caught Belfor by the shoulder to slow him down.
 
   “You make too much noise when you rush,” he whispered.
 
   “But he might…” Belfor started, but Kenner stopped him.
 
   “He’s not going anywhere.” Kenner said.
 
    
 
                 They moved slowly and silently through the trees and the undergrowth.  Kenner took his bow in his hand and gently loaded an arrow on the string.  He moved as quiet as he could, his two cousins behind.  A single beam of sunlight cut through the trees and illuminated the stag two hundred yards away.
 
    
 
                 He was beautiful.  He stood tall and proud in the beam of light, his horns as white as dry bones.  He was eating the grass underneath him, apparently unaware of the three men hunting him.  When Belfor stepped on and snapped a twig, it sounded almost like a thunderclap to Kenner’s keen ears.  The stag head shot up and his eyes met Kenner’s.  He turned to run, but as fast as lightning, Kenner drew the bow and loosed the arrow.  It struck the stag under its foreleg and it stumbled.  Still it ran.
 
    
 
                 Belfor and Malton ran to follow, but Kenner knew better.  Looking to the ground, he followed the blood trail while the other two nearly got lost in another direction.  Moments later, Kenner heard their heavy footsteps come towards them.
 
   “How can two men who’ve spent almost their entire lives in the hills still make so much noise?” He asked them.  They bowed their heads ashamed.
 
   “Did you get him?” Belfor asked.
 
   “Of course I did,” Kenner answered.
 
    
 
                   For over an hour, they followed a trail of blood on the ground.  It weaved its way through the trees and undergrowth as the stag had obviously ran trying not to run a straight line.  At first, it appeared as tiny drops in the grass and fallen leaves.  Then the blood spots grew larger as the stag appeared to weaken.  There also appeared a place on the ground where he had apparently fallen and gotten up.  Soon they came to a clearing where they could see the stag struggling.  It staggered a few steps then fell.  Then Malton drew his hunting knife and charged after the wounded beast
 
   “No!” Kenner growled as he held him back. Belfort then sighed heavily.
 
   “Do we have to do this every time?” He moaned.
 
   Kenner looked at him angrily.
 
   “We’re not alone in this world.” Kenner replied.
 
    
 
                 The stag tried to move was too weak.  Kenner knelt beside him and placed his hand gently on the magnificent beasts head.
 
   “I’m sorry my friend,” Kenner said softly.  “I pay honor to your strength and your courage.  May your spirit go on to the land of your fathers as we are nourished by the gift of your life.”
 
   With one quick motion with his knife, he opened the stag’s throat.
 
    
 
                 Kenner then thought he sensed something moving in the forest.  He couldn’t hear or see anything, but somehow he felt they were not alone.  He hesitated for a moment.
 
   “What is it?” Malton asked.
 
   Kenner looked around the clearing to the edges of the trees.  Despite his feeling, he could see or hear nothing.
 
   “I don’t know,” Kenner answered.  He once again carefully scanned for movement or sound, and then nervously returned to the work at hand.
 
    
 
                 As he prepared to open the stag’s body there was a sudden commotion in the forest. Soldiers wearing armor and bearing spears burst through the trees and quickly surrounded the three men.   As Kenner bolted upright, he tried to ready his bow, but suddenly a dozen more men came from out of the thickets with bows and arrows pointing.  Belfor and Malton tried to run.  Five men on horses pursued them into the trees.  The two young men could hear the hooves of the huge war horses barreling down on them.  First Malton, then Belfor were captured in nets by the horsemen and then dragged back through the brush. Kenner, with arrows and spears pointed at his him, dropped his bow, put his hands above his head and dropped to his knees.
 
    
 
                 After the two cousins were dragged back to the clearing, they were wrestled from the nets and then forced to the ground; the knees of the soldiers pushed into the middle of their backs. 
 
   “We’re sorry!” Belfor cried out.  “We’re sorry!”  Then another soldier kicked him in his face.
 
    
 
   Then one of the horsemen climbed off his steed and pulled his helmet off of his head.  He smiled at his captives and laughed heartily.
 
   “Look here boys.  These three have graciously provided us with breakfast.”
 
   The others laughed and then the soldier approached Kenner.  His hard, grey eyes stared deep at Kenner, now seething with anger.
 
   “Do you know what the penalty is for poaching the King’s deer?”
 
   Kenner looked up at the soldier defiantly.
 
   “A night of passion with your mother?” He quipped.
 
   The soldier slapped Kenner across the face with his hand covered in an iron gauntlet. Kenner then looked at him, still defiant and spat his blood onto the soldier’s boot.  The horseman raised his hand to strike him again when a loud voice called out to him.
 
   “That’s enough!” The voice said.
 
    
 
   Kenner looked over and saw a tall and large man climb off of his horse and remove his helmet.  His face was square and flat with scars looking as if etched in stone.  His coal black eyes at first looked hard and grim, but then seemed to soften with a kind of sadness.   From the sword on his hip, Kenner could tell that this man was the Captain of the company.  His father had taught him long ago that only captains carry swords.   He then turned to his company.
 
   “Tie them up!” He commanded.
 
    
 
                 First the three of them were tied to a tree while they watched the stag butchered then cooked and eaten by the company of soldiers.  Kenner could tell that they were Walechian, the nation of his father.  Their dark, blue armor had the image of a white tower emblazoned on their breast plates and their iron helmets had a single spike on top.
 
    
 
   Walechia was the land of his father and his birth.  But Kenner felt no loyalty to this land, or its king Philas.  Long ago, his father had been banished by the king and he was raised in a tiny and secret village deep in the hills.  
 
    
 
   Sitting through the morning and into the afternoon, he thought about what would happen to him and his cousins.  Would they be taken to the White City?  It was nearby.  Who would they be brought before to judge them?  The King himself?  Surely not, Kenner thought.  But what if he did stand before the King?  What would he say to him, the man who tore down the good man who was his father?
 
    
 
                 “What are you staring at, boy?” One of the soldiers grunted at Kenner.
 
   “A dead man if you ever call me boy again.”
 
   The soldier stood up and grabbed his lance.
 
   “What did you just say to me?”
 
   “Stand down.” The captain ordered.
 
   “Did you hear what he said to me?”
 
   “Indeed I did and if you find yourself afraid of a mere child tied to a tree, then perhaps you should find yourself another occupation.”
 
   The other soldiers laughed.
 
    
 
                 It was late in the afternoon when the soldiers finally finished their meal.  The captain then stood over Kenner, looking down on him.
 
   “Did you pay honor to the stag?” He asked.  His voice sounded like he had swallowed gravel.
 
   “Yes, he did my lord.” Belfor said pleadingly.  “He most certainly did.  He always does.”
 
   “Silence!” The captain barked.  He then turned his eyes back to Kenner.
 
   “Did you?”
 
   “Yes,” Kenner said simply.  
 
   “I’ll remember that when you see the judge.” He said.  He then turned and called out to his company.
 
   “Bind their hands and tie them to the horses!”
 
    
 
                 It wasn’t long before they were led out of the forest and on to the plain of Walechia, which stretched out before them for miles.  It was early spring and the grass was still short.  In the late afternoon sun, it looked like a green carpet leading off into distant mountains.  Off in the distance, Kenner could see Kallesh, the White City.  Kenner could see the sloping walls of the city and the battlements watching over the plain.  The Iron Gate, so named because the wood was said to be so strong, massive stones thrown by catapults simply bounced off or shattered like glass.  No enemy had ever breached the gate.  Even the largest battering rams had splintered against its doors.  The Great Tower of the King rose towards the sky, seeming like a great white spike piercing the heavens.  It was said that the Great Tower was built by the great king Farraday himself to look out on all the lands he had conquered.  
 
    
 
   Kenner had seen it before on the rare times he felt safe enough to venture out from his forest.  There was something about the sight of the city off in the distance that seemed to call to him; almost beckon him to it.  But his father had told him stories of corruption and injustice that hid behind its mighty walls.
 
   “No man ever goes in there,” his father said, “and remains honest.”
 
    
 
                 “What lives behind those walls is like a plague that weakens and fells even the strongest of women and men.  Many have ventured in with a mind to bring the city and Walechia back to its former days of glory only to be bought with gold and made only carriers of the disease.”
 
    
 
                 A long time ago, his father had told him, Walechia was the greatest kingdom in the world.  He told him endless stories of the great kings who represented honor and justice and such were poured upon the people of the nation, regardless of their wealth or station.  It was a proud nation standing as tall in the world as the Great Tower itself.  All the other nations looked upon Walechia as a shining example of true greatness.  But those days were long gone, his father told him.  Slowly the very idea of justice was torn down by the greed and men and women forgetting the need or will of the people in favor of their own petty desires.  The wealthy sought to make their own lives and names more glorious while seeing to it that ordinary people were deprived of power or voice.  A land that once proclaimed that none would know hunger or be deprived now let the poor starve for all the promise of life and liberty so that the rich and powerful could have more of the things they stole from those in dire need.  It was a mere empty shell of its former greatness, his father told him.  And a return to such greatness was only a distant dream.
 
    
 
   Still, the city seemed to beckon him, but he never thought he would ever actually see inside the city’s walls.  He snorted a laugh at the thought that he would go inside the city for, what would sure to be his death.
 
   “Something funny?” the Captain asked.
 
   “You wouldn’t understand.” He answered.
 
    
 
                 One of the soldiers with Belfor tied to his horse then bolted, yelling and laughing while the young man was dragged behind him.  The captain, who did not have anyone tied to his horse chased him down and struck him across the head.
 
   “You stupid fool!” He yelled at the soldier.  “You should pray you are never captured. “  
 
   He then turned and called to the rest of his company.
 
   “The next man who mistreats my prisoners in any way will be dragged behind my horse all the way to the city!  Do you understand?”
 
   They all answered with a loud “Yes, sir!”
 
    
 
                 For the rest of the day until the sun down, the company plodded its way towards the city which grew larger and larger with each step.  Kenner had thick, leather boots made by his father for him.  His cousins however walked barefoot and as he looked behind at them, he could see their feet begin to swell.  Occasionally, one of the soldiers would give them a flask with water to drink.  Though only spring, it was warmer than usual and the three, raised in the forest were not used to the sun beating directly down on them.
 
                 “What do you think they’ll do to us?” Malton asked.
 
   “Silence!” One soldier ordered and pulled on the rope.  Malton stumbled and fell.  He was starting to be dragged by the horse when Kenner helped him back to his feet.
 
    
 
   As the sun set behind them, it cast beams of yellow and orange light against the city walls and the Tower.  The white marble of the city reflected this light making it seem almost to sparkle like morning dew.  Kenner had heard of this effect before, but had never seen it.
 
   “Beautiful isn’t it?” The Captain asked Kenner who was now tied behind him.
 
   “Yes it is.” Kenner answered.  “I’m glad I was able to see it before I died.”
 
    
 
                 The Captain then turned and again looked at Kenner with his sad eyes.
 
   “You don’t know that you’re going to die.” He said.
 
   “I don’t know that I’m going to live either.”
 
   The Captain seemed to look over Kenner as if examining him.
 
   “Are you not afraid of death?”
 
   Anger stirred momentarily in Kenner.  Only a coward fears death, he was taught.
 
   “My father taught me never to fear death.” He said sternly.
 
   “He must have been a soldier.” 
 
   “Yes, he was; and a proud one.”
 
   “All soldiers are proud of themselves, but not necessarily what they’ve done.”
 
    
 
                 That night, they slept in the shadow of the White City.  The full moon seemed to make the city glow in the night like a white shadow.  The prisoners were tied to each other and made to sleep on the open ground.  The Captain gave orders that they were to be given water and some food.  And before the Captain went to sleep himself, he reminded his company that the prisoners were not to be mistreated.  Kenner looked to the sky and the stars above him.
 
    
 
   “Well, my lady.  I’m not sure what you have planned for me.  But if this is to be my last night in this world, I am grateful for the time you have given me.  I am also grateful my father did not live to see me die in such a way.  He tried so hard to teach me to be a good and honorable man and I will not use the excuse of the life I was born to as an excuse for how I became nothing more than a starving poacher.  But if he is waiting for me on the other side, I hope he can forgive me for a life that amounted to nothing.”
 
    
 
                 As he finished his prayer, he saw a shooting star streak across the heavens.  And then for reasons he would never fully understand, he felt a wave of good feelings wash across him almost like a warm, gentle wave.  Suddenly, he felt that everything was going to be alright and that everything would work out the way it was supposed to.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
                 As was his custom, Captain Krall woke before the rest of his men.  Walking through the encampment, he looked at the young faces of his soldiers sleeping peacefully on the ground.  Mere children, he thought to himself.  They had no idea of the realities of being a soldier.  They were only pretending, he thought; only playacting at being warriors.  He’d served for thirty years.  He left his family’s farm looking for adventure and had served in two wars; facing and killing both men and beasts.  In his dreams and in days where there was no sound, he could still hear the screams of men he knew, friends he’d seen dying around him.  His scars still ached and burned from wounds suffered many years before. How many of these mere boys would die in a real conflict, he asked himself?  How many would he send to their deaths by his own command?
 
    
 
                 Then he found himself standing over the three young boys captured for poaching.  They were three more children, he thought; three hungry boys simply hunting food.  But there was something about the leader of this group; and he was definitely their leader.  There was something familiar about him.  His young face, black, curly hair and dark eyes seemed somewhat familiar; like someone he once knew a long time ago.  He felt a stab of sadness in his bones at the thought.  But he couldn’t quite place the face he thought he knew.
 
    
 
                 “Something on your mind, sir?” His Sergeant asked.
 
   “You’re up early.” He answered.
 
   “I wouldn’t be much of a Sergeant if I didn’t wake with my Captain.  Besides, the only way to get hot coffee around here is to make it yourself.”  He then handed the Captain a steaming cup.
 
   “That’s for sure.” The Captain said.
 
   “Is that a smile on your face, sir?”
 
   “I permit myself at least one a day.”
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall sighed deeply.
 
   “Why do you think they were poaching?” He asked his Sergeant.
 
   “One look at these three and I’d say it was because they were hungry.”
 
   “Precisely.  I’d be willing to bet these three haven’t had a decent meal in a month.”
 
   “We’ve been hearing reports of at least twenty deer taken in the last three weeks, sir.”
 
   “They’ve probably got families to feed somewhere in that forest.”
 
   “You’re not thinking of letting them go, are you sir?”
 
   The Captain then took a thoughtful drink from his cup.
 
   “The law applies to everyone or no one.” He said.  “That includes starving peasants.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner stirred from his light sleep to find two soldiers staring at him.
 
   “Something on your mind?” he asked them.
 
   “You have a lot of defiance for a young man tied hand and foot.” The Sergeant said to him.  He could tell his rank by the letter “S” on his right shoulder.
 
   “Cut me loose and I’ll show how defiant I can be.”
 
    
 
                 In truth, Kenner was afraid; more afraid than he could remember being in a long time.  But he wasn’t about to let a company of Walechian soldiers know that.  The Sergeant approached him and he tried to raise himself.
 
   “We could have killed you where we found you.” The Sergeant told him.  “Lucky for you our Captain has this strange notion that even poachers deserve justice.”
 
   “If it’s the same justice I’ve seen with my eyes,” Kenner growled, “then you can keep it.”
 
   “What have you seen?” The Captain said, almost angrily.
 
   “Let me see,” Kenner began with a sarcastic tone; “I’ve seen livestock stolen or simply killed for sport.  I’ve seen women raped, old men and young boys murdered.  Should I go on?”
 
   The Captain then stood directly over Kenner.
 
   “When have you seen these things?”
 
   “Throughout my life; all from soldiers bearing the Great Tower on their armor.”
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall was angered but not surprised at these accusations.  He’d heard many stories of soldiers going into the villages in the woods and committing crimes.  Very few had ever been caught and even fewer punished.  It sickened him to think that some who wore the same uniform he so proudly wore could stoop so low; but there was nothing he could do.  He could only control the men who served directly under his own command.
 
   “I assure you,” Krall said, trying to sound comforting, “you will be judged fairly and justly.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner was not convinced, though there was something in the Captain’s voice that sounded honest.  
 
   “You can do what you want with me,” he said.  “But my cousins are innocent.  I hunted the stag and I shot it.  I’m the only one who should be punished.”
 
    
 
                 When the sun rose, the company of soldiers was awoken from their slumber.  As the soldiers ate breakfast and began to break camp, Kenner’s cousins awoke as well.
 
   “What do you think they’re going to do to us?” Belfor asked
 
   “I don’t know,” Kenner answered, though he felt it a lie.  He didn’t feel it wise to tell his two younger cousins that they were likely about to die.  The Captain, he thought sounded sincere when he said that they would be judged fairly.  Unfortunately, Kenner knew that the Captain was not to be their judge. 
 
    
 
    His father had told him all about Walechian “justice.”  The rich were allowed to indulge in their most degraded wills while the, once famous Walechian courts looked the other way.  At the same time, the poorer the ordinary citizen of Walechia, the more likely they would die for the least offense.  The most “justice” a poor man or woman of Walechia could hope for was to waste away in prison or to be cast out; banished to the hills or badlands that bordered the Walechian nation.
 
    
 
   The three young men were given water and army “hard tack,” a kind of bread used for rations for breakfast while the soldiers ate the rest of the venison from yesterday’s stag.  It was the first time in nearly a year that Kenner could remember eating two days in a row.  They were tied to three horses; Kenner himself tied to the horse of the Captain, and then led back towards the looming walls of the White City.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 By early afternoon, they had reached the main road leading into the city.  The hard packed clay crunched underneath their feet as Kenner and his cousins were led behind the horsemen.  Looking back, he could see his cousin Malton, only fifteen years old limping badly.  He looked at his bare feet and saw open sores bleeding.
 
   “My cousin’s feet are bleeding.” He called out to the Captain.  “Let us have a moment’s rest so I can give him my boots.”
 
   The Captain turned and looked at Kenner.  
 
   “Your boots are too big for him,” he said.  “It’ll only make his feet worse.”
 
    
 
                 A mile outside the city, the imposing, sloping stone walls towered over the company nearly obscuring the Great Tower within.  A long line of people stood along the road, all waiting to enter the massive gate.  Captain Krall called to one of the soldiers standing along the road.
 
   “What’ going on?” He asked.
 
   “It’s market day,” The soldier answered.
 
   Captain Krall nodded.
 
    
 
                 Once a week, farmers and merchants entered the city to sell their goods.  On a good day, the line to enter the gates could stretch for five miles along the main road.  Times had been lean in recent years.  There had been draught.  Crops had failed.  Livestock had died.  People were beginning to go hungry.  With fewer goods being bought and sold in the city, the wealthy began to horde food, paying higher prices which prevented many poorer citizens from being able to buy such for themselves and their families.
 
    
 
                 There were some who saw these events as signs of the coming of the end of the peaceful times since the end of the last Great War.  Prophets filled the streets of Wallachia cities and traveled from town to town and village to village.  They told of a new time of trouble leading to another great war and perhaps even the return of King Farraday himself.  They offered prayers to the spirits and the Great Lady of the Sky.  They offered purification for the sins of the people and healing of the sick; often for a price.
 
    
 
                 The enormous gate stood one hundred feet tall.  The giant Blackwood doors were five feet thick and thirty feet wide and required two teams of horses each to open and close them.  Carved into the wood was a giant emblem of the Great Tower.  Stories were told that the gates were not built, but rather grown from two mammoth Blackwood trees.  They were given to city as a gift from the Lady of the Blackwoods; one of the three kings and one queen.  Standing before them, Kenner felt small and almost helpless.  He’d heard many tales of enemies being thrown back from the gates as even the most colossal battering rams; some even made of metal were smashed by the impenetrable gate.  Now, here he was entering the gate, feeling as if a gigantic maw was swallowing him whole.
 
    
 
                 The White City seemed alive.  More people than Kenner had ever seen moved along its broad streets seemingly like water in vast rivers and the noise was almost deafening.  Close to him, Kenner could hear merchants calling out to their customers trying to sell their goods.  He could smell the fruit in the carts of the farmers, breads, smoked meats and wines.
 
    
 
                 At the end of the broadest street was an impressive fountain shooting water fifty feet high at the center of a large pool.   Thousands stood around the fountain or sat along its iron railings.  He saw several children playing in the pool before a soldier ordered their parents to remove them.  Behind the pool was an immense complex of buildings built of the same white stone as the walls and tower.  With tall pillars and shining domes they formed a circle around the base of the Great Tower stretching into the sky.  Kenner’s neck strained as he tried to gaze up to the very peak of the tower.  The sun blazed at the top of the Tower, burning his eyes.
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall saw a familiar face in the crowd.
 
   “General Pol!” He called out.
 
   An older man in shining armor and wearing a white cape heard him and approached his horse.
 
   “Krall!” He called out.  “Did you have good hunting?”
 
   “Just these three boys.” Krall answered, gesturing to his captives.
 
    
 
                 The General approached the company and then looked over Kenner and his cousins smiling.
 
   “An awfully lean catch,” He said.  “I’d throw them back.”
 
   Several soldier laughed.
 
   “I need to find a good judge,” Krall said seriously.  The General then turned back to Krall.
 
   “There are plenty of judges to be found,” he said.  “A good one may be asking a bit much.”
 
    
 
                 “Who are these children anyway?” General Pol asked.
 
   “Poachers.”
 
   Pol gave a pained expression.
 
   “That makes it even more difficult.  With weak crops and people starting to go hungry, most of the judges in this city aren’t looking kindly on people who steal food. “
 
   “These three were stealing food because they were hungry.” Krall said, pleading their case.
 
   “I doubt that would matter.  Just yesterday, a young man who stole a loaf of bread had one of his hands cut off.”
 
   “What about Judge Cremnall?” Krall asked.
 
   “He’s hearing fifty cases today alone.”
 
   “Judge Mytor?”
 
   “Not in the city.”
 
   “Judge Maise then?”
 
   “Unfortunately, she’s still dead.”
 
    
 
                 While the two soldiers talked to each other, Kenner took the opportunity to examine his two cousins.  Malton, he could see could barely stand, while Belfor insisted that he was fine.
 
   “What do you think they’ll do to us?” Belfor asked.
 
   “I still don’t know.” Kenner answered.
 
   “Will they kill us?”
 
   “In the last five seconds, I haven’t learned anything new.”
 
   “This isn’t funny!” Belfor exclaimed.  He was loud enough to be heard over the noise of the city and the Sergeant turned and glared at them.
 
   “Keep quiet you three.” He growled.
 
    
 
                 Suddenly there was a commotion in the city.  Trumpets blared.  The mob parted like the sea and another company of horsemen bearing banners came galloping from around the fountain.
 
   “Make way for the prince!” Someone shouted.
 
   Captain Krall and his company quickly began moving to one side, pulling their prisoners with them.
 
   The Prince and his guards paraded down the streets, shoving people aside and nearly running over several, including a small child.  They had nearly passed Captain Krall’s company when the Prince turned and looked at them.  He stopped and pulled his horse around.  He then approached Captain Krall.  The Captain and all of his horsemen immediately dismounted and then the whole company kneeled before him.  Kenner and his cousins were grabbed roughly by the soldiers.
 
   “Get down you filth!” One commanded as they were forced to kneel.
 
    
 
                 Kenner looked up and inspected the Prince of Walechia.  He seemed the same age as himself, though his face had no beard and his long, blonde hair was clean as if washed that same day.  He had a lean, bony face, two almost square eyes and a malicious smile on his thin lips.  He was riding a beautiful, white stallion and wearing leather armor made perfectly for him.  His long, black cape was draped over the rump of his horse.
 
   “Captain Krall,” He said almost as a song.  “What have we here?”
 
   “Three suspects.” The Captain answered uneasily.  “I was discussing with General Pol that we were in search of a judge.”
 
   The Prince pulled his stallion around and approached the three young men.  The soldier holding Kenner pushed his head down lower.  Even though he couldn’t see, he could sense the Prince examining him.
 
   “In search of a judge, are you?” The Prince continued.  “Luckily for you, as Crown Prince, I am a judge.”
 
   Captain Krall answered him almost pleadingly.
 
   “I’m sure Your Highness is far too busy…”
 
   “Nonsense,” The Prince interrupted.  “I always have time to meet out justice.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner and his cousins were then hurried along a road leading around the huge pool and fountain.  They reached the largest of the buildings at the base of the Tower.  There were stone steps leading to a platform with gleaming, white pillars rising high to a stone roof.  Carved into the face of the stone façade were the words “True Justice Is a Single Candle in a Dark World.”  Hundreds of people lined the steps leading into and out of the huge structure and all seemed to be staring at the procession being led by the Prince.  Kenner could feel their eyes studying him and judging him.  He was afraid again; not for himself, for he was not afraid of death.  He was afraid for his young cousins; whose safety he had been charged.
 
    
 
                 Inside the building they were led through a dense throng of people through a wide hall.  They all parted in the path of the Prince and his guards.  Kenner could hear their voices.  Some sounded like pity.  Others laughed.  At the end of the hall were two large doors which were swung open by two guards large enough to be giants, Kenner thought.  The doors opened to another large room and the Prince and his company marched in to it.
 
    
 
                 After being led into the chamber, the doors shut loudly behind them and the noise of the crowd went nearly silent.  The floor was polished marble that Kenner could nearly see his reflection in.  It had a high vaulted ceiling with a mural of a battle.  Men and beasts were painted in dramatic style, riding horses, wielding swords and other weapons in the air.  Along both two walls of the hall were statues that Kenner supposed to be former Kings of Walechia.  Some were “dressed” in robes and scholarly expressions.  Some were like warriors with swords and axes.  At the end of the chamber at the top of marble steps was a wooden thrown standing empty.
 
    
 
                 Near one of the statues, Kenner could see the outline of the familiar silhouette of the shadow that often appeared to him.  As he looked to it, he nearly tripped over himself.
 
    
 
                 Standing before the steps, the Prince stopped and turned.  Kenner and his cousins were brought before him and forced again to kneel.
 
   “Alright,” The Prince said grandly.  “What are these three wretched souls guilty of?”
 
   “Your Highness,” Captain Krall answered uneasily.  “They are accused of poaching.”
 
   “Poaching?  Really?”
 
   The Prince sounded almost pleased.
 
   “And what were they poaching?”
 
   “Deer.” Captain Krall answered.
 
   “Oh my,” The Prince sighed.  He then stood directly over the three young men.  “Poaching my deer, were you?  That is a serious offense.”
 
   He then stood in front of Captain Krall.
 
   “And how many of my deer did they poach?”
 
   “We caught them with one stag.”
 
   “Did you?  So you witnessed them killing the stag?”
 
   “Yes, I did, Your Highness, but…”
 
   “Were there other witnesses to this offense?”
 
   Captain Krall nodded.
 
   “Yes, Your Highness.  All of the men of my company saw them.”
 
   The Prince then again stood over Kenner and his cousins.
 
   “So we have eyewitnesses to this crime.  I suppose all of them will testify to what they saw?”
 
   “Yes, Your Highness.”
 
   “Not much to it then, is there?” The Prince said happily.
 
   “Very well.  In the name of the crown and the people of Walechia, I find them guilty.  There, wasn’t that easy?” He asked.  Several of the Princes guards laughed.  He then said to his guards, “Bring them to my exercise room.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Kenner and his cousins were hurried down a labyrinth of dimly lit corridors.  They were rushed through so fast, he could barely make out any shapes or forms and the only sound he seemed to hear were the sounds of the metal boots on the floors.  Eventually, they were led to another door opened by another large man.  Once through the door, they were led, almost falling down a spiral, stone staircase to a large room lit by torches.
 
    
 
                 The floor of the room was soft, almost rubbery and had a soft brown color to it.  There were, however some red stains in some sections; which Kenner guessed may have been blood.  Surrounding the floor on all sides were weapons, such as pikes, spears and swords; along with suits of armor in various forms; such as chain mail, splint mail and even a fine suit of shining plate mail; all bearing the emblem of the Great Tower.  The room, though mostly clean had the dense and unmistakable stench of decay.  Kenner tried hard not to think too much on it, lest he lose his composure; but there had been much death in this room.  Kenner feared he and his cousins would be next.
 
    
 
                 The prisoners were brought to the middle of the floor and forced again to kneel.  The Prince put a hardened leather breastplate over his fine linens and also a pair of leather gauntlets.
 
   “Strip them down!” He ordered.
 
    
 
                 Using their daggers and short swords, the guards cut the clothes off of Kenner and his cousins, laughing the whole time and leaving them naked.  Kenner tried to fight when they tried to take the boots his father had made for him, but he was kicked to the ground.
 
   “Irmgar!” The Prince called out.  “Hand me that sword on the wall next to you.”
 
   The guard pulled a sword off of the wall and then presented it to the Prince.  Still laughing, one of the guards cut the bindings off of the three prisoners.  Then the Prince tossed the sword to the floor in front of Malton.
 
    
 
                 “Your Highness,” Captain Krall called out, “I’m not sure…”
 
   “Don’t be a mother hen,” The Prince answered.  “That swords as dull as your sense of humor.”  He then spoke to Malton.
 
   “Pick it up.” He ordered.
 
   “Your Highness…” Malton tried to say.
 
   “I said pick it up.” The Prince interrupted.
 
   Young Malton shakily picked up the sword.
 
   “Stand.” The Prince ordered.
 
   Malton slowly and uneasily stood to his feet.
 
    
 
                 “Here’s how this works.” The Prince started to say.  “You are convicted criminals and I have the power of life and death over you.  This is my exercise room and you three are going to assist me in my exercises for the day.  It’s as simple as that.  If you impress me, I will set you free.  If not, then I’ll just have to come up with some other punishment for you.”
 
   The Prince then pulled his own sword from his scabbard.
 
   “Hold the sword up.” He commanded Malton.  Malton, now thinking that this would merely be an exercise and there was no real danger lifted the blade of the sword in a defensive posture.
 
   “Not a bad guard you’ve taken,” The Prince said.  
 
   The Prince swung slowly at Malton and he parried the soft blows.
 
   “Not bad.” The Prince said, sounding encouraging.  Then with one blow, he knocked the sword out of Malton’s hands, spun around and plunged his own sword into Malton’s belly.
 
   “No!!” Kenner screamed.  He was again kicked to the floor.  He looked over at his fallen cousin and watched his last breath leave his mouth.
 
    
 
                 “You son of a…” Kenner tried to yell, but a guard kicked him across the mouth.  The Prince then picked up the blunt sword and tossed it at Belfor.
 
   “You’re next.” He said smiling.
 
   Belfor stayed on his knees.
 
   “Please Your Highness,” he begged.  “I’m so sorry.  I beg for mercy.”
 
   “This is mercy,” The Prince laughed.  “I could have had you executed in front of the fountain.  At least this way, you have a fighting chance.”
 
   “I’m no warrior…”Belfor pleaded.
 
   “For the Lady’s sake leave him alone!” Kenner screamed.
 
   “Pick up the sword.” The Prince ordered again.
 
   “Please, Your Highness…”
 
   “Pick it up!” The Prince yelled.
 
   Belfor took the sword in his hands.
 
   “No!” Kenner hollered again.
 
   “Your Highness….” Captain Krall tried to interject, “I must object.”
 
   “Objection noted.” The Prince laughed.  As he had turned to face Captain Krall, Belfor leapt to his feet and tried to charge the Prince.  The Prince turned suddenly taking up a guard position.  When Belfor saw this he froze and then dropped the sword.
 
   “I’m sorry Your Highness.  I’m so sorry…”
 
   The Prince then, with one motion sliced Belfor’s head off of his shoulders.
 
    
 
                 Kenner tried to shut his eyes to what he’d just seen, but it was too late.  He had just watched his two young cousins; who had grown up with him almost as brothers slain by a brutal Prince.  Tears welled up in his eyes, but he choked them down along with his fury.
 
    
 
                 The Prince tossed the sword to the floor in front of Kenner.  Kenner took several deep breaths.  He could almost hear the voice of his father.
 
   “Never fight angry,” his father taught him.  Despite his rage, he forced himself to breathe deeply.  He gnashed his teeth together and he felt as if his eyes were on fire.  He picked up the sword then stood to his feet.
 
    
 
                 “Do you see that, gentlemen?” The Prince said teasingly.  “I do believe our friend here is a little angry.”
 
   Several guards laughed.  Captain Krall swallowed his own emotions.  He was horrified and angry; but also felt helpless.
 
   “Don’t worry,” The Prince said grinning.  “You’ll be joining your friends soon enough.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The Prince swung his sword at Kenner’s neck and Kenner stopped it cold using only one hand.
 
   “Well,” said the Prince.  “Isn’t this something?”
 
   He swung again and Kenner parried again easily, all the while staring intently at the murderer.  “Stay cold.” Kenner told himself.  “Never fight angry.”
 
    
 
                 The Prince tried several combinations of blows.  None of them seemed to bother his opponent.  For a moment, he thought it was fun.  Here was some good exercise.  But the more blows were countered, the more he began to get frustrated.  He swung, he jabbed.  He went for the legs, the shoulders and the groin.  All his attacks were repelled.  He swung faster and faster and in great swirls and loops.  Still, the peasant stood.
 
    
 
                 As the fight went on longer and longer, Kenner could sense the Prince beginning to lose his composure.  His smooth, controlled blows were beginning to become more desperate and erratic.  He could see his breathing becoming heavier.  In his eyes, he began to see more frustration and anger.  The Prince tried his best moves; one’s taught to him by masters.  Still he could not penetrate the peasant’s defenses.  Finally, Kenner saw the moment was right.  He slammed the broad edge of the sword into the Princes gut.  Had it been a sharp sword, the Prince would have been disemboweled.  He doubled over in pain, and then Kenner smashed the pummel of the sword onto the middle of his back.  The Prince fell to the floor in a heap.
 
    
 
                 All at once, the spears and swords of the soldiers began to descend on Kenner, standing over the wounded Prince.  Just before they all reached him, a loud, commanding voice shouted, “Stop!”  All eyes looked to the top of the stairs.  Kenner only caught a brief glimpse of the barrel chested man with the red beard before he was grabbed and forced his knees.  Captain Krall called out, “All hail the King!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The King walked slowly down the stairs with a look of intense anger on his face.  Kenner looked up at him, surprised to see how ordinary he appeared.  He was a little taller than himself, barrel chested, with short red hair and a thinly cut red beard.  He did not wear fine linens or adornments like his son.
 
   “What the hell is going on here?” He growled.
 
   No one spoke.
 
    
 
                 When he reached the bottom of the stairs he pointed at Captain Krall.
 
   “You!” He said.  “Captain of Walechia.  What happened here?”
 
   Captain Krall slowly rose to his feet and bowed.
 
   “Prince Melkur has found these men guilty and has taken it upon himself to meet out what he says is justice.” Krall said sternly.  The Kings eyes hardened and narrowed on Captain Krall.
 
   “Justice,” he hissed.  “And you did nothing to stop him?”
 
   “He is the Crown Prince, your majesty.” Krall answered.
 
   “You are a Captain of Walechia!” The King shouted.  “I expect my Captains to uphold the law and be brave enough to stand up against injustice, no matter who is responsible!”
 
    
 
                 Prince Melkur, panting heavily and coughing rose to his feet.
 
   “Father,” he said gasping for breath.  “Did you see what he did to me?”
 
   “Yes, I did,” The King answered angrily.  “And I seem to remember trying to teach you that if you pick a fight, sometimes you lose.”
 
    
 
                 King Philas looked with disgust at the two bodies on the floor.  They were two young men whose lives had barely even begun slaughtered like animals.  He looked with equal reversion upon the soldiers now kneeling before him and hiding their faces.  They all knew, he thought that what had transpired was wrong; and yet, not only had they done nothing to stop it, some had probably eagerly participated.
 
   “And what was their crime?” He asked turning back to Captain Krall.
 
   “Poaching, Your Majesty.” He answered flatly.
 
   “Poaching?” The King asked.  The anger seemed to grow in his voice.  “Poaching what?”
 
   “Deer.”
 
   “How many deer?”
 
   The King’s voice sounded almost like horses hooves over gravel.  Captain Krall looked the King directly in the eyes.
 
   “My company and I caught them with one stag.”
 
    
 
                 The King took a few furious breaths to try and calm himself, then turned and looked at the bodies on the floor.
 
   “The lives of two young boys for one stag?” He said gritting his teeth.  He then stepped to within inches of Captain Krall.
 
   “I’d say that debt has been paid.” He hissed.
 
    
 
                 The King then turned and stepped in front of Kenner who was still being held down by the Prince’s guards.
 
   “Stand up.” The King ordered.
 
   Kenner stood.  He was still hurting inside and the sight of his cousins dying was still burning in his eyes.  Now, here was before the King, he thought.  The blunt sword was still in his hand.  He thought for a second of striking the King with it.  The right blow might break his neck, killing him, he thought.  It would be so easy.  But he did not.  It was not fear of death that stopped him.  If he struck down the King, his own death would be even faster.  However, the King was defenseless; helpless.  As angry as he was, he couldn’t bring himself to murder.
 
    
 
                 “What’s your name?” The King asked him.
 
   Kenner swallowed his fury and forced himself to answer calmly.
 
   “My name is Kenner,” He answered.  “And I must apologize if I’m a little underdressed.”
 
    
 
                 King Philas studied the young man in front of him.  He understood the wrath in the young man’s eyes.  But there was something else in this young man he saw; something familiar.
 
   “Do I know you?” He asked curiously.
 
   “I doubt it.” Kenner answered.  He could, he thought tell the King of his father who had once served him; but something inside of him told him it was not the time.
 
   The King then stepped over to two soldiers who were still on their knees.
 
   “You and you,” he said to them.  “Stand.”
 
   The two stood quickly.
 
   “Take off your black armor.  You are no longer my son’s guards for watching this abomination.”
 
   The two soldiers slowly and sadly did as their King commanded.
 
    
 
                 Once more, Kenner thought of killing the King.  Now his back was turned and it would have even been easier.  However, now he was even more helpless.  When the soldiers had taken off their armor, the King commanded them to give Kenner their clothes.  Kenner dressed himself and then recovered his boots.
 
   “All of you who watched this and did nothing to stop it,” The King shouted into the room, “are no longer worthy of wearing the Great Tower on your chest.  Take off your armor now!  All except you, Captain.  I have need of you.”
 
    
 
                 By the King’s command, Kenner was again led through the narrow corridors leading to the throne room.  His anger was beginning to give way to sorrow for his two cousins; but he fought hard against this.  He wanted to stay angry.  He wanted to hold on to his rage.  It is better; he thought to scream in fury than to weep like a child his father once taught him.  When his sorrow had nearly taken hold, his legs felt heavy to the point where he felt they would be unable to hold him up.  With anger, he found energy and strength.  With anger, he could face this King as a man, not a boy.
 
    
 
                 However, there was something about this King, Kenner thought that seemed to soften his opinion of him.  The King had seemed genuinely angry at the murder of his cousins.  He seemed willing to punish those responsible.  But, Kenner reminded himself; he would not punish their murderer.  Despite the apparently strong words of honor and justice the King had spoken, there would be no real accountability.  They were just words, his anger reminded him.
 
    
 
                 When Kenner was led through the large doors and back into the throne room, he saw the King conversing with Captain Krall.  He was led to stand directly before the King with two of the King’s guards in white armor flanking him.  The King gazed at him and Kenner, still defiant stared back.
 
   “I’m the King of this land,” He said.  “You will, at least bow.”
 
   The guards squeezed his arms tighter, but then he wrestled away in a single motion.  He then gave a slight bow to the King but still stared at him directly in the eyes.  The King then began to walk around Kenner.
 
   
              “You fought well.” He said.  “He may not be the wisest of princes, but he has the reputation of being one of the finest swordsmen in my kingdom.”
 
   “If you say so,” Kenner interjected.
 
   “Speak only when spoken to,” one of the guards said, poking Kenner in the back.
 
   “Where are you from?” The King asked him.  Kenner did not answer immediately.  The King sighed.
 
   “You have every right to be angry, young man.  But you are still a convicted criminal standing before the King of Walechia.  Unless you wish to join your friends within the next twenty seconds, you will answer when spoken to.”
 
   “They were more than friends!” Kenner said, barely containing his emotions.  “They were family.”
 
   The King nodded.
 
   “Brothers?”
 
   “Cousins.”
 
   The King then gave an angry glare at Captain Krall who lowered his eyes.
 
    
 
                 “I am sorry for your cousins.” The King said much softer than before.  “They will be buried with honor outside the city walls.”
 
   “That’s very kind of you,” Kenner started.  “But if it’s all the same, I would prefer to take them home.”
 
   The King then turned from Captain Krall to face Kenner.
 
   “And where is home?”
 
   “In the hills,” Kenner answered.
 
   “Ah, the hills,” The King followed.  “Must be one of those secret villages full of people banished from this land for one reason or another.”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “And now, here you are standing before a King who may have sat in judgment over one of both of your parents.” The King said with a slight smile.  “No wonder you’re so defiant in my presence.”
 
    
 
                 The King then turned and climbed the steps to sit in his throne.
 
   “Under normal circumstances,” he said grandly.  “I would be more than happy to grant your request.  Unfortunately for you, you have demonstrated skills that I currently need.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
    
 
                 “These are troubled times.  I need men; brave men with the skills of soldiers.  Your swordsmanship is superb and as a poacher, I’m guessing you’re fine archer as well.  Is he Captain Krall?”
 
   “I’ve rarely seen better,” Krall answered.
 
   “Excellent.  Then you’re exactly what I need?”
 
    
 
                 Kenner almost found himself laughing.  This couldn’t be really happening, he thought.
 
   “Are you asking me to serve you as a soldier?” He said in disbelief.
 
   “I’m not asking you anything.” The King relied.  “You’re still a convicted criminal and here are your choices.  If you serve in my army; although you may not always have a bed to sleep on, you will be fed every day and you will be paid every month.  Serve for five years and you will be given the choice of reenlisting, probably as a sergeant.  If you don’t gamble or drink your pay away, you may even save enough to buy yourself a commission like Captain Krall did.  Serve long enough and you will have the opportunity to retire and live in comfort for the rest of your life.  Believe me, this is a far better opportunity than awaits you should you refuse.”
 
    
 
                 “That would be death, wouldn’t it?” Kenner asked, still almost laughing at the irony of the situation before him.
 
   “Yes, it would.”
 
   Kenner allowed himself a slight chuckle at the thought.
 
   “You want me to serve you?”
 
   “No.” The King said flatly.  “I do not ask you to serve me or my crown; which you obviously have some disdain for.  But there are thirty million people in my kingdom, in the cities, in the fields and because your hills fall inside my borders, my armies protect them too.  It is them that I ask you to serve.  For some reason that I’m not sure of, I have no argument for your hatred for me and I certainly understand your hatred for my son.  But my people, yes even those in the secret villages I will call mine deserve to be defended by strong, brave and skilled men as yourself.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner thought carefully about the offer before him.  Never in his wildest dreams or nightmares did he ever think he would be asked to serve in Walechia’s armies.  Even more, he never thought he would be strongly considering it.
 
   “Don’t think too long, young man.  I’m not as patient as I once was.”
 
   Kenner thought some more.  What struck him most was the King’s remark about considering the people in the hills his people as well.  And once more, he found his opinion of this King softening.  His father had told him that he was vain, unjust, a liar and a murderer.  Perhaps, this wasn’t the same King, Kenner thought for a moment. 
“Well?” The King insisted.
 
   Kenner thought a moment more.
 
   “Five years?”
 
   “Yes.  After that, you will be free to choose.  Should you choose not to serve any longer, you have my word, you will be free.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner first reacted to the words “You have my word…” with distrust.  But there was strength in the voice that gave Kenner confidence.  There was something in there that Kenner could trust.
 
   “Very well,” Kenner finally answered.  “I will serve for five years.”
 
   “Excellent choice,” The King told him.  He then strode down the stairs and towards the doors behind the throne.  
 
   “You will be assigned to Captain Krall,” he continued.  “You will follow all his orders as if they were the will of the Spirits and without question.  And one more thing,” he added before disappearing through the doors.  “If you ever even mention the events of earlier today with my son; you will never be seen or heard from again.  Do you understand?”
 
   Kenner was almost relieved to hear this.  Here was a taste of the injustice he had expected and less reason to betray his father by liking this King.
 
   “I understand.” Kenner finally answered.  After that, the King disappeared from his throne room.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
                 That night, Kenner was given a meal and a room in which to sleep.  Before he fell asleep, he wept for his two cousins.  He had known them since childhood and having no brothers of his own, they were the closest he had to such.
 
    
 
                 He had uneasy dreams that night.  He saw a place he had never seen before; a small wooden fort with soldiers from Walechia.  He saw the soldiers fighting creatures that appeared to be both man and beast; killing and dying at the same time.  He heard them screaming and crying; their weapons swinging and slashing.  And he saw himself fighting among them.  Then he saw flames engulf the fort, the ground and the soldiers fighting.  And in the middle of all of this, he saw a figure in armor that looked like a skeleton with a helmet that looked like a skull.  In his hand, he wielded a silver axe.
 
    
 
                 He awoke with a start and, at first did not know where he was. He quickly remembered where he was and his fear subsided.  Looking around in the darkness, he saw a silhouette standing in the corner.
 
   “Is that you shadow?” He asked the figure.  Then he heard a sound, almost like a voice.  It was little more than a whisper and it startled him.  His shadow had never spoken before.
 
    
 
                 Suddenly the door burst open and he saw the shape of a large man with the light of torches behind him.
 
   “On your feet soldier!” The figure commanded.  
 
   Kenner arose as quickly as he could.  Then the unknown soldier grabbed him by the collar and tossed him out of the room.
 
   “Hey!” Kenner tried to speak.
 
   “My name is not ‘Hey’!  And from now on you will refer to me as ‘Sergeant’!  Is that clearly understood?”
 
   “Can I at least…”
 
   “Is that clearly understood?!” The Sergeant yelled in his face.
 
   “Yes, Sergeant.” Kenner answered.
 
   “I SAID IS THAT CLEARLY UNDERSTOOD!!” The Sergeant screamed.
 
   “Yes, Sergeant!” Kenner yelled back.
 
    
 
                 The Sergeant led him out of the palace and on to the streets of Kallesh.  He moved so fast that Kenner could barely keep up.  He was well over six feet tall with broad shoulders and a thick neck under his helmet.  He was lean and muscular and his voice was harsh and sharp.  They passed through the busy streets of the city past markets and apartment buildings filled with people staring at the two of them.  After more than an hour, they reached a pair of wooden gates, again with the image of the Great Tower upon them.
 
   “Open the gates!” The Sergeant called out and the gates quickly opened.  Inside was similar to what Kenner had seen in his dream.  However, it was much larger.  The courtyard within was larger and there was a long building with open, arched doors with soldiers coming in and out of.  Kenner saw the heads of horses; hundreds of them poking out of their stables.  This was almost like a city unto itself with hundreds, perhaps even thousands of people moving about.  Most of them were soldiers of various ranks; but all wearing the same style of armor.  He saw them practicing sword play.  There was an archery range near one of the far stone walls and he saw many in formations marching around the large courtyard.
 
    
 
                 In one space in the courtyard stood about a dozen men, not in uniform sitting around a campfire and eating.
 
   “On your feet you maggots!” The Sergeant hollered.  They all quickly stood up.
 
   “Get in line, all of you!  A straight line you worms!”
 
   They all obeyed and stood to attention.
 
    
 
                 Most of them, Kenner noticed looked scared.  Their faces were pale with fear and their eyes full of fright.  Some of them were even shaking.  The Sergeant then turned to Kenner and pointed at the line.
 
   “You!  Get in line with the rest of them!”
 
   Kenner started to walk towards the line, but then felt the Sergeants boot kick him in the rear and causing him to fall to the ground.
 
   “When I tell you to move somewhere, I mean move like you’ve got a purpose!”
 
    
 
                 Kenner was infuriated.  He stood up as if to fight and then the Sergeant pushed him down again.
 
   “You want some of this maggot?” The Sergeant grunted.
 
   “That’s enough!” A familiar voice called.
 
   Kenner looked to the voice and saw the familiar figure of Captain Krall.
 
   “Get in line soldier.” The Captain ordered Kenner.
 
    
 
                 The Sergeant snapped to attention and saluted Captain Krall.
 
   “So these are my new recruits?” Krall asked the Sergeant.  He said it loud enough for the group to hear.
 
   “Unfortunately yes, sir!”
 
   Captain Krall walked up and down the line of men, briefly inspecting each one.  He stopped at Kenner and nodded at him.
 
   “Not much are they?” Krall said.
 
   “Give me a few weeks with them, sir and I’ll turn them into soldiers.” The sergeant answered.
 
   “Unfortunately, we don’t have a few weeks.  These men are needed immediately at the North Wall.”
 
    
 
                 “Ordinarily,” Krall continued, “you would spend the next four weeks here in these barracks learning how to be soldiers.  However, one of the stations at the wall is in immediate need of replacements and the Army has none to give of seasoned, veteran soldiers; not for a dead end like the North Wall anyway.  Therefore, you will be sent to this horrible place instead.”
 
    
 
                 “You all have one thing in common.  You have been convicted of petty crimes and given the choice of serving in the Army or being punished in some painful and humiliating way.  Fortunately, for you, you have chosen to serve.  This means if you do die out there on the Wall, you will die with, at least some honor.”
 
   Captain Krall then turned to the Sergeant.
 
   “Take these poor souls, get them equipped and then get them ready to go.  We leave in one hour.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner and the rest of the recruits were then marched into a small building with soldiers drilling outside of it.  Once inside, they were greeted by a short and fat soldier who was bald and had a grey beard.
 
   “More dead meat?” He asked the Sergeant.
 
   He examined the first recruit in line for a few seconds, and then placed a breastplate over the new soldier’s chest.  Several other men then began placing other parts of armor on the soldier’s arms and legs.
 
   “This doesn’t fit.” The soldier complained.
 
   “I don’t care.” He said, spitting on the ground.
 
   Every soldier in the line, including Kenner was treated in the same way.
 
    
 
                 Moving along through the building, they were given more equipment, including water canteens, metal plates and eating utensils, flints, a torch, bandages, six feet of rope, socks, a blanket and a pack to put all these items in.  They were also given four square pieces of hard tack.
 
   “That’s in case you’re out in the field with no cook at your disposal.” The Sergeant said laughing.  His laugh sounded like the wheeze of an old man who had smoked too much.  Before they left the supply depot, they were each fitted with a helmet and for all of them; the helmet was either too big or too small.  Before Kenner walked out, he heard Captain Krall call out to the supply person.
 
   “Wait.” He said.  “This one’s an archer.”
 
   The supply person then handed Kenner a long bow, a quiver full of arrows and a something that looked only slightly larger than a dagger.
 
   “What is this,” Kenner asked unsheathing the blade, “a letter opener?”
 
   “It’s the difference between life and death if you’re ever in close quarter combat, you worthless piece of filth.” The Sergeant responded.  “Now get back in line!”
 
    
 
                 The new recruits were then instructed on how to pack their supplies in their packs.  Kenner was also instructed how to properly wear his quiver and short sword over his armor.  They were then put in line and marched out of the gate of the barracks.  The Sergeant kept them in close cadence and screamed profanities at any soldier that was out of step.  They marched through the city streets and eventually out of the city.  The people in the streets and on the main road made way for them.
 
    
 
                 They marched for several hours on the main road.  Some began limping as their new boots didn’t quite fit.  Kenner still had the boots his father had made for him and didn’t have that problem.  However, his ill-fitting armor chaffed his shoulders and began to scratch the inside of his legs.  Eventually, they came to a cross roads with horses and two carts waiting there.
 
    
 
                 “Alright you criminals!” The Sergeant yelled.  “Get on those carts!”  
 
   Kenner and the rest climbed into the straw-lined carts that were tied to the horses.
 
   “Oh thank the spirits.” One soldier moaned.
 
   “Quiet you or I’ll have you march the rest of the way!”
 
   One soldier started to take off his helmet and the sergeant slapped him on the back of his head.
 
   “Nobody told you to get out of uniform you filth!”
 
   Kenner made himself as comfortable as possible in the straw, but he also sat so that he could see out of it.  As he settled into the straw, he saw Captain Krall riding a brown horse go in front of the carts.
 
   “Alright,” he called.  “Let’s get under way.”  He began trotting ahead and the carts followed him.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
                 The caravan moved slowly but steadily through the afternoon and into the evening; stopping only for the men to have a meal of dried, smoked meat.  They stopped again when the sun had set and it was beginning to get dark.
 
   “Alright!” The Sergeant yelled.  “Let’s get a fire going.”
 
   “No,” Captain Krall interjected.  “We don’t have time.  We’ll have to ride through the night in order to get to Mobrey by morning.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner knew that Mobrey was a city on the Serpent River.  The river and its tributaries snaked its way north and south through Walechia; nearly dividing it in half.  Kenner had never actually seen it; but he had heard that it was the longest and widest river in the known world.  It reputedly stretched twenty miles across and from the Southern Sea all the way to the Badlands.  Why the river, he thought to himself?  It may have been, he imagined a faster way to get to the North Wall than by horse and cart.
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall sat quietly by his horse and watched the new soldiers sitting in a circle; wondering to himself how many of them would be dead in a matter of a few days.  He wondered to himself if he would also be dead in that same time.
 
    
 
                 The King had been furious with him for not stopping Prince Melkur from killing the two young men he had captured.  But what could he have done, he thought?  If he had placed a hand on the Prince, he might have been arrested and executed for assault “on the Royal person” of the Prince.  It had happened before.  Nothing he could have said would have made a difference.  But the King was right, he told himself.  He should have done something.  Now here he was on the way to the last place in the world he wanted to be.
 
    
 
                 “Not a promising lot, are they?” the Sergeant asked.  He handed the Captain a metal cup with coffee and sat beside him.
 
   “No,” Krall answered.  “Not exactly our best and brightest.”
 
   “We should still have some time to whip them into shape when we get to The Wall.” The sergeant said, trying to sound encouraging.
 
   “I hope you’re right.  Otherwise their lives are about to be very short.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   Krall sighed deeply and took a thoughtful drink from his cup.
 
    
 
                 “The North Wall is under siege.  Post number two reports hundreds of enemy soldiers camped within archery range with reinforcements arriving every day.  The post has already lost its Captain and more than half of their numbers.”
“More than half?” The Sergeant almost gasped.  “And we’re only sending a dozen?  We should be sending an army.”
 
   “The Congress doesn’t agree.”
 
   “To hell with the Congress!  The King is the Commander in Chief!”
 
   Captain Krall saw several of the soldiers look up after the Sergeant’s exclamation.
 
   “Not so loud.” He ordered.
 
    
 
                 “The Congress has to approve any large number of troops to be used for any purpose,” Krall continued.  “And before they do that, they demand that a committee be formed to ascertain the validity of the request.  The King asked for a committee to be sent, but the Congress refused.”
 
   “That’s insane.” The Sergeant said, disgusted.
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
    
 
                 The two were quiet for a moment; then the Sergeant spoke to ease the tension.
 
   “That archers a promising one,” He said.  “Have you seen the look in his eyes?  He’s a fighter that one.  I can’t say the same for the rest.”
 
   “You don’t know the half of it.” Krall answered quietly.  He then found himself smiling at the image of him sending the Prince to the ground.  “If any of us survive what’s waiting for us at The Wall, it’ll be him.”
 
    
 
                 It was the worst coffee Kenner had ever had; but he told himself that he should probably get used to it.  If he was going to serve in Walechia’s army, these and other inconveniences would need to be gotten used to.  Still he’d eaten for three days in a row and couldn’t remember the last time that had happened.
 
    
 
                 Life in the hills was difficult.  It was often cold; the work to keep the village going was hard and food was always scarce.  When he had come of age, the elders of his village put him on a hunting team with the responsibility of hunting food for the entire village.  His wasn’t the only team.  There had to be others in order to assure that the village had enough food to go around.  But he was the best archer in the village and rarely failed to bring home a kill.  His hunting missions had become longer as he had been forced by the deer migrations to search farther away from the village.  That was what brought him in to the woods where he had been caught.
 
    
 
                 He couldn’t help but almost laugh at the irony of his current predicament.  Just three days before, he was a villager who hated the very thought of Walechia and its King.  Now, here he was wearing the uniform of a Walechian soldier; and pledged to five years’ service.  He’d eaten for three days in a row and was drinking coffee for the first time since he last left his village.  As he thought of these things, he tried not to think of his two cousins.  His heart had him blaming himself, even though his mind tried to remind him that there was nothing he could have done to prevent the tragedy.  When he closed his eyes, even to blink, he could see the horrible images of their last moments.
 
    
 
                 “What’s your crime?” One of the recruits asked him.  It startled him a little, bringing him out of his deep thoughts.
 
   “Poaching,” he said quietly.
 
   “Really?  That must be why you’ve got a bow.”
 
   “Hey!” Another soldier said.  “When do we get weapons?”
 
   “You’ll get them when you get them!” The Sergeant said kicking one of the recruits.  “Now get off your asses and back on to those carts!”
 
    
 
                 They loaded on to the carts and Kenner tried to make himself comfortable.
 
   “What do you think will happen when we get where we’re going?” One of the recruits asked.
 
   “Hopefully we’ll be given weapons and shields.” Another answered.
 
   “Go ahead and take off your helmets, boys!” The Sergeant called from the other cart.  “Try to get some sleep.  You’ll need all the rest you can get.
 
    
 
                 Hours went by and as he began to doze, Kenner began to stare at the sky above him.  It was partly cloudy with a full moon peeking through the thin clouds.  At one point, a cloud curved around the moon making it look like a single eye.  As he watched this vision, he felt as if the eye were looking directly at him; watching him for some reason.  Hearing the sounds of the others sleeping made him even more sleepy and he dozed off into more uneasy dreams.
 
    
 
                 He was dreaming again of the soldier wielding the silver axe and the battle around him, when a soft whisper of a voice sounded like it was speaking to him.  He woke slowly and saw the familiar shadow seeming to sit between two of his fellow soldiers.  It seemed more clear this time with more form and he thought he could just make out two eyes watching him when the light of the sunrise to the east made the shadow disappear.
 
    
 
                 He pulled himself up to a sitting position and saw Captain Krall riding next to his cart.  He looked tired and worn; and even older than he appeared before.  The Captain must have seen Kenner out of the corner of his eyes as he spoke to Kenner.
 
   “You need to be resting young man.” He said firmly, but also somewhat gently.
 
   “I’m sure I’ll get more rest on the boat.” Kenner answered.
 
   Captain Krall then turned to fully face him.
 
   “What makes you think we’re getting on a boat?” He asked.
 
   “We’re going to Mobrey, aren’t we?”
 
   Captain Krall smiled slightly and nodded.
 
   “Yes we are.”
 
   “Then that means we’re getting on a boat.”
 
   Captain Krall nodded again.
 
   “Let me give you a piece of advice that will make your life as a soldier a little easier.” Captain Krall said with seemingly more gravel in his voice.  “Try not to think too much about your future.”
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
                 The Brown Eyed Maiden sailed for two days up the Serpent River.  For the most of the journey, Kenner and his fellow recruits were kept below in the cargo hold; but they were allowed above for one hour each day.  During this time, the Sergeant; whom they now knew was named Bobbra, would drill the soldiers in marching and facing movements.  One of the drills was for the soldiers to stand shoulder to shoulder and march in step.  Because the ship was small, they could only go a few steps forwards or backwards.  Kenner was provided with a target to practice his archery at the stern of the ship.  He had never shot a long bow before and several of his arrows flew into the river before he learned to adjust his aim accordingly.
 
    
 
                 Several of the men did get sick during the voyage.  Kenner’s father had taught him that, when on a boat or ship, to lie down as flat as possible and close his eyes to prevent sea sickness.  For the most part, it worked, but he still felt slightly nauseated most of the time he was below deck.
 
    
 
                 They were fed a kind of meat gravy that was poured over bread.  It looked disgusting.  It was slightly green in color with small lumps of meat.  However, Kenner and the other soldiers found it to be quite tasty.  One of the sailors told Kenner that the secret to the gravy was in its appearance.
 
   “If it looks appetizing,” he said, “It’s probably no good.  The more putrid it looks, the better it is.”
 
   They were also given an apple to eat each day.
 
   “Keeps away scurvy,” One of the sailors told them.
 
    
 
                 Also, like the sailors, Kenner and the others were given a ration of ale each day.  Kenner wasn’t much of a drinker; having only been drunk once in his life.  But the strong ale did make the evenings on the ship more pleasant.
 
    
 
                 After two days and nights, the ship reached the city of Calderon at dawn of what would have been the third day.  Like Mobrey, it was a city on the river, but much smaller.  It didn’t have as much of a bustling port as Mobrey and The Brown Eyed Maiden was the only ship along the river’s bank.  Because the city was on the opposite side of the river than Mobrey had been, the ship had to turn around in order to offload its cargo and personnel.  When Kenner stood on the deck, he noticed the river was much narrower than at Mobrey as well; perhaps only half a mile.  A single wooden bridge spanned the river to a rocky and mostly barren field that stretched for miles.  
 
                 With Sergeant Bobbra screaming and yelling at them, the company was marched off of the ship, through the city streets and then, eventually across the bridge.  On the other side of the bridge, two teams of horses hitched to covered wagon were waiting for them.  Captain Krall had followed them on his horse that had come with him on the ship.
 
    
 
                 They rode on the wagons for most of the morning and because the wagons were covered, they could only see behind them.  Again, Kenner noticed that the men looked scared.  Rightly so, he thought to himself.  Their journey, he reasoned was nearly at an end and everything they had heard from Captain Krall and Sergeant Bobbra told them that where they were going was a place to be feared.  Kenner closed his eyes to try and take a short nap, but he couldn’t sleep.  He also felt fear at not knowing exactly what he was about to discover.  Perhaps the Captain and Sergeant were having a game with these men; frightening them for fun.  He quickly dismissed that notion as Captain Krall didn’t seem to have that kind of sense of humor.  Perhaps where they were going wasn’t as dangerous as they had been led to believe, he thought.   This reminded him of something his father had taught him about fighting.  “Never assume your opponent is less than what he appears.” He could practically hear his father telling him.  “Always assume they are as dangerous as possible.”
 
    
 
                 After a while, Kenner could hear voices outside the wagons of people shouting and could see several men in armor behind the wagon.  Then he heard Sergeant Bobbra again.
 
   “Alright you maggots!  Get off of those wagons!”
 
    
 
                 Kenner now found himself in a smaller version of the barracks they’d left behind at Kallesh.  And he found himself not surprised that the fort he was now in looked exactly like the fort in his dream.  He saw a long, wooden building with many open doors stretching out to one side with men coming in and out.  At one end of that building, he could see several spears leaning against it.  On the opposite end of the dirt and straw covered courtyard were stables, but he could only see a few horses peeking out.  Next to this, was a two-story building that looked like a house and in the very back of the stockade, Kenner could see the blacksmith sharpening a spear.  At the front of the barracks was a tall, wooden wall with wooden gates.  There was a staircase along the wall leading up to a platform that stretched along the wall.
 
    
 
   “Now you maggots!  Get yourself a spear then get back in line!”  
 
   The soldiers ran to the stack of spears, each selecting one than running back to the line.  Sergeant Bobbra had only started yelling, “Welcome to your new home…” when a voice from the wall called out, “Incoming!”
 
   “Get down!” Bobbra shouted.
 
   Kenner heard a loud whistling noise and looked up to see a shower of arrows descending upon the courtyard.  Instinctly he ducked.  He heard the thud of dozens of arrows hitting the ground near him and then the body of the person next to him fell on him.  He pushed the young man off of him and saw an arrow sticking through the man’s throat.  He picked him up and began dragging him, but the Sergeant shouted at him.
 
   “Leave him!” The Sergeant yelled.
 
   “He’s wounded!” Kenner yelled back.
 
   “He’s dead!” The Sergeant answered.  “Even if there was a doctor here, there’s nothing he could do for him now!”
 
    
 
                 When the last of the arrows fell, there was a clamor of activity with soldiers rushing around the courtyard.
 
   “You!  Archer!” Kenner heard from the wall.  “Get your ass up here and start killing things!”
 
   Kenner ran up the steps leading to the platform.  Behind the wall were several other archers ducking in and out of special slots cut into the wall for them.
 
   “Over here!” Screamed a soldier, pointing to a slot.  
 
   Kenner ran to the spot and looked out into the open field ahead of the Wall and gasped.  Spread out on the field were thousands of creatures the likes of which he’d never seen before.  They walked like people, but looked like they were covered in hair and the faces of animals.  They had weapons and armor, even bows and arrows.  As he stood there, still shocked and awed by what he saw before him, he felt someone grab his pack and pull him out of the slot.  A single arrow passed him; barely missing his head. 
 
    
 
    Snapped out of his temporary trance, he looked at who had pulled him aside.  There he saw a short, stocky and bright eyed soldier with short blonde hair.
 
   “That was close.” He said eagerly.  Kenner tried to thank him, but he was still speechless from what he’d just seen and the realization that he’d narrowly escaped death.
 
   “Standing and staring at our friends out there isn’t a particularly good idea.” He said grinning.  He then held out his hand.
 
   “I’m Terri,” He said, still smiling.
 
   “I’m Kenner.”
 
   The soldier then slapped him hard on the shoulder and still grinning announced, “Welcome to hell!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall entered what would be his quarters followed by Sergeant Bobbra and another sergeant named Holly.
 
   “How often do they shoot those arrows over?” He asked.
 
   “They send a volley over about every five minutes from sunrise to sunset.” Sergeant Holly answered.  He was tired and haggard; looking like he hadn’t slept in days.
 
   “They stop shooting at sunset?” Krall asked.
 
   “Ever since we put out the torches at night.  I guess they can’t hit what they can’t see.”
 
   “And what about your archers?  Can they shoot in the dark?” Krall asked angrily.
 
   “We try to conserve arrows as much as we can, sir.” The soldier answered him.
 
   Captain Krall nodded.  This Sergeant was right.
 
    
 
                 “How many men do you have?” Krall asked.
 
   “Including the men you brought, we have fifty six.”  The soldier answered.  “That includes seven cavalry.”
 
   Krall was aghast.  This couldn’t be true.
 
   “You’re supposed to have one hundred men, including twenty cavalry.” Sergeant Bobbra growled.
 
   “I’m sorry, but we don’t.  Not since our last Captain.”
 
    
 
                 Back on the wall, Kenner was still lying on the platform after Terri had pulled him away from an incoming arrow.
 
   “First of all, you need to get rid of this stupid thing,” He said ripping off his helmet.  “It’ll only screw up your aim.  The same thing with this blasted armor of yours,” He said beginning to remove his breastplate.
 
   “Are you going to buy me a drink before removing any more of my clothing?” Kenner asked.
 
   Terri looked at him and grinned even wider.
 
   “Oh I like this one.”  He laughed.
 
    
 
   “Incoming!” A soldier yelled.
 
   Kenner started to duck, but then noticed that Terri did nothing as another hail of arrows flew over them. “Those aren’t the ones you need to worry about.” He said, throwing Kenner’s breastplate down to the courtyard.  “The ones in the back,” He said pointing out to the encampment beyond the gate, “Just shoot up in the air.  The one’s in front,” He pushed Kenner’s head into the open space and pointed at several creatures on their knees and aiming.  Then he pulled Kenner back again as one of the beasts shot at him.  “They’re aiming for us.”
 
   He then left Kenner and went back to his own position.
 
   “If I were you,” He called over to Kenner.  “I’d start shooting.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner took his position and several times tried peeking through the opening only to see arrows coming at him.
 
   “We’re waiting!” Terri called.
 
   He then found one creature sitting and doing what looked like cleaning himself.
 
   “Come on now!” Terri called again.  “They’re not going to kill themselves!”
 
   Kenner took aim and loosed his arrow.  It hit the creature squarely in the chest and it fell.
 
   “Not bad!” Terri called.  
 
   “Thank you!” Kenner called back.
 
   “Oi!” He heard Terri again.  “See that one with the white stripe across his face?”
 
   Kenner looked and found the one Terri was talking about.
 
   “Yeah, I see it!”
 
   “Watch this!”
 
   As Kenner watched, he saw an arrow pierce one of the creature’s eyes.
 
   “Your turn!” Terri yelled.
 
   Kenner scanned the mass of creatures for one that looked unique.
 
   “See that one with the missing ear?” He called.
 
   “Got it!”
 
   Kenner aimed, this time more carefully, shot and the arrow hit the creature in the forehead.
 
   “Now you’re getting the hang of it!” Terri called out happily.  “Now watch this.  See that brown one with no hair on its chest?”
 
   “I see it!”
 
   As Kenner watched, an arrow plunged into the creature’s crotch.
 
   “Now you’re just showing off!” He called over to Terri.  And then they both laughed.
 
    
 
                 For the next few hours, they took turns picking out targets and shooting them.  Kenner found the game lifting his spirits so much, he temporarily forgot where he was, how he had gotten there and the apparent danger of his situation.  When one of the archers on platform cried out in pain, he was quickly reminded of that danger.  Both he and Terri raced over to the wounded archer with an arrow sticking out of his shoulder.
 
   “It’s not bad.” The archer said, trying to sound brave.  However, Kenner could see that the arrow was deep in the shoulder.  He’d seen wounds like that before and knew that the archer would have to lose that arm.  Two soldiers climbed up to the platform and carried the archer away.
 
   “It’s not so much fun anymore is it?” Terri asked.
 
   “No it’s not.”
 
   She then slapped him on the shoulder again.  “Come on.  Let’s get back to work.”
 
    
 
                 Sergeant Holly placed a map on a table in front of Captain Krall.
 
   “Here we are,” He said pointing to the Wall on the map.  “Seventeen miles southeast of us is the river and Calderon.  Now, I believe the reason they’re attacking us here is clear.  Post number one has a thousand troops and can quickly get more if needed.  Post number three is at the very end of the wall where the river eventually becomes Crystal Lake.  It doesn’t have a gate like we do, so the creatures would have to use boats or swim around.  Either way, poses a problem.”
 
    
 
                 “The most important factor,” Captain Krall interrupted, “is that we have a gate.  In other words, we have a means of passing from one side of the wall to the other.  This gate was specifically built so that prospectors, merchants and settlers could pass through in case they were attacked by bandits or nomads.  Of course at the time, I’m sure it never occurred to anyone that an army of…how many do you think there are out there?” Krall asked Holly.
 
   “I’d say at least three thousand.” Holly answered.
 
   “Three thousand?  No one’s seen that many of these foul beasts since the Dark Times.”
 
   “It’s worse than that, I’m afraid.” Sergeant Holly said uneasily.
 
   “Oh, do tell.” Krall said, looking up from the map.
 
   “There are men out there as well.”
 
   Captain Krall looked over at Bobbra, who simply shook his head.
 
   “Of course there are.” Krall sighed.
 
    
 
                 As the sun began to set, it started to become more difficult to shoot at targets as the sun was partially in Kenner’s eyes.  Terri didn’t appear to be so affected as he continued to hit target after target.
 
   “What the hell are those things anyway?” Kenner eventually asked.
 
   “Wolfen!” Terri answered.
 
   Kenner felt surprised.
 
   “I thought Wolfen were just stories parents told children to get them to eat their vegetables!”
 
   “I thought the same thing until a few weeks ago!” Terri replied.
 
    
 
                 After the sun set behind the forest in the distance, it became dark quickly.  Kenner took advantage of the sun no longer being in his eyes to shoot at more targets.  But then as it was almost too dark to see, Kenner was horrified to see all of the Wolfen stand at once and gather in one large formation.
 
   “My Lady, they’re going to attack!” He called out.
 
   “Keep your undies on!” Terri replied.
 
    
 
   The Wolfen formed into nearly perfect squares, stood perfectly erect and then began to howl all at once.  It was a deafening roar that filled the air, making everything around Kenner and the fort seem to shake and rumble.  It seemed more than just a sound, Kenner thought.  It had a physical quality that seemed to wrap around and hold everything in a tight grip.  Along with the howling, Kenner began to hear a continuous tone and his ears began to hurt as if some object were being pushed into them.  Then just as suddenly as the creatures had begun howling, they stopped, leaving the ringing in Kenner’s ears.  He looked out of through his opening in the wall and was surprised to see that the Wolfen did not appear to be attacking.  Instead they seemed to be pulling back to positions just out of arrow range and settling into defensive positions.
 
   “Do they do that every night?” Kenner asked in shock.
 
   “Yup!  Every evening at pretty much the same time.” Terri told him.
 
   “What does it mean?”
 
   Kenner then felt Terri’s hand pat him on the shoulder.
 
   “It means we’re done for the day.  It’s the night shift’s turn now.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner slowly and carefully stood up.  But when he saw that none of the creatures seemed to be even looking in the direction of the fort; much less shooting, he left his position and followed Terri.
 
   “What now?” He asked Terri.
 
   “Dinner.” He brightly replied.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
                 Even in the quickly waning light, Captain Krall could still see the distant city from the window of his quarters.  From this vantage point, it looked like a tiny collection of shapes behind the river; which looked not unlike the line on the map that represented it.
 
   “Can I, at least assume you evacuated the city?” He asked.
 
   “I’m afraid not, sir.” Sergeant Holly answered.
 
   Captain Krall turned and glared at Holly angrily.
 
   “And why not?” He asked, barely containing his voice below a scream.
 
   “Our last Captain didn’t think it necessary and the last two attempts I’ve made have met with no success at all.”
 
   “What seems to be the problem?”
 
   “The Mayor has stated that he will not be ordered about by, what he refers to as ‘jumped up toy soldiers,’ sir.”
 
   “Oh has he?” Captain Krall stated.  “I want four of your cavalry ready to leave in ten minutes.”
 
   “But sir, it’s starting to get dark.”
 
   “Then get some blasted torches!”
 
    
 
                 As the last light of day began to fade, the soldiers got a fire going in the center of the courtyard.  As several of the new soldiers began seating themselves around it, Rosta, the cook started kicking at them.
 
   “No congregating around the fire!  You’ll just make yourselves targets.”
 
   “Why not?” One soldier asked.
 
   “Because he said no!” said Sergeant Holly coming out of the Captain’s Quarters.  He then pointed at two soldiers and ordered them to saddle five horses.  Next he turned to Terri, who was standing near Kenner.
 
   “What was your count today?” He asked.
 
   “I lost count after ‘Hill Boy’ came up.”
 
   “Hill boy,” Kenner responded.  “That’s original.”
 
   “As far as I’m concerned, Terri can call you any name in any language.” Holly said sternly.  “So how did ‘Hill Boy’ do on his first day?”
 
   Kenner looked at Holly with a hint of anger, but then softened when he saw the Sergeant give him a friendly wink.
 
   “Not bad.” Terry answered.  “He’s certainly not in my league; but he killed his fair share today.”
 
   “That’s good.  He needs to be killing as many of those foul beasts as possible.”
 
   “Give us a couple of days Sergeant, and Terri and I should be able to clear out that whole field.”
 
   “Do you hear that, Terri?” Holly asked with a hint of humor in his voice.  “This young man’s got some salt.”
 
   “He does indeed, Sergeant.”
 
   Sergeant Holly then patted Kenner on the shoulder.
 
   “Hold on to that confidence, lad.  When all else fails…hold on to that.”
 
   As Sergeant Holly walked away, Kenner turned to Terri.
 
   “What was that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Knowing Sergeant Holly; any number of things.”
 
    
 
                 With the horses saddled and bridled, Captain Krall, Sergeant Bobbra and three cavalry riders readied themselves to ride to Cordras.  
 
   “Sergeant Holly!” Captain Krall called out.  “It may sound a bit redundant, but you’re in charge until I get back.”
 
   “Yes, sir!”
 
   Captain Krall and his company then raced out the back gate.
 
    
 
                 After being served bread and gravy onto their metal plates, the soldiers filed into the barracks.  Each one selected an empty cot and settled down to their meal.  The barracks was the long building lined along one of the walls of the fort.  Inside was little more than wooden cots with straw piled on top of them and lined against the wall.  Opposite the back wall, were doors at ever three feet so that the soldiers could get out of the barracks quickly.  At the far end towards the back of the building was a large, wooden barrel.  When one soldier went and filled a cup, the others followed suit.
 
   “Help yourself.” Terri told Kenner.  “You get one ration a day, just like the rest of us.”
 
    
 
   After they had all started drinking, the company started talking amongst themselves about where they had been and what they had done to be sent to this posting.  The older soldiers were “regulars” who had joined of their own free will and been posted there; some nearly as long as a year.  They were meant to be posted at the fort for one year before being given thirty days of leave to go wherever they wanted and do whatever they wanted.  Then they were to be posted somewhere else.  The new soldiers were all petty criminals given the option of joining the Army of being more severely punished.
 
    
 
                 As they talked and laughed, they noticed a tall soldier with a dark expression get up and pour more ale into his cup.
 
   “Oi!” Said Terri.  “What makes you think you can have a second ration?”
 
   “Is there anyone here going to stop me?” He asked in response.  There was a wild look in his eyes; as if he hoped someone would confront him.  He sat down on his bunk, still glaring at Terri.
 
   “We’ll let you get away with it once,” Terri told him, “but not twice.”
 
   “And how do you intend to stop me?” He challenged.
 
   “Because there are a lot more of us than you.” Another soldier answered from out of the dark.  Kenner looked and saw at least twenty of the soldiers standing and holding their spears in the dim light.  The wild look dimmed from the man’s eyes.
 
    
 
                 As the men continued to talk; eventually, one of them asked Terri, “So what did you do to get sent here?  You don’t look like a regular soldier.”
 
   Terri laughed and finished the last few drops of ale in the cup.
 
   “I seduced the daughter of one of the elders of my village.”
 
   “I didn’t realize that was illegal.” Kenner said.
 
   “It is when you’re not quite what the elder had in mind for a husband for his daughter.”
 
   Kenner, at first seemed confused by the answer.  But then, looking at the expression in Terri’s eyes, the truth suddenly occurred to him.  He then nearly choked on his ale as he started to laugh.
 
   “I think hill boy has figured it out.” Terri said smiling.
 
   “Figured out what?” Another soldier asked.
 
   Kenner wiped his mouth looked at Terri who winked at him.
 
   “You’re a woman, aren’t you?”
 
   “Right on the first try.” She answered.
 
   Several of the new soldier reacted with shock while most of the older ones laughed along with Kenner.
 
    
 
                 “That’s not funny!” The tall soldier interrupted.
 
   “Why not?” Another one asked.
 
   “It’s unnatural.   It’s an abomination!”
 
   “Really?” asked Terri.  “What’s nature’s way?  Babies born with no arms or legs or blind?  Women dying at childbirth?”
 
   “If that’s the will of the Great Lady, yes.”
 
   “The will of the Great Lady?  What if I told you that the Great Lady has a masculine side?”
 
   “That’s blasphemy!” The soldier said when he bolted upright.
 
   “That’s enough!” Sergeant Holly said from one of the doors.  “Sit your ass down!” He shouted at the tall soldier.  “I don’t care what you believe or which spirit you pray to.  But you will not disrespect that soldier.”
 
   “But she shouldn’t be a soldier.” He spat back.  “Even if it were legal for women to be in the Army, they should be wives and mothers…”
 
   “She is here!” Holly shouted.  “And I’ll take one of her over a hundred of you.”
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall rode so hard towards the city; his escorts could barely keep up with him.  In less than half the time it would have normally taken to ride the distance, he and his company found themselves crossing the bridge and into the city gates.
 
   “Who goes there at this hour?” Asked a man in uniform.  It was similar to a soldier’s uniform; except that it had no emblem on the breast plate and a red sash across the chest.
 
   “I’m Captain Krall, commander of the fort.  I must see your Mayor and your Chief of Police immediately.”
 
   “That may not be possible, sir.” Answered the policeman.  “I’m afraid the Mayor has retired for the evening.”
 
   “Then wake him up!  This is an emergency!”
 
    
 
                 Several stable attendants took charge of the horses, and then Captain Krall and his escorts began moving quickly through the city towards the City Hall; which they could discern from it being the largest building in the city.  Once inside, they found the courtroom and waited.  Half an hour later, a short man with brown, curly hair and wearing a house robe entered the same courtroom.
 
    
 
    
 
   “I suppose you’ve got a very good reason for getting me out of bed at this hour.” The Mayor said angrily.
 
   “Why have you refused to evacuate this city?” Captain Krall growled back at him.
 
   “Who are you?” The Mayor said indignantly.  
 
   “I’m Captain Krall from the fort.  Answer my question!”
 
   “First of all, I don’t answer to you.  Second, there are certain procedures you must go through before evacuating this city; not the least of which is that a committee of at least five members of the City Council must be sent…”
 
   “I don’t have time for this!” Krall interrupted.  “There are three thousand Wolfen on the other side of the Wall that could attack at any moment.  If they do…”
 
   “That’s your problem, not ours, Captain.  Now if you’ll excuse me…”
 
   “If those creatures attack…”
 
   “Then you’ll simply have to defend us, won’t you.”
 
   “I have fifty six men!”
 
   “And I’m sure they’ll all do a fine job.  Goodnight Captain.”
 
   “Stop him!” Krall shouted.  Two soldiers then blocked the Mayor’s path.
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
 
    
 
                 The Chief of Police then entered the courtroom.
 
   “What’s going on here?” He asked, sounding confused.
 
   “Chief!” Krall barked.  “I am Captain Krall, Commander of the defenders at the North Wall.  According to article seven of the Constitution of Walechia, I am declaring a military state of emergency!”
 
   “You will do no such thing!” The Mayor spat.
 
   “Each and every city,” Krall continued, “has an emergency evacuation plan in which every citizen can be evacuated in less than two days.  As military commander, I am ordering you to put that plan into immediate effect.”
 
   “You have no authority…”
 
   “Oh yes, he does!” The Chief said, cutting off the mayor.  He then addressed Krall.  “Do I have your permission to activate the reserve guard?”
 
   “Absolutely!  And I’m leaving you in full command of them.  I want this city completely empty within the next two days.”
 
   “Where are we evacuating to?” The Chief asked.
 
   “Post number one is less than twenty miles away and has one thousand soldiers.  Try to get there as fast as you can.”
 
   “It will be done, sir!”
 
   “And whatever you do, stay on this side of the river until you get to Post One!”
 
    
 
                 As Captain Krall began to leave, the Mayor shouted at him one last time.
 
   “I’ll see you hang for this Krall!”
 
   “If I survive the battle that’s coming,” Krall answered.  “You can have me drawn and quartered if you like!”
 
    
 
                 As Captain Krall and his escorts crossed back across the bridge, he turned and spoke to the two riders bringing up the rear.
 
   “Burn the bridge!” He commanded.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Farrday’s Peace
 
    
 
                 The time following the Dark Times and the Great War had become known as “Farraday’s Peace” after King Farraday and the peace he had brought to all four kingdoms, Walechia, Masallah, The Blackwoods and Sheyron.  Walechia and Masallah were the largest of the kingdoms separated by the Blue Mountains which ran like a spine down the center of the known world.  The Blackwoods were to the west and had become a mystery as it had closed itself off to all but necessary trade.  And then there was Sheyron which, on land was only large city, Korsh.  However, Sheyron ruled the seas and had become rich from trade with all of the other kingdoms.
 
    
 
                 Farrday’s Peace lasted for nearly four hundred years as the four kingdoms cooperated with one another to keep such peace intact.  However, eventually the old rivalries and grudges began to resurface and as the peoples of the kingdoms began to look to new lands to settle, conflict became inevitable.
 
    
 
                 The first challenge to this peace came with the discovery of gold in the badlands to the north of Walechia.  Considered mostly uninhabitable and rumored to be the home of the beastmen who were left over from the Dark Times, they were sparsely populated.  Curving around the north of Walechia and eventually becoming part of the Blue Mountains, for centuries it was the home of nomads and bandits that occasionally raided the northern towns and villages.  To combat this, King Thellos of Walechia built the Northern Wall; a series of military forts and stockades connected by a stone wall that stretched and curved over one hundred miles and made up the northern border of Walechia.  When gold was found in the rocks and crags of the badlands, prospectors ventured therein, braving the dangers in search of wealth.  For years, they stayed mostly in the unclaimed lands, but eventually, they began to venture deeper into the mountains and into the borders of Masallah.
 
    
 
                 Trouble first began when King Crennol of Masallah had his armies begin arresting and imprisoning these prospectors.  At first, King Crestor of Walechia paid no heed to these arrests, until the son of a Duke was arrested and his powerful family demanded action.  Crestor appealed directly to Crennol, but like all Masallan Kings, he was stubborn and proud.  Not only would he not release any Walechian prospectors already arrested; he declared that any others caught were to be arrested and executed as spies.  The Dukes and Barons of Walechia demanded action from the King who, not wanting to lose face or prestige with his people assembled an army and placed them on the mountain pass leading to Masallah.  Crennol did the same and war seemed inevitable.  The priests of the temples warned both Kings to make peace, but both feared losing their power by appearing weak.  Then one night, a winter storm the likes of which had never been seen descended on the camps of both armies killing hundreds on both sides.   Both Kings saw the storm as a sign and removed the armies from the mountain pass.  A peace treaty was signed that, not only would the Walechian prospectors be released, a deal was struck that prospectors of either nation would have to pay a tax on the gold found to the nation of the side of the mountains were found.  The peace was maintained, but grudges remained.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
                 Broddick looked down at the degenerate bitch; the whore; the blasphemer.  He thought to himself that what he was about to do to her was, not only justified, but necessary as well.  She needed to be taught a lesson for her unnatural ways.  She needed to be punished.  The only light in the barracks was the dim light coming from the fire outside.  Everyone else in the barracks was asleep and no one would know what happened.  He’d make sure she didn’t make a sound and her dead body could never tell who took her life.  He slowly drew his knife from under his tunic; but then suddenly, he felt a sharp blade on his neck.
 
   “Something on your mind big fellow?” Whispered the voice of her friend; the one they called Kenner.
 
   “This is no concern of yours, hill boy.” He hissed.
 
   “Let’s just say I’m an interested party,” Kenner whispered back at him.  “And if you call me ‘boy’ one more time, they’re going to have to take us both to a doctor to get my foot out of your ass.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner guided Broddick’s body around, removed the short sword from his neck then pushed him back in the direction of his bunk.
 
   “I won’t forget this,” Broddick whispered.
 
   “I certainly hope not.” Kenner answered.  He then turned and looked down at Terri, who didn’t look as if she’d been awakened.
 
   “I could have taken care of that myself, you know.” She said; her back still turned to him.
 
   “But then, I wouldn’t have had the chance to use my favorite threat.” Kenner answered her.
 
   “It was rather clever.” She said.
 
    
 
                 Kenner had barely gotten back to sleep when Sergeant Holly entered the barracks yelling.  “Alright, you lazy animals!  On your feet!  It’s time to get back to work!”
 
   Kenner then quickly washed himself as best as he could then threw his clothes back on.  Afterwards, Terri came up behind and slapped him on the back.
 
   “Come on, hill boy.  I’ve got a friend I want you to meet.”
 
    
 
                 They found the cook stirring something that looked like oatmeal in a large bucket.
 
   “Got that gunk ready for me?” Terri asked brightly.
 
   “It’s right here, butch.” The cook grunted.  “Hope the old girl chokes on it.”
 
   “Is there another girl in this company?” Kenner asked.
 
   “Something like that,” Terri answered with the same grin Kenner had become accustomed to.  She picked up the bucket and carried it with her, leading Kenner behind her.
 
   “No one should be as happy as you before sunrise.” Kenner moaned.
 
   “I’m just glad to see another sunrise.”
 
    
 
                 They walked along the length of the stables.  Several soldiers were feeding the few horses sticking their heads out and the smell of horse manure was thick in the moist air.  The morning fog was still glistening in the dim, predawn light.  Eventually, they reached a gate at the end of the stables.
 
   “Can you open that for me?” Terri asked.
 
   Kenner untied the gate and swung the large door open when he saw two large, yellow eyes staring at him.  The head and body of, what looked like a huge black cat lunged forward and then the creature roared.  Kenner nearly soiled himself as he stumbled backward and fell.
 
   “What the hell is that?” he yelped.
 
   “That,” Terri said grinning even wider, “is Shela.”
 
    
 
                 The head of the large animal was nearly the same size as Terri and she appeared to be, at least ten feet long.
 
   “Is that a battle cat?” Kenner panted.
 
   “Sure is,” Terri answered.  “She’s the last of her kind, as far as I know.”
 
   The massive cat put her head over Terri’s shoulder and began to purr so loud, Kenner could almost feel it on his body.  Terri put her arms around Shela’s neck and rubbed her fur.
 
   “That’s a sweet girl,” Terri cooed.
 
   Kenner slowly stood up.
 
   “Where did you get her?” He asked.
 
   “She came with our last Captain.  I’ve had a mind to let her go, but Sergeant Holly wouldn’t allow it.  She’s Army property, he says.”
 
   The cat moved her head off of Terri’s shoulders and began to eat the food that had been brought for her.
 
   “Don’t be afraid,” Terri encouraged Kenner.  “She won’t bite.  Even if she does, it won’t hurt as she could bite your head clean off without you feeling a thing.”
 
   “That’s comforting.”
 
   “Come on, don’t be such a ‘nelly’.” Terri told him.
 
    
 
                 Kenner looked at the enormous cat and then found himself making eye contact with her.  A strange feeling came over him as he felt a kind of connection with the animal.  Somehow he felt as he were part of her for a second; and she a part of him.  The cat then stepped forward and pushed her head against Kenner’s body, nearly knocking him down.
 
   “Aw!” Terri sang.  “You got a head boop.”
 
   The cat pushed against him again.
 
   “She likes you.”
 
   He slowly rubbed her neck and then rested his head against her.
 
   “That is disgustingly cute.” Terri added.
 
    
 
                 As the two of them cleaned out her stall, Kenner noticed the rope tied to one of her back paws.
 
   “When was the last time she got any exercise?” Kenner asked.
 
   “I try to walk her around the courtyard in the evenings, sometimes.  It breaks my heart to have to tie her back up.”
 
   “I think I can understand.” Kenner added sadly.
 
    
 
                 “Is that a battle cat?” Captain Krall asked Sergeant Holly.  He was looking over the courtyard from the window of his quarters.
 
   “Yes sir.  It used to belong to our former Captain.” Holly replied.
 
   “I haven’t seen one of those since the last Causton War.  I thought they were extinct.”
 
   “So, supposedly were Wolfen, sir.”
 
    
 
                 Krall was exhausted.  He’d been up all night studying maps and trying to figure out when the Wolfen would attack.
 
   “I don’t understand.” He told Sergeant Holly.  “They could attack at any moment and wipe us out.  What the hell are they waiting for?”
 
   “Perhaps they’re not yet at full strength.”
 
   Krall had to admit to himself that was a good possibility.
 
   “How many of them were they when they first showed up?”
 
   “I believe about five hundred at first,” Holly answered.  “They get reinforcements every night.  No matter how many our archers kill during the day; there’s more every morning.”
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall considered Sergeant Holly’s comment about their full strength not being gathered and it made sense.  He looked at the map again and it chilled him.  If the creatures got on the other side of the wall, they could sweep across the plain, destroying villages and burning crops all the way to Mobrey; perhaps even Kallesh itself.  At the same time, they could kill hundreds of thousands.
 
   “Holly,” He said, still staring at the map.  “Send a rider to Post One.  Tell them I have to have reinforcements.”
 
   “We’ll need more soldiers than Post One has.” Holly added.
 
   “We may not be able to stop them, but we can surely slow them down.”
 
   Then the howling began again.
 
    
 
                 “That’s our cue,” Terri said.
 
   Kenner saw the experienced soldiers seeking shelter under every cover they could get to and as quickly as they could.  Barely keeping up with Terri, he followed her back into the barracks.  The two of them grabbed their bows, arrows and he followed her back up to the platform.  Almost the instant they got there, a shower of arrows came flying over the wall.  As Kenner looked, he saw several men collect the arrows off of the ground as fast as they could.
 
   “They send them over,” Terri said.  “And we send them back.”
 
   Throughout the day, Terri and Kenner continued their game of shooting the beasts.
 
    
 
                 Just after midday, Kenner and Terri took a break by sitting with their backs against the wooden ramparts.
 
   “This coffee’s actually not half bad.” He told her.
 
   “Rosta may be an ill-tempered bag of scars, but he’s a damn good cook.” She said.
 
   After their break, Kenner peeked through his shooting position to look for targets.  He saw several men moving behind the Wolfen and could almost hear them shouting orders.
 
   “Are those the officers?” He asked Terri.
 
   “As far as we can tell, yes.” She answered.  “Every now and then, they stray into shooting range and I’ve bagged a couple of them myself.”
 
    
 
   Still looking out at the enemy encampment, Kenner saw a sight that made his bones shake.  A huge man stepped out of a tent.  He was just like the man he’d seen in his dream, wearing armor that looked like a skeleton and a helmet that looked like a skull.  Watching him as if still in his dream, he saw the man drift close enough to where Kenner thought he could hit him.  He aimed an arrow and shot.  The arrow hit the man, but only bounced off of his armor.
 
   “Congratulations!” Terri joked.  “You’re now the fifth archer to waste an arrow on him.”
 
   “Who is he?” Kenner asked, trembling.
 
   “I’m not completely sure; but we think he’s probably their General.”
 
   Kenner then saw the General look towards him and he seemed to be gazing directly at him.  More than that, he seemed to be looking into him; through him.
 
   “I hit him once in the head,” Terri continued, breaking Kenner out of his trance.  “I don’t think he even felt it.”
 
   The General continued to stare for a moment, then turned and went back to his tent.
 
    
 
                 Kenner and Terri spent the rest of the day killing the beasts one by one.  However, Kenner was still shaken by seeing this menacing figure, not in a dream but standing before him.  A worse feeling for Kenner was the sensation that this General knew that Kenner was there.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
                 Using a telescope, Captain Krall watched the steady stream of people leaving the city.  He could also see the bridge still burning and felt a little less anxious.  At least he’d bought them a little time, he thought to himself.
 
   “It will take them at least a week on foot to reach Post One.” Said Sergeant Bobbra standing next to him.
 
   “Yes, it will.” Krall said simply.  “How are our provisions?”
 
   “Provisions aren’t the problem.  We could hold out a month if we had to.  The problem is we have fifty six men against, at least three thousand of those creatures.”
 
   “I’m well aware of that.” Krall said grimly.  “But we have to hold.  That’s not the only bridge across the river between here and Post One and those creatures can get there a lot faster than six thousand old men, women and children.”
 
   “If we hadn’t burned the bridge, we might be able to use the city’s reserve guard.”
 
   “No,” Krall interrupted.  “They’ll be needed by the civilians.  Holding this fort is our responsibility.”
 
   A thought then occurred to him; a strategy he’d seen used before that might slow the creatures down.
 
   “If I only knew when they were going to attack.” He muttered to himself.
 
    
 
                 After sundown, Kenner and the others returned to the barracks with another dinner of bread and gravy.
 
   “Hmm…” Terri quipped.  “The gravy’s looking especially putrid this evening.”
 
   As they finished their dinner and began filling their cups with ale, they started talking among themselves again.  Most talked of home and their families.  Almost all of them were near the same age.  Several were married and some even had children.  The regular soldiers talked of some minor battles they’d been involved in tracking bandits through the badlands or patrolling the woods on the border of Walechia and the Blackwoods.  When they spoke of the Blackwoods, some spoke of strange noises and creatures.  They spoke of strange feelings, shadows in the dark or of trees whispering to each other.  Some even talked of seeing ghosts.
 
    
 
   “That’s not a place for ordinary people,” Rosta said.  “It’s like a completely different world with its own rules of nature.  Men have gone there and never been seen again.  Some have been driven mad by the ill will of that place.”
 
   “You talk as if you’re afraid of it.” Terri said.
 
   “I am afraid; and so should all of you.  It’s not a place for the living.”
 
    
 
                 The barracks was oddly quiet after that, until one of the younger soldiers spoke up.
 
   “I keep hearing people talk about the last Captain of this post.  What was he like?”
 
   “Captain Ferrel?” Terri asked.  “Oh you should have seen him.  He looked magnificent in his polished, steel armor with a gold tower on his breast plate.  He had a huge broadsword on his hip with a golden sheath.  And when he came riding in on his battle cat and his blonde hair flowing in the wind, he looked like one of the most beautiful things we’d ever seen.  Isn’t that right, boys?”
 
   Several soldiers muttered in response.
 
   “He must have been a great warrior.” The young soldier added.
 
   “He was bloody useless.” Terri stated emphatically.
 
   “That’s for damn sure.” Another soldier added.
 
   “What happened?” Kenner asked.
 
    
 
                 “The first thing he did when he first got here was to make us start paying for our meals.” Terri began.
 
   “You’re kidding.” Kenner exclaimed.
 
   “Afraid not.  Every meal, he made us sign a ledger and he took it out of our pay at the beginning of every month.”
 
   Nearly every soldier reacted with astonishment.
 
   “Didn’t anyone try to stop him?” One asked.
 
   “Sergeant Holly did.  That’s when he had him tied up in the stables.  He had his own Sergeant helping him.”
 
   “And sharing in the profits…”Another soldier added.
 
   “Did I mention that Sergeant Kurvis used a bull whip on us?” 
 
   “That can’t be true.”
 
   The regular soldiers all agreed that it was true.
 
    
 
                 “The real fun started,” Terri continued, “when the Wolfen first showed up.”
 
   “How long ago was that?”
 
   “Almost a month ago.  There were only about two hundred or so on the first day.  When one of the boys told him what was on the other side of that wall, he called him a liar and had him tied up with Sergeant Holly.  Of course, he didn’t actually take a look for himself the first day.  He just called poor Vinter a liar and tied him up.  He didn’t actually take a look for himself until the third day.  That was when there was about five hundred out there and also when they began shooting at us.”
 
   “What did he do then?”
 
    
 
                 “He called for a cavalry assault.  He sent twenty brave men and horses against five hundred of those beasts.  Evidently, he thought that the beasts would just scatter and run, but he was wrong.  As they charged, the beasts stood firm and before he got to the line himself, he stopped, turned around and told the cavalry to go on without him.  Most of the men and their horses were lost.  The ones that did come back had to listen to him screaming at them like a little girl and calling them cowards.”
 
    
 
                 “The next day, when there were even more creatures camped on the field, he called for an infantry assault.  While we archers shot our arrows at the beasts, the infantry marched upon them, were surrounded and cut down.  Less than half of the original eighty men were able to escape.  He cursed them as well, called them cowards and threatened to have us all hanged if we didn’t follow his orders.”
 
   “Why did you follow his orders in the first place?” Broddick asked.
 
   “Because we’re soldiers!” One answered angrily.  “We’re not a band of pirates or brigands.  We’ve all taken an oath and we’re taught from the very first day we put on that uniform to follow the orders of those appointed in command.  We never break that oath, no matter who’s in command!”
 
   The barracks were quiet for a moment after that.  The regular soldiers looked around at each other proudly while the new recruits simply looked ashamedly at the floor.
 
   “Then what happened?” Kenner asked, breaking the silence.
 
   “A miracle,” Terri said smiling. “The Great Lady guided an arrow from one of those creatures into the back of Captain Ferrel’s neck.  He was dead before he hit the ground.  After that, we released Sergeant Holly and anyone else that had been tied up, sent a messenger for a new commander and reinforcements and a few weeks later, here you are.”
 
    
 
                 It was nearly pitch dark, except for the light of the waning moon and the dull, orange glow coming from the lone campfire the General could see coming from inside the barracks.
 
   “We could take them now,” He thought to himself.  “But we are not yet at full strength.”
 
   Around him, he could hear the grunts and growls of the beasts around him.  Occasionally, he would hear some of the creatures whispering to each other.  They knew as well that they could overrun the garrison in one quick maneuver and they were eager to taste the blood of the men they would kill.  He detested these foul creatures; but he knew that they were a necessary evil.  This war must be won, he reminded himself and it must be won in one dagger thrust before the Army of Walechia had a chance to gather their full strength against them.
 
    
 
                 From out of the darkness, he heard footsteps coming towards him.  He quickly turned and saw one of his officers approaching.
 
   “General,” He said quietly.  “The fire has turned blue again.”
 
   He quickly rose and almost ran to the campfire in the center of his camp.
 
   “Leave me.” He said in his low, rough voice.
 
   The officer started kicking around at the Wolfen gathered around the fire; all of which backed away to leave the General alone.
 
    
 
                 “Yes Master,” he said kneeling in front of the bright, blue flames.
 
   A face formed in the flames of an old man with dark eyes.
 
   “What news?” The voice asked in a low, smooth voice.
 
   “Our full strength is nearly gathered.” The General said, still bowing before his master.  “The time for our attack is nearly upon us.”
 
   “Excellent,” The voice replied.  “My spies assure me that there will be no reinforcements for the men at the garrison.  Your victory should be swift.”
 
   “Yes master.”
 
   “I have other news as well,” The face said with the appearance of a smile.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “An old friend of yours is commanding the garrison; Captain Krall.”
 
   The General felt a hint of sadness at this news, but he did not let it show.
 
   “He will die along with the rest of them, Master.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
                 Kenner and Terri had the night watch.  It was a cool, late spring night and the only light came from the campfire in the courtyard and the crescent moon above.  In the dim, silvery light of the moon, Kenner could barely make out the shapes of thousands of Wolfen camped less than two hundred yards from the gates of the barracks.  Most were sleeping, he guessed; but he could see the light from hundreds of eyes, like red stars staring at the wooden ramparts of the only thing standing between them and the small garrison guarding the fort.
 
    
 
                 “Do you always talk to shadows late at night?” Terri asked him.
 
   
  
 

He quickly turned to face her, his surprise evident in his eyes.
 
   “I’m a very light sleeper.” She said smiling.
 
   “Obviously.” He replied.  “You must have had a rough life, growing up.”
 
   “It certainly has had its challenges.” She answered.
 
    
 
                 “Where are you from?” Kenner asked her, trying to deflect the question.
 
   “I’m originally from a small farming village across the river from Mobrey.  My father was in the army during the last Causton war, though.” 
 
   “Did your father fight?” Kenner pressed.
 
   “Yes, and he made sure that if she had to, his little girl would be able to defend herself.”
 
   “Is that why you’re such a good archer?”
 
   Terri laughed quietly.
 
   “You can thank my mother for that.  She started teaching me to shoot before I could walk.”
 
    
 
                 Suddenly, Kenner spotted movement from the enemy encampment.  He saw the General along with a small escort approach on horses toward the gate.  He picked up his bow and readied an arrow when one of the horsemen called out.
 
   “Hello in the fort!” The soldier called waving a white flag.
 
   “Who goes there?” One of the night watch replied.
 
   “Tell your Captain, the commander of the forces opposing him wishes to speak!” The General called back in his deep, booming voice.
 
    
 
                 A messenger was sent to wake Captain Krall.  Within only a few minutes, he mounted his horse to meet with his enemy.
 
   “Don’t go sir!” Sergeant Holly pleaded.  “It’s probably a trap.”
 
   “Even if it is, I may still be able to buy us some time.” Krall replied.  Before he went out the gate though, he had the entire garrison woken and made ready as if the battle were coming.  The infantry took battle positions shoulder to shoulder with the remaining cavalry in front of them.  All of the archers were sent to their posts on the wall.  Sergeant Holly ordered Kenner and Terri, his best archers to aim at the two officers flanking the General and wait for instructions.
 
    
 
                 Not wanting to risk any of his few remaining horsemen in an ambush, Captain Krall went alone outside the wall.  He’d ordered the torches along the ramparts lit in order to give him more light.  Once outside the wall, he approached the General slowly and then stopped just a few yards away.  His two escorts both carried torches.  The General guided his horse a few steps closer and then removed his skull helmet.   Captain Krall gasped audibly at who he saw in front of him.
 
   “Grail!” He said in horror.
 
   “Hello brother,” General Grail responded.
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall’s horse must have sensed the Captain’s shock as it nearly bolted.
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” Krall nearly screamed at his brother.  “What are you doing with all these creatures?”
 
   The General at first did not respond.  Instead he reached behind him and produced a white sack with, what looked like blood pooling inside it.
 
   “First of all,” Grail said, “I wanted you to see this.”
 
   He then pulled a disembodied head from out of the sack and tossed it to the ground in front of Krall’s horse.  Krall immediately recognized the face of the man as the messenger he’d sent several days before to ask for reinforcements.
 
   “As you can see,” Grail continued.  “There is now no hope for any help coming from post number one or from anywhere else for that matter.”
 
    
 
                 Krall felt angry and sick at the same time.  His own brother, he thought; at the command of those foul beasts threatening his fort.  Had they killed men at his command?  The very idea made him nauseous.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” He said gritting his teeth.
 
   “Change,” Grail answered simply.  “The change we’ve both known was needed for a long time is finally coming to this land.”
 
   Krall gained control over his mount and calmed himself as best as he could.
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” He demanded.  “The Causton Wars are over.”
 
   “This has nothing to do with Causton or his crusade.” Grail answered.  “Real change is coming; the kind that has been needed for five hundred years.”
 
    
 
                 At this Krall was even more astonished.
 
   “Five hundred years?” He questioned.  “Surely you’re not referring to The Great War.  What has that got to do with anything?”
 
   “Unfinished business,” Grail said in an even lower voice.
 
    
 
                 Krall finally got complete control over his emotions after a few heavy breaths.  He still couldn’t believe what he saw before his eyes; but now he was thinking clearly again.  He started to think tactically and began to see plans in his mind.
 
   “So what’s the purpose of this conversation?” He asked calmly.
 
   His brother smiled a cruel smile.
 
   “I see the gears in your mind are turning again.” He said, almost proudly.
 
   “Answer my question,” Krall demanded.
 
   Grail sighed almost sadly.
 
   “I have nearly five thousand Wolfen at my command,” Grail said.  “By my calculation, you have less than sixty men at yours.  Unless I’m greatly mistaken, you have evacuated Calderon and burned the bridge several days ago.  You’ve done your duty to King and country.  The people of that city are safe by now.”
 
   “If that’s true, how did you manage to get the head of my messenger?”
 
   “I’ve managed to get a few of my creatures over the wall secretly.  But as you know, it’s not something I can do with an entire army.”
 
   “That’s why you need to take the gate.” Krall added.
 
   “Yes it is.” Grail continued.  “But I’m a unique position now.  I can take life or I can give it.  It’s up to me.”
 
   “Are you asking for us to surrender?  Is that it?”
 
   “No,” Grail said with a grave emphasis in his voice.  “I have no desire to kill my own brother, Krall.  Nor do I desire to slaughter more brave men.  I therefore give you a choice.”
 
   Grail then stretched out his hand to his brother.
 
   “Join me brother.”
 
    
 
                 Krall was shocked and outraged; but he kept his composure.  Here was a chance to buy more time, he thought.  Here was a chance to make even better preparations.
 
   “What about my men?” Krall asked.
 
   Grail took a moment before answering.  Krall knew his brother was thinking of something; but whatever it was, he knew Grail would not tell him his real thoughts.
 
   “Those that wish to join us will be officers in my army.” Grail finally answered.  “Those that do not may go home.”
 
    
 
                 Krall knew this to be a lie and the same time, he came to understand the meaning of the meeting.  Krall knew now that, not only did Grail intend to wipe out the garrison; he wanted Krall to know that it was him that had done it.  At the same time, he did believe what Grail had said about not wanting to kill his brother.  Where would be the satisfaction in that?  Grail wanted Krall alive, he concluded; and that would be a way to buy more time.
 
    
 
                 “I shall have to consider it.” He told Grail.  “I will also need to consult with my men so that they may make their own decisions.”
 
   “Of course,” Grail said.  “But do not take too long.”
 
   “How long will you give me?” Krall asked.  Whatever Grail answered would give away his time table for attack Krall thought.
 
   “I will let you know when I am ready to hear your decision.” Grail answered to Krall’s disappointment.  He must have guessed that was the reason for the question.
 
   “Know this though,” Grail added.  “I will have your answer soon or I will do what I must.  I don’t want to, but if I have to, I will kill every man inside those barracks…even you.”
 
   Grail then turned on his horse and rode back to his encampment.  When Krall was satisfied that they were away, he also turned and returned to his barracks.
 
    
 
                 For the rest of the night, the men stood waiting for a battle that did not yet come.  Lack of sleep made Kenner’s sight blurry, but he tried his best to concentrate on his task.  Both he and Terri continued to kill Wolfen and the animals continued to send barrages of arrows over the wall.  When night came, Captain Krall finally ordered the men to stand down, but he insisted that more men stood watch at night.
 
    
 
                 Most of the men sensed something was coming after the meeting between the Captain and the enemy General (Captain Krall did not let anyone else know that the General was his brother).  They felt deep in their bones that the attack that would likely take all of their lives could now come at any moment.  That night, very few ate and there was no friendly conversation accompanied with the ale.  The barracks was as silent as a tomb while the soldiers all contemplated their deaths in their own ways.  Some of the new recruits shook visibly and their faces were pale.  The “regular” soldiers mostly looked sad and tired.  Some wished that the attack would come as soon as possible so as for it all to simply be over and even Terri stopped smiling.
 
    
 
                 That evening she spent even more time with Shela as she had before.  The huge cat seemed to sense Terri’s fear and seemed to be trying to comfort her.  She looked around carefully to make sure no one was watching her, buried her head in the cat’s thick fur and allowed herself to cry.
 
    
 
                 Even as tired as he was, Kenner could not sleep that night.  He stared at the boots his father had made for him with his own hands.  It was all he had left of his father.  After he had died, the village, as was their custom divided all his belongings and what little money he had evenly among all the villagers.  His clothes were taken and given away, cups and dishes, his bed, his pipe and tobacco, even what little coffee he had left was divided among the villagers.  And his sword, the weapon with which he’d fought for many years was taken by the village elders and given to the Chieftain.
 
    
 
                 Kenner couldn’t help but think what his father might think or say if he saw him now.  Here he was, sitting on a bed of straw and wearing the uniform of the land he’d been taught to mistrust, ruled by a King he’d been taught to hate.  His father never explained to him the reason for this hatred.  He only told stories of the King’s hypocrisies and how Philas’ form of justice was better for some than others.  Here was his son, Kenner thought about to die for that same King.  What would his father think?
 
    
 
                 There, standing at the foot of his cot, closer than he’d ever seen it before was the familiar shadow.  It was a clearer shape now; whereas before it had seemed only a loose form of a person.  The lines of the form were more human than before; more real.  It appeared almost as a real person wearing a hooded cloak and he thought he could almost see a face beneath the hood.  Studying the outline even closer, it almost looked like the body of a woman underneath the cloak.  As he studied and peered closer, he wondered if it were only a dream.  Had he fallen asleep?  Then he heard a soft whisper of a voice coming from under the cloak.  He could barely hear the voice sounding like a deep sigh.  It seemed to be repeating the same sounds; possibly the same words, he thought.  It sounded like two words close together.  He focused.  He listened as close as he could.  When he thought he could hear them clearly, they didn’t seem to make sense at first.  Then it hit him like a thunderbolt.
 
    
 
                 He jumped from his bunk and nearly ran across the courtyard to the Captain’s quarters.  When he burst in the door, Sergeant Bobbra put the blade of a short sword to his neck.
“What the bloody hell do you want?” Bobbra shouted at him.
 
   “I must speak with the Captain.” He said, nearly out of breath.
 
   “Anything you want to say to him, you’d better say to me, poacher.”
 
   Kenner tried to push past the Sergeant only to have the blade pushed closer to his neck.  Captain Krall then rose from his own bunk.
 
   “What the hell’s going on?” He asked gruffly.
 
   “I know when the attack is coming.”
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall was tired; far too tired, he thought to deal with any nonsense.
 
   “Go back to bed and back to your dreams, soldier.” He ordered.
 
   “But I know when the attack is coming, sir.” Kenner insisted.
 
   “Did you not hear the Captain?” Sergeant Bobbra growled.  “Get your ass back to the barracks!” 
 
   Sergeant Bobbra then began to shove Kenner back through the door.  In a smooth, quick motion, Kenner grabbed the Sergeant’s wrist and then wrestled the short sword out of his hand.  Bobbra was surprised and backed away from the young soldier.  Kenner then threw the weapon to the ground.
 
   “If you’ll just give me a moment, sir,” Kenner insisted.
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall rubbed his tired eyes, then the back of his neck hurting from stress.
 
   “You’ve just assaulted a superior, young man.  If what you have to say is really important enough to risk a flogging, then you’d better go ahead and tell me.  When are these beasts coming to attack?”
 
   “The new moon, sir.” Kenner answered.
 
   Krall’s first reaction was that the young soldier’s warning was nonsense.  He’d probably had a bad dream and was claiming it to be a vision, he thought.  As he thought for a moment, he then changed his mind.
 
   “Wait outside.” He ordered Kenner.  Kenner obeyed.
 
    
 
                 “Fast little bugger, isn’t he?” Bobbra asked, still astonished.
 
   “I probably should have warned you that he’s a better fighter than you.” Krall added.  He then sat behind the map table and began studying again.
 
   “You think he might be on to something?” Bobbra asked.
 
   The Captain looked over the map on his table almost like he hadn’t seen it before.
 
   “It makes perfect sense.” He finally answered and then motioned for Bobbra to study the map with him.
 
    
 
                 “Look here.” He said pointing to the fort on the map.  “According to legend, those creatures can see better at night than men during the day.  If that’s even half true, then they would have a clear advantage over our soldiers who would be nearly blind on a night without moonlight.  Even with torches, our men would only be able to see a few yards in front of them.”
 
   The Captain then pointed at the river on the map and ran his finger down the map towards Mobrey.
 
   “If they attack on the night with no moon, they would sweep past our defenses easily.  More than that, once on this side of the wall, they could reach and attack Post One by the full moon with no warning; and then Mobrey by the next new moon.  With only the forces they have now, they could penetrate the Wall, destroy Post One, take Mobrey and then control the river.  They could virtually cut this nation in half all within the space of only one month.”
 
    
 
                 Sergeant Bobbra was astonished.  The Captain was right.  It did make sense.
 
   “What about the evacuated civilians…?” He began to ask.
 
   “He doesn’t care about them.” Krall answered.  “This is a tactical move and a brilliant one.  It’s a dagger thrust along the river to eliminate the forces along the Northern Wall and then take control of the river by taking Mobrey.  Once that’s been accomplished, he can bring more troops down the river route and mass them at Mobrey.  At some point, the King would have to respond and by the time the King had an army ready to counter attack Mobrey, he could have massed as many as one hundred thousand of these beasts.”
 
    
 
                 Sergeant Bobbra was grudgingly impressed by this plan; and it had to be true, he thought to himself.
 
   “What can we do?” He asked in a tone of desperation.
 
   “Slow them down.” Krall answered.  
 
   “There are only a handful of us…” Bobbra tried to say.
 
   “Even if we can only slow them for one night, we can still disrupt this plan.” Krall interrupted.  “This plan is entirely dependent on timing.  Disrupt it even for a day and it may fall apart.”
 
   Sergeant Bobbra nodded.  The Captain was right.
 
   “So what do we do now?” The Sergeant asked.
 
   Captain Krall thought for a moment.
 
   “Let the men sleep for another couple of hours; then wake them up before day break.  We have a lot of work to do.”
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall came out of his quarters and then addressed Kenner, who was still waiting outside.
 
   “Grab yourself an extra ration of ale, soldier.” The Captain said to him.
 
   “If you insist.” Kenner answered.
 
    
 
                 Two hours later, Sergeants Bobbra and Holly began waking the rest of the company.  Although it was still dark, they could see by the campfire in the center of the barracks complex.  By the Captain’s orders, they started spreading straw all over the ground.  They spread it up to their knees along the wooden wall, but not the gate.  Kenner and Terri also worked at this task, but when the sun had risen, Captain Krall ordered the archers back up to the platform.  It was important to Krall’s plan that for that day it did not seem as he knew when the attack was coming and having the archers continue to shoot gave an appearance of normality, he thought.  For the rest of the day and into the night, the soldiers continued to spread straw while still ducking under incoming arrows.
 
    
 
                 Knowing when the attack was coming did not make things easier for the soldiers in the barracks.  With no straw to lay on, they propped themselves along the wall, sat on the dirt floor and ate hard tack for dinner.  Captain Krall had ordered that no campfire be lit because of the dry straw spread all over the ground.  The torches had been lit on the ramparts and small candles were permitted to be lit inside the barracks so the men could see a little.  That night, the Captain ordered an extra ration of ale for the entire company to steady their nerves as best as possible.
 
    
 
                 That night was even more quiet, even though they had more to drink.  Most of the “regulars” prepared their weapons; sharpening their spears, hatchets and short swords to pass the time and ease the tension.  Some of the recruits tried to copy the “regulars” by doing the same and it helped a little.
 
    
 
                 “I’m not the first woman soldier in the Army.” Terri said.  “There have been many in the last five hundred years.  It has been said that even Farraday had a lady General commanding troops.”
 
   “I’ve heard that.” Kenner added.  “It was rumored that they were lovers and that she bore his child after the Great War.”
 
   “That’s one story.  Another story is that she was gayer than I am and slept with Farraday’s sister.”
 
   “I heard that story too.  Personally, I prefer the second story.  Has more of an edge to it.”
 
   “You’re both going to burn in hell!” Broddick grunted at them.
 
   “If you’re going to heaven,” Rosta barked back at him, “Then I think I’d rather be in their company than yours.”
 
   Even Broddick laughed at that.
 
    
 
                 In the middle of the night, Sergeant Holly woke the soldiers.  Guided only by the torches on the wall, they took horse carts and started rolling them out of the front gate.
 
    
 
   General Grail was awakened by one of his Captains and told of this.  He burst out of his tent and then grabbed one of the Wolfen.
 
   “What do you see?” He asked.
 
   “They build barricades.” It answered in its rough half animal voice.
 
   Grail peered through his telescope to look and saw that Krall’s men had overturned several carts and were using bags of beans to build a defensive wall just outside of the gate.
 
   “Do you think they know when we’re attacking?” The Captain asked.
 
   “It looks that way?” Grail answered.  He then smiled and nodded.  His brother was a clever one after all.
 
   “Should we attack now?” The Captain asked again.
 
   “No.” Grail said simply.  “We keep to the plan.”
 
    
 
                 By dawn, Krall’s men had built a barricade that was shoulder high to most of the men and two feet thick.  This barricade was also long enough along the wall for almost all of the infantry to stand behind it.  Although he knew it would then give away his knowledge of the impending attack, the Captain ordered that the archers not shoot during the day to conserve their arrows.  To the company’s surprise, the creatures did not shoot at them during the day either.  Most reasoned that the creatures were also conserving arrows.
 
    
 
                 It was strangely still throughout most of the day.  There was very little wind and the enemy army was quiet as well.  Still on his position on the platform, Kenner could see the creatures preparing for battle in much the same way the soldiers had the night before.
 
   “Do you think they’re afraid?” Terri asked.
 
   “They’re not supposed to be capable of fear.” Kenner answered grimly.
 
    
 
                 Suddenly a thought occurred to Kenner and he climbed down off of the platform.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” Terri called after him.
 
   Kenner didn’t answer.  Instead he hurried along the line of the stables to Shela’s pen.  When he swung open the gate, he saw a look in her eyes as if she were expecting him.  He went into the pen and then cut the rope on her back paw.  The enormous cat turned and then looked at him in the eyes.  He then thought he heard her say, “Thank you.”  After that, she raced out and bounded over the back wall of the barracks in one leap.
 
   “That’s a flogging offense.” Sergeant Holly told Kenner as he returned to the platform.
 
   “Shall we do it now or wait for tomorrow morning?” Kenner asked.
 
   The Sergeant simply smiled and nodded.
 
    
 
                 Back on the platform, he returned to his position next to Terri.
 
   “You just had to beat me to it, didn’t you?” She said smiling.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
                 By mid-day, the tension had only gotten worse.  Most of the soldiers had seen the creatures from the vantage point behind the wall.  But on the other side of the gates and standing behind flimsy barricades made the creatures seem more real and more menacing.  There was very little between the soldiers and their enemy.  The soldiers could almost feel the creatures’ eyes staring at them and their breath on their necks.
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall then had an idea.  He had his remaining cavalry mount up for an attack.  He explained carefully to Sergeant Bobbra, who was to lead the action that it was not to be a frontal attack.
 
   He was to lead the riders around the right flank of the enemy position, cutting down as many creatures as possible; but more importantly disrupting the enemy formation.
 
    
 
                 The horsemen first rode straight at the enemy, but then turned to their left and raced around the enemy encampment.  They only killed a few.  However, as they continued to race around the edge of the enemy formation, hundreds of creatures broke from their positions and followed them causing confusion and disorder.  To Captain Krall’s delight, he saw the enemy officers having great difficulty getting their animals back in formation and under control.  Unfortunately, he and the rest of the company saw two riders fall and only one of the horses of the fallen escape towards the forest barely visible to the west.  When the remaining riders returned, there was still chaos and confusion in the enemy ranks.  Captain Krall consoled himself, thinking that the cavalry charge may have bought a little more time.  However as the day grew to a close, he saw order restored to the enemy formation.  By sundown, the enemy looked just as ready to attack as they had at dawn.
 
    
 
                 Kenner found himself thinking that the sun seemed to be falling even slower behind the enemy; almost as if it were mocking him.  Even after it had, finally disappeared behind the distant woods to the west, it did not become completely dark until much later.  Waiting for the last light to finally fade away seemed like torture.  It was if he were being pulled and stretched by unseen hands.   His heart pounded in his chest so hard, he feared others would be able to hear it.  But then he felt something on the back of his shoulder.  It felt like a warm, soothing touch and it coursed through his body with a calming effect.  He turned to look at who had touched him, but saw no one behind him.
 
   “Looking for your shadow?” Terri teased.
 
   Although he was perplexed about what had just happened, the feeling that accompanied the touch still ran through him like gentle waves.  
 
    
 
   As darkness crept over the barracks, Rosta came up to the platform to light the torches.  The archers peered through the darkness to try and see something of targets ahead of them.  Meanwhile, behind the barricades, the soldiers all felt their anxiety taking hold of them.  Standing shoulder to shoulder, they knew the attack may come at any moment.  Would there be any warning, some wondered?  Or would they just jump out of the darkness and into their faces?
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall stood with the men behind the barricades along with the rest of his cavalry.  They would not be needing their horses, so they left them at the back gate for later.  Krall’s plan was to delay the creatures as long as possible; even though he knew that this small company could not defeat them.  At some point, they would need to escape and he had a plan for that as well.
 
    
 
                 “Listen carefully men!” He started saying to them.  “I will not lie to you.  Many of you will die tonight.”  He paused for a moment to let that sink in.  “However…some of you may live!  It depends just as much on you as it does those creatures out there!  If you lose your discipline; if you crack under the pressure; if you turn and run in panic, you will all die!  On the other hand, if you keep your discipline; if you follow orders; if you fight as one, some of you will live!  Some of you have not been properly trained and I am sorry for that.  But in the battle to come, you must believe that you are just as much a soldier as anyone standing next to you.  You must be brave!  You must be willing, not to die; but to fight as every soldier who has fought for this land going back to the Dark Times!  As you wear the Great Tower on your chest, you must remember that every soldier who was worn that same Tower is your brother!  They have fought and so will you!  I am not ashamed to call you soldier!  Instead, on this night, I am proud to call you brother!”  He then drew his sword.  “For our lives!  For our loves!  For our land!”  
 
   And then the soldiers cheered.
 
    
 
                 Then, from out of the darkness they heard it.  The howling that had chilled their bones every night since the Wolfen arrived.  The fifty six voices of soldiers were drowned out by the thousands of voices announcing themselves.  It was so loud it filled the air and seemed to make the whole world vibrate around them.
 
   “Here they come.” Kenner whispered to himself.
 
    
 
                 At first there was a deathly silence following the howling.  Then they heard a sound of thousands of feet coming towards them and felt the ground shake beneath them.  After only a few seconds, the men saw the creatures coming at them in the torchlight and in an instant they were upon them.
 
    
 
                 Growling and snarling, they reached the barricades and the men thrust their spears into them.  Dozens of creatures died in the first few seconds, but the men stood their ground.  The barricades formed a half circle in front of the gate and so there was no way for the Wolfen to get behind them.  Each time an animal showed its head above the defenses, a spear was thrust into its body; an axe cleaved its head or a mace slammed against its skull.  From above, the archers shot arrow after arrow, killing even more.  Soon the animal army began to get packed up against the defenses and had no forward momentum.  Their dead piled against the wall and the animals climbed over their bodies.  Still the men held their ground.  Finally, a high pitched wail came from behind the oncoming creatures and they retreated.
 
    
 
                 Watching the retreating animals made the men’s spirits soar and they cheered loudly.
 
   “Is that it?” One soldier asked Captain Krall.  “Is it over?”
 
   Captain Krall was also encouraged, but he knew better than to celebrate.
 
   “Not likely.” He answered grimly.
 
   Then the howling began again.  After it stopped, the Wolfen attacked again.
 
    
 
                 They had weapons that were like swords, except not as elegant.  They looked rust brown and had a long, sharp edge that widened at the top of the weapon.  They slashed and swiped with their weapons, mostly blocked by the spears, axes and short swords of the soldiers.  However, some began hitting their marks and the first soldiers started to fall.  Despite their losses, the men held their ground and the creatures retreated again.
 
    
 
                 For many of the men, seeing their comrades lying still on the ground was the first time they had ever seen death.  The experienced soldiers quickly picked up the bodies and threw them behind the formation.  The howling started again and the creatures rushed upon the barricades one more time.
 
    
 
                 This time, they seemed even more ferocious.  They slashed with their weapons and swiped with their claws.  Several climbed over the barricades, jumped onto the backs of soldiers and dug their teeth deep into their necks.  These men too were lost.  They pushed against the carts and bags causing the barricades to move and sway.
 
   “Back two steps!” Sergeant Holly commanded and the men two steps as if one motion to the rear.
 
   The Wolfen began to come over the barricades in greater numbers.  Most were cut down inside the makeshift walls, but for every ten animals to die, one would reach a soldier and take his life.  The archers continued to rain down arrows at the beasts.  But for every one they killed, there seemed a hundred would take its place.
 
    
 
                 “Fall back!” Captain Krall shouted.
 
   The soldiers turned and ran inside the gates which were quickly closed.  Inside, the men could see the gate shake back and forth and the archers could see the creatures pushing against it. Then suddenly, they stopped.
 
   “What’s happening out there?” Sergeant Holly called to the archers.
 
   “I’m not sure!” Terri called back.  “They just seem to be standing there!”
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall was confused.  What were they waiting for?  His next strategy depended on the creatures pushing the gates open slightly and for them to start pushing through.  His men could kill dozens more and fill the gap in the gate with the dead.  What were they doing now?  He had his men reform the line.
 
   “Get ready!” He shouted at Terri.  She then took a special arrow out of her quiver that was prepared like a torch and lit it.
 
    
 
                 Kenner, from his position on the platform saw their General walk almost leisurely through the masses of Wolfen towards the gate.  He also saw something in his hand; a huge axe.  General Grail pushed his way to the gate and commanded the animals and men around him to back away from him.  He raised the axe and swung it against the gates and when he did, the wooden gate shattered like glass with a sound like thunder.  The strike turned much of, what had been the wall to dust and when Grail stepped through the dust ahead of his army, Captain Krall nearly fainted at what he saw.
 
   “The Silver Axe!” He gasped.
 
    
 
                 All at once, the beasts rushed through the open gate.  The men stood their ground as best as they could, killed many more creatures, but the animals were too many and quickly surrounded them.  The men then began to fight close quarters, each one facing Wolfen all around him.  Some of the men died within seconds of the gate being breached.  Still others fought with ferocity and courage, taking many of the creatures down.  When the animals raced up the stairs leading to the platform, the archers drew their short swords and fought like animals themselves.  As the platform was narrow, the men and Wolfen pushed against one another; but men and Wolfen both fell from the platform to the ground.  Before she joined in the battle, Terri shot her flaming arrow into a thick pile of straw and it began to burn.
 
    
 
                 Suddenly the platform collapsed from the weight of the animals and men fighting on top of it and everyone was thrown to the ground.  One of the creatures landed on top of Kenner.  It tried to get to its feet, but Kenner thrust his sword into its gut.  It howled in pain then fell to the side.  Kenner lifted his head and then, as if everything had slowed down, he saw the vision he had seen in his dream.  There was the General in his full armor and skull helmet and in his hand was a silver axe.  Behind him were flames as the fire began to spread.  He saw the General look at him directly in the eye and then raise his axe as if to strike.  Kenner scrambled to try and get to his feet, but stumbled.  As the General was nearly upon him, he saw Sergeant Holly jump on the General and strike at him with his mace.  This attack had no effect and the General killed the Sergeant easily.  At that same moment, Kenner heard Captain Krall shout “Break cover!”
 
    
 
                 After this order, the soldiers that could ran out the back gate towards the river.  The horses had bolted and in trying to find them, the cavalry were cut down.  Kenner ran as fast as his legs would carry him.  While he ran, he heard awful sounds of men being caught and mauled by the beasts pursuing them.  Soon his legs began to feel heavy; he began to have trouble breathing and felt a sharp pain in his side.  When he felt he could run no more, he turned around determined to die fighting.  In the orange glow of the burning barracks, he saw a Wolfen coming straight for him, its red eyes fixed on him.  But just before the beast fell upon him, he saw a huge, black shape come out of seemingly nowhere.  It was Shela.  It tore the animal’s head off and then spat it out.  Several more Wolfen began to charge at the cat, but when it roared, the animals turned and ran away.
 
    
 
                 The huge cat then turned its head to look at Kenner.  He saw something in her expression that seemed to tell him, “Let’s go” and the cat crouched down.  Kenner jumped onto her back and she bounded off with Kenner clinging to her fur.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Causton Wars: The Priest
 
    
 
    
 
                 After nearly going to war with Masallah, Walechia entered a time of relative peace and affluence.  Food was plenty, markets were rich and the cities became full of artists, philosophers and poets all speaking the language of an age of prosperity.  Suddenly in the middle of this Golden Age a crisis began that tore the nation of Walechia apart and nearly engulfed the Known World in another catastrophic conflict.
 
    
 
                 It began when a plague swept through the city of Kasabbah, second largest city in Walechia.  After the plague claimed nearly a third of the city’s population, a priest named Causton began preaching that the pestilence had been a judgment on the city for its sinful and immoral ways.  Indeed the city had been known for its lascivious nightlife and the decadent lifestyles of its citizens.  Causton blamed, not only the citizens of Kasabbah; but also what he called the “Wickedness of a depraved and sick people;” referring to all the peoples of Walechia.
 
    
 
                 After the plague had subsided, he traveled all over the nation, gathering followers as he went from town to town and village to village. Within only a few years, he had thousands of followers marching with him on pilgrimages all over the land.  At first, these pilgrimages were peaceful, ending with massive prayer services in fields and in the Great Plain.  However, Causton’s rhetoric began to become more and more laced with hints of violent action needing to be taken against a “Corrupt and decedent land”.  When he threatened to “Burn” the city of Kasabbah “with the fire of righteousness”, he garnered the attention of the Lord Mayor of Kasabbah, who was a close friend of King Rellas.  As the King was also concerned with the increasing militant nature of Causton’s rhetoric, he called the priest to the White City to confer with him.
 
    
 
                 In a dramatic spectacle, the priest entered the throne room wearing a suit of armor and carrying a sword and shield.  When the King asked Causton about this, he answered that he was “A warrior of righteousness fighting a war against immorality and sin.”  The King attempted to speak civilly with the priest and asked him to tone down the nature of his speech.  At this, Causton in another dramatic action drew his sword, pointed it at the King and shouted, “And you are the greatest sinner of them all!  You sit at the throne given to your forefathers by the Great Lady of the Sky and tolerate the worst depravities against her will.  You, who should be praying every day and night for forgiveness of your transgressions must honor the will of the Great Lady, for whom I speak by stepping down off of your throne and handing your crown over to me who represents the will of the spirits in striking down sin and cleansing the land of impurity!”
 
    
 
                 The King instead had Causton arrested and imprisoned within the White City.  This however did nothing to quiet the thousands of Causton’s followers.  In the first few days after Causton’s arrest, a small number of his followers camped outside the walls of Kallesh in a candle lit vigil.  Day by day the number of Causton’s followers outside the walls grew.  Within only a few weeks, the people in the growing crowd numbered in the thousands.  More than that, this crowd began to become more and more restless as the days went by.  Eventually, as more fervent followers joined the ongoing protests, it became less of a peaceful protest and the threat of violence seemed to be becoming more real.
 
    
 
                 In the middle of this time, King Rellas died and the Congress quickly confirmed his oldest son Philas as the new King.  Wary of violence by the still growing throng of protesters outside the walls of Kallesh, King Philas released Causton as a gesture of what he referred to as “My willingness and desire to rule as a man of peace, justice and by the will of the spirits.”  But when Causton walked out from the Iron Gates and into the massive crowd waiting for him, his first statement was, “In the name of The Great Lady, I declare a holy crusade against the evil will and deeds of this diseased nation!”  He then led his followers away from The White City.  What he and his followers would do next would thrust the nation and very nearly the entire Known World into chaos.  The Causton Wars had begun.
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
                 Kenner couldn’t tell exactly how fast the battle cat was taking him; but he knew it was faster than he’d ever traveled; even faster than a horse.  With the wind whistling in his ears, he felt almost as if he were flying.  But strangely, the cat’s paws made almost no sound as she bounded away; taking him away from the horror of the battle he’d just left.  With his face buried in her coat, he couldn’t see where he was going.  He was only thankful he was going somewhere.
 
    
 
                 Eventually, she stopped.  He looked up and saw an outcropping of rocks that he guessed was at the edge of the Badlands.  The sky was still dark, but a silvery, blue light began to fill the sky with the coming dawn.  He climbed off of the back of Shela and looked behind him.  Off in the distance, he could see the, still burning fort he’d just escaped.  Even as far as five miles away, he guessed, the fire was raging.  No one could get through that blaze, he thought.  Perhaps they had accomplished their task, he hoped.  Perhaps they had, indeed slowed the creatures down.  But some of the creatures had gotten through, he knew.  They would likely be hunting him and he needed a place to hide.
 
    
 
                 Looking around, he quickly found a cave in the outcropping.  Although it was completely dark, he made his way inside.  He heard a grunt from Shela and looked back at her.  “You’ll be alright now.” She seemed to be saying to him.  Then she turned and ran off into the darkness.
 
    
 
                 Feeling his way into the dark cave, he tried to make out its size and shape.  It had a soft, dirt floor he could feel and as he felt his way; at least twenty steps inside.  It seemed wide enough for several men to stay comfortably.  The light grew as the sun began to rise and eventually he could see the full size of the cave.  It was plenty large enough for him and anyone else that might make it that far.  Hopefully, he thought he was not the only survivor.  Hopefully someone would join him.  
 
    
 
   He sat down in the very back of the cave; which was still dark and rested his head against the stone wall.  Suddenly he was tired; more tired than he’d ever remembered feeling before.  Sleep began to come over him and, at first he tried to fight it.  When he dozed, he could hear the screams of the men dying and he could see the awful vision of the General with the axe.  Soon he could fight it no more and his heavy eyes closed on their own.
 
    
 
   He didn’t know how long he had slept, but looking out the cave opening, he saw that it looked to be afternoon.  He was still tired, but he made himself wake and began examining the cave more closely.  On the floor around him were, what looked like Army packs.  There were weapons, including short swords, spears and maces.  There were suits of armor with dust all over them.  He looked inside one of the packs and found it filled it with the same equipment he’d been issued at Kallesh.  Then he heard the sound of someone or something coming towards the cave opening.  He drew his weapon, and then saw the silhouette of; what looked like a man standing at the opening.
 
    
 
   “Is anyone here” The voice said quietly.  Even though it was only a whisper, he could tell it was Terri’s voice.
 
   “Terri.” He called out, also in a whisper.  “Is that you?”
 
   When she stepped into the cave, his eyes adjusted and saw that it was, indeed her.   She looked at him and smiled.
 
   “By the lady,” She said.  “You made it.”
 
   She then stepped up to him and embraced him.
 
   “If you were a woman, I’d kiss you.”
 
   “If you were a man, I’d punch you for even thinking about it.”
 
   They both laughed.
 
    
 
                 “Have you seen anyone else?” She asked him.  He shook his head sadly.  She closed her eyes in a painful expression and nodded simply.  She looked around as if searching the cave.
 
   “How did you find this place?” She asked, breaking the tense silence.
 
   “I didn’t.” He answered and she looked at him as if puzzled.
 
   “Shela did.” He added.
 
   She looked puzzled again, and then smiled broadly.
 
   “Did she really?” She asked, almost laughing.  Kenner simply smiled and nodded.  “I guess she likes you after all.”
 
    
 
                 She sat down on the dirt floor of the cave, breathing heavily.
 
   “What is this place?” Kenner asked.
 
   “It’s a hide,” she answered.  “When the Wall was built, the builders figured that there was a possibility of the garrison being overrun.  They found this cave and stocked it with food and supplies in case anyone survived.”
 
   “Food?” Kenner questioned.
 
   “Yes, in those barrels along the wall.  Every few weeks or so, we trade out the old food for new.  There should be some dried meats and maybe some fruit, if we’re lucky.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner opened several of the barrels and found the dried meats along with some apples.  The two of them ate some, but didn’t talk.  Neither one of them could really think of anything to say.
 
    
 
                 “How did you escape?” Kenner finally asked her.
 
   She took a deep breath as if preparing herself for the answer.
 
   “After the platform collapsed, I found myself surrounded by Wolfen.  I managed to kill a couple of them, but they surrounded me.  Just as they were about to descend on me, a couple of them caught fire and began to run away from me.  I guess the others just panicked and ran.  That’s when I heard the Captain order us to break cover and run.  So I ran.”
 
   She paused for a moment and looked as if she were in pain.
 
   “I saw what was happening to them.  All those men running in the same direction; running for their lives.  The Wolfen just ran them down and tore them apart.”  
 
   Her voice began to break.
 
   “I couldn’t move.  It was like I was stuck to the ground and I watched all those brave men being slaughtered.  It was terrible.”
 
   She lowered her head and wiped tears out of her eyes.
 
   “Eventually,” she sniffed.  “I noticed that the animals apparently hadn’t seen me and I guess the smell of the fire was so strong they couldn’t smell anything else.  I knew where the hide was and I started running, but not towards the river like all the rest.  I ran along the Wall for about a mile, then stopped and waited.  I don’t know what I was waiting for.  Maybe I was waiting for the beasts to come for me and for my turn to die.  I just sat there and waited.”
 
    
 
                 She paused for a moment and looked as she was looking far off into a distance.  Her eyes were colder and harder than Kenner had yet seen.  Then they softened and she continued.
 
   “Anyway…after daybreak, I saw that the creatures were massing just past the fire and I took my chance.  I knew where this place was and I just ran for it.  Every now and then, I would look behind me to see if I was being followed and saw nothing.  A little while longer and here I am.”
 
   “You must be exhausted.” Kenner told her.
 
   She nodded and smiled.
 
   “I could do with a rest.”
 
    
 
                 They were both quiet for a few moments, neither feeling sure of anything to say.  And although neither would speak of it, they both felt guilty for having survived when so many had not.
 
   “Do you think we did it?” Kenner asked her.
 
   “Did what?”
 
   “Slowed them down?”
 
   “I think so,” she said nodding her head again.  “By my reckoning, less than half of the them got to this side before the fort started burning.”
 
    
 
                 An hour later, the sky started to darken outside.  Kenner looked outside the cave opening and saw dark clouds rolling over the sky.
 
   “Looks like rain.” He said.
 
   “Of course it does.” Terri said dryly.
 
    
 
                 They both knew that rain was a bad sign.  The rain would likely douse the fire, allowing more of the creatures to pass through the gate.  Before too long, they heard thunder and a steady rain began to fall.   
 
    
 
                 Trying to ease his own thoughts, Kenner set about searching through the rest of the provisions in the cave.  He shook the barrels listening for some clue as to their contents.  From one of them, he heard a swishing sound, like water and it was sealed tightly.  Using a mace he cracked open the top of hit and the familiar scent of ale accompanied a shower of frothy liquid.
 
   “Look what we have here.” He said brightly.
 
   Terri turned and her smile returned.
 
   “I definitely think we could do with a drink.” She said.
 
    
 
                 For a while longer, they sat, ate and drank quietly.  Terri felt tired and sore from running for almost half the day.  Kenner was still haunted by the battle he’d just fought and still disturbed by the vision of the General with the axe.  Why had he seen that in a dream, he asked himself?  Why was that important to him of all the soldiers who fought in that battle?
 
    
 
                 Then through the steady rain, they heard footsteps approaching.  Kenner bolted upright and drew his short sword and Terri scrambled to her feet.  Out of the rain and into the cave stepped Captain Krall.  He walked in, looked at the two of them but said nothing.  Terri greeted him and took a step towards him, but there was something in his expression that stopped her.  He looked older and tired.  His eyes seemed to have sunken farther back into his face and his mouth had a scowl of a hundred defeats.
 
   “Are you the only ones who made it here?” He finally asked them.  His voice sounded like a low moan.
 
   “Yes sir.” Kenner answered him.
 
   At this, the Captain only nodded sadly.
 
    
 
                 He looked around in the cave, and then found one of the packs on the ground.  He searched through it and then pulled a tin cup out of it.  Without saying another word to the two of them, he filled the cup with ale and then walked back out into the rain.
 
    
 
                 Kenner watched him for a while.  The Captain simply sat on a rock staring off towards the fort.  The fire eventually died from the hard and steady rain.  Kenner thought about calling out to him, but decided against it.  He had the feeling that the best thing to do at the time was to leave the Captain alone.
 
    
 
                 Staring off into the distance, Captain Krall contemplated his first defeat.  In his thirty years in the Army, he’d never tasted a loss before.  Even in some of the most desperate battles he’d ever fought; somehow he and his comrades always emerged victorious.  Not this time.  
 
    
 
                 He tried to console himself with the knowledge that it was never a battle he could have won; not with what he had to work with.  But there was no consolation with the knowledge that so many good men had died.  Watching the fire in the distance die from the rain made the loss seem even more useless.
 
    
 
                 Questions haunted his mind.  Why didn’t I simply evacuate the garrison?  Why not simply burn the fort and then escape with all his soldiers alive?  They could have escaped across the bridge, burned it and evacuated along with the civilians, he thought to himself.  The logical part of his mind reminded him that had he done that at any time before the new moon, the enemy would have just waited the fire out then passed to the other side of the Wall with no delay to their plan.  By simply evacuating, it might have actually aided his brother’s plan.
 
    
 
                 Reminded that his enemy was his own brother, he felt a stab of pain in his chest like a dagger thrust into his heart.  Why, he asked himself?  What had turned his brother to leading an army of foul beasts against the nation they had both once served?  His brother was a good man, he tried to remind himself.  What could turn him to evil?  Suddenly a terrible truth returned to him.  Not only did his brother lead an army of animals in a campaign that could kill thousands of innocents; somehow, his brother now had the Silver Axe; one of the legendary weapons from The Great War.  It was this thought above all others that brought him out of his melancholy.
 
    
 
                 He stepped inside the cave, now lit by a single torch and looked at the two soldiers sitting on the dirt floor.
 
   “You are still soldiers of Walechia,” he announced to them, “and I am still your captain.”
 
   They both stood up and responded strongly, “yes sir!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall drew himself another cup full of ale and began to look through a box on the floor of the cave.  From inside the box, he pulled out a map and placed it on the floor.  Kenner and Terri kneeled down on opposite sides of the map.
 
   “One of the most important weapons in war,” Captain Krall began, “is information.  And right now, the three of us have information that is very important in the war that has now started.”
 
    
 
                 “First of all,” he continued, “we know, or at least I know and you’re about to discover that Grail, a former Captain of Walechia is the Commanding General of that army.  He’s highly intelligent, highly efficient and a brilliant tactician.  It is his intention to move his army as quickly as possible behind the wall and attack Mobrey before the next new moon.  I also believe it is likely that he will have even more troops move behind his army and mass them at Mobrey for another attack across the plain, cutting off Kallesh from supplies and reinforcements.  Having accomplished that, he can choke and starve the White City into submission.  The Iron Gates have never been breached, but he wouldn’t need to.  All he’d have to do is position his troops around the city and wait for people to start starving.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner and Terri both contemplated this looking at the map.  The Captain was right, they both thought.  They also both understood that if they could get this information to Kallesh before Grail’s army reached Mobrey, the King may be able to raise a force to counter this attack.
 
    
 
                 “Unless, I’m wrong and I don’t believe I am,” Krall continued, “Grail’s entire plan depends on timing and the taking of Mobrey.  He has to move his army to Mobrey before the next new moon.  If he can’t do that, he can’t control the river and he can’t mass more troops.  He has to take Mobrey and it must be done before the next new moon.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner knew little about military tactics; only fighting.  However, what Krall was saying did make sense.  He understood at an almost instinctive level that if General Grail were to accomplish what Captain Krall was explaining, he could potentially take the entire nation.  He began to think to himself of other scenarios, including the army of monsters moving across the plains, through villages and cities, killing and destroying with little or no opposition.  If Grail accomplished this first task, he thought it very unlikely that Walechia, even with all of its Grand Army could win this kind of war.  But first, he understood, Grail had to take Mobrey.  If this army could be stopped before then, this war may still go a different direction.
 
    
 
                 Terri saw a different problem.  She looked at the map on the ground and saw her own small village.  The Wolfen army would reach that tiny point on the map before reaching Mobrey.  The creatures could destroy the village and kill everyone she knew and nothing could potentially stop them.
 
    
 
                 “We also know one more thing,” Krall went on gravely.  “General Grail has the Silver Axe.”
 
   Terri couldn’t stop a slight cough of a laugh from coming out.
 
   “Something funny?” Krall asked with a hint of anger in his voice.
 
   “I thought the four weapons was just a legend.” She answered.
 
   “You did see what happened didn’t you?” Krall asked her directly.
 
   “Oh yeah, I saw.” She said.   “I was sort of hoping I was merely hallucinating.”
 
   Krall nodded and understood her better.
 
   “I found myself hoping the same,” He said in a softer voice.  “Unfortunately, we were both wrong.  The Silver Axe is real and Grail has it.”
 
   “What can anyone do to stop that?” Kenner asked in an almost defeated voice.
 
   Captain Krall took a deep breath and scratched his head nervously.
 
   “Even with that weapon,” he answered trying to sound hopeful, “he is still only one man.  He may be able to kill hundreds by himself, but there may still be hope if a large enough force can be gathered against his army.”
 
    
 
                 Terri then found herself understanding something more in what the Captain was telling them.
 
   “So what you’re saying,” she said, “is that somehow we need to get this information to Kallesh.”
 
   “That is precisely what I’m saying.” Krall answered her.
 
    
 
                 Kenner found himself needing another cup full of ale.  As he stood up and turned towards the barrel, Terri said to him, “While you’re up…” and then held her cup to him.
 
   “I hope you haven’t been hitting that stuff too hard.” Captain Krall told them both.
 
   “Considering what we’ve just been through and what you’re about to ask us to do; how would you define ‘too hard’?” Terri asked.
 
   Krall wanted to bark at her for that comment, but then his thoughts eased.
 
   “It would be helpful if you could both remember this conversation in the morning.” He said.
 
   “We haven’t been hitting the stuff that hard.” Kenner tried to reassure him.
 
   “Well, in that case you can get me another cup too.” Krall ordered him.
 
    
 
                 They sat quietly around the map for a few moments drinking their ale.  Feeling more comfortable in the silence, Kenner found himself drinking more slowly; as if finishing his cup full would bring back the now uncomfortable conversation.  Terri couldn’t stop looking at the same point on the map representing her village, her family and her friends.  She was fighting the urge to simply get up and start running to the village and warn them.  Even though she knew, consciously that this was foolishness, she still had the urge to do so.
 
    
 
                 “Ordinarily,” Krall said, finally breaking the tense silence, “I would say that we need to stick together.”  He paused for a moment to let that sink in to his two soldiers.  “However, I cannot overstate how important this information is.  As Grail is no fool, he will have some of his animals looking for potential survivors and if we travel together, there is the very real possibility that we will be caught together.  If we’re all killed at the same time, the information will die with us.  In addition, the three of us traveling together will give out a stronger scent than one person traveling alone.  Our greatest chance for success in getting this information to Kallesh is for us to take different routes.”
 
    
 
                 Krall then pointed to the map again.
 
   “The most dangerous route; “ he began, “is the direct route following the river.  I’ll take that one myself.”
 
   “Forgive me for saying this Captain,” Kenner interrupted.  “But that route looks a little more than just ‘dangerous’.  It looks more like suicide.”
 
   “I agree Captain.” Terri added.  “By sunrise, there will be roughly five thousand Wolfen between you and Mobrey.”
 
   “I do concur that it has its challenges.  However, I think I can manage it if I stay at least a mile behind the beast army until I reach the bridge at Serace.  I can cross over there and then move more quickly.”
 
   “Won’t Grail move his army over that same bridge?” Kenner asked.
 
   “No.  That would be a waste of time.  His strategy is a dagger thrust from here, through Post One and on to Mobrey.  He has no interest in crossing that bridge.”
 
   “That bridge is still twenty miles,” Kenner included.
 
   “Yes, and with that army moving at about three miles a day, I should be able to get there in seven.  Once I cross the bridge, I can move even faster.”  
 
    
 
   Now,” he said facing both of them.  “Which one of you is the better runner?”
 
   Both raised their hands.
 
   “I had a feeling this would happen,” Krall said frustrated.  “Pick a number between one and ten.” He ordered Kenner.
 
   He thought for a second.
 
   “Eight.” He said.  Krall then pointed at Terri.
 
   “Five.” She answered.
 
   “I’m sorry, Terri but you were closest.  You’ll have to take the route through the Blackwoods.”
 
   “What has that got to do with running?” Kenner asked, almost insulted.
 
   “Because there’s fifteen miles of open ground between the fort and the beginning of the forests that border the Blackwoods.” Terri told him.
 
   “In that case, I should be the one taking this route,” Kenner tried to interject.
“And why, pray tell is that?” Terri began to argue.  “Please don’t tell me it’s because I’m a woman.  I’d rather not castrate you at this point.”
 
   “Enough bickering,” Krall said above them.  “I assure you Kenner, your route is not any better.  You’ll have to go through the Badlands and follow the mountain road until you get to the gate of Parabas.”
 
   “Isn’t that the route to the mountain pass and then on to Masallah?” Kenner asked.
 
   “Yes, but you won’t be going to Masallah.  Once you get to the gate, you’ll turn around and head back to Bayton.  There you can catch the ferry across the river to Mobrey and then on to Kallesh.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner studied the route on the map that Krall was describing for a moment.
 
   “That’s a very long route.” He observed.
 
   “It’s probably the longest.  But it’s no safer or more dangerous than Terri’s route.  And the further the route, the better of a chance for both of you.”
 
    
 
                 “After you get through the Blackwoods,” Krall told Terri, “You can take the western road back through the hills and then on to the plain before Kallesh.”
 
   Again they were silent for a few moments.
 
   “I think I need another ale.” Terri sighed.
 
   “I think we all do.” Krall stated and then both he and Terri presented their cups to Kenner.
 
   “When did I become bar maid?” Kenner asked.
 
    
 
                 After they drank and sat quietly, Terri finally asked, “When do we leave?”  Captain Krall then addressed Kenner.
 
   “I think you should leave at first light.”
 
   “That’s fine,” Kenner asked.  “But how am I supposed to get across the river?”
 
   “The river flows into a cave five miles north from here,” Krall answered.  “All you have to do is climb over the rocks and then you’ll find the road through the Badlands leading to the mountain pass.”
 
    
 
                 “It’s very important,” Krall added, “that you stick to that road.  I’m serious.  Do not deviate from it even by a foot.  Believe me; you don’t want to get lost in those rocks or the mountains.”
 
   “And take plenty of food with you,” Terri interjected.  “You’ll have no trouble finding water, but food is a different story.”
 
    
 
                 “When do I leave?” Terri asked.
 
   “Because you need as much rest as possible, you’ll leave a day later.  Plus this will give Grail’s army enough time to get far enough away for you to pass back through the fort.  It won’t be pleasant, but that’s your best bet.”
 
   Terri nodded in agreement.
 
   “I’ll leave first thing tomorrow along with you, Kenner.” Krall told them.
 
    
 
                 The three of them were quiet for the rest of the night as they each contemplated the roads they would take.  Terri was the first to fall asleep as she was physically exhausted from her ordeal.  Although they were both awake, neither the Captain nor Kenner spoke to one another.  Both were too focused on their own tasks.
 
    
 
                 It only seemed a moment from his last waking memory when Kenner was woken by Captain Krall.
 
   “It’s time.” Krall told him.
 
   Kenner rose and began packing.  At the same time, he ate what he could.  He turned to wake Terri, but Krall stopped him.
 
   “Let her sleep.  She has a lot of running to do tomorrow.”
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall then took some animal furs out of another box in the cave.
 
   “You’ll need these.” He told Kenner.  “It gets very cold in those mountains.”
 
   He then showed Kenner how to roll them up and tie them on to his pack.
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall poked his head out of the cave to look for any sign of Wolfen or enemy men.  The light of the dawn was only starting to come over the horizon, but he trusted his eyes to be able to see something if it were out there.  He saw nothing.  He looked again through his telescope and still saw nothing.
 
   “Let’s go.” He ordered Kenner and then they both jogged together away from the outcropping and towards the river.
 
    
 
                 When they reached the river, Krall pointed in the direction of the cave into which the river flowed.
 
   “Got it.” Kenner answered and then he started to move off.  Krall then grabbed him by the shoulder.
 
    
 
                 “Look,” he said to him.  “I know it would be easy for you to just disappear and go back to your hills, but I really need you to do this.”
 
   Kenner then grabbed Krall’s arm in a friendly gesture. 
“I promised five years.” He said to his Captain.
 
   Krall then smiled at him.
 
   “Yes you did.” He said.  “I’m sorry I doubted you.”
 
   The two of them, not knowing anything more to say to each other turned and started off in their different directions.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
                 Kenner followed the river until sunrise and then found the cave into which the river flowed.  He could tell that it was going to be a difficult climb up the rocks, but not impossible.  There was some brush and small trees that Kenner could use as footholds and he slowly climbed up the face of the rocks until he climbed to the top.  Once there, he found the path the Captain had told him about.
 
    
 
                 It was easy at first, winding through short brush and grass.  He walked at a steady pace, being careful to look behind him from time to time and look for anything following him.  His pack began to get heavy after a while, making his shoulders and back sore.  To try and ease this, he hooked his fingers under the straps of the pack to have his hands bear some of the weight.  He walked for hours with the sun beginning to travel over and then behind him.  Occasionally, he would take drinks of water to quench his thirst, but he didn’t want to drink too much as, getting further away from the river, he didn’t easily see any water nearby.  He had two canteens with him and, he thought that if he were careful, one might last him a whole day.
 
    
 
                 In the early afternoon, he stopped to eat.  Knowing that he would need to conserve his food, he ate only half of one piece of hard tack and an apple.  It didn’t quite satisfy him, but he thought that it would be better to be slightly hungry after one meal than to starve days later.
 
    
 
                 Looking ahead, the road seemed to go on seemingly forever into the still distant mountains.  In the distance, they looked the teeth of a serrated knife and an impossible distance.  Captain Krall had given him no indication as to how long his route may take him; but looking towards the mountains as they curved off into the east, he wondered if he might make it to Kallesh before the new moon.  It just seemed so far away.  Still, he kept a steady pace.
 
    
 
                 It was a particularly warm, but not quite hot afternoon.  He could feel the sweat begin to soak his back under his pack.  He unbuttoned his shirt and felt cool air against his chest.  His legs and feet also began to sweat and, at the time it seemed impossible for it to ever get as cold as he had been warned.  He’d never been to the mountains but had heard many stories.  His father had told him of a cruel and biting cold, worse than any winter he’d known in his hills.  He heard of snowstorms that lasted for days, penetrating winds and thin air that made each breath a labor.
 
    
 
                 He’d heard of a place so inhospitable that each step was like climbing a mountain.  His father had told him of people’s fingers and toes turning black from the cold; even falling off completely.  Surely these were stories, he thought to himself.  He hoped they were only stories.  
 
    
 
   When the sun began to set behind him, the air began to cool and feel more comfortable.  He found himself thinking that perhaps he could go on through the night, but his back and shoulders told him otherwise.  As it began to grow darker, he looked around for some shelter but could find none.  There were rocks and crags near the road, but no caves he could see.  He didn’t want to camp in the open, but also didn’t want to continue in the dark where it would become more likely that he might lose the road.
 
    
 
   Suddenly he heard a voice that seemed to be all around him at the same time.
 
   “Don’t worry.” It said and then he had the feeling that, wherever he stopped, someone or something would keep him safe.  He stopped and sat down close to the road; which he could only just see in the gathering darkness.  He ate the rest of the piece of hard tack, and then lay down, resting his head on his pack.
 
    
 
                 The sky above him was clear and packed with stars.  He heard crickets chirping and other animals he wasn’t sure of making other noises.  Staring into the pockmarked sky, he saw a shooting star, like the one he’d seen just outside of Kallesh and it seemed to tell him the same message.  Everything was going to be alright.  This feeling again coursed through him like a warm wave.
 
    
 
                 As he slept, he dreamed again.  It wasn’t as clear as the dream of the General with the axe, but felt just as real.  In a grey haze, he thought he could see the entrance to a cave or a mine; he wasn’t sure.  A shadow was near the cave and it seemed to be pointing to it.  Then from out of the dream, he heard a soft whisper of a voice.
 
   “Wake up.” It said.
 
    
 
                 He awoke with a start and saw that the dawn’s light was beginning to break through the darkness.  This time, he ate a whole piece of hard tack and another apple.  He knew he would need the extra energy to get started.  His back and shoulders were hurting from the day before, but he still slung the pack over his shoulders and continued on.  “Wherever I’m going,” he said to himself, “I’m one day closer.
 
    
 
                 On the second day the road began to become more difficult.  It climbed more and the rocks under his feet began to become sharper.  The road wound up and around steeper hills.  Kenner thought for a moment that it might save time to simply climb straight up these hills as he did in his own country.  However, he kept on the path, remembering what Captain Krall had told him.  The second day was even warmer than the first and the sweat on him began to feel cold.  He found himself thirstier and drank more water.  Even though he was still worried about running out, he thought that surely there must be water to be found somewhere.  As the day got older, he had gone through his first canteen and was halfway through the second.
 
    
 
                 The road wound its way up a particularly steep hill and when he got to the top, he found an abandoned dwelling.  It looked like, possibly an abandoned house.  The walls were long gone.  Only a few wooden posts and the remainder of a stone fireplace remained.  Further examining the remains, he found, what looked like a well and ran to it.  It was a well.  The bucket for collecting water was long gone, but the rope remained.  He tied the rope to his canteens and lowered them both down.  To his relief, he was able to fill them both.
 
    
 
                 The roof of the old house had collapsed and the way it lay on the ground seemed to make a small shelter.  He climbed underneath to see if he could fit and was satisfied.  He ate some more and then rested himself under the fallen roof.  The second day was over without incident.
 
    
 
                 Again, he had the same dream only this time, the images were sharper, more real.  The rock around the cave or mine was light grey, almost white with a nearly square opening.  The dark shape was more in focus and looked more like the shadow he was familiar with.  Once more, it was pointing to the opening.
 
    
 
                 The same voice woke him the next morning.  It was more light this time as he’d slept longer.  He felt a little more rested and hurt less.  Still, he was sore and tired.  He contemplated simply not going anywhere that day and resting; but reminded himself that he needed to travel as fast as he could.  He didn’t have time to rest an entire day, he reasoned, even though his body seemed to want to.
 
    
 
                 On the third day, the road had begun to become even more difficult.  Even though curving around hills, it was steep and his footing was unsure.  The rocks on the road were loose and slippery and more than once, he’d nearly fallen.  The air was getting thin and he found it harder to breath.  As such, he found himself needing to rest more and drink more water.  On this day, he emptied both his canteens.  A steady and cold wind began to blow.  As the sun set, the wind became harder and, for the first time, he wrapped one of the furs around him.
 
    
 
                 He found, what looked like the entrance to a cave as the darkness fell, but it was too small for him to climb all the way in.  It was just big enough for him to lie in and wrap himself with the fur, but the pack wouldn’t fit as well.  That night, he hardly slept at all as it he felt as if nearly freezing, despite the thick fur.  The wind swept around him and through him and for the first time, he began to think that, perhaps he wouldn’t be able to accomplish his mission.
 
    
 
                 Perhaps, he thought this was too much, too difficult.  Perhaps he should turn around and return to his hills.  But, he reminded himself that he’d promised he would do it.  Captain Krall, he thought was a good and honorable man and he’d made a promise to him.
 
    
 
                 As he barely slept, he did not dream and the next morning, he needed no voice to rouse him.  The pack seemed twice as heavy and he barely managed to get it over his shoulders.  Marching along as best as he could, he found that each step was becoming more difficult.  And now, he had no water to quench his thirst.  His throat and mouth began to burn and each breath of dry air seemed to cut into his chest.  Turning a corner, he saw the road lead up a hill so steep; it looked like a sheer cliff.  Upon seeing this, his tired and thirsty body told him that he could not do it.  It was impossible.  Then he heard a voice tell him, “Nothing’s impossible.  Some things are just a lot more difficult.”  It was his father words; but not his father’s voice.  It was the same voice he’d heard the two mornings in a row.  Who are you, he asked?
 
    
 
                 Step by step and seemingly inch by inch, he followed the road up the steep hill.  He breathed hard and heavy and each step felt as his legs were lifting his body over dozens of hills at once.
 
   “Just get to the top of the hill.” He told himself.  At one point, his feet slipped and he nearly fell to the ground.  But he caught himself.  He grit his teeth and summoned up all his strength.  He willed himself step by step up the hill, but was disheartened when he reached, what he thought was the top.  Instead the road went on further and was even steeper still.
 
   “Who the hell built this road?” He cried out.
 
    
 
                 He nearly collapsed when he saw the road ahead of him and felt like crying.  Would the rest of the road be like this?  If so, he thought he couldn’t do it.  “I’m just not strong enough.”  Holding back anger and tears, he then heard a welcoming sound.  It was water running, like from a stream.  The sound was coming from the top of the hill and he pulled himself together.  He was in pain and his legs felt as if they could carry him no more.  His throat burned and his chapped lips felt as though they were on fire.  Still he made himself climb the hill.  
 
    
 
                 Every step was like a full day’s running, but he made himself do it.  At one point near the top, he was on his hands and knees, crawling like a small child, but he did make it to the top.  There he saw from where the sound was coming.  There was a small stream flowing down from an even higher hill and at the bottom was a pool of water so clear it looked like glass.  And on the opposite side of the pool, he saw an even more encouraging sight.  Drinking from the pool was a giant battle cat.
 
    
 
                 Feeling elated, he called out.  “Shela!”
 
   The cat looked up…but it wasn’t Shela.
 
    
 
                 As it raised its head, he could see a white spot over the cat’s left eye and its right ear looked like it had been chewed.  When the cat looked up, Kenner could tell that it had seen him.  Its eyes narrowed on him and it crouched down as if it were about to pounce.  It crept along the edge of the pool and its ears went back.  Kenner felt like he should run, but his body was too exhausted to move.  He tried to get up, but he lost his footing and fell down to the edge of the pool.
 
   “Oh crap!” He exclaimed.
 
    
 
                 The giant cat moved closer, growling.  Its mouth opened showing its huge, white and sharp teeth.  It growled again and looked as if it just about to pounce when another battle cat jumped from seemingly out of nowhere.  It rammed the other cat and roared.  When it turned its head to Kenner, he could tell that this was Shela.  She then chased the other cat away and began drinking from the pool herself.
 
    
 
                 With great effort, Kenner crawled to the pool and began to drink like an animal.  The burning in his throat and mouth eased and he felt more energy; even enough to pull himself to a seated position.  As he did, he noticed Shela was gone.  He looked around and saw no sign of her.  Sitting on the hard ground, he panted for breath and then found himself saying, “Thanks again old girl.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
                 Kenner found a small cave next to the pool and made himself as comfortable as possible.  He built a small fire with the wood he had packed from the hide and ate.  He was starting to run low on food, he noticed.  He only had two pieces of hard tack and one apple.  And he was still, he thought very far from his goal.  He thought further that it was obvious that for some time he’d have to go without food; but for how long he had no idea.  The thought of turning around and going home was still in his mind; but even if he did, the road back would not be easier.  It was just as difficult and dangerous to go back as to go forward.
 
    
 
                 He could hear the wind howling outside the cave and sometimes it would blow in.  At one moment, it almost extinguished his little fire; which, even with the thick furs was only giving him a mere sensation of warmth.  He began to understand what his father had meant of the biting cold and thin air.  He found himself wishing that none of what happened had ever happened.  He began to wish that he had died along with his cousins or the other soldiers from the fort.
 
    
 
                 He slept better than he had, but awoke to a disturbing sight.  Peeking out of the cave, he saw that it had snowed the night before.  More than that, the snow had completely covered the road.  He could not see any hint of it under the white carpet.  He climbed to the top of a rock to try and see any evidence of it; but it had completely disappeared.  It was gone and now, in addition to running out of food, he was lost.
 
    
 
                 The mountains were all around him with nothing indicating any direction.  The sun was above the mountain peaks, but he couldn’t tell if it were to the east of west.  He didn’t know how long he had slept; whether it was morning or afternoon.  He looked around desperately for some sign of the road but saw nothing.  Now, he could neither go forward nor back and he felt ready to simply give in and die.
 
    
 
                 But then he saw something in the distance.  Standing on top of a rock, just barely close enough for him to see was a shadowy figure; looking like a person wearing a hooded cloak.  The wind blew around this figure, causing the cloak to billow and wave like a flag.
 
   “Is that you shadow?” He heard himself say.  “Man!  I hope so.”
 
   He put out the fire in his cave and slung his pack over his shoulder.  He then climbed the rock again and looked towards the direction of the shadow.  It was still there and hadn’t appeared to have moved in any way.
 
    
 
                 He thought for a moment that it may have been an illusion or mirage.  He’d heard of people going mad from hunger or thirst.  Then he reminded himself that he’d been seeing the shadow long before he had gone into the mountains.  More than that, this shadow was the only hope he felt he had at the moment.
 
    
 
                 He followed as straight a path towards the shadow as he could manage.  He had to navigate around crags and over hills, just as he had when following the road.  But still the shadow remained in the same spot; never moving.
 
    
 
                 It couldn’t be a person, he told himself.  Perhaps it was like a scarecrow in a field.  Perhaps it was a cloak that had flown off of someone’s back and gotten caught on a rock.  Even if those were true, he thought, it was still something to follow.  It was a direction to move.
 
    
 
                 For the remainder of the day, he followed a path leading in the shadow’s direction until he came to another cave.  It was small, like the one he’d slept in the night before and with night falling; he knew that he would need shelter.  After investigating the cave, he looked in the direction of the shadow and saw that it was gone.  He nearly felt despair; but then a voice told him, “rest now.”  The voice was the same he’d heard on the first night and again, it seemed to come from everywhere at once.  Tired and hungry, he purposefully ignored the strangeness of the voice and simply said, “If you insist.”
 
    
 
                 He awoke again not knowing whether it was morning or afternoon and he didn’t care.  He couldn’t remember how long he’d traveled the day before and still didn’t care.  All he knew was that it was time to leave again.  When he walked out of the cave, he saw the shadow on top of the rock again and followed it.
 
    
 
                 The path he was following was still steep and each step was difficult as he had to raise his legs high to pull them out of the snow with each step.  The snow crunched under his feet and, even through the leather of his thick boots, he felt a stabbing cold in his feet.  Still he followed the path towards the shadow and he soon felt that he would be close enough, perhaps to speak with it.  It had grown larger and, instead of looking like something reasonable, like a scarecrow or rock, it looked even more human the closer he got to it.  Kenner even thought he could see it looking at him under the hood of the cloak.
 
    
 
                 By the time the sun disappeared behind the mountains, he found himself nearly at the rock the shadow was standing on and there found a puzzle.  There were several paths leading around tall rock formations.  The shadow was still standing there silently.
 
    
 
                 “Well,” he called up to the hooded figure.  “Now what?”
 
   Then to his surprise, he saw what looked like the shadow’s arm point in the direction of one of the paths.  He looked to the path then back up to the rock.  The shadow was gone.
 
   “Oh come on!” He exclaimed.
 
    
 
                 He climbed up the steep path which curved around and to a near vertical slope.  At the top of the hill was his shadow again.  That’s where he saw the vision from his dream.  The shadow was standing near the entrance of, what looked like a mine.  Instead of wood, the supporting beams were made of stone and the shadow was pointing into the opening.  He practically dragged himself up the slope.  The wind howled; snow blew around him and the cold penetrated deep into his bones.  His hands and feet hurt and he had to look down to ensure his footing.  Near the top he saw what looked like stone stairs and they were not covered in snow.  He saw snowflakes fall on the steps, but then disappear.  When his feet fell on the steps they felt warmer and his feet, hurting from the cold began to feel better.  When he reached the top, he saw the shadowy figure was gone.
 
    
 
                 The entrance was only slightly taller than himself and on the top beam; he saw writing carved into the stone.  He recognized the writing as the ancient language of Walechia before Farraday had ordered a common language spoken in all four nations.  He couldn’t speak or read the language; but he had been taught to recognize it.
 
    
 
                 Inside, the cave was nearly the same size and shape of the hide from what seemed like so long ago.  In the gathering darkness, he could see shapes and shadows of what looked like human figures.  He could also see barrels and boxes along the walls.  Incredibly, the cave was warm inside and it seemed impossible.  He stuck his hand outside the cave and he felt the same biting cold he had been fighting for so long.  He drew his hand back in and the cold sensation left his hand.
 
   “Whatever,” he said.
 
    
 
                 Feeling more tired than he’d ever remembered feeling, he nearly fell to the ground.  He removed his fur and laid it on the ground for a bed, lay down and propped his head against his pack.  And then he slept deeply and more comfortably than he could easily remember.
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
                 Kenner awoke the next day feeling more rested than he had since before he had started this journey.  His shoulders and back still ached and his feet were sore, but he still felt better than he had.  From outside the cave, he could hear the wind blowing fiercely and when he looked towards the entrance, he saw snow blowing as it were flying in every direction.  Still, the inside of the cave was warm and without wind.  He didn’t understand why; but at the moment, he didn’t particularly care.
 
   “I think I’ll stay in here today.” He said to himself.
 
    
 
                 It wasn’t completely dark in the cave, nor was it well lit.  It looked the same to Kenner as it had the night before.  Looking at the entrance, he noticed two torches on either side of the opening.  He took one down, looked at it and smelled it to see if, perhaps it still had some oil.  Apparently it did.  He dug the two pieces of flint out of his pack and struck them together over the torch; which he’d laid on the ground.  Amazingly, the torch was lit with only one spark.  He’d never seen that before.
 
    
 
                 Now with a torch, he began to explore the cave more intently.  He found that it looked less like a natural cave with odd, sharp corners and angles; but rather like something man made.  The inside was nearly perfectly circular with smooth walls arching upwards, almost like a dome.  The shapes he had seen in the near darkness turned out to be statues of women and men in various dramatic poses.  There were, indeed barrels and boxes along the walls and chests of assorted sizes.  Everything was covered in dust and cobwebs; as if this place had been forgotten centuries before.  At the very back of the cave was another entrance, very much like the outside.  It was also rectangular with the same ancient writing on its beams.  
 
    
 
                 He took a step towards the opening and then heard a noise; like scraps of metal hitting the floor coming from his right.  He turned quickly toward the noise and pointed his torch in that direction.  He saw a shape on the floor that looked like a short body and a head; approximately the same height as a child.  But it was just past the light of his torch and could only see its silhouette.    He cautiously moved towards the shape and breathed a sigh of relief at seeing what it was: an old suit of plate armor covered in dust.  Examining the armor more closely, he brushed some of the dust off of it.  It was solid black and felt like steel.  Even covered in dust and dirt, it still had a dull sheen to it.  It also appeared to have never been used as it had no dents or cuts on it.  It didn’t have a scratch on any part of it.  The helmet was the same color as the rest and was similar to the design of Walechian helmets; except that it did not feature the characteristic spike.  Satisfied that this unused armor would likely not attack him, he turned and continued investigating his cave.
 
    
 
                 There were weapons and shields along the walls as well, with designs and emblems he’d never seen before.  There were long bows whose strings had long disappeared and broken swords and spears.  Could this be an old and forgotten hide, he asked?  Suddenly, he heard the metallic sound again.  He turned to face the suit of armor and it didn’t look as if anything had happened.  It was still just sitting there on the floor.  He had almost turned away from it when he thought he noticed something peculiar.  The dirt on the floor near the armor appeared disturbed; as if the suit had been dragged a couple of feet.  He slowly backed away from it, but still watched it carefully.  It couldn’t have moved by itself, he reasoned.  And then he went back to examining his surroundings.
 
    
 
                 He found a barrel and after clearing it of cobwebs and dirt.  He then opened its top with his short sword and he almost gasped at what was inside: apples; and they looked fresh.  He took one out and smelled it.  It smelled like an apple should.  Feeling a pang of hunger, he took a careful bite and it tasted as if it had just fallen from a tree.  He then greedily devoured the rest and several more after it.
 
    
 
                 It was the best and the fullest meal he’d had since the battle and he felt satisfied.  It was only after he’d devoured several that he thought that they might be poisoned.  Still standing in the darkness, he concluded that if they had been poisoned, he would be dead already.  He opened the top of the barrel next to it and found a familiar smelling liquid: ale.
 
   “Oh what the hell.” He said to himself and filled his cup several times.  Feeling slightly drunk and full, he began to fall asleep again.  Then he heard the metal scraping sound again.  He looked in the direction of the armor and saw that it had moved closer to him.
 
   “Oh that’s just great.”
 
    
 
                 He sat alertly watching the armor for, what seemed like an hour.  It didn’t move.  Then he felt a sensation coming from it; almost like it was watching him and thinking.  It gave the impression of being like a child or a small pet.  It didn’t seem to want to hurt him.  Instead it was like it was curious about him and wanted to know more about him.
 
   “I suppose if you were going to kill me, you would have done it by now.” He said to it.  He almost expected it to answer him, but it didn’t.  It just sat there, like it was watching him.  He felt the sensation that it was more afraid of him than he was of it.
 
    
 
                 Then he looked back at the entrance at the back of the cave.  He thought he saw a ceiling going downwards; as if there was a tunnel or walkway descending deeper into the cave.  Walking carefully and continuing to check the armor for movement, he stepped into the opening.  There, dropping down deeper was a set of stone stairs; not unlike the steps leading up to the cave on the mountain.  Putting the torch inside the doorway and looking down, he saw another entrance at the bottom of the steps and it was only a few feet down.  He turned back to the armor, which hadn’t moved.
 
   “What do you think?  Should I go down?”
 
   The armor did not answer.
 
    
 
                 He carefully and slowly climbed down the steps until he reached the bottom.  When he reached the bottom, he heard an even louder and longer metal scraping sound.  He looked behind him and saw the armor sitting at the top of the steps.
 
   “Stay.” He said to it.
 
    
 
                 This inner chamber was darker, except for the warm glow of the torch.  He could see some shapes; much like the statues and barrels in the upper chamber.  This room looked longer and more narrow.  Searching with his torch and moving slowly into this chamber, he saw many more chests and boxes.  It didn’t seem as organized or neat.  The things in the room looked to have almost thrown randomly into the room; as if being discarded.  That’s when he saw it: the glint of gold.
 
    
 
                 It looked part of a chain protruding from one of the chests on the floor.  He knelt down and opened it and found it filled with gold jewelry and coins.  Excited, he opened still more of the chests strewn about and found them all filled with the same riches.
 
   “Great lady!” He exclaimed.  “I’m rich!”  
 
   He looked around for something to put the gold in; a sack or a pack.  There was a large chest filled with gold coins and just the contents of that chest alone would be enough for him to live comfortably for many years.
 
    
 
   Then another sensation came to him; as if someone were speaking to him.  This gold was not for him, it seemed to say.  He felt the very strong feeling that this treasure was not to leave this chamber and if it did; something very bad might happen.  His excitement disappeared; but he didn’t feel disappointed.  There was something else he now felt that he was supposed to find.
 
    
 
                 Looking to the back of this chamber, he found yet another door.  On both sides of the entrance, he could see the statues of two soldiers in full armor and swords.  They looked as if they were guarding the door.  He approached even slower.  He had the feeling that this was more than just a cave or a hide.  There seemed something sacred about this place.  More than that, he felt that if the wrong person were to enter this last chamber, it would be like sacrilege.  He nearly turned around, feeling strange; unworthy.  However, the chamber seemed to be calling to him, inviting him.  He reached the door and shone his torch inside.
 
    
 
                 This last chamber was almost pitch black dark.  He saw more shapes including, what looked like his shadow standing over a large, rectangular shape.  It was different, though.  He could feel nothing coming from it, like he did his shadow.  It had no feeling of life.  
 
    
 
                 Feeling along the entrance, he felt the shape of another torch.  When he lit this other one with the torch in his hand, it partially illuminated the room.  He saw more statues, but these were different.  They didn’t just look larger; they gave off an impression of being larger, more important.  They were all kneeling around the rectangular shape, appearing to rest on weapons.  His hands felt another torch on the other side of the entrance and he lit it as well.  Now the statues came almost in to full view.  They were in the image of three men and one woman and when he saw the weapons they were holding, he knew who and what they were.  They were the three kings and one queen of legend.  In their stone hands were the axe, the spear, the bow and the hammer.
 
    
 
                 The rectangular shape came into better view as well.  Looking at it, he saw that it was a sarcophagus.  He realized that this more than a cave or a hide.  It was a tomb; and by the looks of things, the tomb of someone very important.  Looking at the sarcophagus, he saw the same ancient writing carved on the slab and inlaid with gold.   Could this be the tomb of…?  He shook his head as if to stop himself from even thinking the thought in his mind.
 
   “Can’t be.” He told himself.  
 
   Then he looked at the statue standing directly behind the sarcophagus.
 
    
 
                 It was like marble; only black.  Unlike nearly everything else he’d seen in these inner chambers, it was not covered in dust or dirt.  It was perfectly clean as if it had just been made.  It was a cloaked and hooded figure, like he’d seen in his dreams and what his shadow was increasingly starting to look like.  And it was holding something.
 
    
 
                 Its arms were outstretched, as if offering something to the grave.  He stepped closer to examine the face on the statue.  In the flickering light, it looked like the face of a young and beautiful woman.  Her eyes looked sad, but there was a hint of a smile on her lips.  But what was she holding, Kenner asked?  What was in her hands?
 
    
 
                 Kenner passed his torch over her arms and hands.  It looked like a sword in its scabbard.  More than that, this sword didn’t look like it was part of the statue.  It was resting in her hands, but Kenner saw that, if he wanted to, he could take the weapon from her outstretched arms.  The sheath, the hilt and grip were all black with a pummel that looked like a crown.  And there was another feeling flooding through Kenner.  Although he consciously reminded himself that it was impossible, he felt as if the statue wanted him to take it.
 
    
 
                 Kenner passed his hand over the apparent weapon, but did not yet touch it.  Like the statue, it was untouched by dust or dirt.              There was a feeling of warmth coming from it; almost as if it were alive.  He touched the scabbard and felt an odd sensation in his finger.  It was warm, but not hot.  It was almost like a breath that went into his finger and began to flow into the rest of his hand.  It felt stronger, more powerful.
 
    
 
                 He placed the torch on the sarcophagus and then turned quickly to take the sword; but something stopped him.  It was another strong feeling.  This one seemed to tell him; “from this point, there is no turning back.”
 
    
 
                 His heart pounded in his chest for reasons he was not sure.  Something about this weapon seemed almost mystical and holy.  It didn’t give the impression of a weapon made by men.  Slowly his hands closed around the scabbard and the energy he’d felt in his finger and his hands then coursed through his entire body.  It was exhilarating and exciting.  His whole body now felt larger and more powerful.  With his heart beating faster, he closed his right hand over the handle and then slowly drew the blade from its sheath.
 
    
 
                 It made a ringing sound, like a tiny bell; only the sound lasted past the blade being fully drawn and Kenner gasped at the sight of it.  It was solid black, but didn’t look like metal.  It appeared more like glass.  Despite its having the length and width of a broad sword, it was incredibly light and perfectly balanced.  Still feeling thrilled, he swung the blade in a slashing motion.  In doing so, he accidently hit the stone slab of the grave and it passed through the solid stone with almost no sensation of hitting anything at all.
 
    
 
                 Looking down at the grave, he saw that he’d taken a large chunk out of the stone.  It wasn’t like he’d broken the stone.  It was a clean slice and it frightened him.
 
    
 
                 This was too much for him to believe.  Could this really be the tomb of Farraday?  Was he really holding the Black Sword in his hands?  He slid the sword back into its sheath and started to place it back in the statues hands when he heard a voice say, “No!”  He looked at the face of the statue and no longer were the eyes looking down sadly.  They were looking directly at him and even though stone, appeared clearly focused on him.  He tried again to replace the sword, but again heard, “No!”  Then he heard what sounded like large rocks moving.  He turned around and in the dim light saw the four statues now all facing him.  Their heads were bowed and they were still on their knees.  It was if they were kneeling before him as if her were a king.  A thousand feelings rushed through him at once.  
 
    
 
                 And then he fainted.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The First Causton War
 
    
 
    
 
                 After being released from prison, Causton led his followers across the Great Plain and along the Serpent River.  At Mobrey, the thousands of followers gave all their money to Causton’s supporting priests and they began purchasing weapons and military equipment.  When the King heard of this, he sent an emissary to visit with Causton.  This emissary was assured by Causton’s leaders that the weapons were merely being purchased so that the “pilgrims” could defend themselves if they needed to.  The new King feared the popularity of Causton’s movement so much that he ordered no action taken against the followers or Causton himself.
 
    
 
                 The priest and his followers camped outside Mobrey for several months and reports began getting back to the King of military training and even more weapons and equipment being purchased.  One of his Generals warned the King that something had to be done to disperse the immense crowd; but still the King did nothing as he feared that even more would rally to Causton and his followers would grow.  In late spring, Causton and his followers left Mobrey and moved south.  The King feared that they may be moving on Kallesh and moved one thousand troops to outside the city walls.  However, Causton and his followers merely bypassed the city and continued moving south without incident.
 
    
 
                 Two days later, a deserter from Causton’s followers came to the King with a horrifying revelation: Causton was moving on the City of Kasabbah.  His intention was to “punish” the city for its “sins” by killing its inhabitants and burning the city to the ground.  This time, the King did not hesitate.  He mobilized his forces to intercept Causton’s army and to stop them.
 
    
 
                 Just outside Kasabbah, the King’s army caught up with Causton and his followers.   Emissaries from Causton met with General Throd, Commander of the King’s army and convinced him that it was only a peaceful procession to the city.  However, one night as most of Throd’s army slept, Causton’s army attacked and slaughtered most of Throd’s forces.  Throd, himself was captured and beheaded.
 
    
 
                 Several cavalry soldiers escaped the massacre and rode south to Kasabbah.  They warned the city leaders and the city was evacuated before Causton’s army arrived.  The priest still had the city burned to the ground and began to pursue the evacuated citizens further to the south.  But the King had anticipated the possibility of Throd’s army being defeated and had planned for it.  He secretly had another force put on over one hundred ships and taken south by the river.  He had also struck a deal with Sheyron’s “Admiral” allowing this fleet of ships to pass into their borders and to allow the refugees from Kasabbah to do the same.
 
    
 
                 When Causton’s army reached the border of Sheyron, he found a Walechian army of over ten thousand waiting for him.  The Walechian Army overwhelmed Causton and his followers, decimating their army.  Causton and many of his strongest supporters survived and escaped, though.
 
    
 
                 However, while one catastrophe had happened, another had been averted.  Kasabbah had been destroyed and hundreds of men slaughtered in a surprise attack.  However, the citizens of Kasabbah had been spared and Causton’s army apparently defeated.  Little did anyone know that this was only the first in what would become a much larger and more tragic conflict.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty One
 
    
 
    
 
                 Kenner awoke with the sun on his face.  Looking around him, he could tell he was in the first chamber of the cave and began to think that the entire experience with the Black Sword was just a dream.  It seemed real enough, he thought; but he’d had stranger dreams that also seemed real.  It had to be a dream, he concluded.  It couldn’t possibly have been real.  As he rubbed his, still sleepy eyes, he noticed black armor on his arms.  He looked over himself and saw that his entire body was covered in the black plate male.
 
   “What the hell?” He almost shouted.  He then heard a woman’s voice say, “Good morning.”
 
    
 
   He felt paralyzed for a moment, but then slowly turned his head to face where the voice had come from.  Standing in the shadows of the cave was his familiar shadow; but now it looked closer and more real than ever before.  She stepped forward into the sunlight and he saw her.
 
    
 
   She was still wearing a black, hooded cloak; but now the hood was drawn back.  She was beautiful.  She had a round face and almond shaped eyes.  He could see that they were brown.  She had straight black hair and was smiling sweetly.
 
    
 
   He sat for a moment and staring at her.
 
   “Hi.” He finally said nervously.
 
   Her hands were hidden inside the cloak with her arms folded in front of her.  She stepped closer, still smiling.
 
   “You’ve been asleep for two days.” She said to him.
 
    
 
                 He was still stunned, but wanted to say something; anything.  He could only stare at her in confusion.
 
   “Who are you?” He finally stammered.
 
   She smiled slightly more.
 
   “A friend.” She said in a sweet voice.  It was as clear as any voice; but having tenderness and strength at the same time.
 
    
 
                 He still searched desperately for words, wanting to ask a thousand questions at once.
 
   “Are you…” He started to ask.
 
   “Yes.” She answered simply.
 
   “Am I…?”
 
   “Dreaming?” She added.  “No.”
 
   “Did I…?”
 
   “Find the Black Sword?”
 
   He slowly nodded.
 
   “Yes you did.”
 
    
 
                 He felt like fainting again, but rubbing his face with his hands again helped him recover.
 
   “This can’t be happening.” He muttered to himself.
 
   “Oh yes it can.” She told him.  
 
    
 
                 His eyes fixated on her, he saw her pick up his pack and place it close it to him.
 
   “I’ve packed your bag with enough food to last you the rest of your journey, if you’re careful.  And while I know you’re still in a state of shock, you have lingered here long enough.  It’s time for you to go.”
 
   “Go?” He asked.  Then he remembered and scrambled to his feet.  “Holy crap!  You say I’ve been asleep for two days?”
 
   “Two days.”
 
   “I gotta get going.”
 
   “Yes you do.”
 
    
 
                 He looked around the cave for his fur, but couldn’t find it.
 
   “You won’t need it.” She said to him.  “The armor will keep you warm enough.  It will even keep your face warm, though you wouldn’t understand how.”
 
   “Ok…um…”He stuttered.
 
   “The sword is over there.” She said pointing.
 
    
 
                 He saw it leaning against the wall of the chamber and again, he found himself in disbelief.  The Black Sword; the weapon that Farraday used to conquer the four kingdoms and bring peace that lasted five hundred years; there it was just leaning against a wall like a normal weapon.  He still couldn’t believe that any of this was real.
 
    
 
                 “If you first put your pack on your shoulders,” She said to him, “you’ll find the sword fits perfectly between the pack and your back.  It also has a belt to attach it to your armor for use in battle.”
 
   “What battle?” He asked quickly.
 
   “Eventually, you’ll find yourself in one.  With the sword and your armor, you’ll be virtually invulnerable.”
 
    
 
                 He stepped towards the sword then found himself not being to go any closer.
 
   “Wait a minute.” He said.  “I can’t do this.”
 
   “Yes you can.”
 
   “No I can’t.”
 
   “And why not?”
 
    
 
                 Now he found himself nearly in a panic.  Once again, everything was hitting him at once.
 
   “First of all, I’m not Farraday.”
 
   “I’m well aware of that.”
 
   “I can’t use that sword.”
 
   “Yes you can.”
 
    
 
                 “You don’t get it!” He said in desperation.  “That’s a sword for kings; for heroes.  I’m not a king.  I’m just a guy from the hills who got caught poaching.”
 
   “And now you’re here.” She said in a soothing voice.  “The sword is yours and you must use it.”
 
   “But I’m not…”
 
   “Farraday was a simple farmer when the sword first came to him.” She interrupted.  “His only desire was to work his farm, marry a pretty girl and have children until destiny selected him.”
 
   “Yes and look what happened to him.  He died a slow, agonizing death after the war.”
 
    
 
                 The woman looked down sadly and sighed.
 
   “Yes, he did and that was very unfortunate.  But he understood the reason for it.”
 
   “And what was that?”
 
   She looked back up at him and smiled again.
 
   “You’ll come to understand that when the time is right.”
 
   He carefully stepped up to the sword and took it in his hand.  Again, he felt its energy flowing through him and he felt more confident and stronger.  He still had doubts; but holding the sword in his hand had him feeling as if he could overcome them.  
 
    
 
                 “I’ve also packed some gold coins in your pack as you will, eventually need them.”
 
   Kenner looked at her as if to say that it was forbidden.
 
   “Don’t worry.” She said to reassure him.  “I’m allowed.”
 
    
 
   “So…” he began again.  “This armor; is it also Farraday’s?”
 
   “No.” She answered.  “It’s yours.”
 
    
 
                 She led him out of the cave.  It was bright and sunny and almost all of the snow was melted.  He hadn’t noticed it before, but the view was breathtaking.  The mountains opened up before the farm fields and the plain of Walechia and he could see for what seemed hundreds of miles.  He saw the Serpent River cutting through the plain and off in the distance, he could just barely see Kallesh and the Great Tower.  His eyes followed the river and there, off in the distance he could see what looked like a black mass at the edge of a thin, white line he imagined to be the Northern Wall.  It must be Grail’s army, he thought.  He was then reminded of his mission and the promise he’d made to his Captain.
 
    
 
                 “It’s a three day journey from here to the gate of Parabas,” She told him.  “From there, it’s another two days to Bayton and the ferry.  At some point your friend Shela will find you and she’ll be able to carry you the rest of the way to Kallesh.”
 
   “That’s nice.” He said.
 
   “I wish we had more time to talk now, but we must both go our separate ways for the moment.”
 
   “That’s ok…wait a minute!  Where are you going?”
 
   “I have things I have to do; but I’ll be keeping an eye on you.  And I’ll check in on you from time to time.”
 
   “What will I do if anything happens?  What if I need you for some reason?”
 
   She turned and smiled at him again.
 
   “You have the Black Sword and magic armor,” She reminded him.  “I have confidence that you can handle anything that comes your way.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner looked down the mountain and saw the road winding down.
 
   “I trust you’ll remember to keep the location of this tomb secret?” She reminded him.
 
   “I don’t even know how I found this place.” He replied.
 
   “Take care my friend.  Until the next time.” She said to him and began to walk away.
 
   “Thanks, I’ll do that.”
 
    
 
                 He watched her walk away, and then called out to her.
 
   “Wait a second!” He said.  “You’ve been around for as long as I can remember.  Why did you never talk to me like this before?”
 
   She turned again and, still smiling said, “It wasn’t time.”  And then she disappeared behind a large rock.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Two
 
    
 
    
 
                 The journey down the mountain was far easier than the journey up.  The road meandered easily down much softer angles and curved gently.  It was much less gritty as the road had been as well and Kenner had no trouble with his footing.  The weather was cooperative as well with very little wind and no snow.  One night as he stayed in another cave, it had rained, but it was over by the morning.
 
    
 
                 The armor was surprisingly light; in fact, Kenner could barely feel it at all.  It was almost as if he were nothing over his normal clothes.
 
    
 
                 “Shadow” (as he now referred to her) had packed more than just apples for his downward journey.  She had packed dried meats, cheese and bread along with the fruit and he ate quite well.  The road followed a little stream flowing down the mountain meaning water was plentiful.  Quite by accident, he discovered that one of his canteens was filled with ale.
 
    
 
                 Towards the end of the third day, he started hearing the unmistakable sound of a crowd of people and he was relieved to hear them.  Reaching the bottom of a hill, he found a wider road with travelers heading toward, what he believed would be the gate of Parabas.  He had made it through the mountain pass.
 
    
 
                 There were only a few at first, but then hundreds, and then thousands and he found himself entering a town.  It had small buildings with shops, stores, stables with horses and what looked like a temple.  He heard noises of people shouting and laughing coming from one building and as he looked in its direction, he saw a man being thrown out from its open door.
 
   “Get out of here, you filthy drunk!” Hollered the man throwing the person out.
 
   Seeing this, he concluded that this must be a tavern.  Kenner thought for a moment that this was where he should turn around on the road and begin heading towards Bayton.  However, as it was growing dark and he hadn’t slept in a bed for weeks, Kenner thought a stay at an inn that was no doubt part of the tavern might be a good idea.
 
    
 
                 Walking in the open door, he noticed a few eyes looking in his direction; but he was largely unnoticed, despite wearing armor and carrying a large sword on his back.  The very large, burly man who had tossed out the previous patron stood at the door and looked over Kenner; but then seemed satisfied that he wasn’t an immediate threat.
 
    
 
   The tavern was full of, mostly men; but there were some women, a few dressed in more revealing dresses and being extra friendly to the male patrons.  He saw one woman rub the leg of a man at a table, then remove his purse from his pocket.  The tavern was filled with smoke from many pipes and the pungent aroma of different tobacco blends (among other smoking substances) made the air thick and almost as hard to breathe as the top of the mountain.
 
    
 
   When he stepped up to the bar, a short, older man with a bald head and a thick, grey beard washing a plate approached him.  He had a short pipe sticking out of his mouth that looked almost permanently attached.  He acknowledged Kenner with a simple nod.
 
    
 
   “Do you have any rooms?” Kenner shouted above the noise of the crowd.
 
   “Aye, rooms we have!” The old man shouted back.  “Baths too as you look like you might be in need of one.”
 
   Kenner laughed a little.
 
   “Yes, I’ll be needing a bath too.” Kenner answered.  “Can I get an ale?” He asked and pulled out one of the gold coins and set it on the bar.  The tavern keeper’s eyes looked almost they were going to bulge out of his skull.  He studied the coin as if in awe and then bit it.
 
   “Laddy,” he said, “With a couple of more of these, you could buy this establishment and I could retire.”
 
   “I’ll just take a room for a night and a hot bath.”
 
   “You’ll get the finest room in my house, sir.”
 
    
 
                 A few seconds later, the tavern keeper returned with a pint of ale for Kenner.  He then leaned forward.
 
   “Will you be needing any company, lad?” He asked with a wink.
 
   “No thanks.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner then felt a strange feeling, as if someone were watching him.  Trying not to look alarmed, he slowly turned to the side and tried to use his side vision to see if anyone was watching.  Off to the side in a dark corner of the tavern, he saw several men sitting at a table.  He saw one of them watching him, but then lower his head.  Kenner was, indeed being watched.
 
    
 
                 “Oi!” He heard a woman’s voice say to him.  He looked and saw a woman with a low cut dress barely hanging on her shoulders.
 
   “That’s a mighty big weapon you’ve got there,” She said in a sultry voice.  “Do you know how to use it?”
 
   Not knowing what to say, Kenner simply smiled and nodded.
 
    
 
                 The room to which he was shown was larger than any he’d ever seen.  There were houses in his village that didn’t have as much space.  There was a large four post bed that he thought could fit an entire family and large windows looking over the town’s central road.  The tavern owner also showed him into an adjoining room in which he found a white bathtub filled with steaming and frothy water.
 
    
 
                 Sitting and soaking in the hot water caused Kenner to think of better times.  He hadn’t had a bath like this since before being captured.  He’d been able to wash himself as much as possible, but to simply sit and relax in a tub full of hot, soapy water was a joy he’d nearly given up on ever experiencing again.
 
    
 
                 Across the room, he could see a mirror and he found it hard to believe that the image he saw could really be him.  His curly, black hair was longer and his beard was fuller.  He looked a little thinner and his eyes seemed more sunken.  And strangely, he thought he looked older than the last time he saw himself in a mirror.  He no longer saw the young man he thought he knew.  This new image was of a much older person; one he barely recognized as himself.
 
    
 
                 It had also been a long time since he’d slept in a soft bed.  The last time he could remember was back in Kallesh, the night before leaving for the fort.  Since then, he’d slept on straw, dirt floors and even on cold, hard stone.  As he lay in the bed thinking, he also began to think of staying another night or two in this inn.  However, he remembered that he had a promise to keep.
 
    
 
                 He wondered, too about his friend Terri and Captain Krall.  Had she made it past the fort and across the plain?  Would she be able to make it through the Blackwoods undetected?  He didn’t know much about the people there; but had heard that they were not fond of strangers.  Of course, he had heard the stories of it being a mystical and magical place; and his recent experiences made even the strangest stories he’d heard seem true.
 
    
 
                 He also thought of Captain Krall and his (what Kenner thought) suicidal mission.  Even following the Wolfen army a mile behind them, there would be no way, he thought that Krall could go unnoticed.  He found himself wondering if he’d ever see either one of them again.  Thinking these thoughts reinforced his commitment to his mission and his promise.
 
    
 
                 In the middle of the night, as he slept, he was awoken by a high pitched ringing sound.  Looking around in the darkness, he found that the noise was coming from the sword, leaning against the nightstand next to his bed.  He grabbed the sword as if doing so would quiet it and it did stop.  But then, he heard another sound; whispering of several voices outside his door.  He couldn’t make out what the voices were saying, but he could tell that there were, at least three people standing outside.  One of the voices seemed more stressed, as if commanding the others and then he heard a slight creak of the door beginning to open.  And then he saw a foot slide in on the floor.  He drew the sword half way out of its sheath and it made a loud ringing noise.  The door then shut quickly and he heard hurried footsteps moving away from his door.
 
    
 
                 The next morning, he had, perhaps the finest breakfast he’d ever tasted.  It was fried eggs, sausage and potatoes and it was so delicious, he ordered another serving.  He didn’t need to pay for any of it as the tavern keeper reminded him that the coin he’d paid the night before was more than enough for what little he’d purchased.
 
    
 
                 Before he left, he asked the tavern keeper if the road he’d just come from would take him to Bayton.
 
   “That it will, sir,” he said with his pipe still sticking out of his mouth.  “Three days on the road and you’ll be there.”
 
   Kenner presented the tavern keeper with another gold coin and as he turned to leave he heard the keeper begin to shout.
 
   “Alright you filthy buggers, get your asses out of my house!  I’m closed for the next week!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Three
 
    
 
    
 
                 Kenner followed a steady flow of people moving away from the town.  The crowd moved easily along the road towards the west, but occasionally there were some delays caused by overturned carts, stubborn pack animals and people who were just slower than others.  He saw some religious pilgrims going the other way towards the mountain pass and when they asked, he gave them a coin from the ones “Shadow” had packed for him.  Upon seeing the coin, the pilgrims all began jumping up and down and shouting.
 
    
 
                 Towards the end of the day, the crowd began thinning and he found himself in a more wooded area.  Thinking that this was as familiar as the hills from which he came, he left the road to camp amongst the trees; however, he didn’t stray too far from the road, so as not to get lost.  He started a small camp fire; ate a fine meal of fruit, cheese and bread and settled down for the night satisfied that the worst of his journey was likely over.
 
    
 
                 Sleeping with his back against a tree, he was awoken by the same high pitched ringing noise that he had woken to at the inn.  He awoke with a start and saw in the flickering firelight, four men standing near him; two had bows and drawn arrows pointed at him.  He started to reach for his sword, but the leader of the group stopped him.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that.” He said grinning.  “These boys are a little twitchy with their bows.”
 
    
 
                 The leader (Kenner presumed) was tall and round with short, black, dirty hair and a scruffy beard.  Kenner could see several teeth missing in his sinister grin and in his hand, he held a large mace.
 
    
 
                 Kenner slowly rose to his feet with his hands held up.  
 
   “You’ve been awfully generous with those pretty coins of yours,” the leader said.  “We thought you wouldn’t mind if we helped ourselves.”
 
   “Take what you want and go.” Kenner said.
 
   “Listen to who thinks he’s in charge lads,” The leader laughed.  The other men laughed with him.
 
   “Don’t worry young man.  We will take what we want.  That includes your coins, your food, your armor and that fancy sword of yours.  In fact, I think I like those boots of yours as well.”
 
   “I don’t recommend trying.” Kenner growled.
 
    
 
                 The leader laughed again, which sounded like a crow screaming in the night.
 
   “Looks like we’ve got a defiant one here, boys!” He joked and the others laughed with him.  Then he looked at Kenner with greedy eyes.
 
   “Oi!  Ripley!” He said over his shoulder.  “Get this young man’s sword and we’ll see how defiant he really is.”
 
   One of the men stepped towards the sword, which was still leaning against a tree.  He grabbed it with his hand and then let out a blood curdling scream as; what looked like bolts of blue lightning wrapped around him.  The two archers shot their arrows; which merely bounced off of Kenner’s armor.  Then the sword jumped out of its sheath and then Kenner found it in his right hand.  He was so surprised at what had just happened, he didn’t notice the leader swing his mace at him.  The head of the mace hit Kenner squarely in the chest and then shattered like glass with Kenner barely feeling anything.  The three companions all ran into the woods with the leader standing frozen in front of Kenner.
 
   “I think your friends have the right idea.” Kenner said glaring at him intently.  The man then turned and ran as fast as he could.  Kenner then looked at his sword and his armor, as if examining them closer.
 
   “You two are kind of handy to have around.” He said, as if talking to two new friends.
 
    
 
                 Kenner fell back into a shallow, but restful sleep.  He was dreaming of his village, sitting around a roaring fire and a girl with curly brown hair and sparkling brown eyes when he awoke to the sensation of hot, smelly air being blown on his face.  He opened his eyes and nearly jumped at the sight of the huge cat’s face only inches from his own.  Shela made a low, moaning noise and then pressed her head against his body.
 
   “Good morning to you too.” He said to her.  She then put her heavy head over his shoulder and purred as he rubbed the thick fur on her neck.
 
    
 
                 He started to take some more food out of his pack and then heard her grunt.  He looked at her and found her sitting back on her haunches with a look in her eyes that seemed to say, “Look at me.  I’m pretty.”  He tossed her his last three apples and she ate them happily.  After collecting himself and his belongings, he climbed on her back and they returned to the road.
 
    
 
                 They had no trouble or delay on the road as everyone traveling in both directions made way for them.  He heard a few people say, “Look at that.  A battle cat.”  He also heard a few women scream as well as some men squealing like little girls.
 
    
 
                 Riding the enormous cat was surprisingly smooth, Kenner thought.  She trotted along effortlessly with seemingly less motion than a horse and also her paws made almost no sound as they plodded along the road.  As evening fell, he began to see more and more people making camps along the road, but not too far away from it; unlike he had done the night before.  The road turned to a corner, but Shela ignored it; instead heading straight into the woods.  For a reason he didn’t fully understand, he was not concerned about this detour as he had a strong feeling that she knew where she was going.
 
    
 
                 Once more, he made camp, only this time, he kept the sword closer to him than the previous night.  He ate the last of his cheese and bread and listening to the sounds of the forest, he dozed off again into sleep and his dream of his village.  The next morning, he awoke and found Shela lying down behind the half-eaten remains of a stag.  The look on her face seemed to say, “Look what I brought for you.”
 
   “Good kitty.” He said to her dryly.
 
    
 
                 They had barely traveled an hour before coming out of the woods and back on to the main road.  It was thick with exhausted looking travelers all carrying small bundles.  There were more children among them than the previous set of travelers and on the sides of the road were soldiers appearing to be directing them.  He asked one of the soldiers what was going on and the soldier informed him that these were the refugees from Calderon.  There was a long line of them stretching back over the road for as far as he could see.  
 
    
 
   Before long, he and Shela began to enter the town of Beyton.  Like Mobrey, it was stretched out along the river with boats moored along its banks.  There were several smaller boats along the bank with their captains calling out, “Ferry to Mobrey!”  He approached one of the captains, who backed away frightened from the sight of the huge cat.
 
    
 
   “I need to get across,” he said to one of the captains.
 
   “No room for the animal.” He stuttered.  Shela answered him with a low growl.  Kenner pulled out of one of his coins and tossed it at the captain.  He looked to be in awe as he examined the coin and then he ordered three men off of the boat.
 
    
 
                 It took the better part of an hour to cross the wide expanse of the river.  Shela moaned sadly during the journey and at one point coughed up an enormous hairball, spitting it out on one of the soldiers crossing the river.  Kenner looked at the captain as if to apologize.
 
   “No need to worry good sir,” the captain told him.  “I’ll have it cleaned up in no time.”  The captain then looked at the cat and laughed nervously.
 
    
 
                 When they reached Mobrey, Kenner and Shela crossed through the busy city and back on to the road he knew would lead to Kallesh. They moved much faster than they had before and Kenner felt excited.  Would Terri be there?  Would Captain Krall be waiting for him?  Had they made it?
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall had made it sound as if he expected, at least one of them to die.  Kenner hoped it wouldn’t be true.  However, he also understood the danger of the routes they both had to take and tried not to think of their chances.  He looked toward the sky and said, almost as a prayer, “please tell me they made it.
 
    
 
                 By nightfall, he could see the White City in the distance with its white walls seeming to glow in the light of the nearly full moon.  There were still thousands of refugees camped along the road, all intermingled with soldiers.  These were probably reserve soldiers from Calderon; but he hoped that some of them may be soldiers from Post One.  He was reminded that Post One would be the next to be attacked and hoped that some warning had reached them; perhaps from the refugees or reserves.  He was then reminded of the battle he had fought and the awful outcome of all those brave men dying as they had.  Surely, Post One had escaped such a disaster, he hoped.
 
    
 
                 In the morning, they continued their journey until they found themselves entering the Iron Gates of the White City.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Second Causton War.
 
    
 
    
 
                 Following his defeat, Causton and his few remaining followers disappeared into the hills bordering Walechia and The Blackwoods.  Feeling that these would eventually die out over time, King Philas made no attempt to capture them.  He also feared that expeditions to find the fugitives would lead to even further bloodshed that he felt was unnecessary.
 
    
 
                 However, as years went by, rumors began to circulate about the nature of the First Causton War.  Conspiracy theories began to grow that it had actually been King Philas that had destroyed Kasabbah in order to justify the killing of a peaceful group of religious pilgrims.  While most Walechians dismissed these theories, hundreds began to believe them and called for investigations.  Seven years after the end of the first war, one of Causton’s followers named Hescil (who did not actually participate in the first war) was elected to the Congress and called for an investigation into the so-called conspiracy. When his calls went unanswered, he claimed a cover up.  During this time, hundreds of Walechians left the cities, farms and villages and disappeared into the hills in search of Causton; whom they saw a religious leader and prophet. 
 
    
 
                 Ten years after the end of the first war, farms and villages began being attacked by unidentified raiders.  They were hit and run style attacks that left virtually no evidence of who was responsible.  Many looked to the King for action; however, Congressman Hescil claimed that it was the King who had ordered the attacks; punishing those disloyal to the crown.  Again, he called for investigations and again he was largely ignored.  However, there were those who believed him and he began to attract a large following.  He even attracted support within the Congress.  When it was discovered that Hescil was frequently visiting the Hills and may have known the location of Causton, he was arrested.  This caused considerable backlash.  In demonstrations not unlike the protests that occurred outside the walls of Kallesh that led to the first Causton War, hundreds stood outside the city’s walls calling for his release.
 
    
 
                 King Philas was determined not to make the same mistake of his father.  He had Hescil put on trial by a panel of “independent” judges for treason.  Evidence was discovered that, not only did Hescil know the location of Causton; he was also secretly conspiring with him to destabilize the government in preparation for another war.  Hescil was found guilty and the panel and sentenced him to death.  Philas, however commuted his sentence and banned him from Walechia.  When Hescil was released from prison, he led a procession of over two thousand into the Hills.  Meanwhile the attacks on farms and villages persisted with still no evidence as to their authors.
 
    
 
                 Not long after this, an emissary from the Blackwoods reported to the King that Causton had sought an alliance with their Lady of the Woods in a “holy war” against Walechia.  When she refused, Causton had threatened to destroy Avalos (also known as The Secret City); capitol of The Blackwoods and they asked Philas for help.  King Philas sent an expedition of five hundred men into the hills and just like had happened years before, this expedition was wiped out in a surprise attack.
 
    
 
                 Weeks later, Causton and an army of over three thousand emerged from the forests and marched on the Northern Wall.  They marched on the “Merchant’s Gate” at Post Number Two and threatened to burn the fort and kill all the soldiers stationed there; unless the fort was surrendered.  The fort’s young Captain, named Banner refused and Causton’s army attacked.  For three days and nights, they attacked in wave after wave of constant infantry assaults.  The garrison at the fort held back each assault losing only seventeen men.  At the end of the third day, a force of over five thousand Walechian troops arrived and Causton’s army withdrew into the Badlands.  Again, Philas assumed that this latest of Causton’s movements would die out; especially in the inhospitable Badlands.
 
    
 
                 A year later, Causton’s army again emerged from the Hills and raced across the Great Plain, destroying farms and murdering civilians.  Once again, rumors circulated that it had actually been Philas who had been responsible.  However, again Philas outmaneuvered Causton.  He had a large section of forest bordering Walechia and the Hills cut down, increasing the distance it would take Causton’s army to escape.  When Causton’s army eventually marched along the Plain, King Philas encircled Causton’s forces outside Kallesh and cut them off from escaping back into the Hills.
 
    
 
                 Foolishly, Causton attempted to attack Kallesh; even using a giant stone battering ram to try and break down the Iron Gates.  The gates held and Causton’s army was decimated.  Hescil was captured and executed, along with other captured military leaders.  Causton again escaped and several expeditions sent over a period of five years failed to find him.  King Philas assumed then that Causton must have died somewhere in the Badlands.
 
    
 
                 Many questions remained about this second war.  One persistent question settled around the origin of the giant battering ram used against the Iron Gates.  Rumors began to circulate that it had been obtained from Masallah, based on its design and fine stone construction.  Their King Mussah refused to answer when asked.  Philas didn’t press the issue at the time; but suspicion remained.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Four
 
    
 
    
 
                 When Terri woke up, both Captain Krall and Kenner were already gone.  She had a feeling that she wanted to get started on her own journey as soon as possible; but then remembered that Captain Krall had ordered her to rest for a full day before leaving the hide.  She ate a few apples and some cheese; then stood over the barrel of ale and told it, “looks like you and me are going to be good friends today.”
 
    
 
   It didn’t take long for her to find herself bored and restless.  There was no one to talk to and nothing to do and she still felt the urge to just leave and get as far as she could.  Yes, she thought to herself, Captain Krall had given her an order; but he would never know if she had disobeyed.  In addition, she had vital information to deliver and though she tried not to think too much on the subject, she doubted that either the Captain or her new friend would survive their journeys.  The Captain’s route was virtually suicidal and Kenner, although a good fighter didn’t look quite tough enough to handle the mountain pass.  Thinking on this, she took a deep drink of her ale; as if to wash these depressing thoughts away.
 
    
 
   Trying to keep herself occupied, she searched through some boxes on floor.  She found maps, clothing (men’s’, of course), some copper and silver coins; which she thought might eventually become useful.  Inside a larger box, she found a small, red box with the golden chalice emblem of Sheyron.  “No, it can’t be.” She said aloud.  She opened the box and found herself grinning from ear to ear.  Cigars.  “This day just got a whole lot better.” She said.
 
    
 
   Tobacco was a delicacy known to Masallah and Walechia; however cigars came only from Sheyron.  How they were made or obtained was a deeply held secret.  (No one really knew if tobacco was traded with the Blackwoods).  And while pipe tobacco was easily obtainable and relatively cheap, cigars were rare and expensive.  In her life, Terri had only had them a few times and each time had been special.  Here in this hide she had found an entire box of them; which she recognized from having seen a box before.  Having been anxious to leave before, she found herself quite content to stay in the hide for the remainder of the day.
 
    
 
   It took her nearly two hours (she guessed) to smoke the first one and she was feeling relaxed and in a much better mood.  Naturally, she lit a second one.  She had never smoked two in a row before and only half the way through the second one, she began to feel dizzy.  She felt her heart beating faster and head light.  Perhaps seven cups of ale and two cigars in succession wasn’t such a good idea, she told herself.  She tried to stand up, but found it nearly impossible.  “I think I’ll just sit here a while longer.”  And then she passed out.
 
    
 
   It was dark when she awoke; so dark she couldn’t see her hand in front of her face.  The torch she had lit the evening before had long burned out.  Her head felt hurt and her stomach felt as if it had a rock inside of it.  Clearly, she thought she had overdone it on the ale and the cigars.
 
    
 
   From outside the hide, she could hear movement and whispering voices.
 
   “Do you smell something?” One of the voices asked.  It was low and rough, almost like an animal’s growl
 
   “I do sir,” a similar voice answered.  “But it’s strange.  It’s not like any man smell I’ve smelled before.”
 
    
 
                 Terri heard the voices and movement for several more minutes and was sure they would eventually find the hide.  At any second, she thought she would see the red eyes of a Wolfen peek inside.  Even though she couldn’t see, she slowly drew her short sword.  But what good would it do, she argued with herself?  She could hear several voices outside the cave and even if she did manage to kill one of them, the rest would tear her to pieces.  She sat as quietly as she could, even making sure her breathing was silent.  The voices and footsteps moved seemed to move in virtually every direction around the opening; but never inside.  At one point, she thought she could hear them moving away, but then they sounded closer.  In a few moments, the voices and movement sounded like they were at the opening of the hide itself.
 
   “Do you smell it again?”
 
   “Yes, but I can’t tell from where.”
 
   “He’s imagining things.” Said another voice.  “He can’t smell anything and neither can I.  We’re wasting our time.”
 
   Terri then thought she could hear them run off away from the hide, but she wasn’t sure.  She stayed in her spot looking in the direction of the opening with her blade drawn.
 
    
 
                 After a while, light began to filter through into the hide.  Soon, she found that she could see inside the hide and if she could, she reasoned someone or something else could as well.  She cautiously went to the opening and looked around.  She could see nothing.  Then she climbed to the top of a tall rock and looked around her.  She could see the rock formations immediately around her and she could see the river close by.  Off in the distance, with the sun rising in the east, she could still see wisps of smoke coming from where the fort had been.  It was at least three miles away and in such ruin, it was difficult to believe that anything built by human hands had ever been there at all.  Half way from the smoldering remains of the fort towards the river, she saw smoke coming from another pile.  At first she didn’t know what it was; but felt sick to her stomach when she realized its nature.  It was the bodies of the brave men who had died at the fort.  They had been burned like trash.
 
    
 
                 What she couldn’t see was the Wolfen army.  She could see large volumes of tracks in the muddy ground moving off to the south and concluded that the main body of the force had to be, at least 10 miles away, based on how fast she knew an army of men could move.  This army could potentially move faster and so, it was possible they were even further away.  But still, she remembered there were those whom she had heard only a couple of hours before.  She didn’t actually see them; and therefore didn’t know for a fact that they were Wolfen.  Given their references to smelling and their gruff voices, it seemed reasonable that they were and likely hunting for survivors.  She would need to be extra careful, she thought.
 
    
 
                 At the same time, she knew she couldn’t linger.  It was, at least three miles to the ruins of the fort and then another fifteen across open ground to the forest bordering the Blackwoods.  She would need to run at a steady pace, she thought to herself as to not become too tired too quickly.  On the other hand, if she ran too slowly, she would be caught by anything that may be searching for her.  Thinking that, she was reminded that no matter how fast or slow she did run, the Wolfen were faster than her.
 
   “I’m screwed no matter what,” she said to herself.
 
    
 
                 She went back into the hide, packed lightly, and slung her bow across her shoulders and a quiver full of arrows.  She climbed the rock again to look for anything she could see.  Finding nothing, she climbed to the ground, left the outcropping took a couple of deep breaths and then started her running.
 
    
 
                 She kept a steady pace and looked only at the ground directly in front of her.  To regulate her breathing, she sang a cadence song she’d learned in her four weeks of training at Kallesh.  “Give me my little black long bow…and a quiver of arrows…all I really want to see…are bodies, bodies, bodies…”  Her headache and her nausea thankfully left her and she felt a burst of energy after the first mile was behind her.  Her pack began to loosen on her shoulders and it started to bounce more.  She would have to tighten it when she had a chance, she thought.  Her legs kept churning and her feet beat out a constant rhythm until she found herself coming to the ruins of the fort.  She stopped to rest, being careful to stand straight up and not bend over in order to prevent cramping.  She made herself take deep, long breaths instead of panting and put her hands on top of her head to expand her lungs.
 
    
 
                 She walked carefully through the remains of the fort.  The blockhouse with the Captain’s quarters was only a shell and the stone walls of the barracks were charred black.  The stables were only a pile of, what looked like firewood with smoke still billowing out of them.  The wooden walls were also collapsed and there was no evidence at all of the gate.  Pausing and looking around, she found herself hearing the shouting, yelling and horrible screams of the men fighting and dying.  She found herself wanting to cry, but then stopped herself.  She didn’t have time to grieve at the moment, she reminded herself.  She made her way through the rubble and after tightening her pack on her shoulders began running again.
 
    
 
                 It wasn’t the first time she had this far.  In training, they had run as far as twenty miles with full packs and in full formation.  But she was running at a faster pace this time, feeling as if anyone pursuing her could come up behind her at any second.  Her first two miles were much like the miles before reaching the fort.  She continued on, still singing her song.  “Give me one more sharpened blade…send those traitors to their graves…all I really want to see…is blood soaked, blood soaked, bodies…”
 
    
 
                 With the sun continuing to rise behind her, she felt sweat beginning to pool under her pack.  Sweat was also beginning to bead on her head and her scalp began to itch.  She was still doing well with her breathing, but it began to become more effort than just singing to keep it regulated.  She concentrated hard and counted to herself.  “In for five…out for five…”  She felt a cramp, almost being stabbed in her side and her legs began to feel heavier.  She looked up and saw the line of trees of the forest beginning to get closer.
 
    
 
                 She felt as if an hour had gone by and step by step, she kept coming closer to the woods.  Her breath had become shallower and harder.  Her legs felt heavier and her footsteps sounded louder.  She was no longer able to sing.  She tried hard to breathe regularly, but each breath was becoming a chore.  When she looked up, she saw the forest in front of her starting to shake from side to side as her running had become more labored.  Her body wanted to stop and her mind began to play tricks on her.  “Just for a second…just to catch my breath,” she heard her voice in her head telling her.  “Must keep going.” She repeated aloud.  She looked up again and still the forest came closer.
 
    
 
                 She felt almost as if she were lifting her feet and legs out of deep snow and she felt almost as if wheezing.  Her stomach felt sour and she felt a deep, burning thirst.  “Stop just for a moment,” her mind told her.  “Drink some water…sit for a moment.”  “Must keep going…must keep going…”  
 
    
 
                 At one point, she felt she would collapse at any moment.  Sweat was beginning to pour over her face and each breath was a conscious effort.  She looked ahead and the forest seemed less than a mile away.  Seeing this gave her another burst of energy and her pace quickened.  “Almost there…almost there…”  She focused on a single tree jutting out into the field.  She ran as hard as she could force her legs to carry her.  The tree came closer and closer.  Almost within reach of it, she stretched out her hand to touch it.  When her hand finally found it, she stopped and nearly fell in a heap.  She leaned all of her weight against the tree trying desperately not to fall over.
 
    
 
    It took all of her remaining strength, but she made herself stand and breathe.  She gasped for air tilting her head back.  Her throat burned and her chest felt as if her heart would jump out of it.  She tried to take deep breaths but could only manage shallow panting.  Soon her breaths became longer and easier.  She no longer felt like falling, but slowly set herself down.  Leaning back against the tree, she looked back on the open ground over which she had just run.  The smoldering fort looked only like a spot against the horizon.  Finally, she allowed herself to drink and took, first short, then deeper swallows of the cool water.  The first part of her journey was over.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Five
 
    
 
    
 
                 Terri rested for as long as she thought necessary and then went deeper into the woods.  She tried to stay to the edge of the forest so as not to get lost, but soon found herself surrounded by trees and heavy brush with little hint of direction.  She began to feel frustrated, but soon found a trail leading through the forest.  It looked man made and she thought to herself that it had to lead somewhere.  She followed it deeper into the forest hoping it would lead to something resembling civilization.
 
    
 
                 The forest was alive with sights and sounds.  Not only were there trees, there were shrubs and bushes, vines and the sounds of all kinds of animals.  Her mother had taught her when she was a child not to fear the noises of the forest as they were a sign of normality and safety.  It was only when the forest became silent that there was danger.
 
    
 
                 She was still very tired from her long run and she felt that she needed to stop for the day.  However, she wanted to make as much progress on her route as possible.  Her legs felt heavy and her shoulders and back ached.  When she finally concluded that she could go no further, she started to look for a place to camp for the night.  But she had a bad feeling.
 
    
 
                 She still remembered the voices she’d heard just a few hours before.  They had to be Wolfen, she reasoned.  Nothing else made sense.  She needed rest.  She needed food and she needed sleep.  But she didn’t want to be caught off guard by a pack of Wolfen on the ground.  She could hide in as dense of vegetation as she could find, but eventually they would find her by scent.  Suddenly she had an idea and although it didn’t seem logical, she thought it might work better than simply sleeping on the ground and hoping she wasn’t found and killed.
 
    
 
                 She found a tree that she thought she could climb.  It wasn’t easy with her feeling nearly exhausted and not the climber she was as a child.  But she did clamber up the tree and then on to a branch that looked like it could support her.  She carefully sat on the branch to test its strength and it held her easily.  Then she hung her pack on a branch next to hers.  Next, moving carefully on the branch and guiding herself on the trunk, she took her rope and tried wrapping it around the trunk.  It took her several tries, but she eventually managed to throw the rope around the trunk and catch it with her other hand.  She then turned around carefully, sat in as comfortable of a position as she thought and tied the rope tightly around her chest.
 
    
 
                 Although not completely comfortable or feeling safe, she did manage to eat a decent meal and drink a little ale that she’d put in an extra canteen in her pack.  She thought about smoking another cigar; but then decided against it.  The whole purpose of resting in the tree was to avoid being found and if a Wolfen picked up the scent of a cigar, she might be doomed.
 
    
 
                 The day passed slowly and Terri found a position that she felt comfortable enough in.  She simply sat there as the hours went by and listened to the sound of her own breathing.  She had no desire to move and the rope seemed to be holding her tight enough to the tree that she didn’t feel that she would fall.
 
    
 
                 Darkness came quickly in the forest.  Terri felt her body relax and her eyes start to become heavy.  She fell asleep and woke up several times during the night, but still felt relatively safe.  One time, she did feel like she was falling, but awoke to find herself still securely lashed to the tree.  Then, at one point, her keen ears heard something rustling on the forest floor.
 
    
 
                 When she looked down, she saw several shapes moving around in the silvery light of the early morning.  It was a pack of Wolfen and about six of them that she could see.  They were on all fours smelling the ground directly beneath her.
 
   “I know I can smell something.” One of them said.
 
   “I’ve got it too,” another said.  “The scent is still strong and fresh; less than a day.”
 
    
 
                 They sniffed around the area of her tree but didn’t look up.
 
   “It’s strange.  It’s like she completely disappeared.”
 
   “She?”
 
   “Yes, you idiot!  It’s a woman.  Can’t you tell the difference between man and woman?”
 
   “But we’re supposed to be looking for soldiers.”
 
   “The General said there was a woman in the camp.  This must be her.”
 
    
 
                 They searched around the tree for what seemed an eternity to Terri who was trying to be as still and quiet as possible.
 
   “I’ve never known a scent to just disappear,” said the largest one.  “Come on!” He then ordered the rest.  “She must be further down the trail.”  They took off down the trail ahead of her.  Terri sat in the tree for a while longer before feeling safe enough to return to the ground.  Sleeping in the tree hadn’t been the more restful sleep she’d ever known, but it seemed to have worked, she thought.
 
    
 
                 She followed the trail for most of the day, wary of what or who might be ahead of her.  She kept her bow in her left hand and an arrow in her right; just in case.  The forest was just as noisy as it had been the day and night before and that comforted her a little.  However, she remained cautious.  At any moment, she reminded herself, the Wolfen could literally jump out of the forest.
 
    
 
                 Following the trail, she found the trees starting to become larger and taller.  The space between the trees became wider as well.  She also noticed the color of some of the trees was becoming darker than the others.  Were these the famous Blackwood trees she’d heard so many legends about?
 
                 
 
                 The Blackwood trees were believed to be more than other trees in other forests.  Their wood was famously hard and strong.  The famous “Iron Gates” of Kallesh were made from Blackwood and even a gigantic stone battering ram hadn’t been able to breach them.  Shields made from Blackwood were also known to be as strong as metal and weapons were supposed to be just as effective as steel.  But no one had seen Blackwood weapons in centuries.  The people of the Blackwoods had become famously reclusive; rarely venturing out of their forest for trade or to communicate with the other kingdoms.  Little was known of their customs or culture.  But it was the trees that were the most mythical.  It was said that they were alive; in a way not unlike men and women.  It was said that they could whisper to each other in a language only they knew.  Some were believed to even be able to move.
 
    
 
                 The trail eventually opened up to a steep hill and Terri felt she could either climb the hill or climb a tree for the night.  She chose the tree.  She selected one that closely resembled the tree she had spent the night in the day before; except that it was taller.  It was more difficult to climb as well as the space between branches was greater.  She found one branch that she thought she could rest on for the night and was able to wrap her rope around the trunk again.  She tied herself to the tree tightly, but not uncomfortably and tried to settle in for another difficult night.
 
    
 
                 This night, she felt as if she had slept longer, but still waking several times during the night.  She heard crickets chirping, owls and other birds calling to each other and other animals moving around on the forest floor.  The sound of their movement woke her from her light sleep and she couldn’t see them in the blackness of the forest.  It was only four days past the new moon and the crescent moon’s light would not penetrate such dense forest.  One of the times she awoke during the night, she saw the silvery light of dawn beginning to pierce the darkness and tried to sleep further.  She was almost asleep when she heard a noise of something directly under the tree.  She looked down and saw a single Wolfen smelling around her tree.  She sat quietly, trying even not to breathe.  The animal looked around seeming confused and then looked up.  Its eyes met Terri’s and then it let out a loud howl.
 
    
 
                 The rest of the pack caught up with him and then they all saw her.  She tried to reach for her bow, but couldn’t feel it.  Looking down, she saw it on the ground, just beneath one of the Wolfen’s feet.
 
   “Well, well, well,” the leader said with a sinister grin on his wolf like face.  “What have we here?  A bird in a tree?”
 
   Their laughter was a sickening sound, somewhere between a hog’s grunt and horses neigh.
 
   “This must be why we didn’t find her last night, sir.” Another one answered.
 
   “Clever girl, you are.” The leader laughed and sneered.
 
   “I bet she be tasty,” one of them grunted.
 
   “Master said we must not eat.”
 
   “Master not here, is he?”
 
    
 
                 One of them tried to jump onto one of the lower branches, but fell as the branch gave way.  The next branch up was too high and the Wolfen proved to be poor climbers.  As they jumped and clawed at the tree, they barked and snarled.
 
   “Come on down here, bitch!” One of them barked.  “We’ll make it quick and painless.”
 
   “Tempting offer,” she answered.  “But I think I’ll stay up here.”
 
   They continued to jump and claw, but then their leader shouted out, “Enough of this!”
 
   He pulled a large axe off of his back.
 
   “This is the only way to deal with trees,” he growled.  Then Terri saw something out of the corner of her eye.
 
    
 
                 At the top of the steep hill, she caught a glimpse of a large stag.  She felt the Wolfen’s axe strike the wood of the tree, and then she saw more movement at the top of the hill.  There were more huge stags; almost a dozen of them.  She heard and felt the axe strike again.  Then she heard a rumbling, not unlike the rumbling of the Wolfen when they charged the fort.  The stags charged down the hill with their antlers lowered towards the Wolfen.  The beasts didn’t see them until it was too late and the stags charged right through them.  Howling and barking, the Wolfen ran, but two of them had been killed by the stampede.  Moments later, one of the stags came back as if to check on Terri.  It looked directly at her and appeared to even nod at her.  Feeling amazed and relieved, Terri simply waved in response.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Six
 
    
 
    
 
                 Terri did not feel particularly rested.  Her back and shoulders ached and her legs and head both felt heavy as she carefully climbed down from the tree.  The hill looked steeper than it had before and climbing it seemed almost as if climbing one of the tallest mountains in the Blue Mountain range.  Thinking this, she was reminded of Kenner and his difficult path.  Where was he, she wondered?  After three days, he would likely be high up into the steepest and most difficult parts of the mountain pass.  Where was he sleeping, she wondered?  Was he also being pursued by Wolfen?  She thought of Captain Krall again as well.  Was there any way he could survive his journey?
 
    
 
                 Reaching the top of the hill, she something comfortingly familiar.  Down in a valley between two hills was, what looked like a farm.  There was a small house surrounded by a wooden fence and had rows of; what looked like corn in a generous field.  There was a barn behind the house and she also saw animals; two cows and some pigs moving about near the house.  Perhaps, she would be able to rest safely here, she thought; at least for one night.
 
                 
 
                 She made her way down the hill towards the farm with her legs barely able to carry her.  Despite having been emptied of some of its contents, her pack felt twice as heavy as it had when she left the hide and her entire body wanted simply to fall to the ground.  She wanted to crawl into some underbrush and sleep; but still, she willed herself on.
 
    
 
                 When she finally made her way to the bottom of the hill, she followed along the fence line leading to the house.  Nearly at the front gate, she heard and felt an arrow fly by her head and hit a nearby tree.  She looked quickly around and saw a woman standing in the open doorway of the house.  Her bow was ready and an arrow drawn.
 
   “The next one won’t miss!” the woman commanded.  “Be on your way!”
 
   Terri threw up her hands.
 
   “Please don’t shoot!  I promise I won’t hurt you.”
 
   The woman stepped out of the doorway and Terri could see her better.
 
    
 
                 She was the same height as Terri; thin with brown, curly hair and her fierce, green eyes were locked on Terri.
 
   “Oh, I know you won’t hurt me.” She said in a hard voice.
 
   Terri tried to take a step towards the woman who then drew the bow back a little more.
 
   “Look…please…”Terri said quickly.  “I mean no harm.  I’m lost in the woods and trying to make my way back to Kallesh.”
 
   “You’re going the wrong direction for Kallesh!” The woman interrupted.  “Walechians are not welcome in these woods.”
 
    
 
                 Terri slowly took her hands out of the air.
 
   “What are you doing?” The woman demanded.
 
   “I’m going to take my bow and my sword off and lay them on the ground to show that I mean you no harm.”
 
   Moving slowly, Terri removed her weapons and laid them on the ground.  She then took a full step behind them.  The woman then lowered her bow.
 
   “What is it you want?” She asked, still in a hard voice.
 
   “I’m very tired and in desperate need of rest before I can continue on my journey.”
 
   “You’ll find no rest here.”
 
   “Please,” Terri said, sounding fraught and exhausted.  “It’s very important that I make it back to Kallesh…”
 
   
  
 

“Then you’d better be on your way.” The woman interrupted again.
 
   “I can pay you.” Terri urged.
 
   “I have no need of your money.” The woman said and began to turn her back on Terri.
 
   “Your crops!” Terri called out to her.
 
   The woman stopped, turned around and gave Terri a questioning glance.
 
   “What about them?” She asked.
 
   “Well…” Terri stammered.  “It looks like they’re ready to be harvested.  I can pick some of them for you, rest when I’m done and be off first thing in the morning.”
 
   “What do you know about farming?”
 
   “I was raised on a farm.”
 
    
 
                 The woman, still looking suspicious took a step towards Terri with the same questioning glance.
 
   “There’s a lot more to farming than just picking corn.” She told Terri.
 
   Terri smiled and gave a little laugh.
 
   “Don’t I know it.” Terri told her.
 
   They stood staring at each other for a few seconds before Terri asked her in a pleading voice.
 
   “I’ll do whatever chores you need doing, spend only one night in your barn and then be off in the morning.  You have my word.”
 
   The woman took another step towards Terri.
 
   “The word of Walechians is not highly regarded in these parts.”
 
   “Then take my word as a woman, then.” Terri said trying to reassure her.
 
   “You’re a woman?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Stay right there,” said the woman and she disappeared into the house.
 
    
 
                 A few moments later, she reappeared with a piece of paper in her hands.
 
   “These are all the chores that need to be done today.” She told Terri handing her the paper.
 
   Terri looked at the list and then her body felt even more tired than before.
 
   “Is there a problem?” The woman asked.  
 
   Terri tried to give her friendliest smile.  “Not at all,” she answered.
 
    
 
                 Her first task was to clean the stable of the one horse the farmer had.  It looked and smelled like it hadn’t been done in days and the horse was not cooperative.  It grunted nervously, moving about and getting in Terri’s way.  At one point, it kicked up and nearly hit Terri in the head.  Still, Terri completed this first task.  Next, she had to wash and brush the horse and at first the horse was just as ill tempered.  It calmed eventually, making these tasks much easier for her.  When it did, Terri found herself enjoying the time she spent with the horse.  It reminded her of home and better days.  Working a farm was, indeed very hard work and for as long as she could remember, she always had chores to do that those not raised on a farm wouldn’t understand.
 
    
 
                 Next, she had to feed the animals.  She took feed corn from the barn, ground it to a pulp and mixed it with milk.  She then poured the mixture into the feed trough for the pigs.  Next came the cows.  She took some heavy bales of hay out of the barn’s loft and tossed them into the stall for the two cows.  She put some oats, mixed with milk into a feed bag for the horse and the horse happily allowed Terri to fit the bag over its snout.
 
    
 
                 Approximately mid-day, the woman brought her out a large cup full of cold water.  Terri took a short break, drank the water, then set back to work on her list.
 
    
 
                 Then she had to collect some eggs.  She was reminded of when she was six years old and the first time she had been given this chore from her grandmother.  Back then, she simply went into the chicken coop and started reaching under the chickens to collect the eggs.  All of the hens then attacked her and chased her back into the house.  That night, so long ago she had chicken dinner and from then on enjoyed chicken more than any other food.
 
    
 
                 The lesson she learned was to get the chickens out of the coop first.  She spread chicken feed on the ground in front of the coop and while the hens were eating, she went in and collected the eggs with no difficulty.
 
    
 
                 At first, when she had seen the list the woman had given her, she nearly cried from how tired she was.  Somehow, the chores seemed to energize her.  For the few hours that she was working, she felt like she was back home with her family.  There had been no war, no Wolfen, no death and no horror.  She was back in a friendlier place and with virtually no worries.  It was if the past five days had never happened.
 
    
 
                 Next she set about the task of picking the corn.  She found a large, wicker basket in the barn and slung it over her still aching shoulder and back.  She walked into the rows and started pulling the ears off of the stalks.  There was an almost mesmerizing quality to this task.  It required her full attention and concentration and although still very tired, there was a point where she didn’t want the task to be done.  Whenever her basket became full, she came out of the rows and dumped the ears into several barrels. Doing these tasks had taken her far away from her troubles and back to a happier time.  There had many times in the last two years since joining the army that she had wanted to go back to her home and her family’s farm.  At one point, she had become so homesick that she nearly deserted.  But she was a soldier now, she reminded herself.  She had promised five years and her parents had taught her to never back away from a promise.  She continued this chore until the sun started to disappear behind the hills.  She found herself not wanting the day to end.  In a way, she was home again and didn’t want to return to the horrible world she had just left.
 
    
 
                 “Oi!” She heard the woman call.  “It’s getting dark!”
 
   Terri called back to her, saying, “I’m just about done with this row!”
 
   She picked the last ears off of the stalks that row and then came back to the barrels.  She found the woman sitting on the wooden fence with another large cup in her hands.  Terri took the cup and then attempted a deep drink.  To her surprise, it wasn’t water; but rather ale.  She nearly choked on it.
 
   “I guess I should have warned you,” the woman said smiling.
 
    
 
                 Terri was then shown to a space in the barn next to the horses stall.
 
   “You can sleep here tonight.” The woman told her in a much friendlier voice than before.  “I have to admit,” she continued.  “I thought you might be lying when you said you were raised on a farm; but the way you got those eggs told me otherwise.”
 
   Terri laughed a little as she sat down on a bed of thick straw.
 
   “You were true to your word, Walechian,” the woman said in an apologizing voice.  “I’m very grateful for the work you put in today.”
 
   “I’m grateful too.” Terri replied.  “I haven’t been a farmer for two years.”  Then thinking of the right words to say for the moment, she simply said, “It was nice.”
 
    
 
                 After settling down and washing herself with soap and water the farmer had brought out for her, she began to pick out some hard tack and an apple for her dinner.  Before she started, she saw the woman come into the barn with a plate of steaming food.  She sighed in both relief and gratitude.
 
   “Oh thank you so much.” She said to the woman.
 
    
 
                 It was the best meal she could remember having since she had leave after her first year in the army had ended.  On the plate was a thick cut steak, boiled and buttered potatoes and green beans.  She had started to eat it greedily but then slowed down so that she could enjoy it for longer.  Later, the woman came back into the barn with another large cup.
 
   “Here’s you some more ale.” She said.  This time her voice was sweet and tender.  It surprised Terri a little.
 
   “Thank you very much.” Terri said to her.  She drank the ale and leaned back against the wall.  She closed her eyes only for a moment and then looked for the woman again.
 
   “So what’s your name?” Terri asked.  But the woman wasn’t there.  Terri assumed that she had simply gone back into her house.
 
    
 
                 Terri slept more deeply and more comfortably than she had before the battle.  However, when she woke in the early morning, she still felt tired.  Her back and shoulders still ached and her legs felt tight.  She thought about trying to sleep some more; but decided that it was best if she left as early as possible.  She ate a breakfast of hard tack and an apple and prepared to leave; but then saw the two cows in their stalls.  Looking at the two cows, she thought that, even though it hadn’t been on the list, there was still one more task to be done.  She milked both the cows.
 
    
 
                 She put her pack, bow and arrows back on her back, attached her short sword to her belt and then carried the pales of milk to the back door of the farm and left them there.  After that and with more light filtering into the forest, she set herself back on her journey.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Seven
 
    
 
    
 
                 About a mile past the end of the farm’s wooden fence, Terri found a bridge leading across a small stream.  There was a sign on a tree before the bridge that read, “Bring no ill will across this bridge”.  She went down to the water’s edge and filled her canteens with water then set across the bridge.  The wood of the bridge was solid black and felt as hard as stone on her tired feet.  The hand railings were the same wood as the footpath and it arched gently over the rushing water.
 
    
 
                 Once across the bridge, Terri found herself among huge trees; larger than she had ever before seen.  They were solid black, like the bridge, and the trunks were as big around as houses.  Looking upwards, she saw the trees stretch into the sky with high and thick branches.  Although an awesome sight, she worried at this.  The branches were far too high to climb and she would have to find someplace other than these for shelter in the night.
 
    
 
                 She tried not to worry about this as she continued along the trail leading through the forest.  She could still hear birds and other animals so she felt relatively safe.  There was something else about these woods that seemed strange.  She felt an unusual energy flowing from the trees, passing around her like wind.  Indeed, it did feel as if the trees were alive and in a way, she felt as if they were watching her.  
 
    
 
                 Continuing on, the trees only got larger and taller.  Looking up, she thought she saw wisps of cloud passing through the high branches.  And then she heard strange sounds, like whispering all around her and a far off deep moaning as if something large was moving.  The light around her was odd as well.  She could see no sunlight coming through the high branches; and yet the forest was still as bright as day.
 
    
 
                 After hours of walking along the trail, her body demanded rest and she looked for someplace to put down for the night.  She crossed over a small hill and saw a single, huge root sticking out of the ground.  Under the root was, what looked like a hole and she investigated it.  The hole opened up into, what looked like a small cave sinking about six or eight feet down.  The entranced was sloped and she saw that getting out of the hole wouldn’t be too difficult.
 
   “Works for me.” She said to herself and lowered herself down into the hole.
 
    
 
                 The cave went further back than she saw from the opening into a tunnel that wound its way at least twenty feet further.  Looking back, she could see light coming from the opening; but only if someone or something were to climb down into the cave would someone be able to see her.  She sat down, unrolled her blanket and settled down for the night.
 
    
 
                 She slept much as she had when she had been in the trees the nights before.  She woke periodically, hearing voices and noises that she wasn’t sure were real or dreams.  The cave was completely dark; much like the hide several nights before.  She would close her eyes, feel as though falling asleep and then wake again, looking in the direction of the opening.  
 
    
 
   At one point during the night, she thought to herself that she may never make it to Kallesh.  Every step was now hard work and she was getting virtually no rest.  Not even the night in the barn had helped her feel better.  There was plenty of water to be found as she could hear a nearby stream along the trail.  But she was running low on food and when she ran out, as she knew it wouldn’t take long for hunger to sap her remaining strength.  She felt as though she couldn’t go on.  At some point down the road, she knew she would simply be too tired to continue.  She thought about turning around and heading back to the farm; however, she knew there was no guarantee she would be welcome again.  She sadly pulled her knees to her chest, buried her head between her knees and softly cried.
 
    
 
   She awoke again and saw light coming from the cave’s opening.  She listened carefully for any  sound of something above the hole and then looked up through the opening to determine if she could see anything.  She saw nothing.  She climbed up and poked her head out of the hole and still saw or heard nothing out of place.  She then climbed out of the hole, and summoning up her strength continued along her way.
 
    
 
   After, what she guessed to be an hour of walking, she found herself in a clearing between the enormous black trees.  She saw a clear, blue sky through the opening of soaring branches slightly waving in the wind.
 
   “That’s so beautiful,” she heard herself say and tears began to form in her eyes.  Then she shook her head.
 
   “I must be crazy,” she said to herself quietly.  “Here I am, Lady only knows how far from home.  I’m exhausted; being hunted by animals, running out of food and here I am admiring the scenery.  I’ve lost my mind.”
 
   Then she heard a sound that chilled her blood.  A Wolfen howled in the woods.  She couldn’t see it, but it was the same howl she heard two days before.  Feeling a sudden burst of energy, she turned and ran as fast as she could.
 
    
 
                 She ran along the trail, not daring to look behind her.  Her burst of energy began to quickly fail and the exhausted feeling she had known since the fifteen mile run returned.  Her legs felt as if made of heavy metal.  Her shoulders and back screamed in pain and she could barely breathe.  “You can do it.” She urged herself.  “You can do it.”  However, the further she ran, the more her remaining strength began to fail.  Choking and gasping for air, she came to another clearing.  Feeling as though she could go no further, she turned around to look behind for the animals she knew had to be there.
 
    
 
                 There were six of them; all laughing their sickening laugh and with their weapons drawn.
 
   “What’s the matter, woman?” The leader snarled.  “Can’t run?  Can’t climb a tree?”
 
   Barely able to stand, she readied her bow and aimed an arrow at the leader.  At least she may take one with her, she thought.
 
   “Brave girl, she is.” Another animal growled.  She pulled back the bowstring and aimed carefully.
 
   “You may get one of us,” the leader barked; “but you’ll still fill our bellies tonight.”
 
   The creatures all lined up and prepared to pounce.
 
   “There’s no deer to save you now!”
 
   Terri shot her arrow and it passed straight into one of the Wolfen’s eye.  It howled in pain and Terri tried to ready another arrow, but she couldn’t do it fast enough.  The Wolfen attacked.  They charged forward and were nearly upon her when the huge branches of the trees came down like hands, scooped the creatures up and then tore them to pieces.
 
    
 
                 After the Wolfen’s agonizing screams stopped echoing in the woods, Terri looked up and saw almost the same beautiful sight she saw earlier.  There was no evidence of the creatures or of anything having ever happened.  Everything was calm and still for a moment and then the sounds of the forest’s animals started again as if nothing had happened at all.
 
    
 
                 And then she fainted.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Eight
 
    
 
    
 
                 After passing out, Terri felt her whole body relax.  From feeling heavy and in pain, she then found herself feeling light and soft.  She couldn’t tell if she was awake or dreaming as the tall trees above her began to move in a slow, turning motion.  She felt as if sleeping; and yet everything she saw looked real.  She felt hands lifting her up and heard voices.  She thought to herself that she needed to wake up; but could not.  A wave of soothing and tranquil feelings coursed through as she felt herself being carried away by something or someone unseen.
 
    
 
                 Soon, she found herself feeling as though floating gently.  She saw human looking shapes near and over her and she began to will herself back to consciousness.  As she did, a soft and gentle face looked down on her smiling.
 
   “Rest,” the voice said in what sounded like something between a song and a whisper and Terri fell back into her trance like state.  The face and the voice were familiar, but Terri’s tired mind couldn’t connect the two with any recent memories.  Her eyes couldn’t focus on them and the face had looked little more than in a fog.
 
    
 
                 When she began to wake again, she felt herself being carried.  The blur around her looked like the inside of a house and at one point, she felt as if she were being carried up stairs.  The walls moved around her and she saw blurry sunlight coming through a window.  Then she felt herself being lowered onto what felt like a soft bed.  She thought she could feel a blanket covered over her and then she saw the face smiling down on her once more.  A hand touched her gently on her head and she fell fast asleep.
 
    
 
                 She dreamed of things she hadn’t known since being made to join the Army.  She dreamed of home, he parents and her two brothers.  She dreamt of family gatherings at the solstices, of country dances, feasts and celebrations.  She dreamed of comforting meals; and of laughter and of songs her family would sometimes sing together.  And in the fog of one dream, she saw the pretty girl that first let her know that it was women she would love and not men.  All of these visions came and went as caring visitors coming to see her in a time of need.  Her last vision was that of a gentle face smiling down on her and this began to become clearer as she felt herself waking.
 
    
 
                 “Good morning,” the face told her gently.  It was that of a young man, similar in appearance and age as Kenner; only without the rough beard and piercing green eyes.  Terri stared at the face for a few moments as the young man came more into focus.  She felt her mind reconnecting with her body.  Her shoulders and back were sore again; though not nearly as much.  Her legs felt lighter, but still heavy and when she tried to raise herself, her body complained.
 
   “Where am I?” She asked, groaning.
 
   “Someplace safe.” The young man answered simply.
 
   “Thanks.  That tells me a lot.” 
 
    
 
                 Terri struggled to get to a seated position in the bed she was in; then she noticed she was in a sleeping gown and not her regular clothes.
 
   “Where are my…” she began to ask?
 
   “They are hanging on the wall.” The young man told her and pointing.  She saw her clothes hanging on a peg; her weapons and pack sitting on the floor.
 
    
 
                 The room was comfortable more than in its appearance.  The walls were a calming, light green with soft sunlight coming in from the window over the bed.  Next to the bed was a nightstand with a burned out candle.
 
   “I am to take you to the Sanctuary.” The boy told her.  Something in the word, “Sanctuary” caused an instant and excited reaction in Terri.  There was only one place she knew that had a place called “The Sanctuary.”  Could she really be there?  She stood up and stretched her sore back.  She then looked at the boy who was still sitting in the chair next to the bed.
 
    
 
                 “I need to get dressed.” She said to him.
 
   “Alright.” He replied but was still sitting in the chair.
 
   Terri nodded at him, but he still sat in the chair.  She then gave him a dry smile.
 
   “That means you have to leave.” She told him.  
 
   He looked confused for a moment and then almost jumped out of the chair.
 
   “Oh!  I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
                 Terri noticed that her clothes had been laundered and smelled clean and fresh.  Her boots had also been thoroughly cleaned and she had fresh, new socks for the first time since visiting her family on leave nearly a year ago.  She looked at her short sword and noticed that it had been cleaned and sharpened.  Her bow had a new string and her quiver was full of brand new long arrows with white fletches.
 
   “I should pass out in the forest more often,” she said to herself.
 
    
 
                 When she came down the stairs of; what she thought was a house, she noticed several people looking up at her and having the same sweet smile as the boy from her room.
 
   “You’re creeping me out folks.” She said to them.
 
   The young boy was also waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “Shall we go?” He asked her, still smiling.
 
   “Sure.”
 
    
 
                 When she stepped out the door, her breath left her.  She found herself on a balcony and all around her were massive, black trees.  She looked up and the branches and trunks stretched into the sky, barely visible through them.  She looked down from the balcony and saw that she was, at least one hundred feet from the ground below.  Wrapping around the trees were wooden staircases and, at each landing were doorways that looked, not so much cut into the wood; but rather as if a natural part of the tree.  She saw hundreds of the enormous trees with thousands of points of lights, some like distant stars.  
 
   “Welcome to the Secret City of Avalos.” The young man told her.
 
    
 
                 She was led down the steps by the young man and almost tripped over several steps as she stared in awe at the city around her.  At the bottom of the trees, the trunks were gigantic, some bigger than two houses stuck together.  Enormous roots stuck out through the ground, some intertwined like interlaced fingers.  While the boy moved gracefully over them, Terri had to climb; almost like the trees she’d climbed days earlier.  He led her to a river a quarter of a mile across and to a small boat waiting at the river’s bank.  It was pale white and resembled a canoe; only slightly larger.  Four people stood in the boat and she couldn’t tell if they were men or women.  Their faces were all fair with no beards and they wore heavy, brown cloaks that hid the features of their bodies.  They all had long, thick hair of various colors.  They were expressionless and seemed to not even notice Terri and the boy as they boarded the boat.
 
    
 
                 All of the seats on the boat looked as if they had grown naturally out of the wood and Terri was shown to a seat at the stern.  When all were seated, two of the people pushed the boat away from the bank with long poles and then the boat began to flow gently with the current.
 
    
 
                 The boat floated along past the massive trees and Terri saw several people along the banks looking, staring at her.  There were men and women of all colors as if they had been selected from a mixture.  They all had curious expressions, but none seemed alarmed or frightened at Terri’s presence.  It seemed to Terri that she was a curiosity, but not an unwelcome one.
 
    
 
                 Terri still couldn’t take her eyes off of the huge trees which towered above her.  She saw birds flying high above her from tree to tree and other animals scurrying up and down the trunks.  And there was the same odd light she remembered in the forest before she passed out.  It was bright enough to see easily; but it didn’t seem like sunlight.  It was more like very bright moonlight and rather than coming from one direction like the sun or moon, it appeared to be coming from everywhere at once.
 
    
 
                 The river turned around a bend and Terri saw another awesome sight.  A massive building, like an enormous temple lay in between two trees as if growing out of them.  Floating closer to it, she saw it was made out of roots, branches and vines tightly intertwined.  She saw more birds and creatures moving up and down the giant structure and the people standing at the steps looked like mere toys.
 
    
 
                 The boat arrived seemingly on its own at the bank leading to this colossal building and Terri was bidden to disembark.  There was a steep hill leading up to the building with smaller roots forming steps along which she was led up to the larger steps of the building.  She was led on to the large steps when she remembered something.
 
    
 
                 She looked around as her mother had taught her long ago for a well.  When she found it, she lowered its wooden pale down into the water below.  When she drew it up, she found a ladle (also made of wood) and carried it with her to the steps.
 
    
 
                 As she slowly climbed the steps, she turned around and poured some of the water on to them.  It took longer to make the top this way; but she knew this was the right thing to do.
 
    
 
                 Reaching the top of the steps, she placed the pale on a hook on a tree trunk column and when she turned around to see, the boy and even her other escorts smiling approvingly.  Half way to the gigantic door, she stopped, removed her bow and arrows from her shoulder; removed her sword from her equipment belt and set them all on the wooden floor.  After she did this, the huge doors of the building swung open and she was led inside.
 
    
 
                 The inside was like a cavernous temple with the trunks of four trees looking like the stone columns of the temples she knew as a child.  Half way to the altar, there was an arched bridge across a small stream.  On a table on the near side of the bridge was a table with many wooden cups sitting on it.  She selected a cup, stepped down to the stream, filled it with water and then, holding the cup in both her hands as if offering it to someone walked across the bridge and further towards the altar.
 
    
 
                 She came to a raised platform with wooden steps leading up.  Still holding the cup as she had, she slowly climbed the steps to within two steps of the platform.  She then went to one knee, bowed her head low and held the cup higher.
 
    
 
                 Had she done it right, she asked herself?  This seemed to be the way her mother had taught her.  She was nervous and tense as she waited, her head still bowed.  Her heart pounded in her chest and she was nearly panting as if she had just ran.  Soon she heard soft footsteps approaching her, but she didn’t look up.  She knew not to.  Appearing in front of her eyes came two feet at the hem of a shining green dress.  She felt two hands take the cup from her and then she felt a hand run its fingers gently through her short hair.
 
   “Welcome my friend,” said a soft, sweet and familiar voice.  The gentle hand then caressed her face and guided it up.
 
   “You?” Terri gasped.
 
   Standing above her was the woman from the farm.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Nine
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Please stand.” The woman told Terri.  Feeling surprised and confused, Terri slowly rose to her feet and then on the platform.  At the far end of the platform were seven large chairs with six people sitting in them (one empty).  Behind the empty chair was a large, thick, reddish brown curtain that seemed to Terri to have a strange aura about it.
 
    
 
                 “We both have questions for each other,” the woman said to Terri.  “Which one of us should go first?”
 
   Terri laughed a little and then scratched her head.
 
   “This is your Sanctuary,” she said trying to sound funny.
 
   The woman turned around and looked stern for a second, but then her sweet smile returned.
 
    
 
                 “You knew how to wash the steps,” she began, “you knew not to bring your weapons of death into my Sanctuary and you knew how to properly present yourself as if you were born and raised here.  How is it that you know these things?”
 
   Terri scratched her head nervously again.
 
   “My mother was once a lady of this Sanctuary.” She answered.  
 
   The woman looked at her with great surprise.
 
   “Really?” She questioned.  “What is her name?”
 
   “Her name is Larana.” Terri replied.
 
   The woman looked sad for a second and then she smiled with a far look in her brown eyes.
 
   “That is more than just a name to me.” She said with her voice seeming to crack.  “Larana was a friend; a very dear friend.”
 
    
 
                 The woman rubbed the tears from her eyes and took a deep breath.
 
   “Is your mother still alive?” The woman asked.
 
   “I’m happy to say that she is.” Said Terri.
 
   The woman closed her eyes for a second and then breathed deeply again.
 
   “I can’t say enough about how happy I am to hear that.”
 
                 
 
                 The woman appeared to take a moment to compose herself.
 
   “So,” she said after an uncomfortable (to Terri) silence; “what questions have you for me?”
 
   The only words Terri could think of were, “The farm?”
 
   The woman looked confused for a second, then seemed to figure out what the meaning of Terri’s question.
 
   “Ah yes,” she remarked.  “The farm.”
 
    
 
                 “There are very few things in this world that are as much a test of character as working on a farm.  To be clear, I must explain that the farm you were on is a real, working farm that all members of the Sanctuary Council must work on for one year.  It’s a character building experience.  As for your experience; I must apologize.  I used it as a means of testing you.”
 
   “Testing me?” Terri questioned.
 
   “Yes, testing you.”
 
    
 
                 “You see,” she continued.  “I’ve been watching you since you first entered the forest.  That particular section of the forest is usually only frequented by bandits, fugitives or other kinds of people that I’d rather not stay too long.  My curiosity was even more aroused when I saw you being pursued by a pack of Wolfen.  I also saw your attempts at sleeping in the trees and, to be quite honest, I thought that pretty clever considering the circumstances.  I also found it interesting that the deer decided to protect you.  Most deer aren’t too friendly to humans; especially not ones with a bow and arrows.”
 
   “I think I can understand that.” Terri interjected.
 
    
 
                 “As I said, I wanted to test you; to find out what kind of person you are; and since you were headed in the direction of the farm anyway, I decided to use that to prove you.  I had intended to ask you to work on those chores already.  I must say though, that your volunteering yourself impressed me greatly.”
 
   “Thank you, my lady.”
 
   “No.” She said with a smile.  “As your mother was my friend so too shall you be my friend.  My name is Kayla.”
 
                 
 
                 “And in case you’re wondering, I did indeed cook that meal I gave you myself.”
 
   “It was delicious.” Terri replied.
 
    
 
                 Kayla then introduced Terri to the members of the Sanctuary Council; which included three men and three women.  They were all courteous, if not entirely friendly.  When they looked at Terri, it seemed as if they were inspecting her; looking through her.  This made Terri a little uncomfortable, but she said nothing of it.
 
    
 
                 Throughout these introductions, Terri found herself more and more drawn to the curtain at the back of the Sanctuary.  There seemed to be a strange energy flowing from the curtains themselves and a sense of mystery that Terri found curious.  It seemed to Terri something that might ordinarily have gone unnoticed in any other setting.  However, there was something about the curtains that drew her to them.  It was if they were calling to her.
 
    
 
                 “That is the veil.” She heard Kayla say.  “On the other side of those curtains are mysteries very few have discovered.”
 
   Terri felt confused by that statement.  Was there something here that Kayla, the Lady of the Woods didn’t know?  How could that be, Terri asked herself?
 
   “What do you mean, ‘very few’?’  Have you not gone through the curtains?””
 
   “No I have not, and neither has anyone else inside the Sanctuary at this moment.”
 
   “If you don’t mind me asking; why not?” Terri probed as politely as she could.  For reasons Terri wouldn’t have been able to explain, she found herself more curious about this one part of her circumstance than any other.
 
   “The veil is a doorway; a threshold between this world and another.  The curtains prevent anyone from going in and it also prevents something from the other side from coming out.”
 
   “If it’s dangerous, why not just wall it up?”
 
   “For one thing,” Kayla explained, “as I’m sure you’ve noticed, this Sanctuary was not built.  It was grown and the opening was part of that growth.  And another thing…”and here she paused.  “The veil must remain open for someone to pass through.”
 
   “But you just said that…”
 
    
 
                 “Occasionally,” Kayla continued, “someone is called to pass through the veil.  Whatever it is that is on the other side calls to them; summons them.  They are allowed to pass through.  Most of the time, they are allowed to come back; but they are always changed when they return.”
 
   “And you’ve never been called?” Terri asked.
 
   Kayla lowered her head a little and her smile lessened.
 
   “No.” She said simply.  “And I don’t think I ever will be.”
 
    
 
                 Terri noticed another uncomfortable silence and Kayla appeared to be gazing far off and slightly sad.  After a moment, she raised her head and her sweet smile returned.
 
   “Enough of this,” she said in a happy tone.  “We have much to discuss, you and I.  And I would prefer to discuss these things in a more relaxed environment.  I doubt that you’ve had breakfast yet.  Would you care to dine with me and my friends?”
 
   Terri stammered, not knowing the right thing to say.
 
   “Sure.  That would be great.”
 
   Kayla then took her by the hand and led her away from the platform.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
    
 
                 Terri was led out through a door on one side of the platform.  She and Kayla were followed by the other members of the Sanctuary Council.  They walked along a path through a lush garden with thick brush, flowers, small trees and small animals moving about.  She saw a rabbit, and a squirrel climbing one of the trees.  She heard birds singing and a light breeze blew through the garden causing the plants and trees to sound as if singing.  She also thought she could hear, what sounded like whispering voices coming from all directions.  Still the enormous black trees dominated the view as they soared high above.
 
    
 
                 Passing through the garden, she was led to a terrace that, like virtually everything else she’d seen thus far, appeared to grow out of one of the trees.  On the terrace were men and women with musical instruments; she saw someone with an easel and canvas.  In the center of the terrace was a large table with all kinds of food; including meat, fruits and vegetables.  There were beautiful plates with painted images of trees, flowers and other growing things with shining, silver flatware.  She also saw men and women in dark, brown cloaks holding bows and having quivers full of the same arrows she now had.  All bowed deeply when the Lady, the Council and Terri came on to the terrace and came to the table.  There was one who had been sitting at the table who rose to stand and Terri was amazed at what she saw.  He had an ape like face and thick, grey fur all over him.  He was wearing human clothes and was smoking a pipe.  
 
                 “Terri,” Kayla said with her hand in the direction of the Morgril.  “This is Saab, my military advisor and one of my closest friends.”
 
   He must have seen Terri’s reaction to him as he smiled and said, “You look like you’ve never seen a Morgril before.”
 
   “As a matter of fact, I haven’t.” Terri said nervously.
 
    
 
   All around the table stood waiting and Terri did the same.  When Kayla sat, all sat in the high backed, soft chairs.  The musicians began playing and several servants began to go around the table with the plates and bowls with food.
 
    
 
                 “Wow!” said Terri.  “I’ve never been served like this.”
 
   “The ones serving you now,” Kayla said, “are all candidates to be on the future Council or other important positions.  It is important that they understand the concept of service to others before being selected for future leadership.”
 
   “That’s probably something that leaders in the other nations should be taught.”
 
   Kayla smiled and then touched Terri’s hand.
 
   “Let us not talk of politics.  That subject and religion tend to take away the intimacy of good food and good company.”
 
    
 
                 Terri ate a meal of fried eggs, bacon, ham, potatoes and some vegetables she didn’t recognized.  It was all more than delicious.  To Terri, it was like more than her body was being fed.  It was almost as if her very soul was being nourished.
 
   “This is the best meal I’ve had in…” She stopped herself saying “over a year…” she looked at Kayla and said, “In days.”
 
   Kayla chuckled.
 
   “It’s alright,” she said.  “If this is better than the meal I served you, then you may say so without my vanity being hurt.”
 
   At that, everyone at the table laughed.
 
   Terri continued her meal.
 
    
 
                 She ate more than she had in one meal since joining the Army.  Even after her first year and when she visited home on leave, she hadn’t eaten as much as she had on this morning.  She thought of it for a moment and then remembered that before visiting home, she hadn’t ran fifteen miles, slept in trees for two nights and been almost killed by Wolfen.  She also thought of the battle and the friends she’d lost.  She thought of Kenner and Captain Krall on their difficult journeys and then found herself saddened.
 
    
 
                 “So tell me,” Kayla said, breaking an uncomfortable silence.  “For what reason does a lone Walechian soldier run fifteen miles across open ground, sleep in trees while being pursued by a pack of Wolfen?”
 
   Terri then almost choked on her juice, coughed and then composed herself.
 
   “How did you know I’m a soldier?” Terri asked.
 
   “I’d recognize the make of a Walechian bow anywhere.  Although I’ve never seen that design of arrows before.”
 
    
 
                 Terri settled herself and told the entire story of the army of Wolfen, the battle and her mission.  Throughout her telling, she saw amazement and alarm growing on the faces of her audience.
 
   “Five thousand Wolfen, did you say?” Saab said astonished.
 
   “At least five thousand,” Terri answered.
 
   Saab looked around the table, as if studying the reactions of the others.
 
   “There haven’t been that many Wolfen together in five hundred years.” He said almost as a gasp.
 
   “What do they want?” One of the Council asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Terri answered.  “But their strategy seems to be to capture Mobrey, control the river and virtually cut Walechia in half.  My Captain feels, and I think he may be right; that once Mobrey has been taken, more Wolfen soldiers will then filter into Walechia for further battles.”
 
   “That makes sense,” Saab added.  “It’s a classic dagger thrust maneuver.  Attack at speed and with surprise to achieve one military objective, then reinforce, resupply and prepare for larger objectives.”
 
   “But we still don’t know why,” The Council member interjected.
 
   “That depends on who is leading them.” Kayla stated.  “That many Wolfen wouldn’t have come together unless someone with great power was able to bring them together.”
 
   “That kind of power hasn’t been seen in this world for centuries.” Saab added.
 
   Kayla then breathed a heavy and sad sigh.
 
   “There is one who could summon them.” Kayla said.
 
   Everyone at the table then went silent.
 
    
 
                 “It gets worse,” Terri added.  “Their commanding General is a former Walechian soldier and…”she paused dramatically, “he has the silver axe.”
 
   Terri was expecting a much more dramatic reaction to this news; however, all at the table simply looked at her sadly and then looked away.
 
   “So the time has come.” Saab said seriously.
 
    
 
                 “No ‘time has come’!” One of the Council members exclaimed.  “This is Walechia’s problem; not ours!”
 
   “I agree,” said another.  “This is no concern of ours.”
 
   “What if Walechia falls?”
 
   “Then so be it!  It’s not our war!”
 
    
 
                 Everyone at the table began arguing and shouting at each other.  Kayla then appeared to almost jump out of her chair.
 
   “Silence!” She yelled and her voice seemed to echo all around.  She looked every person at the table in the eyes, including Terri.  There was an anger in her eyes that Terri had previously thought impossible.
 
   “How many times have I said that meals in this place are sacred times in a sacred place?  I will not have raised voices or ill will at my table.”
 
   Everyone at the table then bowed and seeing this, Terri did the same.
 
    
 
                 “This is my fault,” Terri apologized.
 
   “It is not.” Kayla replied sternly.  “I asked you for your story and you told it.”
 
    
 
                 “This is dark news.” Saab said, finally raising his head.
 
   “Indeed it is.” Kayla said sitting down and giving everyone, except Terri another angry glare.
 
   “But those of you talking about war and our place in any conflict,” She continued, “are looking too far ahead.  My greatest concern right now is this young woman.  She did not bring war on our doorstep and she is not here to ask for our involvement in anything.  She is a soldier on a mission for her country.  She came through the Blackwoods seeking only to pass through.”
 
   “But she was followed by a pack of Wolfen,” A Council member interrupted.  He was answered by a look of fire in Kayla’s eyes.
 
   “She is my guest.” Kayla said in deep and dark tone and, to Terri it seemed as the terrace had become colder.  “I expect her to be treated with courtesy and respect.”
 
   Once again, the table was silent.
 
    
 
   “Now,” Kayla said breaking another uncomfortable silence.  “You’ve been through a lot in the last few days and I can tell just by looking at you that you are still very tired.”
 
   “That is an understatement,” Terri said, trying to sound funny.
 
   Kayla gave a little laugh and then touched Terri’s hand again.  Her touch was soothing and soft; a kind of calming energy seemed to flow through her.
 
   “I want you to rest here for a couple of days.”
 
   Terri shook her head.
 
   “That’s very kind of you, but I really must be on my way.”
 
   “Terri,” Kayla said softly.  “You were at the point of total exhaustion when we found you and in your current condition, you are not strong enough to be able to make the rest of the journey in the time you need.  Your fatigue will slow you down.”
 
    
 
                 Kayla then sat back, but still caressed Terri’s hand
 
   “Let this place work its magic on you,” She said.  “Let its mystery, this city’s wonderful people and the peace of this land revitalize and strengthen you.”
 
   “But what about the Wolfen?” The Council member interrupted her.  “If there really is an army of them, surely more will come looking for her.”
 
   “Then I’m sure the forest will take care of them just as they had before.”
 
                 “This the last truly magical place in the known world and I believe destiny has brought you here; if for no other reason than to rest so you can continue your journey and complete your mission.  It has been only a few days since the last black night and the moon has not yet been full.  Two days will not be fatal to that mission.  In fact, after resting here, you will be more fit to complete your mission in plenty of time.”
 
   She leaned forward and gripped Terri’s hand more firmly.
 
   “You are my guest,” She reminded Terri.  “And you shall have all my land’s hospitality.”
 
    
 
                 Terri relaxed, nodded and smiled.
 
   “It was kind of nice sleeping in a bed, rather than a tree or a hole in the ground.”
 
   Terri and Kayla then laughed and then continued their meal.
 
                 
 
   1.        \
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
   Chapter Thirty One
 
    
 
    
 
                 After finishing breakfast, Terri was taken back to her room.  She had a hot bath and was having her shoulders massaged, while she sat on a balcony that was part of her room.  She had a large goblet full of ale and was smoking a cigar while listening to music coming from a tree directly across from her’s.
 
   “I could definitely live like this.” She said to herself.
 
    
 
                 “Is that a cigar?” She heard Kayla say behind her.
 
   Terri turned to face her and saw her standing in the doorway.
 
   “As a matter of fact it is.” Terri answered happily.
 
   “I haven’t had a cigar since the last time I visited Sheyron.  Do you have anymore?” Kayla asked.
 
   Feeling a little surprised, Terri answered, “sure.  Help yourself.  The box is right there,” Terri said, pointing to a table next to her.  Kayla selected a cigar from the box, lit it and then sat down in a chair that was brought to her from inside.  She then took a deep draw and then let out an enormous plume of smoke towards the sky.
 
    
 
                 “You smoke like a professional,” Terri told her.
 
   “I also smoke a pipe, from time to time.” Kayla said.
 
   They sat quietly for a moment while both Terri and Kayla relaxed.  The music echoed off of the trees making it sound as coming from everywhere at once.
 
    
 
                 “I trust they’re taking good care of you here?” Kayla asked.
 
   “The best care I’ve had in a long time.  In fact, I can’t remember ever being pampered like this.” Terri answered.
 
   “I certainly didn’t have days like these when I worked on the farm.” Kayla told her.  “Or when I was a servant to the Council.  They spoil me rotten now, but I certainly feel like I had to earn it.”
 
   “I’m sure, you did.  Your folks have done a good job at spoiling me…except maybe for the creepy kid I woke up to this morning.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Kayla queried.
 
   “Well,” Terri started.  “I’m sure he’s a nice kid and everything, but he doesn’t seem to understand the concept of privacy.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah, when I told him I had to change clothes, he didn’t quite seem to ‘get’ that he needed to leave the room.”
 
   “Oh,” Kayla sighed and then started laughing to herself.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Terri asked.
 
   “You probably wouldn’t be too happy to hear that young man gave you a sponge bath.”
 
   And then they both laughed.
 
    
 
                 The two sat on the balcony, talked, smoked and drank for a while; truly enjoying each other’s company.  They exchanged stories of their childhoods; places to which they had traveled and people they had known.  Terri was fascinated by Kayla’s stories about her travels to the other kingdoms as part of her responsibility after she first became Lady of the Woods.  She told of the palace of Parathon in Masallah; hewn out of the rock of the mountain Glahm.  She told of the city of Korsh, capital of Sheyron; a huge city stretched like a crescent moon against the sea.
 
   “There is always music there,” Kayla explained, “And the Admiral is always celebrating something.”
 
   “Are they really as rich as the stories tell?” Terri asked.
 
   “I’m not sure the stories do their wealth justice.  It is said that Sheyron ships sail on seas of gold.”
 
    
 
                 They continued to talk for a while, until Kayla began to look sad.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Terri asked.
 
   Kayla appeared to look off into the distance.
 
   “You say the silver axe has been found?” She asked Terri.
 
   “Yes, it has.” Terri said seriously.  Kayla then took another deep draw and let loose an even larger cloud of smoke.
 
   “That means war is coming and not just a skirmish or a few battles; a war the likes of which haven’t been seen in this world for five hundred years.”
 
   “That’s what it looks like.” Terri added.
 
   Kayla looked out among the trees.
 
    
 
                 “This is last place of mystery and magic in the world.” Kayla began.  “The spirits live here among us; not like distant, otherworldly visitors, but more like our neighbors.  They talk to us; sometimes sing to us.  The trees give us safety by keeping the rest of the world at a distance; and the forest provides for our immediate needs.  The next Great War is supposed to change all that and there’s nothing me or anyone else can do to prevent that change.  We’ll become mere memories of a time and a place lost to history.”
 
   “You don’t know that,” Terri said, trying to sound reassuring.
 
   “I can feel it.” Kayla said sadly.  “And I can feel…”  Suddenly she stopped and brought her smile back with some effort.
 
    
 
                 Terri wanted to press Kayla further, but decided against it.  Whatever it was that she was thinking about seemed especially painful.  Then a question came to mind.
 
   “You mentioned something at breakfast about someone being able to summon the creatures.”
 
   Kayla took a deeper drink of ale and then had an even more far off look.
 
    
 
                 “We don’t know where he came from.” She started to tell.  “We found him half dead in the forest; even worse than you.  We took him in, brought him back to health and then eventually came to regard him as one of our own.  He even became a member of the Sanctuary Council; the only outsider to ever earn such a position.  He was intelligent, hardworking, generous, and compassionate; all the things we valued.  He also had, what we like to call, ‘the gift’.  He could speak to the trees and the spirits.  He had a healing touch and we were all amazed at how fast he learned to use these gifts.”
 
   “What was his name?” Terri asked.
 
   “I cannot say it,” Kayla answered.  “His name is a curse in the language of the forest.  Speaking it causes suffering and decay to everything that can hear it.  We never called him by his real name; instead we simply called him ‘friend’; for that’s what he was at first.”
 
   “What happened?” Terri prodded.”
 
    
 
                 Terri then saw a look in Kayla’s eyes that was even sadder and far off than she’d seen before.  She even saw tears forming in Kayla’s eyes.
 
   “One can only step through the veil when one is called,” She continued.  “However, his thirst for knowledge was his weakness.  We had warned him time and time again not to pass through; but we couldn’t stop him.  One night, he snuck into the sanctuary and stepped behind the curtain.”
 
    
 
                 Kayla stopped for a moment and rubbed the tears from her eyes.
 
   “When we found him the next morning, he appeared undamaged.  He seemed to be the same ‘friend’ we had always known.  But soon, we began to notice changes in him.  His moods were darker.  He was easily angered.  And he had ideas that were dangerous.”
 
   “What kind of ideas?” Terri asked.
 
    
 
                 “He became colder and his compassion was gone. He proposed harsh penalties for anyone who transgressed in any way.  One young boy was caught stealing bread from a market and before we could stop him, he whipped the boy nearly to the point of death.  He began to hunt well within a no violence zone we hold sacred here.  He began speaking his name to anyone or anything that offended him.  He even began demanding that we call him by that name; which, of course we refused.”
 
    
 
                 “He had new ideas about the Blackwoods’ role in the world.  He felt that we should come out of our forests and take, what he called a more ‘leading role’ in the affairs of the outside world.  He proposed that we try and enforce our way of life on the other nations; even suggesting that we use our magic to take over the rest of the world.”
 
    
 
                 “The final act that we could no longer abide was when he discovered a secret village in the hills between the Blackwoods and Walechia.  He determined that the village belonged to us and that they should pay taxes to us.  He sent someone to demand such and when the village refused, he began to raise a small army to punish them.”
 
    
 
                 Then Kayla’s voice began to crack and tears rolled down her cheeks.
 
   “He used foul craft to bend the will of some of our soldiers to his own.  He made them as cold and harsh as he was.  They marched on the village, killed everyone and burned everything he could see.  No one was spared, not even…not even the children.”
 
    
 
                 Kayla then lowered her head as if praying.  Terri was silent; not knowing what, or even if there was anything right to say.
 
   “When he returned, the Lady of the Woods was horrified by what he had done.  She tried to banish him; but instead, he attempted to assassinate her.  He tried to kill her.  And of all places, he attempted such evil in the Sanctuary.”
 
    
 
                 Terri put her hand on Kayla’s shoulder to try and comfort her.  She could tell this story was painful.
 
   “But…” Kayla said with renewed strength.  “The Sanctuary will tolerate no ill deeds within its walls.  He and his soldiers were spat out and forced out of the Blackwoods and were never seen or heard from again.”
 
    
 
                 Terri rubbed her back tenderly and then Kayla took her hand in her own.  She then looked up and smiled, almost as an apology.
 
   “I’m sorry to hear about that.” Terri said gently.  Kayla then wiped more tears from her face.
 
   “We had all but forgotten about him.  For many years, it has forbidden to speak of him or the dark deeds he committed.  But now…” and her voice trailed off.
 
   “Are you sure it’s him?” Terri asked.
 
   “Oh yes,” Kayla answered.  “He’s the only one with enough power to call that much evil back from the deep places.  And the only one I can think of with enough evil will to want to do such.”
 
    
 
                 Terri and Kayla continued to spend time with each; smoking and drinking until the light in the forest began to fade.
 
   “Wow!” Terri exclaimed.  “I didn’t think it would actually get dark in here.”
 
   “It does indeed get dark and the time has come for me to leave.”
 
   Kayla squeezed her hand and started to leave.
 
   “Get plenty of rest, my friend.” She said with her sweet smile and then left Terri alone with troubled thoughts.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Two
 
    
 
    
 
                 Terri was sleeping soundly when she was awoken by strange voices.  It sounded like there were hundreds of them at the same time; all calling her name.  The voices were mostly soft, barely above a whisper; but they were enough to disturb her rest.  More than that, the voices seemed to beckoning her; almost as if physically pulling at her.
 
    
 
                 She stepped out of bed and, still wearing the night shirt that had been provided for her, left her room and followed in the direction the voices were pulling her.  She followed all the way to the bottom of the tree and to the river where a single boat looked as if it were waiting only for her.  The silvery light around her was softer, but it was not quite dark.  She heard the sounds of a forest at night, but there was a stillness as if the entire city were sleeping except her.  She stepped into the boat and it started floating down the river seemingly of its own accord.
 
    
 
                 Eventually, the boat came to rest on the river’s bank in front of the Sanctuary.  The voices were still quiet, but somehow stronger.  Their pull was greater.  Terri felt almost as if she could feel hands on her pulling.  She climbed the steps easily and the wooden doors opened wide for her.
 
    
 
                 The sanctuary was virtually silent, except for the trickling of the stream running through its middle.  Upon entering, she saw the direction that the voices were beckoning and she became afraid.  She felt being pulled toward the curtain and the veil.  She remembered the story that Kayla had told her of the man who had been driven mad by crossing the veil.  She also remembered that Kayla had told her that very few had ever been chosen to cross through the curtains and; surely, she thought she could not have been called.
 
    
 
                 It didn’t make any sense, she thought to herself that she would be called.  She wasn’t from the Blackwoods.  She wasn’t a member of the Sanctuary Council.  She was just an ordinary Walechian soldier from a farm.  The veil couldn’t be calling her, she reasoned.  She wasn’t worthy.  Still the voices called and pulled her closer to the curtains.  She tried to resist, but the voices were stronger than her.
 
    
 
                 “Do not be afraid,” She heard Kayla tell her.  She managed to stop herself for a moment and look towards Kayla’s voice.  She was standing at the door of the Sanctuary leading to the garden.
 
   “Can you hear them too?” Terri asked.
 
   “Yes,” Kayla answered softly and sadly.
 
   “This can’t be happening.” Terri said in a desperate voice.  “Is this a dream?”
 
   “No,” Kayla said with her familiar sweet smile.  “This was meant to be, my friend.”
 
    
 
                 Terri found herself afraid and excited at the same time.  What was on the other side of the curtain?  Did death wait for her there?  No, she reasoned.  Death could have found her many times before reaching the Secret City.  Would she be driven mad like the man Kayla had earlier spoken of?  Something told her that wouldn’t happen either.  Something seemed to be telling her that, what waited on the other side of the veil was something wonderful.  At this thought, she stopped resisting and let herself be carried through the curtain.
 
    
 
                 Once past the curtain, she felt herself almost flying; as if she were an arrow being loosed from a bow.  She felt as though she were soaring across miles and years at the same time.  But she did not hear any sounds of wind past her ears or see anything pass by at first.  To begin, it was totally dark.  Then she began to see shapes and images of clouds and mountains passing around her as she still felt like flying.  She saw the sun begin to rise, but it looked even further away than what she had ever seen.  The sky; or what she thought was sky looked as if it were softly on fire.  Mountains and land she had never seen passed beneath her and then on to a wide valley.  She felt herself slowing down and begin to gently float lower to the ground.  Soon, she found herself flying over a river that wound its way through the valley and then she saw the images of uncountable shapes of people; all watching her go by.
 
    
 
                 She floated down into a forest, not unlike the Blackwoods.  The floor of the forest was like the garden she had visited earlier and the sweet aroma of spring flowers seemed to envelope her as she felt her feet touch a velvety ground.  
 
    
 
                 Before her, wrapped by a glimmering yellow sunlight was a bridge crossing a stream.  Standing on the bridge was the silhouette of a person; but she couldn’t tell if it were man or woman.  Cautiously, but curiously, Terri approached the bridge and the person standing in the middle of it.  Like everything she had seen in Avalos, the bridge looked as if it were growing out of the ground and it was covered in flowers of nearly every color she’d ever seen.  She stepped forward slowly and the figure with bright, but somehow soft sunlight behind it stepped to the edge of the bridge.  When Terri’s feet nearly touched the bridge, the figure spoke in a hundred voices at once and told her to stop.
 
    
 
                 “From here, you must go no further,” The voices instructed her.  They were strong and forceful; but also had a tenderness and a feel of wisdom.  Terri took a step back.  She stood staring at the figure trying to see more of him or her.  However, no matter from which angle she tried to look, she could see nothing but a robed figure with the sun behind it.
 
    
 
                 There was a silence that made Terri nervous as she stood before the bridge and the figure apparently guarding it.
 
   “Why am I here?” She finally asked.
 
   “The time has come.” The voices answered simply.
 
   “Time?  What time?”
 
   “The time has come.” They answered again.
 
    
 
                 Terri continued to look for some way to see more of the figure before her.
 
   “You’re really not giving me a lot to work with here.” She said trying to sound funny.  But again, the figure just stood in front of her.  She began to feel frustrated as she wanted some answer to why she had been called, where she was and what was to happen next?
 
    
 
                 “Hold out your hands.” The voices said.
 
   Terri did as the voices told her and the figure stepped forward.  The beam of sunlight then crept over the bridge and touched her outstretched hands.  It was warm and soothing and its energy felt like it was flowing, like water in her veins.  Suddenly she felt something in her hands and unseen hands and fingers helped her to close her hands tighter around that which she felt.  She looked down at her hands and saw, what looked like a bow, but the light was still shining on her hands and she could only see an outline.
 
    
 
                 Then, abruptly she felt herself being pulled back even faster than when she had flown after going past the curtain.  The land, the distant mountains and the fiery sky all flew before her until she found herself in darkness again.  Soon, she felt a wooden floor under her feet and the heavy curtain against her back.  She felt as though she had just woken from a deep sleep and nearly stumbled.  And she felt something in her hands.  She shook her head to regain more consciousness, then stepped backwards through the heavy curtain.  She turned around and saw Kayla smiling and with tears in her eyes.  The Sanctuary Council were all behind her and they bowed low as Terri stepped towards them.  Terri looked down to see what was in her hands.  There she saw a solid, black longbow with ribbons of gold wrapped around it.
 
    
 
                 “No way!” Terri gasped.
 
   She looked up at Kayla.  Still smiling, she looked at Terri and said, “At last.  The time has come.”
 
   Chapter Thirty Three
 
    
 
    
 
                 Soon after returning to the Sanctuary, Terri followed Kayla and her entourage back to the terrace for another breakfast.  However, she couldn’t eat or talk.  She just sat staring at the bow and asking herself the same questions over and over.  Is this really what I think it is?  Why me?  What now?  These and other questions were like an argument in her head happening all at once.
 
    
 
                 The bow was as tall as her; solid black with ribbons of gold apparently carved into the wood.  The string looked like spun silver, but felt as soft as down.  Running her fingers up and down the shaft, she felt a kind of buzzing energy coming from the bow and heard softly whispering voices that sounded as if asking her questions.
 
    
 
                 “I always wondered if I would ever see the time when the Blackwoods Bow would return to the world.” Kayla said.  The sound of her voice brought Terri out of her trance-like state.
 
   “Are you sure that’s what it is?” Terri asked nervously.  Terri was fairly certain herself; but in a way, she didn’t want it to be.
 
   “Oh, yes.” Kayla answered.  “It could be nothing else.  And I, for one am glad that it was to you that it was given.”
 
    
 
                 Terri then shook her head.
 
   “No,” she said emphatically.  “This can’t be.  It can’t be for me.  Here,” She said holding the weapon towards Kayla.  “It has to be for you.”
 
   Kayla’s eyes widened as if wanting it and she reached out to grab it.  But then when her fingers touched it, she pushed it back toward Terri.
 
   “No my friend,” She said in her familiar sweet voice.  “It is you who were called to go past the veil.  It was to you the weapon was given.  It is yours.”
 
    
 
                 “But it can’t be.” Terri said in a whine.  “I’m nothing.  I’m nobody.  This is the weapon of a queen; of a hero.  It must be for you.”
 
   Kayla touched Terri’s hand tenderly.
 
   “There is more to you than you know, my dear friend.” She told Terri.  “In the two days you’ve spent with us, I have discovered you to be very intelligent and you have great courage and strength of character.  Though you may not believe it, I believe that you are far more worthy of this weapon than I.”
 
   “But I don’t know how to use it.” Terri exclaimed.
 
   “Neither did the first person to whom it was given five hundred years ago.  She had to learn to use it, just as you will have to learn how to use it.”
 
    
 
                 Terri silently sat staring at the bow for a few seconds, not knowing quite what to say or do.  She studied it and gave it a pleading look as if wanting it to say something tangible to her.  Kayla caressed her hand again.
 
   “You’ll be just fine,” She told Terri reassuringly.
 
   “These are great days.” Saab said in his deep, rumbling voice.
 
   “Yeah,” Terri added dryly.  “Great.  Just wonderful.”
 
   “These are also terrible days,” Kayla said somberly.  “The return of this weapon to the world means the coming of another great war; perhaps even a final conflict that may destroy the world as we know it.”
 
    
 
                 The table was silent for a moment, then one spoke.
 
   “I still say the affairs of the other nations are none of our concern.” He said.  “We’ve managed to remain untouched by the conflicts outside of our borders for five hundred years.  Why should we become involved now?  Let the rest of the world burn.  We don’t need anything more than what we have around us.”
 
   “You really are a fool, aren’t you?” Kayla asked him.  “This world is more interconnected than you know.”
 
   “With all due respect my lady…”
 
   “Imagine it as a spider’s web.  Every strand connected to each other.”
 
   “I disagree.  We’ve stood alone for…”
 
   “Have we really?” She interrupted.  She then picked up an apple from off of her plate.  “This apple fell from a tree in Walechia.  It came to us on a ship from Sheyron, along with coffee from Masallah.  Walechia has benefitted from the shelter the Blackwoods give against the stormy seas and frozen wastes to the west and north of us.  The snow from the mountains gives water to our trees and to the fields on the mountainsides of Masallah.  And the great ships of Sheyron bring ideas and information to all our lands.  We’ve never been completely isolated and I say we shouldn’t be.  We are as much a part of this world as the world is part of us.  That is why the Blackwoods Bow was given to us in the first place and that it is why it has been found today.”
 
    
 
                 “Unfortunately,” Saab added.  “We have no standing army as Walechia and Masallah.”
 
   “We won’t need one.” Kayla answered him.  “Military might hasn’t been the role the Blackwoods has played in the years since the Great War.  This coming conflict will be more than just a clash of armies; but also of ideas and ways of living.  What our trees and animals have to give is far greater than any weapon and it is our courage and conviction that will be tested.  This forest is the home of love and beauty in the world and that is the role we will play in the coming war; not of soldiers and weapons; but of people and hearts.  That is what the world will look to us for and that is what we will offer.”
 
   “But what about the bow?” Saab asked.  “Is that not a weapon of death and destruction?”
 
   “On its own, yes.  But its role along with the other great weapons is something I believe will be more than just to kill and destroy.  I believe that it will serve a far greater purpose than any of us can imagine when the time comes.  That is why, I believe it was given to a young woman whose true potential is a mystery even to herself.”
 
    
 
                 “Unfortunately,” Terri said, jumping in to the conversation.  “That means that I have to go soon.”
 
   “Unfortunately it does,” Kayla added sadly.  She then handed a silver cup to Terri.  “Drink this.” She told her.  Terri drank from the cup and it tasted awful.  Whatever it was tasted bitter and gritty.
 
   “What is this…” and then she lost consciousness.
 
    
 
                 Terri awoke with the sun shining on her face through a thick, forest canopy.  Her head felt heavy and her eyes hurt from the bright sunshine.  There were figures standing above her and as her eyes slowly focused, she saw that it was Kayla with a few people (she couldn’t tell if they were men or women) standing around her wearing cloaks and having bows and arrows.  Looking around her, she saw that she had been in a small bed that looked as if it had been carried like a stretcher for a wounded or sick person.  She also saw that she was fully clothed and had her short sword on her equipment belt.
 
    
 
                 “What happened?” She groaned.
 
   Kayla looked down at her smiling, but also a serious expression in her eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry I had to do that to you,” she told Terri.  “But at this time, it’s important that you not know how to find the Secret City.”
 
   “What did you do to me?” Terri asked, confused.
 
   “Just gave you a mild sleeping potion.”
 
   “How long have I been asleep?” 
 
   “Two days.”
 
   Terri nearly bolted out of the bed; and then, feeling dizzy, nearly fell over.
 
    
 
   “Don’t worry,” Kayla reassured her.  “During those two days, we have taken you here.  You’re only a day’s ride through the hills to the Great Plain and then, less than another day to Kallesh.”
 
   “Ride?” Terri asked.
 
   Kayla then motioned over to someone that Terri couldn’t immediately see.  She looked in the direction Kayla had motioned and saw one of Kayla’s guards leading a beautiful, light brown horse that looked somewhat familiar.
 
   “This horse,” Kayla told her, “was a survivor from your battle and we found her in the forest.  We fed her, healed her wounds and now she will take you to The White City.”
 
   Terri looked at the gorgeous animal and saw a look in her eyes that seemed to say that she recognized her.  Terri stepped up to her and the horse stepped closer to her.  She lowered her head allowing Terri to gently stroke her.
 
    
 
                 Terri then felt Kayla’s hand gently touch her shoulder and she looked to her.  Kayla had the bow in her hand and was holding it to her.  Terri looked at it as if looking at something that had come to her out of a dream.  It didn’t seem real and she felt as though she couldn’t take it.  Half reluctantly, she closed her hand around the shaft and she felt the warmth and energy from the bow begin to flow into her again.  She took the bow from Kayla and slung it over her shoulder.  Kayla also gave her a quiver full of arrows.
 
    
 
   “Where’s my stuff?” She asked Kayla.  There was a tone in her voice that said that she knew it was time to go.
 
   Kayla gestured to the horse and Terri saw that there were two packs tied onto the horse.  Terri then climbed into the saddle and looked down at Kayla wanting to say goodbye, but not knowing quite how to do it.
 
   “I’ve packed some extra provisions for you in the other pack,” Kayla told Terri.  There was a hint of crying in her voice and Terri saw a tear begin to form in her sparkling brown eyes.  Terri grabbed her hand, which was stroking the horse.
 
   “Thank you for everything.” Terri said gently.  
 
   Kayla looked up with her sweet smile, then took Terri’s hand and kissed it tenderly.
 
   “You are welcome in my city any time.” She said.
 
   “But how will I find it?”
 
   Kayla smiled even brighter and said, “Come to this point in the forest and I will find you.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Third Causton War
 
    
 
    
 
                 Whereas the first two Causton Wars were somewhat slow in developing, the third war came like a thunderstorm.  Several expeditions had been sent to find Causton in the Hills, the Badlands and in the mountains.  King Philas even offered a reward to other three nations if they found him and handed him over; but after five years, there was no sign or story of him.
 
    
 
                 Then, a fleet of ships with plain white sails come up the Serpent River and then a force of ten thousand soldiers began attacking and destroying farms and villages along the river.  Causton made sure that it was known that he was in command of the massive force.  
 
    
 
   They crossed the bridge at Serace and continued their reign of terror until a force of one hundred met them before the city of Beyton and slowed them down.  Under the command of a young general named Banner, they used hit-and-run tactics to attack from the forests close to the river to continually engage Causton’s troops.  They attacked day and night, never even allowing Causton’s troops one night’s rest.  By the time Causton’s new army reached Beyton, his troops were exhausted.  Facing an army of equal strength near Beyton and still being battered by Banner’s forces, Causton and his army retreated.  However, they were not finished.
 
    
 
   They drove north along the same route they had attacked.  However, having destroyed the farms and ranches along this route, Causton’s army soon began to run low on supplies.  In addition, Walechia’s armies were close behind and growing in strength.  Low on food and morale, many of Causton’s troops began deserting and fleeing into the mountain passes.  It was rumored that they were Masallan soldiers sent by the King of Masallah to destabilize Walechia in preparation for his own war of invasion.  This was never proven.  By the time his army reached the Badlands, Causton’s army numbered less than two thousand.
 
    
 
   King Philas then entered into a secret arrangement with one of Causton’s generals.  In exchange for capturing Causton, the rest of the army would be spared and allowed to go home.  The unknown general, without Causton’s knowledge arranged for the bulk of the army to disappear in the middle of the night, leaving only Causton and his most ardent supporters to face the massive Walechian Army.  It was believed that Causton would likely surrender and himself be captured.
 
    
 
   On the banks of the river, with the rocks and crags of the Badlands at his back, Causton awoke one morning to find only a few dozen soldiers left of his army facing over fifty thousand Walechian troops.  Rather than surrender, he led his troops in one last, suicidal charge in which he and all who followed him were killed.  None allowed themselves to be captured.
 
    
 
   The Causton Wars had taken over twenty five years and cost hundreds of thousands of lives.  Farmers lost their farms.  Villages were destroyed and the city of Kasabbah was never rebuilt.  Its ruins were demolished and a huge cemetery dedicated in its place.  Many who supported the former priest scattered into the Badlands, the Hills or disappeared into the other nations.
 
    
 
   Many questions remained after the Wars; including who might still be secretly supporting Causton’s beliefs; what happened to his followers and what was Masallah’s involvement in the third war?  Had they really supplied the ten thousand soldiers Causton led?  King Philas emerged as a hero; as did the young General Banner.  But Farraday’s peace, which was supposed to last a thousand years was shattered and an entire generation that had previously never known war became accustomed to armed conflict; expecting the next great war to come at virtually any time.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Four
 
    
 
    
 
                 General Grail sat on a rock staring at the campfire.  There had been nothing from his master since the battle of the “Merchant’s Gate” almost two weeks previous.  No instructions.  No criticism.  No praise.  Neither had there been any word from the Wolfen pack he’d sent into the forest to search for survivors.  He reasoned they had likely just run away.
 
    
 
                 His soldiers were becoming more and more difficult to control.  They had passed several farms and villages on their sweep across the south.  The beasts wanted to destroy and pillage, but he and his officers needed to restrain them; needed to keep them focused.  After taking Mobrey, he would need these farms and villages for supplies while the remainder of the army flowed across the flood plain.  The stupid animals didn’t understand that.  They only knew what they wanted; wanton death and destruction.
 
    
 
                 Suddenly one of his officers approached him and gave him news he couldn’t believe.  He raced to a single tent in the middle of the camp, entered in and found his brother, Krall seated cross-legged and tied to the center post in the tent.
 
    
 
                 At first he was so amazed, he didn’t know quite what to say.  Then he gathered himself and ordered one of the beasts to bring him a chair from his own tent along with two pipes and tobacco.  The items were brought and Grail ordered his brother’s bindings cut.
 
   “It’s alright.” He told his officer.  “He’s surrounded by five thousand Wolfen.  Even if he did get out of this tent, he wouldn’t get far.”
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall sat silently staring at his brother.  His anger made him feel cold and his whole body rigid.  There was a part of him that wanted to jump on Grail, grab him and shake him until he told him the truth.  Why?
 
    
 
                 “I know that look, Krall.” Grail told him.  “And I know you.  You’re too experienced a soldier to have been captured by a bunch of mindless beasts.  You wanted to be captured and you were willing to bet your life that I would have ordered that you be captured alive.”
 
    
 
                 “It wasn’t that much of a risk,” Krall responded, barely restraining the anger in his voice.  “I knew wouldn’t have the stomach to be responsible for your own brother’s death.”
 
   “I could have not known.” Grail almost teased.
 
   “You would have known.  At the very least, whichever one of those foul creatures that killed me would have bragged about it; possibly even bringing you my head.  You can’t have that on your conscience.”
 
   “Don’t be so sure, brother.” Grail argued.  “I said I would kill you if I had to and I will.”
 
   “Then why not do it now?” Krall barked at him defiantly.
 
   One of the Wolfen poked its head into the tent.
 
   “Is all good, master?” It asked.
 
   “Everything’s fine.  Leave us alone.”
 
    
 
                 Grail lit his pipe and watching him do it, Krall decided to do the same.  The best way to get the information he wanted was to try and put Grail as much at ease at possible.  Grail took a few thoughtful draws of the tobacco and leaned back in his chair.
 
   “So, what questions do you have of me?” Grail asked.
 
   “Me?  Questions?  I thought you were going to interrogate me.”
 
   Grail answered with a confident smile.
 
   “You have no information of any value to me.  Everything I need to know in order to accomplish my mission, I already know.  You, on the other hand…you do have questions.  That’s why you allowed yourself to be captured.”
 
   Krall chuckled a little.
 
   “Allowed myself?” He said in a humorous voice.  “What makes you think that?”
 
   Grail sneered in response.
 
   “You’re too skilled and experienced a soldier to have been captured by these creatures.  No, you wanted to be caught.”
 
   In between puffs of smoke, Krall nodded.
 
    
 
                 “So,” Grail continued.  “Ask me any question you want.  We shall have no secrets between each other.”
 
   Krall took a thoughtful draw from his pipe and then let loose a plume of smoke towards the top of the tent.
 
   “Very well,” He finally said.  “Why?”
 
   “Why?” Grail questioned back.  “I would think the answer to that would be obvious.”
 
   Krall took another draw.
 
   “Assume it’s not.” He told Grail.
 
    
 
                 Grail took an even deeper draw from his pipe and leaned back.
 
   “It’s about change, Brother.” He said.  “Real change; not some holy war whose only real goal is wanton chaos.  No.  I mean the kind of change that will change this world forever; and for the better.”
 
   “What is it about this world that you think needs to be changed?” Krall prodded.
 
   “Surely that’s obvious even to you, Krall.  A world divided into four parts, all constantly squabbling with each other; all thinking their way of life and culture is superior to the others.  How long before these squabble erupt in open warfare?  How long before the nations tear each other apart?”
 
   “So you’re waging a war to prevent a war, is that it?”
 
   “It’s more than that.  It’s more than just a war.  It’s a revolution.  What’s coming is a sweeping change of ideas and ways of living.  No more bickering among a greedy congress.  No more weak King who can’t control those who should never question his commands…”
 
   “So it’s Walechia and its own version of democracy to which you object.” Krall interrupted.
 
    
 
                 “Democracy has failed!” Grail barked.  “More than that, it was doomed from the first place.  Democracy is weakness.  Democracy is chaos.  Democracy is endless and pointless bickering while the ordinary people it’s supposed to represent suffer.  What this land needs is strength and purpose.  It needs one voice, one rider holding the reins.  It needs a king; a true king; one who stands while others rightfully bow before him.”
 
   “And you’re to be that king?” Krall interrupted.
 
   The fire in Grail’s eyes died down and he sat back, as if to rest.
 
   “No,” he finally said.  “I am just a simple soldier doing my duty.  There is another who will be king and not of just Walechia; but of all the kingdoms of this world.  And when he is on the throne, an era of peace will come such as this world has never seen.”
 
    
 
                 “You’ll forgive me,” Krall added.  “If I say that this sounds far too good to be true.”
 
   “Some changes will be more painful than others.  Some freedoms will have to be sacrificed for the common good.”
 
   “Ah, there’s the catch.” Krall interjected.  “Peace at the cost of freedom.”
 
   “What you call ‘freedom’,” Grail answered sincerely, “I call dangerous to peace.  Take freedom of speech for example.  All it really accomplishes is argument.  People bickering over ideals.  Take away those arguments and people will never miss the divisiveness it causes.”
 
    
 
                 Krall felt amazed and sick at the same time.
 
   “Great lady,” he sighed.  “I think you actually believe that.”
 
   “Of course I believe it,” Grail said desperately.  “That’s why I’m willing to risk my life to fight for a better world.  That’s why I want you to join me.”
 
   Krall almost laughed at him.  But he still had to play for some time, he remembered.
 
   “I’ll have to think about it.” He told Grail.
 
   “Don’t give me that.” Grail said gravely.  “I’ve known you all my life.  I know what that really means.  I need your answer now.”
 
    
 
                 Krall thought carefully about the next thing to say.  Some of what Grail had said made sense.  Indeed the government of Walechia was divided and King Philas; although a brilliant military commander had shown weakness.  But a dictatorship wasn’t a better answer, he reminded himself.  And could he really bring himself to kill soldiers he considered brothers?  He thought of Kenner and Terri and their missions.  Could he bring himself to kill them?
 
   “Don’t make me wait, Krall!” Grail demanded.
 
   And then a human soldier poked his head inside the tent.
 
   “The flame burns blue again, General.” The soldier told Grail.
 
    
 
                 Grail stood up to leave.
 
   “Keep a sharp eye on him,” He commanded the soldier and referring to Krall.  “If he moves a muscle other than to smoke his pipe, kill him immediately.”
 
    
 
                 Grail raced to the campfire and started moving the creatures away from it, so that he could have a private conversation with his master.  He knelt before the blue flames.
 
   “What progress have you made?” The face in the flames asked him.
 
   “We have achieved our first objectives and are less than two days march to the first post at the Wall.”
 
   “Excellent.” The face answered. “But there seems to be something troubling you.  What is it?”
 
   “All is well, my master.  Everything is under control.”
 
   Suddenly the flame burned brighter and hotter.
 
   “Do not hide your emotions from me, General.  There is something you are not telling me.”
 
   Grail bowed his head.
 
   “My troops have captured Captain Krall.” He said lowly.
 
    
 
                 Suddenly he felt sharp, stabbing pains all over his body.
 
   “I thought I made it clear he was to be destroyed.” The voice hissed.  Grail fell to the ground and writhed in agony until his master stopped punishing him.  Panting and still feeling some stabbing pains, he recovered himself to his knees.
 
   “It will be done, master.  I swear it.”
 
   “See that it is done, immediately.” The face demanded.  “You are not the only one capable of commanding my army.”
 
    
 
                 Feeling morose and frightened at the same time, Grail took his sword and headed towards the tent where he would find his brother.  A hundred voices sounded as if speaking to him at once; some telling him that he could not kill his own flesh and blood; others reminding him of the consequences of if he didn’t.  When he came to the tent, he saw a sight that thrilled and scared him at the same time.  The two Wolfen guards outside the tent were both dead and their bodies ripped open.  He looked inside the tent and saw that the guard he had placed inside had also been killed.  Krall was gone.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Five
 
    
 
    
 
                 After killing the guards, Krall gutted one of the Wolfen and spread its blood and some of its gore all over him to hide his scent.  Moving as silently as possible, he then went about the next part of his plan.  He didn’t want to do this to the guards at the tent to give his idea away; and so he waited and then hunted along the edge of the encampment.  He found two Wolfen sitting and watching the area in front of them.  He snuck up behind them, killed them both and then skinned one of them.  After doing so, he put the Wolfen’s pelt over his own body and hollowed out its head to cover his own.  He knew he wouldn’t look exactly like a Wolfen, but he would look well enough and smell enough like one to be able to sneak through the encampment.
 
    
 
                 The encampment was large and spread out.  This was Grail’s doing, Krall imagined.  By having the army more spread out, they could avoid losses in case of a sneak attack.  The creatures all slept on the ground in small groups, like army companies.  Each had two guards watching and likely in shifts, Krall thought.  Throughout the night, he would lie low next to these formations and then every hour, each company would have a change of guard.  It was then that he would move as the guards weren’t paying as much attention.  Even if they did notice, they would only see the silhouette of another animal and it would smell like one of their own.
 
    
 
                 He moved to the north; the opposite direction the army had been moving for the last week.  He had been following them since leaving the hide at a safe distance, but allowed himself to be captured in order to gain more information.  Now that he had what he wanted, it was time to leave and continue his mission.
 
    
 
                 Almost to the edge of the camp, he found a horse tied to a post next to a solitary tent.  There was a company of Wolfen nearby and most of them were sleeping; except for the watch.  This horse was just what he needed, but he needed to be swift and silent about getting it.  He moved as silently as he could, but then heard a Wolfen voice call out to him.
 
   “Oi!  Who goes there?”
 
   “What do you want?” He said in his best imitation of a Wolfen voice.
 
   “What company are you with?”
 
   Krall said nothing.  He tried to stay calm as he knew that a Wolfen would be able to hear his heart beating faster.
 
   “Speak quickly, scum!” The Wolfen called to him.  He saw both the guards stand up and begin to approach.
 
   “I’m taking a dump!” He called to them.  “Is that alright with you?”
 
   The two animals laughed and then sat back down.
 
    
 
                 He snuck up to the horse and untied it.  It made a noise as if alarmed, but then he soothed it by rubbing its neck and snout.  He looked over at the guards who turned their heads, but nothing more.  Fortunately for Krall, the horse was already saddled.  He climbed into the saddle, urged the horse on and then flew as fast as possible in the direction of the bridge at Serace.
 
    
 
                 He didn’t get far before he heard a Wolfen howl.  Surely that could only mean that his victims had been discovered, Krall believed.  He only stopped for a brief moment and then continued on.
 
    
 
                 Inside the camp, there was confusion.  General Grail, still amazed and shocked at his brother’s escape had set the entire camp to look for him.  However, when he heard the news that one of his soldiers had been skinned and a horse stolen, he knew that finding his brother would now be even more difficult.  He called together a company of Wolfen and ordered them to hunt, find and kill Krall.
 
   “May we eat his flesh?” One of the beasts asked him.
 
   At first Grail felt sickened by the thought, but he also knew that his soldiers were beginning to become even harder to control.
 
   “Yes,” he told them.  “Leave no trace of him behind.”
 
    
 
                 Just before dawn, Krall reached the bridge at Serace.  He had discarded his disguise along the way, intentionally leaving it for the creatures to follow.  He knew that when they found it, the animals would spend, at least a few minutes smelling it and looking for a trail.  It would give him that much longer to get away from them.  Reaching the bridge, he then dismounted the horse turned it around and sent it back towards the Wolfen.  He hated to think of the Wolfen attacking, killing and eating this creature, but if they did, it would slow them down even more.
 
    
 
                 He knew that the Wolfen would assume that he would cross the bridge.  He crossed to the middle of the bridge and then dove into the river.  He knew the monsters would pursue his scent to the bridge; but then likely become confused when he apparently disappeared.  He swam to the near side of the bridge, to the rivers bank and hid among the reeds.
 
    
 
                 Before long, a pack of six Wolfen did come running to the bridge.  They had arrived sooner than he expected and he thought to his relief that they had left the horse alone.  They crossed to the middle and then looked around confused; just as Krall had predicted.
 
   “He can’t have disappeared.” One of the animals said to the rest of the pack.  “He must have crossed here.”
 
   “Maybe he jumped off.” Another growled.
 
   “That’s stupid,” the pack leader said in his growling voice.  “He and that horse must have crossed the bridge.  They’re probably half way to Beyton by now.”
 
   “Then what are we waiting for?”
 
    
 
   They then all barked and howled and ran across the bridge. Watching from the water’s edge he could see them running at full speed along the opposite river bank.  He waited for a few a little while longer while the sun rose and then climbed out of the water.  He then crossed the bridge; but instead of following the road next to the river bank, he went into the thick brush along the side of the road.
 
    
 
   Feeling far enough away from the river to be safe, but not too far to be lost, he took off his wet clothes and hung them among the brush and short trees.  He had no food or water, but knew that to be the least of his problems at that moment.
 
    
 
   He let himself sleep for a while.  Even if the Wolfen came back, he reasoned he might be able to fend them off and escape by climbing a tree.  As he sat in the bushes, he heard noises coming from the road.  They were sounds of people and animals; voices speaking, the wheels of carts on the dirt and horses hooves.  These must be the refugees from Calderon, Krall reasoned.  
 
    
 
   Putting his dry clothes back on, he made his way down to the road and saw a line of people stretching as far as he could see in both directions along the road.  There were men wearing soldier’s uniforms walking along with the ordinary people that he guessed were the reserve guard he’d ordered activated.  There were other men on horses and more than a few carts carrying people and material.
 
    
 
   “Oi!” A soldier called to him.  “Best get back in with the rest of them.  It’s not good to get too far off the road.”
 
   Krall thought briefly about identifying himself to the soldier; but then reconsidered.  He thought that it might be a good idea at the moment to simply move along with the rest of the refugees.  He joined the rest and moved along with the flow of people moving.
 
    
 
                 Throughout the day, the people moved slowly, but steadily along the river road.  Occasionally, soldiers on horseback would ride down the middle in one direction or the other; but for the most part the only soldiers to be seen were the ones walking along the sides of the road, keeping everyone in line.
 
    
 
                 Twice during the day, the refugees stopped to rest and eat.  Donkeys and carts carrying food and barrels of water came down the middle of the road and were portioned out in equal measure to everyone.  All of the people had cups and plates of their own.  When a soldier saw that Krall had neither, he gave him a cup, plate and flatware from off of one of the carts.
 
   “Don’t lose these.” He told Krall.
 
    
 
                 After sundown, the people were made to camp along the sides of the road.  Most, Krall saw had to rest and eventually sleep on the ground.  However, Krall could see some tents pop up on both sides of the road.  Some people made small campfires.  Some had jugs of ale or bottles of wine that they shared among themselves.  Krall himself was satisfied to be by himself; however a small group he thought to be a family invited him to join them.
 
    
 
                 “No one should be alone on a trip like this.” Said a man presenting him a bottle of wine.  He filled Krall’s cup and motioned for him to sit down.  He was surrounded by two women; one young and one older and several children.
 
   “This is very kind of you,” Krall said to him.  “I’m afraid I’m not exactly dressed for company.” 
 
   The family laughed.
 
   “I’m afraid none of us are.” The older woman replied.
 
    
 
                 Krall sat, drank and spoke with the man and his family for most of the evening.  The man was a merchant who owned a general store originally from Mobrey; but had moved to Calderon in search of a new start for himself and his family.
 
   “There’s probably a hundred general stores on every street in Mobrey.” He told Krall.  “In Calderon, I was the only one on my side of town.”
 
   “Were you doing well before the evacuation?” Krall asked him.
 
   “Very well indeed.  That was before the city was ordered to evacuate.”
 
   The man looked depressed for a moment then took another drink of his wine.”
 
   “I’m sure your store will still be there when you get back.” Krall said trying to cheer him up.  
 
   The man looked up, smiled and said, “even if it’s not, I can build another one.  I can’t do that if I’m dead, can I?”
 
    
 
                 The next morning, Krall decided it was time to move on.  He almost ran up the middle of the road trying to get to the front.  The people were still busy breaking camp and hadn’t started moving yet.  At the head of the line, he found several police; whom he identified by the sash across their breast plates, breaking down a tent.
 
   “Where is your chief?” he asked them.  One of the soldier pointed and Krall found the chief of police talking with one of the citizens.  The chief looked over and identified Krall.
 
   “Captain!” he called to him.
 
   “Good morning chief.” Krall responded and then shook his hand.  “You’ve done a fine job here.” He told the Chief.
 
   “The people have been in good spirits for the most part,” The Chief told him.  “Naturally, they’re not thrilled to have evacuated the city; but they mostly understand that it was necessary.  What happened at the fort?”
 
   Krall responded by shaking his head sadly.  The Chief gave him a look that seemed to say that he understood.
 
    
 
                 “What now?” He asked Krall.
 
   “I have vital information that has to get to the King.” Krall answered.
 
   The Chief nodded and then motioned over to a man holding the reins of a horse.
 
   “You can take my horse,” he told Krall.
 
   Krall shook the man’s hand and mounted the horse.
 
   “Have your soldiers keep a sharp eye out,” Krall said before he rode away.  “There’s a pack of six Wolfen somewhere along the road.”
“Not anymore.” The Chief answered him proudly.  “We killed them yesterday morning before breakfast.”
 
    
 
                 Krall rode for two days and rested himself and his horse at night.  He was able to go without food and water was easy to get from the river.  On the morning of the third day, he reached Beyton, bought some apples from a vendor, feeding himself and his mount.  He crossed the river to Mobrey and began to look for an inn or tavern to spend one night, have a decent meal and rest before the final ride to Kallesh.  When he stepped off the ferry; however several soldiers approached him.
 
    
 
                 “Are you Captain Krall?” They asked him.
 
   “Yes,” He said curiously.
 
   The soldiers then formed a circle around him, one of them taking the horse.  The company’s captain then stepped up to him with his hand on his sword.
 
   “Captain Krall,” He said with authority.  “You are under arrest.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Six
 
    
 
    
 
                 The “Iron Gates” loomed large over Kenner as he entered the city of Kallesh.  Grinning from ear to ear, Kenner couldn’t help but laugh at the irony that he was actually happy to be entering the city his father had warned him so much about.  More than that, he also laughed at the irony that he was entering of his own free will.  The last time he had entered these gates, he was a prisoner believing that he would die here.  Suddenly he remembered his cousins and the fate that had befallen them.  As the enormous cat strode into the busy streets, he said a silent prayer of thanks and of memory of the cousins he had lost.
 
    
 
                 As he strode into the bustling streets, several soldiers approached him.
 
   “You there!” one called out to him.  “How dare you come into this city armed!”
 
   The huge cat growled and the soldiers backed away.  Kenner climbed off of Shela and put his hands in the air, almost as if surrendering.
 
   “I am a soldier of Walechia.” He answered them.  “I have information for the king.”
 
   “You too?” One of the soldiers questioned him.
 
   A wonderful thought then occurred to Kenner: at least one of his companions had made it.
 
    
 
                 He let the soldiers lead him to the palace at the base of the Great Tower.  Everyone in the street backed away from the cat giving Kenner and the other soldiers plenty of room.
 
   “Your…mount,” one of the soldiers said uncomfortably, “will have to stay outside.” 
 
   Shela growled with displeasure, but Kenner rubbed her neck reassuringly.
 
   “Don’t fuss, old girl.” He told her.
 
    
 
                 Kenner was led through the crowded halls of the palace he remembered from, what felt like years before.  Everything was still the same.  The floors were still polished to a high shine.  The statues still stood dramatically beside pillars of white marble and a thousand voices still sounded as if speaking at once.  Suddenly one voice shouted above the rest.
 
   “You bastard!” Kenner heard.
 
    
 
                 Looking about, he soon saw Terri running towards him.
 
   “This time I am going to kiss you.” She said embracing him.  She then kissed him hard on the cheek.
 
   “Careful,” Kenner said laughing.  “You may grow to like it.”
 
   “Not with that shaggy beard.” She said, still holding on to him.
 
    
 
                 Still holding on to his shoulders, Terri pushed him away to have a better look at his face.  She couldn’t believe it was really him; Kenner.  She grabbed his face with both of her hands as if touching it made it more real.
 
   “You bastard.” She said again.  “You wonderful, wonderful bastard.”
 
    
 
                 Looking over him more carefully, she noticed the shiny, black armor he was wearing.
 
   “Where did you get this?” She said, amazed.
 
   “Oh do I have some stories to tell you.” He said, still laughing.
 
   “I’ve got some stories of my own to tell.” She answered him.
 
   “I bet you do.”
 
   She then turned him around and placed her arm around his shoulder.
 
   “What we need is a good stiff drink.” She told him.
 
   “I couldn’t agree more.”
 
    
 
                 Terri led Kenner to a tavern near the palace.  It smelled of stale ale and tobacco and was full of people in different stages of drunkenness.  Upon entering, a large man stood in front of Kenner.
 
   “Your sword,” he said in a deep, powerful voice.  Not thinking, Kenner took the sword off of his back and tried to hand it to the man.  He screamed in pain and dropped the sword on the ground.  The sword then leapt off of the ground and back into Kenner’s hands.  Terri looked at Kenner in shock.
 
   “That’s quite a blade you’ve got there.” She said to him.
 
   “You don’t know the half of it.” He answered, smiling.
 
   “What is it, the Black Sword?” She asked as a joke.
 
   Kenner responded with a serious expression.
 
   “No!” She almost yelled.  “It can’t be!”
 
   “I’m afraid it is.” He said.
 
   “Now I really need a drink.”
 
    
 
                 The two found an empty table, sat and Terri ordered drinks.  A few moments later, a buxom barmaid arrived with two glasses half full of brown liquid.  Kenner took a casual drink and nearly coughed it back up.  It was so strong, he could taste it in his nose and his eyes and it gave a burning sensation as it traveled its way down his throat.
 
   “What the hell is that?” He coughed.
 
   “Malt whiskey.” Terri answered plainly.  Terri took a sip from her own glass.  “Twelve years old, by the taste of it.”
 
   Kenner’s throat burned and tears starting welling up in his eyes.
 
   “You could have warned me that it was going to defend itself.”
 
   “A person’s first taste of malt whiskey should be like his or her first night of passion; scary, painful, too quick, but ultimately leaving you thirsty for more.” Terri said, taking another sip.
 
   “I wouldn’t know.” Kenner answered, wiping tears from his eyes.
 
    
 
                 “Wouldn’t know what?” Terri asked with a playful glint in her eyes.
 
   “Never mind.” Kenner said quickly.
 
   “Wouldn’t know what a night of passion is like?  Is that what you said?”
 
   “I didn’t say anything.”
 
   Terri’s eyes widened and her entire face beamed.
 
   “You mean to tell me you’re a virgin?” She almost shouted.
 
   “Would you mind keeping it down?” Kenner said, almost in a panic.
 
   “The great warrior, Kenner?  Wielder of the Black Sword?  An apple that hasn’t been plucked?”
 
   “I’m going to hit you in a second.”
 
   Terri then stood up, as if at attention.  She gave a military salute and called out, “All hail Kenner, the chaste!”
 
   Kenner then grabbed her and pulled her, laughing back down to her chair.  She laughed out loud and Kenner, after a moment laughed too.
 
    
 
                 The two of them sat drinking and talking until the sun disappeared from the door.  Terri told her story of the Blackwoods, the Wolfen, sleeping in trees and finding the Blackwood Bow.  She also told of the beautiful Lady of the Woods that she thought she might be falling in love with.
 
   “Do you think, maybe she feels the same way about you?” Kenner asked her.  He’d had three ales by this point as was feeling much more comfortable.
 
   “Are you crazy?” Terri laughed.  “She’s a queen of a magical land.  She probably doesn’t even remember my name now.”
 
   “How can anyone forget you?” Kenner teased.
 
   “Ask my last girlfriend.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner also told of his journey in the mountains and of finding the sword.  He didn’t tell of his shadow or give any indication as to where the tomb was; nor did he talk of the treasure in the tomb.  He spoke of his armor, of the bandits in the woods and of Shela finding him twice.
 
   “Let me get this straight,” Terri pressed him.  “I fed and took care of that cat for almost an entire month, and she saves your ass?”
 
   “I guess she prefers boys to girls,” Kenner teased.
 
    
 
                 Finally, one of them spoke of Captain Krall.
 
   “How is he?” Kenner asked after finding out that he was alive and in the city.
 
   “He’s fine,” Terri answered.  “He’s on trial and might possibly be hanged, but other than that, he’s fine.”
 
   “On trial for what?” said Kenner, almost falling out of his chair.
 
   Terri tried to sober herself enough to tell the story accurately.
 
   “According to the Lord Mayor of Calderon, he faked a military emergency so that he could evacuate the city and rob it blind.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.” Kenner said.
 
   “I agree.  And that’s precisely what I said when I testified in court this morning.”
 
   “Then he should be off the hook.”
 
   “Not quite.”
 
   “What now?”
 
   “The prosecutor, who also happens to be a friend of the Lord Mayor of Calderon says I’m lying to protect him.”
 
    
 
                 At that moment, two soldiers pushed their way to Kenner and Terri’s table.  They stood over him, trying to look menacing.
 
   “Are you the one called Kenner?” One of them asked.
 
   “Who’s asking?” Terri asked, sounding drunk and angry.
 
   The soldiers then leaned on the table.
 
   “Are you Kenner?”
 
   Terri started to try and stand, but Kenner grabbed her arm.
 
   “I am.” Kenner answered them.
 
   “Come with us.” The soldier said to him.
 
   “Am I under arrest?”
 
   “No.” The soldier answered.  “You’ve been called to testify in court.”
 
    
 
                 As they left, Kenner threw one of his gold coins at the bartender.  As he walked out the door, he heard the bartender yell and sing.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Seven
 
    
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall sat in a chair in his cell smoking his pipe and thinking that Walechian prisons had improved since the first time he been imprisoned over thirty years previous.  Like the young and defiant Kenner, he was a petty criminal who had been given the choice of joining the army or suffering worse punishment.  As he was a pickpocket, his punishment would have been to either spend a year in prison or have his hand cut off.  His third option was the army.  That felt like a dozen lifetimes ago to the man who had served and fought for his nation for so long.
 
    
 
                 In the middle of another tedious evening, the door to Krall’s cell opened and, at first he couldn’t tell who it was entering with the torchlight behind him.  Krall was able to focus on the person entering his cell and recognized Kenner standing before him.
 
   “By the great lady,” He said, trying not to yell.  “You made it.”
 
   “Yes, I did.” Kenner answered him.  “And it looks like I got here just in time.”
 
   “A day or two earlier would have been better.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner looked at the cell around him.
 
   “This is a lot nicer than the cell I had.” He told Krall.
 
   “You’re not an officer and you don’t have as many friends in this city as I have.” Krall answered.
 
   “Speaking of friends,” Kenner added.  He then handed Krall a canteen.  Krall opened the top, smelled it and discovered immediately that it as ale.
 
   “Let me guess,” said Krall; “our mutual female friend with the bow?”
 
   “The very one.”
 
    
 
                 For the next hour, Kenner sat and listened to Captain Krall tell the story of his journey.  Kenner wanted to tell him of his story; but something told him that it wasn’t quite the time.  Instead, he just listened like he used to in his village when the elders told their stories.
 
    
 
                 Kenner also noticed a difference in the way Krall was speaking to him.  His tone was less commanding or officious.  It was more familiar; as if talking to a friend.  He thought it strange, at first, but then found himself liking it.
 
    
 
                 If nothing else, Kenner thought to himself, Krall had been fair and honest with him.  As his captor, he had treated him and his cousins decently.  As his commanding officer, he had been evenhanded and reasonable.  He had been just, impartial and even, to a small degree somewhat kind to him.  Kenner had no complaints of him as either an imprisoner or superior and was proud to have fought with him.  Seeing him in the jail, but still maintaining his pride and bearing had Kenner respecting him even more.
 
    
 
                 “So why are they doing this to you?” Kenner asked him.
 
   “Do you want my honest opinion or the answer I’m likely to give in court tomorrow?”
 
   “Let’s try your honest opinion.”
 
   “The mayor is an arrogant ass who’s upset that I interrupted his beauty sleep.”
 
   Kenner laughed as he took a drink from the ale Terri had provided him.
 
   “Terri said you could hang if you’re convicted.”
 
   “It’s possible, but I think it unlikely.  The charge is ridiculous and he has no evidence.  I think the King should be able to see right through it.”
 
   “So the King’s judging you?” Kenner asked.
 
   “He is, but there’s a panel of judges that could overrule him, if they want.”
 
   “What’s the likelihood of that?”
 
   “I doubt it.  It’s very rare that the King is overruled on these kinds of decisions.”
 
    
 
                 “What I’m most concerned about,” The Captain continued, “is the delay this trial is causing.  Every day Grail and his army gets closer to Mobrey and their objective.  If we don’t raise an army to strike back, we may not get the chance.  Once that army is entrenched at Mobrey, they could hold out for weeks until a larger force comes up behind them.  If that happens, it will be a long and bloody war Walechia may not be able to win.”
 
    
 
                 They sat silently for a few moments, drinking and Captain Krall continued smoking.
 
   “You said your father was a soldier.” Krall said, breaking the silence.
 
   “He was,” Kenner answered.  “He fought in two of the Causton wars.”
 
   “He must have been quite a warrior,” Krall added.  “If he was half the fighter you are, he must have been quite a man.”
 
   “He was,” Kenner went on.  “And he was much more than just a fighter.”
 
   “Was he a good man?”
 
   “Yes, he was.  But the King must have done something really awful to him for my father to hate him so much.”
 
   Krall nodded.
 
   “The King has not always been wise in his decisions.” He said.
 
    
 
                 There then came a knock on the door.
 
   “Time’s up!” The guard at the door barked.
 
   “I guess that’s my cue.” Kenner said as he stood up from the bed he was sitting on.
 
   Krall then handed him the canteen.
 
   “If afraid you’ll have to take this with you.” He said.
 
    
 
                 As Kenner stood in the door and turned to say goodbye; Captain Krall asked him a question.
 
   “What was your father’s name?”
 
   Kenner looked seriously at Krall.
 
   “His name was Banner.” He told him.
 
   Suddenly, Kenner saw Captain Krall’s eyes widen and he had an expression of both surprise and awe.
 
   “You’re Banner’s son?”
 
   “Time to go.” The guard told Kenner and he left.
 
   Captain Krall spent the rest of the night in amazement.  Kenner was the son of the great General Banner.  A part of him told him that he should have known.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Eight
 
    
 
    
 
                 Kenner and Terri took rooms at an inn near the palace.  Terri, still slightly drunk had no trouble falling asleep.  Kenner, on the other hand was wide awake in the room next to hers.  Even in the soft bed with clean sheets, he couldn’t sleep.  He lay awake most of the night staring at the ceiling with thoughts that would not let him rest.  How did Captain Krall know his father, he asked himself?  Had they served together in the war?  Were they friends?
 
    
 
                 His father rarely spoke of the war and never mentioned anyone he knew from that time in his life.  He sometimes spoke of an unjust and foolish king of a corrupt and “morally bankrupt” kingdom; but he never said anything of anyone he knew.  Krall’s reaction, Kenner thought was of someone who, from appearances knew him well.  He knew there was a lot his father didn’t tell him, but never pressed his father for any more than what he told and warned him about.
 
    
 
                 Perhaps Krall could tell him about his father, Kenner thought.  Perhaps he could fill in some of the blank spaces he always wondered about.  What was he like as a young man?  What did he do in the war?  Why was he banished?
 
    
 
                 “Trouble sleeping?” asked a familiar voice.  “Shadow” stepped out of a dark corner of his room and into the flickering candle light.  Kenner was startled for a moment, but not afraid.  Her voice was soft and soothing, almost like a breeze and her eyes were like dark, yet clear pools.
 
   “I thought you were busy.” He said to her.
 
   “I was.  But I also said I would be checking in on you from time to time.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner sat upright and rubbed his tired eyes.
 
   “You really should be resting.” She said gently to him.
 
   “If I could sleep, would we be having this conversation?”
 
   “Possibly,” she said with a hint of a laugh.  “But then you likely wouldn’t remember it.”
 
   “Do I talk in my sleep?”
 
   “No, but you do snore.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner laughed a little, then ran his fingers through his hair.  It was almost as if the action reminded him that he really was awake.
 
   “It’s been an interesting day, hasn’t it?” She asked him.
 
   “That’s an understatement.” He answered.  “I found a friend of mine has the Blackwood Bow, my Captain is on trial for his life on a ludicrous charge and…” He trailed off for a moment.
 
   “Go ahead and say it.” She pressed gently.
 
   “He knows my father.”
 
    
 
                 “Yes, he does,” She said firmly.  “And you have questions for him.”
 
   “I have questions indeed.  Perhaps you could answer them, now that you and I are on speaking terms.”
 
   She sighed and looked down at Kenner.
 
   “Depending on the questions, I may not be the right one to answer them.”
 
   “What do you mean by that?”
 
   She then appeared to sit in a chair across the room.
 
   “Sometimes the right answer must come from the right person; especially when it comes to truth.  Although I may be able to give you a true answer, it will mean more to you if and when the right person gives you that truth.”
 
   “That makes almost no sense whatsoever.” Kenner said to her.
 
   She smiled and nodded.
 
   “It will in time.” 
 
    
 
                 They were quiet for a moment.  Then Kenner asked her a question that had been on his mind since the tomb.
 
   “Why is this all happening to me?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   He was a little frustrated by this answer and wanted to raise his voice.  He wanted real answers to his questions and felt “Shadow” should be the one to tell him.
 
   “I really was hoping for a better answer than that.” He did tell her.
 
   Her eyes looked like they focused on him, almost as if searching him.
 
    
 
   “Why does anything happen to anyone?” She finally said.  “Why does one acorn become a tree while the others wither and die?  Why does a baby become a boy or a girl?  Why does one soldier survive a battle while all around him are killed?”
 
   “Sounds like you’re talking about destiny.” He said, leaning back against the wall.  As he did, she appeared to lean forward.
 
   “To a certain degree, I am.  But I don’t think destiny is quite what you think it is.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
    
 
                 She then stood from the chair.
 
   “Most people see destiny as some outside force that controls the events of their lives without them being able to control it.  They see destiny as an absence of choice.”
 
   “Well, isn’t it?”
 
   “Not always.” She then paused and smiled.  “Sometimes destiny is choice.”
 
   Kenner wanted to press her further.
 
   “You’re not quite ready for the rest of this conversation.” She said to him.  “It is important that you have answers to your questions; but it is more important that you understand those answers.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   She then stood over him and smiled confidently.
 
   “Let’s let the next several days teach you the language of a little more experience and then we’ll discuss this further.”
 
   Kenner then heard a knock at the door.
 
   “Sorry to wake you, sir.” Said the inn keeper.  “But there’s several soldiers asking for you.”
 
   “I’ll be right there!” He answered them.  He then looked for “Shadow,” but she had disappeared. 
 
    
 
                 The palace looked strange without the throngs of people crowding its halls, thought Kenner.  He was led through the halls to another large pair of doors on another side of the building.  There were two long benches on either side of the wide corridor.  He saw Terri and Captain Krall sitting on one bench talking to a man wearing a white robe.  Upon seeing Kenner, he rose and approached.
 
   “I’m sorry to get you up this early; but the King prefers to hear cases that he’s judging early in the mornings.” He said to Kenner.  “My name is Kirallis.” He said holding out his hand.  “I’m defending Captain Krall.”
 
   Kenner shook his hand and introduced himself.
 
    
 
                 “Have you ever testified in court?” Kirallis asked Kenner.
 
   “Never, I’m afraid,” Kenner answered.
 
   “Yes, well…it’s not difficult; but it can be tricky at times.  The most important thing to remember is to answer every question as simply as possible.  Yes or no will do in most questions and never volunteer any information that hasn’t been asked in any question…”
 
    
 
   Kirallis was interrupted by the sound of loud footsteps coming down the corridor.  Kenner looked in the direction and saw several soldiers marching down the hall, flanking the King.  He was also escorted by several men and women in robes; and also Prince Melkur.  The sight of the Prince instantly made Kenner angry.
 
   “All hail the King!” Kirallis announced.
 
    
 
                 “Prepping your witnesses?” The King said to Kirallis, who had gone to one knee.
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty.  It’s always good to prepare early for your court.” Kirallis answered.
 
   The King laughed and then turned his attention to Kenner.  Kenner bowed.
 
   “At least you bowed this time,” He said to Kenner.  He then slapped his hand on Kenner’s shoulder; which almost made him flinch.  This was, after all still the man who ruined his father.
 
   “It’s good to see you alive.” The King said to him.
 
   “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Kenner said simply.
 
    
 
                 “Well, well, well,” The Prince said, stepping in front of Kenner.  “If it isn’t the poacher.” 
 
   He had a smug smile that made Kenner nauseous to look at.  He also seemed to be inspecting Kenner, like a butcher examining a cow.
 
   “Where did you get that sword?” He asked Kenner in the same sickening voice.
 
   “I found it.”
 
   “Did you?” 
 
   The Prince then stepped closer.
 
   “I’m afraid only officers are allowed swords in our army.  You’ll have to surrender your blade.”
 
   “If you’d like to take it yourself, you’re more than welcome to try.” Kenner said in a low voice.
 
   “Are you threatening me, poacher?”
 
   “Melkur!” The King called to him from the doors.  
 
   The Prince smiled again.
 
   “We’ll continue this discussion later.” He said, sneering at Kenner.
 
   “Anytime.” Kenner answered.
 
    
 
                 After the King and his entourage entered the courtroom, Kirallis spent a few more moments preparing Kenner and the others as witnesses.  He gave them advice on posture, tone of voice; any detail that he thought might make a difference in the way a witness might be perceived by the King.
 
   “This above all,” He finally said.  “Never lie, not even a small lie.  The prosecutor can smell a lie from a thousand feet away and he will hammer you if he senses even the slightest untruth.  No matter how insignificant you think the information may be, embarrassing or irrelevant always tell the facts.  Not the truth as you may perceive it; but the absolute facts.”
 
    
 
                 The doors swung wide and a herald stepped forward.
 
   “The case of the People of Walechia verses Krall continues!” He called.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Nine
 
    
 
    
 
                 The courtroom was much different than the throne room that Kenner remembered.  The King sat on a throne at the very end of the room.  In a single and simple wooden chair sat Captain Krall facing the King and on either side of him were large marble desks, behind which sat the prosecutor, defense and their assistants.  Behind these was a gallery with bench seats for observers, spectators and other witnesses yet to be called.  To the King’s right was a line of twelve men seated behind a stone wall
 
    
 
                 “The People of Walechia call the woman known as Terri!” Called a soldier dressed in polished steel armor.  Terri stood up and took a chair at the bottom of the steps leading up to the King’s throne.  As she sat, the prosecutor rose and approached her.
 
   “I will remind you that you have taken an oath to tell the truth.” He said to her grandly.
 
   She nodded simply and then made herself as comfortable as possible as she could in the witness’ chair.
 
    
 
                 “As I seem to recall,” the prosecutor continued.  “You were entertaining us with a rather interesting story about a magical forest and a beautiful queen.”
 
   “For the record,” Terri answered, “She doesn’t like to be called ‘Queen’.  She prefers ‘Lady of the Woods’.”
 
   “Ah yes…’Lady of the Woods’ as you call her.”
 
   At this, Kirallis stood up.
 
   “Your Majesty, for the record, it is a well-established fact that the known ruler of the nation known as The Blackwoods does prefer to be known as ‘The Lady of the Woods’.”
 
    “Accepted.” The King announced.  The King then glared down at the prosecutor.  “Move on.” He told him.
 
    
 
   “Very well then, Terri.  Will you continue to tell us of your fanciful tale of the magic curtain…?”
 
   Kirallis interrupted him again.
 
   “Is this really necessary?” He objected.
 
   “It goes to the credibility of the witness, Your Majesty.”
 
   “When I said ‘Move On’,” The King said impatiently.  “I meant ‘move on’!  I heard this story yesterday and unless you have more for this witness, I suggest you ‘move on’ to the next.”
 
   The prosecutor looked frustrated for a moment, but still confident.
 
    
 
                 “As a matter of fact, I do have one more thing I have for this witness.” He said
 
   “Make it fast and make it short.” The King commanded him.  The prosecutor then produced a large piece of paper.
 
   “Do you recognize this?” He asked Terri.
 
   “It’s a piece of paper?” Terri joked.  Most in the gallery laughed.
 
   “It is indeed a piece of paper,” The prosecutor fired back.  “It is a very important piece of paper.  It is, in fact the official judgment of the case of The Collective Farming Village of Listo verses Terri.  Would you like me to read what this document says?”
 
   “If you like,” She answered dryly.
 
   “It says, and I’ll keep it short as per the King’s orders that you were convicted of transvestitism and the unlawful seduction of a family member of a higher station than your own.  Does this sound familiar to you?”
 
   “Rings a bell.”
 
   “This document claims that you used deceptive means to gain carnal knowledge of a woman above your social station.  Is this an accurate description of the reason you were convicted?”
 
   “Sounds accurate to me.”
 
   “Well?” The prosecutor prodded.
 
   “Well what?”
 
   “What do you say to this?”
 
   “What do I say to what?”
 
   “To this?” The prosecutor demanded, holding the document in his hands.
 
   “To that?” She asked back at him.              
 
   “Yes!  To this!” He said shaking the document.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I’m not in the habit of conversing with pieces of paper.”
 
   The gallery erupted in laughter and the prosecutor was furious.
 
    
 
                 “Your majesty!  I demand that last statement be stricken from the record!”
 
   “You asked the question, counselor.” The King reminded him.
 
   The prosecutor released Terri from the witness stand and proceeded on to other witnesses, mostly from the city of Calderon.
 
    
 
                 He interviewed the Chief of Police, several members of the City Council and eventually the Mayor; all told basically the same story.  Captain Krall came in the middle of the night, declared a military emergency, ordered the city evacuated and then he ordered the bridge over the Serpent River burned.
 
   “Did you ever see any of this army of Wolfen?” He asked the Mayor.
 
   “No I did not.”
 
   “Did you witness this battle that Captain Krall has claimed?” 
 
   “I did not.”
 
   “Have you personally witnessed anything to verify any part of Captain Krall’s testimony?”
 
   “I most certainly did not.”
 
   “And what conclusion have you come to?”
 
   
  
 

“That Captain Krall invented the military emergency so that he and his troops could loot the City of Calderon.”
 
    
 
                 After the Mayor’s testimony was completed, a recess was called and Kenner then had an idea.  Asking several officers and others, he found General Pol; whom he knew to be an old friend of Captain Krall’s.  It wasn’t on Krall’s behalf that he looked for him, though.
 
   “General.” He said, standing at attention.  Terri stepped up behind Kenner, curious as to what he was doing.
 
   “Yes, what is it?” He said impatiently.
 
   “I understand that it’s possible for a soldier to purchase a commission as an officer.”
 
   “It is; but you haven’t been in the army long enough to even consider…” He was interrupted by Kenner holding out several gold coins.
 
   “Where in the wild world of sports did you get those?” Terri asked.
 
   “The same place I found my sword.”
 
   He handed one of the coins to General Pol whose hand began to tremble.
 
   “Do you have any idea what these are?” He asked Kenner.
 
   “Are they valuable?” Kenner replied.
 
   “Son,” Pol said trying to sound calm.  “One of these coins is worth more than you’re likely to earn as a soldier in an entire year.”
 
   “So how many would I need to purchase a commission?” Kenner asked innocently.
 
   General Pol looked at the coin, then to Kenner, then back to the coin.
 
   “One more should do it.”
 
   Kenner gave the general three more coins.
 
   “I’d also like to purchase a commission for Terri.” He said.
 
   General Pol closed his hands around the coins
 
   “Come with me.” He commanded.
 
    
 
                 Terri and Kenner followed General Pol to a small door behind the marble staircase leading to the King’s throne in the courtroom.
 
   “Wait here.” He commanded them and then knocked on the door.  He then went inside.  Several minutes later he emerged.
 
   “You two,” he said motioning to them, “in here.”
 
    
 
                 Inside was a room like an office with a desk and several chairs.  The King stood in the center of the room examining the coins.
 
   “Where did you get these?” Philas said, looking almost afraid at the coins.
 
   “It’s a very long story.” Kenner said.  
 
   The King looked at him seriously.
 
   “Not a single one of these coins has been seen in this land for three hundred years.” He told Kenner.  “And now you give one of my generals four of them to purchase a commission for yourself and your friend?”
 
   “That’s pretty much it.” Kenner replied.
 
   The King looked at General Pol, as if looking for answers.  Pol simply bowed his head, almost in shame.
 
   “Kneel.” The King said.
 
   Both Kenner and Terri knelt before him.  
 
   “I don’t have my sword with me,” The King said to Pol.  “May I borrow yours?”
 
   General Pol drew his sword and then presented it to him, kneeling.  The way the King looked at the blade and then at him made Kenner think for a moment that the King was going to strike him with it.  Instead, he touched the blade of the sword on the shoulders of both Kenner and Terri.
 
   “As King of this great land and as Supreme Commander of her forces on land and sea, I promote you both as officers of the Army of Walechia, I grant you the powers and privileges of said office and I command you to go forth in courage and honor and defend the people of my Kingdom.  Do you understand?”
 
   Kenner wasn’t sure what the exact thing to say was.  Fortunately, Terri was the first to say, “I do.”  Kenner replied with the same.  The King examined Kenner and Terri further.
 
   “I see you already have a sword.” He said to Kenner and then turned his attention to Terri.  “I’ll have to get you one later.”  He then took a grand step back.
 
   “Arise Captain Terri.” He said with equal grandeur.  She stood to attention.
 
   “Arise Captain Kenner.”  And Kenner did the same.
 
   The King then stood in front of Kenner.
 
   “Your career in my army is off to a fast start.” Said the King.
 
   “It looks that way, Your Majesty.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty
 
    
 
    
 
                 Later that day, Kenner was standing and talking to General Pol about the Wolfen army and the battle.  General Pol agreed with him that the trial was causing a delay and that the enemy would probably have reached Post One.
 
   “This is a waste of time.” General Pol told him.  “I can’t believe the King is even entertaining the idea of this ridiculous trial.”
 
    
 
                 Prince Melkur then approached Kenner and General Pol bowed.
 
   “I thought I told you that only officers were allowed to have swords.” He said smugly to Kenner.
 
   “Captain Kenner is now an officer, Your Highness.” General Pol informed the Prince.
 
   “Is he?  How nice for him?  From poacher to Captain in little more than a month.  I’m sure your cousins would be very proud.”
 
   Kenner felt anger begin to boil up inside of him, but he kept his composure.  The Prince smiled again and then walked away.
 
   “What was that all about?” Pol asked Kenner.
 
   Kenner felt like telling Pol about Melkur murdering his cousins; but remembered the King’s order to never tell anyone.
 
   “Nothing, sir.” He said.
 
   General Pol then put his hand on Kenner’s shoulder.
 
   “My officers can talk to me about anything.” He said in a friendly voice.  
 
   “It’s really nothing.” Kenner said, swallowing his anger.
 
   Pol nodded and told him, “I’ve known Krall for over twenty years and he’s a good man.  He speaks very highly of you.  You probably didn’t know this, but I could have vetoed your promotion if I wanted to or felt it wrong; no matter how much money you gave me.  I don’t know where you got those coins, but I do know that you’re a fine man and will make a great Captain.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “I look forward to serving with you in battle.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner didn’t know exactly why he decided to purchase a commission; but he felt it was the right thing to do and would make his situation a little better.  He acted on instinct, rather than careful consideration and as he thought of it more, becoming an officer seemed to be a better idea.
 
    
 
                 The soldier in polished armor then approached Kenner.
 
   “Kenner?” He said.
 
   “Captain Kenner.” General Pol corrected him.
 
   The soldier then stood to attention.
 
   “Begging your pardon, sir; but you are to be called next.”
 
   Pol then patted Kenner on the back.
 
   “Good luck, Captain.” He told Kenner with a friendly smile.
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner was led by the soldier through the gallery and to the witness’ chair.
 
   “The People of Walechia now call Captain Kenner to the stand!” The soldier called out.
 
   Kenner stood beside the chair and raised his right hand as the soldier did.
 
   “Do you swear before His Majesty and the court that you will tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth?”
 
   “I swear.” Kenner answered.
 
   “Be seated.”
 
    
 
                 Kirallis stood from the marble table and approached the witness’ seat.
 
   “Captain Kenner,” He began.  “First, I would like to congratulate you on your promotion.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “Please refer to me as ‘Your Honor’.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Your Honor.”
 
   “If it please the court, I will begin by asking Captain Kenner some basic questions about his origin and how he came to be in Walechia’s army.”
 
   “Proceed.” The King stated.
 
    
 
                 “Where were you born, Captain?”
 
   “A small village in the hills bordering Walechia and the Blackwoods.”
 
   “Does this village have a name?”
 
   “It does not.”
 
   “Are your mother and father still alive?”
 
   This question seemed to like a needle pricking Kenner in his chest.
 
   “No, they are not.” He answered simply.  He remembered his advice about answering as simply and directly as possible.
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that.  What was your vocation before joining the army?”
 
   “My ‘vocation’?”
 
   “What was your job, sir?”
 
   “I was a hunter.”
 
   “A hunter?”
 
   “Yes, Your Honor.  It was my job to hunt food for my village.”
 
   “By hunting, do you mean animals?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did that include deer?”
 
   “It did.”
 
   “And did you sometimes hunt deer within the borders of Walechia?”
 
   The prosecutor then stood behind his table.
 
   “Your Majesty, what is the purpose of these tedious questions?”
 
   “Your Majesty,” Kirallis answered.  “The purpose of these questions is to establish the credibility of the witness that my learned colleague will likely try to break down.”
 
   “And how do you intend to do that?” The King asked.
 
   “By asking him questions to which there may be uncomfortable answers.”
 
   “You mean answers to which he might otherwise lie?” 
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty.”
 
   The King nodded.
 
   “Proceed.” The King ordered and the prosecutor sat down.
 
    
 
                 “Approximately one month ago,” Kirallis continued, “you were captured by a company of Walechian soldiers, were you not?”
 
   “Yes, I was.”
 
   “And why were you captured?”
 
   “Poaching.” Kenner answered directly.
 
   “Poaching what?”
 
   “A stag.”
 
   “Do you deny killing the stag?”
 
   “No, I do not.”
 
   “So you freely admit that you did, indeed commit the crime of poaching?”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   “And what was your punishment?”
 
   Kenner thought for a moment about telling of Prince Melkur and the murder of his cousins.  That was, after all he thought the immediate punishment he was given.  At the same time, he remembered what the King had told him and decided against it.
 
   “I was given the choice of either joining the army or facing harsher punishment.”
 
   “And you chose the army?”
 
   “It seemed the best choice at the time.”
 
   There was a flicker of anger in Kirallis’ eyes and Kenner remembered his advice to answer the questions as simply and directly as possible.
 
    
 
                 “How much training did you receive as a soldier?”
 
   “None.” Kenner
 
   Kirallis looked confused for a moment.
 
   “I thought Walechian soldiers typically received four weeks of training before their first assignments?”
 
   Kirallis looked to the King who appeared to be also confused.
 
   “May it please the court,” Captain Krall said standing from his chair.
 
   “Objection!” The prosecutor called out.  “No question has been put to the defendant at this time.”
 
   “Overruled!” The King interjected.  “The defendant may speak.”
 
   “As there was an immediate need,” Krall continued.  “Captain Kenner, who was only an enlisted soldier at the time and other recruits were taken immediately to their station.”
 
   “Is this a common practice?” Kirallis asked.
 
   “Only in times of emergency.” Krall answered.
 
    
 
                 For what seemed like a long time to Kenner, he was continually questioned by Kirallis and he told the story of his time at the fort and with the garrison.  Even answering as simply as he could, he was still able to describe his days as an archer, the battle and of his escape to the hide.  He described in as much detail as he could the Wolfen army and the General with the Silver Axe and with Kirallis asking somewhat detailed questions, he was able to mostly tell his story of his time in the mountains.  When Kirallis was finished, he thanked Kenner for his testimony.
 
   “Your witness.” Kirallis told the prosecutor.
 
    
 
                 The prosecutor had a smug smile on his face much like the Prince’s and there was a look in his eyes almost like a hunter targeting prey.
 
   “Sounds like you had quite an experience.” He said confidently to Kenner.
 
   “It was rather unique.” Kenner answered and the gallery laughed a little.
 
   “There are a few details that seem to be missing, though.”
 
   “And what details would that be?” Kenner asked.
 
   “Where did you sleep?” Kenner was asked.
 
   “Where did I sleep?”
 
   “Yes, where did you sleep on this journey of yours?”
 
   Kenner was a little off set by the question and, at first didn’t quite know how to answer.  His left hand found the hilt of the sword and he suddenly felt more confident.
 
   “Any particular night in question?” He asked the prosecutor.
 
    
 
                 This time, the prosecutor seemed set back, but he soon recovered his confident demeanor.
 
   “How about the first night?”
 
   “On the ground next to the road?”
 
   “The second night?”
 
   “Under a collapsed roof of an abandoned house.”
 
   “Third night?”
 
   “A cave.”
 
   Kenner then saw a familiar face at the back of the courtroom looking at him.  It was “Shadow” and she was smiling.
 
    
 
                 “And what of the next night?” The prosecutor asked.
 
   “Excuse me, but is there a point to this?” Kenner asked, annoyed.
 
   “The point is, Captain,” The prosecutor said in a raised voice.  “That you and your two colleagues have told incredible stories of these journeys of yours and you have no witnesses to support your claims other than each other.  You expect this court and our King to believe that you made these journeys; when in fact, you’ve invented these adventures of yours in order to support the fraudulent claims of an ambitious officer whose primary goal is to bring glory to himself while hiding the truth of his own criminal enterprise.”
 
   “Are you insane?” Kenner almost screamed.
 
   “What really happened at the ‘Merchant’s Gate’, Captain?”
 
   “We were attacked by five thousand Wolfen and only the three of us survived.”
 
   “Really?  Why are there no other witnesses other than three convicted criminals?”
 
   “Because the rest were wiped out…”
 
   “Wiped out by five thousand creatures that the world knows to be extinct.  Five thousand creatures of which there is no proof of their existence other than your testimony!  Is that what you’re about to tell us?”
 
   “You were bullied as a child, weren’t you?” Kenner said.
 
   “Answer the question, Captain!  Where is your proof?  What possible evidence could you have to prove these ridiculous claims of yours?”
 
   “You really think I’m making this up?”
 
   “I call on you to produce some piece of evidence; anything to prove your claims!”
 
   Kenner then leaned back.
 
   “If you insist.”
 
   He then drew the sword from its sheath.  It made a loud and long ringing sound; everyone in the courtroom gasped audibly and the prosecutor almost fell over himself.  The King leapt to his feet.
 
   “Recess!” He shouted above the noise of the courtroom.  “I call an immediate recess!”
 
   Kenner looked to “Shadow” who smiled and nodded proudly.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty One
 
    
 
    
 
                 The King demanded that Kenner, Captain Krall, General Pol and Kirallis all follow him into the throne room.  He walked so fast, it was hard for even Kenner to keep up with him.  Upon entering the throne room, he spun around and all could see the rage in his eyes.
 
   “On your knees!  All of you!” He shouted.  “Especially you!” He yelled, pointing at Kenner.
 
   They all dropped to their knees and stared hard at the floor.
 
    
 
   “Where did you get that sword?” He shouted at Kenner.
 
   For a moment Kenner didn’t know what to say.
 
   “Answer me!” The King shouted again.
 
   “I found it in a tomb in the mountains.” Kenner said respectfully.
 
   “A tomb?” The King gasped.  “I suppose you’re going to tell me it was Farraday’s tomb, is that it?”
 
   Kenner was about to answer when the King interrupted him.
 
   “How many of you knew about this?” He yelled at the rest.  No one answered.  The King panted hard in anger and no one dared look at his face.
 
   “Get out!” Philas commanded.  “All except you, poacher!” He yelled at Kenner.
 
    
 
                 Kenner could hear, but not see the others almost run out of the throne room.  He stayed on his knees and staring at the floor; not sure of what to say or do.  He could see the King’s feet pacing back and forth in front of him for several moments, then stop in front of him.
 
   “Stand up.” The King commanded.  He was calmer, but his voice was still full of anger.  Kenner rose but still kept his head bowed.
 
   “Look at me.” The King almost yelled.
 
   Kenner looked at the King and there was a fear in his face he previously didn’t think the King capable of.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me you had the Black Sword?” The King asked him.
 
   Kenner thought carefully before answering.
 
   “The time didn’t seem right.” He finally answered.
 
    
 
                 The King breathed heavier and his eyes narrowed on Kenner.
 
   “The time didn’t seem right?” The King asked as if searching.
 
   Kenner was about to speak when the King interrupted him.
 
   “And when would the time be right?  When you decided to take my throne?”
 
   Kenner then returned his gaze.
 
   “I have no intention of taking your throne.” He said seriously.
 
   “Not today, perhaps, but when you decide…”
 
   “I have no intention of taking your throne!” Kenner yelled at the King.  There was a power and strength in his voice that surprised even Kenner.  The King backed away, and then sat on the marble steps leading up to his throne.
 
    
 
                 Suddenly, the King looked small and helpless and for a moment, Kenner felt sorry for him.
 
   “What is your intent?” The King asked.  There was a pleading in his eyes; almost like a child not wanting to be punished.
 
   Kenner backed away.  Was it really possible that this King was afraid of him, he asked himself?  He studied the King for a moment looking for any semblance of the man his father had warned him of.  The pride wasn’t there.  The arrogance wasn’t there.  This couldn’t be the man his father hated, he thought.
 
   “I don’t know.” Kenner finally told him.  “The only thing I do know right now is that this ridiculous trial is a waste of time.  There are five thousand…”
 
   “Yes, I know!” The King shouted almost as a defense.  Then he stood up.
 
   “I know,” he said with some of the strength having returned in his voice.  He then stepped closer to Kenner and reached his hand towards the sword.  Kenner stopped him before he touched it.
 
   “It doesn’t seem to like anyone but me.” He told the King.
 
    
 
                 The King then shook his head and smiled.
 
   “I can’t believe it.” He said in a sad laugh.  “The Black Sword.  The weapon that conquered the known world and made one man King.”
 
   At that moment, Kenner understood the King’s reaction to seeing the sword.
 
   “You really thought I was here to take what is yours?” He asked the King gently.
 
   The King looked away from him, appearing to be embarrassed.
 
   “Of course, I did.” He told Kenner.  “Every King of this land for the last five hundred years has been waiting for the day that sword returns to this world.  All of them knowing that it would mean the end of their reign.”
 
   “I’m sorry to disappoint you.” Kenner replied.  “But I have no interest in your crown or anybody else’s.”
 
   “Then what do you want?” The King asked, the desperation in his voice having returned.
 
   Kenner thought for a moment.
 
   “I want to fight the battle that’s coming, win it, serve out the rest of my five years and then go home.”
 
   Then the King stared at Kenner in amazement.
 
   “You’re serious aren’t you?” He asked.
 
   “That’s all I want.”
 
    
 
                 The King turned around and looked up at the throne at the top of the marble steps.
 
   “Destiny may have something else for you in mind.” He told Kenner.
 
   Suddenly, Kenner was reminded of the conversation he had with “Shadow” the night before.
 
   “I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.”
 
    
 
                 When the King and Kenner came out of the throne room, all who had followed them from the courtroom dropped to their knees.
 
   “Get up, you fools.  I’ll take no heads today.” The King said as he passed them.  He then marched up to the soldier from the courtroom.
 
   “Summon the court.” He said.  “I’ve made my decision.”
 
    
 
                 “All hail the King!” The herald called out as King Philas returned to the courtroom.  Everyone rose to their feet and bowed.
 
   The King returned to the throne in the courtroom and when he sat, all around him did the same.
 
   “Captain Krall!” He called.
 
   Krall rose to his feet.
 
   “You stand accused of falsifying a military emergency; looting the city of Calderon and of perjury against this court and the crown.  Having heard all relevant testimony, I have made my decision.  Are you prepared to hear judgment?”
 
   “I am, Your Majesty.” He answered.
 
    
 
                 The King took a deep breath and looked about the courtroom.
 
   “I’m not entirely sure,” he began; “but this may have been the most ludicrous and absurd waste of my time I have ever experienced in all my years as King of this land.  The evidence against you is preposterous and the claims made against you by the Lord Mayor of Calderon laughable.  If there were a law against wasting the King’s time, I would immediately have the Lord Mayor arrested and thrown into the lowest dungeon in this city.  Fortunately, for him there is not.  That said, I find you, Captain Krall innocent of the crimes you are accused, order your immediate release and return to duty.”
 
   He then looked at the panel of judges.
 
   “Does the panel disagree with the decision of the crown?” He asked, almost as an afterthought.
 
   One of the panel, a Congress member named Erlot rose to his feet.
 
   “The panel does not agree with the judgment of the King.”
 
    
 
                 There was another audible gasp throughout the courtroom and the King’s eyes bulged with rage.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” He said, gritting his teeth.
 
   Erlot then looked to the Lord Mayor and nodded at him.
 
   “We believe,” He said, “that the prosecution has raised serious questions as to the credibility of the defendant and his supporting witnesses.”
 
   “What questions are those?” The King demanded.
 
   “They are all convicted criminals, Your Majesty.” He said, obviously holding back a smile.  “As such, their testimony is questionable at best.”
 
    
 
                 The King glared at Erlot for a moment, his eyes appearing to almost be on fire.  Everyone in the courtroom was shocked.  No court had ever overruled King Philas before and the idea that any such event would ever happen would have seemed impossible before that moment.  The King’s eyes narrowed on Erlot, who smugly eyed him in return.  Suddenly a smile crossed the King’s face and then Erlot looked worried.
 
    
 
                 “Am I right in assuming,” The King said slowly, “that the central issue in this trial is the credibility of the witnesses and their claims?”
 
   Erlot clearly thought about the question for a moment before answering.
 
   “That is essentially correct, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Among the claims you question is that an army of five thousand Wolfen is currently approaching the city of Mobrey.  Is that correct?”
 
   “That is correct, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Would you say,” the King said even slower, “that it would be essential to this trial to verify these claims?”
 
    
 
                 Erlot was clearly taken back by this question.
 
   “I’m not sure I understand, Your Majesty.” He stammered.
 
   “It’s quite simple, Your Honor.  If you believe that the defendant and his witnesses are lying about this Wolfen army, then surely verifying the existence of this army would be a means of determining the validity of their claims.”
 
   Erlot then turned and consulted with the rest of the panel.  They spoke in hushed, but apparently panicked voices.
 
   “That might be one way of determining his guilt or innocence,” Erlot tried to say.
 
   “I couldn’t have put it better myself, Your Honor.”
 
   “However,” Erlot stuttered.  “It would require a commission be sent and…”
 
   “You’re absolutely right!” The King interrupted.  “In fact, as King I command that a commission be sent to determine the validity of the claim that there is an army of five thousand Wolfen soldiers approaching the city of Mobrey.”
 
   “I really don’t think…”
 
   “It’s clearly the only way to be able to verify the truth, don’t you agree?”
 
   Erlot couldn’t respond.  He merely stood with his mouth open, staring at the King.
 
   “And since it is this panel that has chosen to overrule my decision,” The King added.  “Clearly it is this panel that should be sent.”
 
    
 
                 “Your Majesty, I really don’t think that is wise…”
 
   “No!  It is the only way.  This panel will be sent north of the city of Mobrey to see if there really is an army of five thousand half man, half beast soldiers marching towards the city bent on its capture and the death of all its citizens.”
 
   Erlot then slowly sat back in his seat.
 
   “Oh don’t worry, Your Honor.  I will see to the safety and security of this commission.  In fact, as the safety of this commission is among my highest priorities, and as supreme commander of all the armies of Walechia, I will personally escort this commission along with all two thousand troops currently garrisoned here in The White City.”
 
   “Your Majesty, I’m not sure…”
 
   “Oh no, Your Honor.  I will hear no dissent in this matter.  I want you to see for yourselves whether or not Captain Krall and his soldiers have lied to this court.  And in seeing this, I want you to be able to determine for yourselves whether or not there is a real and present danger within our borders.  You will see with your own eyes the truth or otherwise of this danger and after you do, I will very much be looking forward to hearing your opinion as to how we should deal with this supposed threat…if it, indeed exists.”
 
    
 
                 The King then stepped down from his throne and stepped up to the stone wall in front of the panel.
 
   “Prepare yourselves.” He said, his eyes still full of fire.  “We leave at dawn.”
 
    
 
                 After that, the King gathered several officers, including Kenner, Terri and Krall around him.
 
   “Have the garrison prepare to leave at first light.” He ordered General Pol.  “I want all available horses, mules, carts and other vehicles appropriated for this expedition.”
 
   “Yes, Your majesty.” Pol answered and then dashed away.
 
   “You.” He said to Captain Krall.  “I’ll have your armor brought to you in the morning.  As soon as we sight this army, you’ll take command of an infantry company that I’ll have especially prepared for you.  And you two,” he said to Kenner and Terri.  “Don’t spend too much time in the tavern tonight.  I want you both sober and sharp for the journey in the morning.  Do you both understand?”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty!” They both almost shouted.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Two
 
    
 
    
 
                 Watching from his window in his room at the inn, Kenner saw; what looked like the entire city mobilizing for war.  Soldiers and officers darted about the streets shouting orders, marching in formation, running from place to place and carts and animals raced all about the busy streets.
 
   As he watched this, there was a knock at the door.
 
   “Come in!” He announced and General Pol entered his room.  Kenner started to stand, but the General motioned him to stay seated.
 
    
 
                 “I’m sorry to disturb you.” He said to Kenner.
 
   “Not at all, sir.  I was just watching everything going on outside.”
 
   The General went to the window and looked with Kenner for a second.  It was then that Kenner noticed a somber expression on his weathered face.
 
    
 
                 “As an officer,” He told Kenner, “you could have gotten a similar room to this at the barracks for free.” His voice sounded as if it were trying to sound cheerful, but there was some sadness inside of it.
 
   “I’ve already paid for this room,” Kenner answered.  “I might as well get the most out of it.”
 
   “If you paid with one of those coins of yours, you’re probably paid up for the rest of the year.”
 
   Pol sounded as if he tried to laugh, but it didn’t quite come out.
 
                 “What is it?” Kenner asked Pol.
 
   Pol looked down at him with tired and serious eyes.
 
   “I just found out that your father’s name was Banner.” He said.
 
   Feeling a little uncomfortable himself at this point, Kenner nodded.
 
   “Yes, it was.” He answered.
 
    
 
                 The General found a chair on the opposite end of the room from Kenner’s bed and window, sat down and lit his pipe from the candle on the table.  He sat quietly smoking for several minutes until Kenner finally broke the silence.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Kenner asked him.
 
   The General took a long draw from the pipe and then aimed a plume of smoke towards the ceiling.
 
   “What did your father look like?” He asked Kenner.
 
   Kenner thought for a moment, trying to form a picture of his father from his memory.
 
   “He was about my height, I suppose, “Kenner began describing.  “I guess he looked a little like me, except he didn’t wear a beard like I do.”
 
   “Same brown hair?” Pol asked.
 
   “Yes, only shorter.  Much shorter.  He hated men with long hair.  He said they looked like girls.”
 
   Pol laughed a little at this.  It sounded familiar.
 
   “Square jaw?” Pol asked.
 
   “Yeah, like it was carved out of stone.” Kenner answered, laughing a little.
 
   “Brown eyes?” Pol asked further.
 
   Kenner thought for a moment.
 
   “No.” He said firmly.  “They were green.”
 
   Pol leaned back in his chair and took another deep draw from his pipe.
 
   “Yes.” He finally said.  “That’s him.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner noticed the sad expression return to General Pol and the way he sat in the chair made him look even older.
 
   “You knew my father?” He asked Pol.
 
   Pol nodded.
 
   “Yes I did.” He said sadly.  He then stood and looked down at Kenner.
 
   “The King must never know that you’re his son.” He told Kenner.
 
   Why not?” 
 
   The General looked as if searching for an answer.
 
   “It would not be wise.” He said and he and Kenner stared at one another for a moment.
 
   “Get as much rest as possible.” He said to Kenner and then left the room.
 
    
 
                 Now confused and irritated, Kenner couldn’t sleep.  He continued to watch the activity outside when there was another knock on his door.
 
   “Yes?” He called out.
 
   Terri then walked in with a jug of ale, two cups and a cigar in her mouth.
 
   “I thought you might still be up.” She said smiling.
 
   She poured a cup and handed it to Kenner.
 
   “Is ale your answer to everything?” He asked her.
 
   “No.” She grunted and then looked up at him with a grin.  “Only important things.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner and Terri talked and laughed for a few moments about the trial, the King and the looks of horror on the faces of the panel after the King ordered them to see for themselves the Wolfen army.  But then Kenner got serious.
 
   “Everybody gets weird when they talk about my father.” He said after a swallow of ale.
 
   “How so?” Terri asked.
 
   “They get secretive and sad; like it’s some kind of national security thing.  Their eyes get as big as saucers and they act like they’ve been stabbed.”
 
   “Who was your father?” Terri asked him.
 
   “His name was Banner.”
 
   Terri suddenly looked up at him with an expression of great surprise.
 
   “Oh not you too!” Kenner exclaimed.
 
    
 
                 “I think I’m going to need another cigar.” Terri said standing.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” Kenner yelled.  
 
   Terri turned around with a look of both awe and confusion.  She then looked down the hall to see that it was empty and closed the door.
 
   “Do you not know who your father was before you were born?” She asked.
 
   “I know he was a soldier and that he was banished.” Kenner answered, even more frustrated.
 
   “Did your father talk much about his life before being banished?”
 
   “Dad wasn’t much of a conversationalist; except when it came to endless platitudes and how much of an ass the King was.”
 
   “Well, I imagine he would have held a grudge against the King.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner then sat on the edge of the bed leaning towards Terri.
 
   “Alright,” He said.  “You’re not going to walk out of here like Pol did.”
 
   “As much ale as I’ve had, I may not walk out of here at all.”
 
   “Stay focused, Terri.  I need to know what you know.”
 
   “I know a lot of things.”
 
   “Don’t mess with me right now.” Kenner almost growled at her.  She tried filling her cup with more ale, but Kenner stopped her.  She then gave him a more serious look than he’d ever seen from her before.
 
   “Your father was one of the greatest warriors this nation; possibly even this world has ever seen.”
 
   The statement was like a cold wind blowing in Kenner’s face.
 
    
 
                 “I don’t know all of the details,” She continued.  “In fact, there’s probably more legend than truth when it comes to that name.  But what I do know is that were it not for your father, this nation may be under the rule of King Causton not Philas.”
 
    
 
                 Now it was Kenner who felt in awe; but even more confused.  My father was a general, he asked himself?  A hero?
 
   “When I was a little girl,” Terri went on, “our bedtime stories were of Banner and his deeds.  We, the other children and I, heard stories of him killing a hundred men with his bare hands.  We heard how he rode a white horse through the center of Causton’s army killing everything in sight.  And of course, we heard of how Banner killed Causton.”
 
   “This I want to hear.” Kenner quickly interrupted.
 
    
 
                 “Well, the basis of the story is that King Philas charged at Causton on his own horse, fell off and was about to be killed by, depending on who’s telling the story a dozen or a hundred enemy soldiers, including Causton.  Banner rode, or flew out of nowhere, killed the enemy soldiers and pulled the King to safety.  He then dueled with Causton, some say he lost his arm or his leg; again depending on who’s telling the story and then killed Causton and took his head.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner almost fell back against the wall.  His head felt light and the room began to spin.
 
   “That’s the short version.” Terri added.
 
   Kenner searched for something to say; anything.  This was incredible, he thought to himself.  His father a legendary hero.  Why hadn’t he ever said anything?
 
   “Well, I can tell you one thing,” Kenner said as much to hear his own voice as anything else; “he didn’t lose either his arm or leg.”
 
   “A shame.” Terri added, taking another drink.  “I rather liked the story of him using his leg to bash enemy soldier’s heads.”
 
   “Is that really one of the stories?”
 
   “I made the last part up.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner stared at the ceiling trying to make sense of what he’d just heard.  Could his father really be the person Terri was talking about?
 
   “Maybe you’re all talking about a different Banner.” He said.
 
   “If people are reacting the way you say they are, I doubt it.”
 
    
 
   Kenner barely heard her.  This was simply too much for him to take in at once.  For virtually his entire life, his father had been a simple villager who happened to be a good fighter.  He worked hard in the farm fields.  He disappeared for days at a time hunting.  He had been become both father and mother after Kenner’s mother passed away and the only time he ever said more than a few words was to curse the King.  This man couldn’t be the same Terri had just described.
 
   “And with that,” Terri said abruptly.  “It’s time for me to leave.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Kenner snapped.
 
   “I’m going back to my room to sleep off this drunk I’ve been working on all night.  I suggest you try to get some sleep as well.”
 
   “After what you’ve just told me, I don’t think so.”
 
    
 
                 As she stood in the door, Terri turned around and Kenner saw that her familiar grin had returned.
 
   “You know,” She said.  “I really like the idea of you being the son of Banner.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Just think of the stories I’ll be in, when all the wars we fight are over.”
 
   She then stumbled down the hall to her own room.
 
   Chapter Forty Three
 
    
 
    
 
                 The following morning began, for Kenner with a knock at the door.  Kenner rose to answer the door and found a soldier dressed in full armor on the other side of the door.
 
   “Begging your pardon, sir,” He said to Kenner.  “General Pol asked me to wake you.”
 
   Kenner thanked the soldier and then started to get dressed.  After washing his face to help him wake up more, he discovered that his armor was on him without him having put it on himself.
 
    
 
                 He went downstairs and when he walked out of the inn, he found Terri next to a horse rubbing her forehead.
 
   “You look like hell.” He told her.
 
   “One of these days,” She groaned, “someone is going to invent something to put over a person’s eyes to prevent the sunlight from turning a person’s head into an anvil.”
 
    
 
   Kenner looked around for Shela and found a nervous looking soldier holding the rope around her neck that had previously tied her to the post outside the inn.  Kenner was surprised when he saw her, though.  She was covered in armor that appeared made specifically for her with a saddle that was part of her back plate.
 
   “We found some armor that fits your mount.” Said General Pol smiling.
 
   Kenner strode up to the huge cat and took the rope from the grateful soldier.
 
   “What do you think old girl?” Kenner asked Shela.  She gave a low, but seemingly approving growl and then Kenner climbed into her saddle.
 
    
 
                 “All hail the King!” Called a voice from behind them.  Shela turned and Kenner saw the King and his escort, including soldiers holding banners and Prince Melkur.  Melkur then rode up to Kenner with his, now familiar smirk on his lips.
 
   “Walechian soldiers all wear the image of the Great Tower on their breastplates, poacher,” He said to Kenner.  “I’m afraid you’re out of uniform.”
 
   Kenner then saw the Prince’s and others eyes widen.  Some of the soldiers on the ground backed away and some gasped.  Kenner heard Terri laugh and then looked at his chest.  Where there had been previously nothing, there was now an image of the Great Tower on his breastplate.
 
   “How about that?” Kenner said.
 
   The Prince’s sneer disappeared and then the King led them all down the streets and then, eventually out of the Iron Gates.
 
    
 
                 Waiting outside the gates was an army prepared for war.  Hundreds of soldiers stood in massive formations and then snapped to attention as the King and his officers proceeded past them.  It took Kenner’s breath away as he had never seen anything like it in his life.  Almost all of the formations had an officer on horseback in front of them, except one.  The King rode up to that formation and then addressed Kenner.
 
   “This company is for you to command.” The King told Kenner.  “They are veteran soldiers who have served this nation in many campaigns.  They are fierce fighters and loyal unto death.  I order you to command them well and treat them fairly.  Do that and these men will fight and die at your command as if your words were the voice of the Great Lady herself.”
 
    
 
                 The King rode off leaving Kenner facing his new troops.  For a moment, he felt almost afraid and unworthy.  Then he placed his hand on the hilt of the sword and it again filled him with confidence.
 
   “I do not want you to fight and die at my command,” He heard himself saying.  
 
   His troops looked a little confused at these words.  
 
   “I want you to fight and make your enemy die at my command.” 
 
   At these words, he saw smiles cross the faces of his soldiers and they stood straighter and taller.
 
   “I do not want others to tell stories of the deeds you did in battle.  I want you to tell your own tales of how you fought bravely and of the enemies you slew.” 
 
   He then remembered one of the platitudes of his father.
 
   “No soldier ever won a war by dying for his country.  Soldiers win wars by making the other poor bastard die for his country!   And that is how we, and I mean all of us will win the war that is coming; not with words or stories, but by killing more of them than they kill of us and then going home to tell about it.  Does that sound simple enough?”
 
   The man at the head of the company; whom Kenner guessed to be the Sergeant raised his short sword.
 
   “Hail Captain Kenner!” He yelled and the company all screamed, “Hail!”
 
    
 
                 At the head of the formation was another company without an officer.  In addition to their armor, they had bows and quivers of arrows.
 
   “These are some of the finest archers in Walechia!” The King told Terri.  “Command them well and treat them fairly, just as I have ordered your friend Kenner and they will be as loyal to you as they have proven to be to me.”
 
   The King rode away from them, leaving Terri with her troops.
 
   “Who wants to be the first to kill a Wolfen?” She called to her troops.  Several raised their hands.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “I!” called out one and then another.
 
   “Oh come on!  Who wants to be the first to kill a Wolfen?”
 
   They then all raised their hands and shouted, “I!”
 
   “I can’t hear you!”
 
   And then they all shouted as loud as they could.
 
    
 
                 “It looks like you chose well to allow them to purchase commissions.” The King told Pol.
 
   “I had a good feeling about them.” Pol replied.
 
    
 
                 Not long after that, several coaches passed through the gates and to the head of the army.
 
   “I see the panel has arrived, Your Majesty.” Pol said.
 
   When the coaches stopped in front of the King, Erlot got out of one of them and addressed the King.
 
   “Your Majesty,” He said grandly.  “After a special session of the panel last night, we have reconsidered…”
 
   “Too late!” The King cut him off abruptly and then rode to several yards in front of the massive formation.  He then turned, drew his sword and shouted as loud as he could, “Forward!”  The army then began marching along the main road leading out of Kallesh.  The ground shook and the sound of two thousand feet marching in time echoed off of the great plain.
 
    
 
                 After several hours of marching along the main road, the army came to a cross road where hundreds of horses, mules and carts were waiting for them.  Kenner, still at the head of his own company saw the King call the army to halt and then he started coming down the line of companies.  The King then spoke to his generals who then went down the lines speaking to each company and captain.  As Kenner saw this, he saw soldiers breaking their formations and then load on to the carts.  He then turned to his own company and say, “You didn’t think we were going to walk all the way to Mobrey, did you?”  He heard them laugh and then oversaw them loading onto their own carts.
 
    
 
                 As his company did this, General Pol then rode to in front of Kenner.
 
   “I see you didn’t have to be told what to do.” He said to Kenner.
 
   “Is this normal?” Kenner asked, not sure.
 
   “Not really.” Pol answered.  “But we’re in a hurry, this time.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner was reminded of his own journey to Mobrey so long ago.  Could it really have only been a month since then, he asked himself?  The road was the same.  The carts all looked the same and the weather was almost the same as it had been; what seemed like so long before.
 
   “You look like you’re lost in thought.” Kenner heard the voice of Terri.  She rode up beside him as he and Shela rode next the carts carrying his men.
 
   “Don’t you have a company of your own to take care of?” He asked her.
 
   “I ordered them all to sleep.  They’ll need as much rest as they can.”
 
   Kenner looked to his own men and saw that they were mostly all asleep.
 
   “I’d order mine to do the same thing, but they seem to be ahead of me.” He told her.
 
    
 
                 “Isn’t this incredible?” She asked him.  “I must confess, I’ve never seen an entire army like this before.”
 
   “It’s quite a sight.” Kenner replied.  “I’m trying not to think of how many might die in the days to come.”
 
   “You and me both.”
 
    
 
   At that moment, General Pol rode up beside them.
 
   “I heard the little speech you gave your men,” He said to Kenner.  “Quite impressive.”
 
   “I just said what came into my head.” Kenner answered him.
 
   “It’s confidence that they look for more than anything else.” Pol continued.  “Courage manifests itself in deeds, but before courage can inspire, they must see confidence.  Show them that and they’ll follow far enough to see your courage.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about this one having courage, General.” Terri said.  “He’s carrying his balls in a wheel barrow.”
 
    
 
                 Just before sundown, the army stopped at, what Kenner thought must have been the same point he remembered from a month earlier.  The men climbed out of their carts and stretched their legs.  Soon other carts starting going up and down the line, all with pots of steaming soup in the back of them.  The army rested, ate and then another cart came down the line with a large barrel of ale.  Each man was given one cup full and then all the companies gathered around each other and the men leaned against their packs.
 
    
 
                 Kenner took his cup of ale and sat down with his men.
 
   “Alright,” He said to them.  “Who knows a good joke?”
 
   They all looked at each other.
 
   “Does it matter if it’s clean or not, sir?” One man asked.
 
   “Let’s try not to have it too filthy.” Kenner answered.
 
    
 
                 “Alright,” the soldier began.  “A man walks into a pub and on the bar, he sees a glass jar full of silver coins.  So, he asks the bartender what the coins are for.  The bartender tells him that the jar is a contest.  Whoever wins the contest gets all the coins in the jar.  So…what’s the contest, the man asks?  Well, says the bartender, there are three challenges.  First, the bartender says and reaches under the bar and pulls out a bottle of blood, red liquid.  What’s that, the man asks?  This, the bartender says is fresh whiskey mixed with hot, red pepper juice.  Whoever is in the contest has to drink this entire bottle without coughing, puking or crying.  Alright, the man says; what’s the second challenge?  The bartender then points to a door in the back of the pub.  In there, he says is the meanest dog in the world and he has a bad tooth that has to be pulled.  Ok, the man says; what’s the third challenge.  The bartender leans forward, whispers in his ear and says, there’s an old woman at the top of those stairs who’s never had an orgasm before.  Really, the man asks?  Yes, says the bartender.  Someone has to set her straight.”
 
    
 
                 “Well, at first the man thinks it impossible; but after a few ales he decides he’s ready.  He puts a silver coin in the jar and tells the bartender he’s going to do it.  So the bartender pulls out the bottle of blood red liquor and the man chugs it down in one swallow.  His eyes burn and tears stream down his face.  But he doesn’t puke and he doesn’t cough up one drop.  So then the bartender gives him the key to the room with the dog in it.  The man goes in and then the sounds of a thousand battles at once fills the bar.  Chairs break.  The dog barks and growls, a window shatters and then the dog lets out this long, loud howl the likes of which no man had ever heard before.  The man comes out.  His clothes are torn, his skin has cuts and scratches all over it; but he hobbles up to the bar and says with a grin, alright…where’s that old woman with the bad tooth?”
 
   Kenner and his company all erupt in laughter.
 
    
 
                 Meanwhile, over at Terri’s company, she was finishing a joke of her own.
 
   “So the bear says to the man, you don’t come out here for the hunting, do you?”  Her company all begin howling with laughter when General Pol came up to them.
 
   “Break time’s over.” He said to her.
 
   “Alright, boys!” She said to them.  “Back in the carts.”
 
    
 
                 General Pol told both Kenner and Terri to tie their horse and battle cat to one of the carts and try to sleep.  Kenner tried to refuse, saying that if his cat was going to have to be up all night, so would he.
 
   “That was an order, Captain.” Pol told him with a hint of anger.  Shela gave a moaning sound that said she would be alright.
 
   “Battle cats are known for their stamina.” Pol told him.
 
   Kenner rubbed Shela’s neck and then got into one of the carts with his men.
 
    
 
                 Just as Kenner had climbed into the cart, he saw towards the horizon a dark mass moving across the plain.  His heart starting beating faster as he thought for a moment that it might be the Wolfen army.  However, there wasn’t enough of them to be the enemy.  Then he heard a horn sound from the mass and General Pol came down the line to Kenner.
 
   “It’s men!” Pol called out.  “It must be the garrison from Post One.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Four
 
    
 
    
 
                 Kenner was summoned to a special council with the King and other officers.  Prince Melkur was there as well.  It was dark and several torches were lit around where the King sat.  A tired and worn officer approached the King and knelt before him.
 
   “Your Majesty.” He addressed the King kneeling.
 
   “What news?” The King asked him.
 
    
 
                 “Your Majesty,” he began.  “We were attacked in the night by a force of thousands.”
 
   “What kind of force?” The King asked.
 
   He looked around at the officers standing around the King as if looking to them for guidance.
 
   “Don’t be afraid.” The King urged him.  “You can tell me anything.”
 
   “Your Majesty, the enemy army were Wolfen.  At least, I think they were Wolfen.”
 
   “How many of them?” The King interrupted.
 
   “Thousands.” He answered simply.
 
   The King then looked at Erlot.
 
   “Do you think he’s lying too?” He asked with anger in his voice.
 
   Erlot didn’t answer.  He simply looked to the ground.
 
    
 
                 The King looked at the officers around him and then back at the tired soldier.
 
   “How far are they behind you?”
 
   “A day, maybe more.” The soldier answered.
 
   “You and your men get into the carts and rest as much as you can.” He ordered the officer.  He then turned to General Pol.
 
   “We’ll have to pick up the pace.” He ordered.  He then addressed all the officers.
 
   “Tell your men to close their eyes and not open them until morning.  Even with these soldiers, they still outnumber us two to one.  They’ll have to be fully rested for the task ahead.”
 
   He then turned to Melkur.
 
   “Go back to Kallesh and tell General Goshen…”
 
   “But father,” The Prince interrupted.
 
   “Don’t disobey me.  Go back to Kallesh and tell General Goshen to gather every soldier from every post in the land.  If he doesn’t hear from me in three days, he is to march on Mobrey with every soldier he can find.”
 
    
 
                 The soldiers from Post One were packed in with the rest of the army and there was virtually no space for the men to make themselves comfortable.  Kenner again tried to tell General Pol that he would ride through the night.
 
   “You, especially have to be rested as much as possible.” Pol told Kenner.  “You and Terri with her bow may make the difference between victory and defeat.”
 
   Kenner found an empty space between two of his own soldiers and stared at the night’s sky.  It looked almost identical to the one he remembered, except for a sliver of a moon barely illuminating the sky with the stars.  Suddenly he heard the voice of his “Shadow”.  “Sleep” she said and he fell fast asleep.
 
    
 
                 He knew he was asleep, but also almost awake.  It was like he was in a kind of trance with sleep and consciousness fighting for his body.  He saw glimpses of dreams come and go through the night.  Some were barely visible, while others were almost as clear as day.  He saw images of places he’d been and people he knew.  He saw the face of a red haired girl standing in the glow of a bonfire.  He knew her from his village and had begun to think he would never see her again.  Here she was standing before him like a gift.  She was smiling a loving smile and her hair glowed in the firelight.
 
    
 
                 Then he saw his father in full Walechian armor and holding his sword.  He was standing proud and strong like he had when he was alive and a confident smile was on his face.
 
   “I am with you.” He thought he heard his father say.
 
    
 
                 The next was the clearest dream.  He found himself on the top of the mountain again covered in snow.  It wasn’t cold that he could tell.  The sun was shining bright and “Shadow” stood before him in her black cloak with the hood pulled back for him to see her beautiful face.
 
    
 
                 “This is a dream, isn’t it?” He asked her.
 
   “Yes, it is.” She answered simply.  “But this one you will remember.”
 
   “I remember most of my dreams.” He said.
 
   “Not like this one.  This one you will remember as if it were more real than most of your memories.”
 
    
 
                 He stood looking at the stunning view of the mountains before him, taking in their grandeur.
 
   “What’s going to happen?” He asked.
 
   “A battle.” She answered sadly.
 
   “The great battle of my time?”
 
   “No.  Only the first; provided you take the road I think you will.”
 
    
 
                 “I seem to remember we were talking about destiny the last time we spoke.”
 
   “Indeed we were.” She said, coming to stand next to him.  “And I was telling you that destiny is not always what people think it is.”
 
   “You didn’t think I was ready for the rest of the conversation.”
 
   “No, I didn’t.”
 
   “You think I’m ready for it now?”
 
   “Perhaps, but then again perhaps not.  At any rate, there are things you need to know and I will tell you what you need regarding destiny.”
 
    
 
                 He then saw her pick up a small stone.
 
   “See this rock?” She asked.
 
   He nodded, or at least felt like he nodded.
 
   “This rock has been sitting on this mountain for thousands of years undisturbed by wind, by rain, snow or by human hands.  It has no power over what happens to it or where it goes.  In fact, had I not moved it, it would probably have stayed in that exact same spot for many more thousands of years.  But now, I’ve picked it up and putting it down close to where it was but not exactly is what most people think destiny is; something that moves them without them having any power or say in its effect.”
 
    
 
                 “But you are not a stone,” she continued.  “Neither is any man or woman who has been given the breath of life.  Unlike this stone, you have a choice in which direction you move and a choice in whichever way your destiny goes.”
 
    
 
                 “But what about the sword…” He started to ask.
 
   “Make no mistake, destiny gives you choices and the tools to become something larger or smaller than what you begin with.”
 
   “But was it not destiny that led me to the tomb?”
 
   “No, it was I who led you to the tomb.”
 
   “But wasn’t it my destiny?”
 
   “One possible destiny.”
 
    
 
                 “This doesn’t make any sense,” Kenner said confused.  “You pointed me in the direction of the tomb.”
 
   “Yes, but you could have chosen not to follow my directions.”
 
   “I could have gotten lost and died in the mountains.”
 
   “You could have not chosen to go into the mountains at all.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner was then shown the memory of just before he and Captain Krall parted.
 
   “I know it would be easy for you to simply disappear…”He heard Krall’s voice tell him.
 
   “You could have chosen to go back to your village and completely disappear from history,” Shadow told him.  “But you did not.  You could have chosen not to follow my direction.  But you did follow the path I showed you.”
 
   “I tried to give back the sword after I took it.” He reminded Shadow.
 
   “Once you’ve taken a step in the direction of destiny, you cannot go back.”
 
    
 
                 “So you chose me to have the sword.” He said, almost disappointed.
 
   “I did, as did others who have faith in you.”
 
   “Faith?” He asked.  “I thought that was us to have for the Lady and the Spirits.”
 
   “Would it surprise you to find that we also have faith in those who believe in us?”
 
   He then heard his father’s voice again.
 
   “Keep faith in the Lady,” the voice said, “and she will keep faith with you.”
 
    
 
                 “So destiny is choice?” He asked.
 
   “Destiny is a thousand choices leading to a thousand different paths.  Destiny gives you that which you need to reach your best or your worst.  But ultimately, it is you who chooses the paths you follow.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner then felt a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Captain.” He heard.  “It’s time to wake up.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Five
 
    
 
    
 
                 Kenner climbed out of the cart along with the rest of his troops.  Stretching and yawning, he looked around him and saw that the army was just north of the city of Mobrey.  He could also see The Serpent River stretched out to the north and south just behind the city.
 
    
 
                 “Form ranks!” Kenner heard someone shouting ahead and he saw most of the army begin to move into the same formations they had before marching out of Kallesh.  He ordered his men to do the same.  Once in the ranks, the men were ordered to sit where they were.  It was only a matter of time, Kenner thought before the enemy forces came upon them.  Looking to the northeast, he saw the plain rise to a rolling hill several miles away.  Soon, perhaps at any moment, Kenner thought the enemy would come marching over that hill.
 
    
 
                 Kenner sat with his men and Shela came and sat with him.
 
   “That’s a mighty big pussy you’ve got there.” One of the men joked.
 
   “Are you the same one that told that joke last night?” Kenner asked.
 
   “Guilty as charged.” The soldier replied.
 
   “Remind me to have you clean the shit out of her stall for a week after we get back to Kallesh.”
 
   The company laughed.
 
    
 
                 As he was still under arrest, Captain Krall spent the entire journey from Kallesh inside a locked, wooden box with a single chair.  He had tried to sleep as best as he could, thinking that if Terri could sleep two nights in trees, he could sleep inside a box.  There was very little light inside and when the door opened, he was temporarily blinded by the bright sunlight.
 
   “Alright Captain,” He heard the voice of General Pol.  “You’ve been lazy enough for the past few days.  It’s time for you to get back to work.”
 
   When he came out of the box and climbed out of its cart, his armor and sword were returned to him.  After that, he was led to a horse.
 
   “My fourth different horse in less than a month,” He said sarcastically.  “It must be some kind of record.”
 
    
 
                 He was then led to the front of the formations where a cavalry company waited for him.
 
   “I thought the cavalry would be right for you this time.” Pol told him.
 
   “Sounds about right.” Krall replied with a smile.  He then shook hands with the General and watched him ride away.
 
    
 
                 A tent had been constructed for the King at the head of the army.  He sat at a table looking at maps and smoking his pipe to try and keep his mind steady.  In his head, he was replaying the battle that was to come in a hundred different ways at once.  He saw cavalry charges and infantry assaults from all different directions; all happening at the same time as he tried to imagine which ways would give him and his army the best chance at victory.
 
    
 
                 At the same time, he knew that it wouldn’t be easy.  In fact, he thought to himself there was more of a possibility that he might be defeated rather than emerge victorious.  Perhaps I’ve made a mistake in leading this army myself, he told himself.  General Pol is a fine commander in his own right, he said in his mind.  Perhaps I should have stayed at Kallesh and let him deal with this.  No, he reminded himself.  I have to lead my men.  I have to command this army from the front as Banner did.  I cannot lose face again.
 
    
 
                 A rider then came galloping down from the far hill.
 
   “They’re coming!” He announced.
 
    
 
                 General Pol was still inspecting each individual company and their commanders when the rider came down the hill.  Before he returned to the side of the King, he approached Terri.
 
   “How proficient are you with that bow?” He asked her.
 
   “I think a more accurate statement is that this bow has become pretty proficient with me.”
 
   “Have you been practicing?”
 
   “I have and I managed to punch two holes in the back of the barracks at Kallesh with this thing.”
 
   “Two holes through that wall?” He asked in disbelief.
 
   “Yup; like a hot knife through butter.  I still don’t know what happened to the arrows.”
 
   “What about its range?” He asked.
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “What do you mean you’re not sure?” He asked, sounding angry.
 
   “That is to say, General, I’m not sure this bow has a limit to its range.  The farthest target I hit in practice was, at least two miles away.”
 
   Pol nodded approvingly.
 
   “Good.  I need you to hit as many targets as possible.”
 
   “Oh don’t worry about me or any of my archers, sir.  We’ll kill more than our fair share.  Isn’t that right boys?” She shouted to her company.  They all cheered.
 
    
 
                 The army waited tensely for the enemy to come.  Every soldier knew that at any moment, the enemy would come marching over the hill, looking like a wave breaking on to a beach.  Kenner remembered feeling this same kind of tension waiting for the battle at the fort.  He couldn’t take his eyes off of the distant hill over which that same army would be crossing at any moment.
 
    
 
                 Terri practiced aiming with the bow.  When she pulled the bow string back, it had a curious effect.  Whatever target she was aiming at appeared to come closer; almost as if the target were right in front of her.  It made her dizzy the first time she tried it and was getting used to it with each pull.  She found a tree on top of the hill that she knew to be, at least three miles away.  Each time she pulled the string back, the tree appeared as if only a step in front.  Then she saw a single Wolfen cross over the hill.  It peered down the hill and turned around.  She couldn’t hear it, but she saw that it looked like it howled.  She loosed an arrow at it and almost the instant it left her bow, the arrow struck the animal in the head.
 
   “One down.” She said with a smile.
 
    
 
                 For the next hour, the army watched in awe and fear as the Wolfen army poured over the hill.  From only a few officers at the head of the formation, they washed over the hill like a wave and eventually filled the plain.
 
    
 
                 Kenner heard his soldiers murmuring to themselves in frightful voices.  He pulled Shela around to face them.
 
   “You boys act like you’ve never seen five thousand Wolfen before.” He said, smiling at them.  They laughed and Kenner thought they looked a little more relaxed after that.
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall felt the same excitement and fear he had always felt before a battle.  Even after thirty years of fighting, he never got used to the sight of an army massing before him.  Memories flashed before his eyes of battles fought long ago and of the battle he’d fought less than a month previous.  He remembered the sights, the sounds even the smells of malaise, weapons crashing against one another, screams and yells and the sights of bodies littered on a field.  His horses and those of his company shuffled nervously as the massive army came closer and closer.
 
    
 
                 The ground shook and a rumble like an earthquake came nearer as the mass of creatures and men moved slowly forward to the bottom of the hill.  Suddenly they all stopped and three riders approached.  One of the riders carried a white flag.
 
    
 
                 The King rode to in front of Terri.
 
   “Should we kill them all now, Your Majesty?” She asked with a confident smile.
 
   “No.” He said seriously.  “I will not dishonor a flag of truce.  If they try anything foolish, then unleash hell.”
 
   Terri turned to her archers and nodded.  All her men then readied arrows and prepared to loose them on them on the enemy.
 
    
 
                 The King, along with General Pol and another General named Vash rode to within a few feet of the riders from the enemy ranks.  When he removed his helmet, The King immediately recognized Grail.
 
   “Captain Grail!” He announced upon seeing him.  “I see you are the traitor at the head of this army.”
 
   “I come to offer terms, Your Majesty.” Grail said calmly.
 
   “As have I, General.  Let us hear yours first and then I will give you mine.”
 
    
 
                 “Our terms are these?” Grail began.  “Lead your army off this field and I will allow you safe conduct back to the city.  I will then give you two days to evacuate the city and lead the citizens safely back to Kallesh.”
 
   “Is that it?” The King scoffed.  “Are those your terms?”
 
   “They are, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Very well then.  Here are mine.  Your officers may lead these foul beasts back the way you came and never return.  You, on the other hand will surrender yourself and face trial for treason by a panel of judges.  You will get a fair trial and then a fair beheading.”
 
   “Is that all?” Grail questioned, looking smug.
 
   “One more thing,” The King added.  “I know you couldn’t possibly have summoned this army together yourself.  So have your officers tell your master, whoever he or she is that if he or she dare send troops into my kingdom again, I will hunt them down from here to the four corners of this world.  I will not rest, nor will any who serves me until his or her head is on a pike at the entrance to the White City.  Do you understand me, traitor?”
 
   “I believe we understand one another perfectly, Your Majesty.”
 
    
 
                 The King turned his horse around and began riding back to his army.  Then the entire army watched in horror as General Grail threw the Silver Axe at the King.  It landed in the middle of his back and the King fell to the ground.
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Six
 
    
 
    
 
                 Upon seeing the King fall, Terri shot an arrow at General Grail.  It hit him in the middle of his back, but merely bounced off of his armor.
 
   “Damn!” She exclaimed.  She then turned to her company who were ready to shoot their own arrows.
 
   “Wait for the officers to get back!” She shouted at them.
 
    
 
                 Generals Pol and Vash returned for the King and found him motionless on the ground.  Pol dismounted his horse and tried to pick up the King, but Grail rode up on his and brought the axe crashing down on his head.  Vash spurred on his horse and tried to return to the Walechian army, but the Silver Axe landed in his back sending him to the ground as well.
 
    
 
                 General Grail and his officers then returned to their own ranks and the Walechian army heard the sickening and horrifying howls of the enemy Wolfen.  The Walechian soldiers nearly panicked and several ranks began to break apart.  Kenner then felt a wave of energy flash through him almost like a lightning bolt.  He rode to the very front of the army.
 
    
 
                 “Do not give in to fear!” He called in a voice louder than he thought possible.  “Do not give in to fear!”  
 
   He saw every soldier stop in their place and look to him.
 
   “Our leaders are down, but the day is not lost!  I swear to you it is not lost!”
 
   He then pulled the sword from its sheath and it rang like a giant bell.  He rode back and forth at the front of the army, shouting:
 
   “Behold the Black Sword!  The weapon that conquered all the armies of this world and brought five hundred years of peace!  Behold yourselves, an army of men poised to battle the forces of evil!  Behold your enemy!  Five thousand creatures bent on the death and destruction of everything you know and love!  But they will not succeed!  Not today!  Not at this place!  Not at this time!  Today you will charge the enemy and they will fall under your feet!  Today your courage will overcome the dark forces from the deepest dungeons of hell!  Today you and I will face this enemy together!  We will fight will all of our strength and courage and we will tell future generations of our victory!”
 
   He raised the sword high above his head and from the hilt, bright yellow flames burst out and engulfed the blade.  The army cheered and screamed.  Their fear was gone.
 
    
 
                 “Archers!” Kenner shouted.  “Rain death upon their heads!”
 
   The archers all sent a shower of arrows upon the heads of the Wolfen charging upon them.  The creatures stopped in their tracks and retreated, giving Kenner more time.  Terri then began picking off the enemy officers one by one.  With her arrows knocking them off of their horses and dying, they began scrambling around and chaos began to take hold of the Wolfen ranks.  General Grail desperately tried to regain control, but the creatures merely ran around confused on the field.
 
    
 
                 “Captain Krall!” Kenner called.  “Take the cavalry left around their right flank and encircle them!”
 
   Krall rode to the front of the cavalry positions.
 
   “You heard the man with the sword!” He cried out.  He then led the cavalry which thundered into the battlefield.  They kept to the right of the enemy positions and began to circle them, cutting down dozens at a time.
 
   Kenner then called to Terri again.
 
   “Mind your rear!  They may try to attack from behind!”
 
   “I’m glad someone’s watching my ass!” She replied.
 
    
 
                 His sword still blazing, Kenner rode to the very front of the Walechian force now rallying to him.
 
   “The time has come!  The enemy is there!  They wait only for us to cast them down into the abyss!”
 
   He turned Shela around who unleashed an ear-splitting roar.
 
   “Follow me!”
 
    
 
                 Slowly at first, then gaining speed, the infantry followed close behind Kenner who stayed at a trotting pace so as not to go too far in front.  The enemy ranks were almost hidden in a cloud of dust caused by the cavalry and animals running around in confusion.  When he judged to be one hundred yards from the enemy, he softly kicked Shela in the ribs to spur her on and she bolted towards the enemy, leapt high in the air and came down on several panicking Wolfen.  She tore them apart with her teeth and claws and Kenner began swinging the Black Sword at every beast near him.  Everything died that the sword touched.  Yelling and screaming, the Walechian army then crashed into the enemy ranks and began tearing apart the animals they reached.
 
    
 
                 Captain Krall and the cavalry continued to circle the Wolfen, preventing them from escaping.  Every animal that came within a spear’s length of a Walechian horseman died.  Not being able to aim accurately anymore, the archers ceased shooting their arrows; all except Terri, who continued picking off enemies.  Within a few moments, she turned her archers around to search for Wolfen coming from behind.  She saw about one hundred of them circling around and she and her archers rained arrows at them, cutting them down and sending them racing towards the river.  She saw one officer try to reorganize them and sent an arrow into his head.  The remaining Wolfen panicked and ran.
 
    
 
                 In the dust and confusion of the battle, General Grail was able to rally his confused and nearly beaten troops.  He found a gap in between the infantry and the cavalry and pulled his troops back up the hill.  They were faster than the men and were able to escape.  The men of Walechia shouted and cheered, thinking the Wolfen and their commander were retreating; but then they saw them reform their ranks.
 
   “It’s not over yet, boys!” Kenner yelled above the cheering.
 
   The men reformed their own ranks and readied themselves.
 
    
 
                 Kenner felt that Shela was limping.  He climbed off of her and saw that she was wounded.  She looked directly in his eyes as if to say that she was alright, but Kenner rubbed her neck and told her, “Go!”
 
   Her eyes pleaded with him to stay; but he looked directly into her bright, green eyes and told her, “You cannot fight with me tomorrow if you die today.”
 
   She then did something that surprised Kenner.  She licked him lovingly and then limped as fast as she could away from the formation.
 
    
 
                 Kenner then turned and addressed his men again.
 
   “No matter what happens!  No matter how tired or hurt you are; you are men of Walechia and you will stand your ground!”
 
   The army cheered again and then braced themselves.
 
    
 
                 General Grail, the last man on a horse from the enemy force rode to the head of his army and raised the Silver Axe high.
 
   “Come on!” Kenner screamed and the rest of the men did as well.
 
   Grail and his army then charged down the hill at the men waiting for them.  There was a sound like thunder as the two armies slammed into one another and the battle began again.
 
    
 
                 Kenner fought like a man possessed.  He spun and twirled, swinging his blade in seeming a hundred directions at once.  Every time his blade met the body of a beast, it fell to its doom.  The men screamed and cried sounds of victory and death and the Wolfen barked and growled like hounds from hell.  The cavalry circled the malaise killing any creatures that strayed from the fight in the center.  Despite the courage and valor of the men, the Wolfen were proving to be too much for them.  There were simply too many.  Still they fought on as soldiers, not surrendering an inch to their beastly foes.
 
    
 
                 Kenner alone must have slew a hundred Wolfen and the dead piled up around him.  Every time a Wolfen came within mere feet of him, it died.  But he was starting to tire.  The sword began to feel heavier and he felt himself beginning to slow down.  But then, he saw that none of the Wolfen were coming near him.  He looked for an enemy to fight, but nothing would approach.  Then he heard a strange whistling in the air behind him.  He turned just in time to see the axe flying towards him and only just in time to deflect it.
 
    
 
                 It flew back into the hand of Grail, who then charged at Kenner, raised the axe high and brought it down with a force that Kenner had never before known.  He parried the blow and then he and Grail dueled in a cloud of dust so thick they could barely see each other.
 
    
 
                 Kenner fought ferociously, slashing and blocking blows from Grail’s mighty axe.  Neither man seemed to have an edge over each other and the speed of their stabs, slashes and parries could barely be seen.  Soon the cloud began to clear and both armies could see the epic duel go on.  They then stopped fighting each other and began to watch their two leaders fighting in such rhythm and speed, it almost looked as if they were one man.
 
                 
 
   At one point, Grail kicked Kenner in the gut and he started to fall.  He let himself hit the ground and then flipped back onto his feet; a move his father had taught him.
 
   “I see you have some skill with a blade, boy!” Grail called to Kenner and then renewed his attack.
 
   He hacked and sliced, but Kenner gave no hint of lessening.  Again, Grail stepped back.
 
   “That sword makes you stronger and faster and in the right hands, it could win this battle on its own.  But yours are not the right hands!”
 
   He threw the axe at Kenner again and again, Kenner deflected.  When it returned to Grail’s hands, he had leapt into the air and came crashing down on Kenner.  Again, he absorbed the blow, spun around and hit Grail in the chest with the pummel.  Grail rolled with the blow and came to a standing position a few feet from Kenner with the axe held in a guard.
 
    
 
                 “And I suppose your hands are the right hands!” Kenner spat at him defiantly and charged.  They exchanged a dozen blows and then spun away from each other.
 
   “No!” Grail called back to him.  “But there is one, only one who can bend the Sword to his will.”
 
   This time, Grail did not charge.  Instead, he held the axe behind him defensively, but held his left hand out as if offering it to Kenner.
 
   “Come with me.” He said to Kenner’s surprised.  “A gifted warrior as yourself should not be wasted on a field such as this.”
 
   “Have you completely lost your mind?” Kenner shouted.
 
   “Don’t be a fool boy!  You will be a general in my army!  You will share equally in all that we will win!  You can rule a kingdom of your own if you wish!”
 
   “That’s not exactly what I have in mind.”
 
   “You idiot!” Grail shouted at him.  “You don’t know how to use that sword.  You will never master it!  Come with me and help rule an empire!”
 
   “No!  Sorry!  I have other things in mind!”
 
   And Kenner attacked again.
 
    
 
                 This time, his fatigue began to take over him again.  He fought with as much skill and courage as he had, but every blow and every cut was met by Grail’s axe.  Then Grail’s blade hit Kenner in the chest and sent him flying.  He landed and rolled a few times.  His ribs hurt and burned after the hit, but as he rose, he saw that he was mostly unharmed.
 
   “I see you have Farraday’s armor as well!” Grail called out to him.  “It will only delay your end!”
 
    
 
                 Suddenly, Kenner noticed that the Black Sword was glowing blue.  He looked at Grail and noticed that the axe was also glowing blue.  And then he knew.
 
   “You’re right!” He called to Grail.  “I don’t know everything about using this sword!”
 
   He then reached out his left hand.
 
   “But I’m a fast learner!”
 
   The Silver Axe then appeared to jump out of Grail’s hand, flew in the air and then landed perfectly in Kenner’s empty hand.
 
    
 
                 Kenner saw Grail stumble and then another idea came to him.  He plunged the axe into the ground.  Waves like water ripped through the field and the ground shook violently.  The ground underneath Grail then ripped open and he fell into the chasm.  The enemy forces then howled and yelped in fear then ran as fast as they could from the battlefield.  When the earthquake ended, there was a sudden stillness; almost as if there hadn’t been a battle at all.
 
    
 
                 The Walechian soldiers all looked around themselves, stunned.  The battle was over and they had won.  Thousands of bodies both human and Wolfen littered the ground and the ground was soft with blood soaked into the soil.  All the men looked at each other; no one knowing what to say.  Then one soldier looked to Kenner.  He was standing on his own with both the Black Sword and the Silver Axe in his hands.  The crack in the earth was just beyond him and they could see the remaining beasts flying for their lives behind him.
 
   “Hail Captain Kenner!” The soldier cried.  Several others joined him.  He shouted again, “Hail Captain Kenner!”  Then half the army cried out “Hail!”  He shouted again and all the voices of the soldiers still alive shouted as loud as they could, “Hail!”
 
    
 
                 The men cheered and sang.  As many as could get close to him embraced him and then they lifted him onto their shoulders.  Feeling nearly exhausted and his chest still hurting, Kenner almost went limp in their arms.  Then a familiar voice shouted above the crowd.
 
   “Put that officer down!” Yelled Captain Krall.
 
   The men put him down and then Krall and his remaining cavalry rode to into the center of the crowd of men.  Krall looked down on Kenner, his face covered in dirt and blood.  Then he did something Kenner thought he would never see this Captain do.  He bowed.  Kenner then grabbed his leg and shook it.  Krall looked up at Kenner as proud as a father.
 
   “You bow to no one.” Kenner told him.
 
   Kenner then handed the axe to Captain Krall whose eyes bulged in surprise.
 
   “Are you sure?” He gasped.
 
   “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.” Kenner replied.
 
    
 
                 Kenner then carried himself, step by heavy step back up the hill from where he had led the charge.  Standing at the top with her hands on her hips was Terri with all of her archers behind her.  When he finally reached the top of the hill, she embraced him and kissed him hard on the cheek as she had done in Kallesh.
 
   “Damn I wish you were a woman right now!” She said shaking him.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Seven
 
    
 
    
 
                 The battle was over; but now the reckoning would come.  At Kenner’s orders, the soldiers began to dig a massive pit.  Still other soldiers began collecting the bodies of the dead Wolfen and piling them like garbage.  Meanwhile, the Walechian dead were laid out in a single line and the names of the dead were written down by the men who recognized them.
 
   “I want every name written.” Kenner commanded.  “There will be no unknown soldiers from this battle.”
 
    
 
   Secretly, Krall went to the, still open chasm in the ground where his brother had fallen.  He looked down the rip in the earth and could see nothing.  Seeing that no one could see him, Krall wept openly for his lost brother.
 
    
 
                 Kenner and Terri were helping to dig the pit when another Captain approached them.
 
   “The King is dying.” He said to Kenner.
 
   Terri looked at Kenner and told him, “You’d better go.”
 
   Kenner then followed the Captain back up to the King’s tent.
 
    
 
                 In the tent, Kenner saw two bodies on the ground covered in white sheets.  Those must have been the two Generals, he reasoned.  Lying on a bed of straw was the body of the King.  Kenner approached and then stood over the man he had been raised to hate and distrust.  Looking down at the dying man, he felt all of his hatred and anger leave him.  This was not the man who had ruined his father so long ago, he thought.  Here was merely an old man dying from a wound suffered in battle.  
 
    
 
                 The old man’s tired and nearly lifeless eyes opened and focused on Kenner.
 
   “I can’t move.” He groaned.  “Nor can I feel my body.”
 
   “Then you are in no pain.” Kenner said gently.
 
   “No.” King Philas said in a weak voice.  “I am in pain; but not from a wound from this battle.”
 
   His voice was so quiet, Kenner had to kneel beside his face.
 
   “I suffer now,” He continued weakly, “because I know now who you are; who you really are.”
 
   Kenner felt a wave of excitement begin to grow in him, but he swallowed it down.  This was not the time.  But he still asked, “So you know who my father is?”
 
   “Yes,” The King moaned.  “I knew your father.”
 
    
 
                 The old man’s voice creaked and Kenner could hear fluid in his throat.
 
   “Your father was the best man I ever knew,” His voice crackled.  Then a smile formed on his lips. 
 
   “To see his son be the man you are today is my redemption.  Destiny has forgiven me.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner now struggled with himself.  His anger returned and he wanted to shake the man beneath him.  He wanted to shout at him and pull the answers out of him as to why he had done what he had done.
 
   “Why?” He heard his voice say.
 
   The old man said nothing.  Kenner looked into his eyes and saw nothing.  The King was gone.  The soldier attending him pulled a white sheet over his face.
 
    
 
                 Kenner came out of the tent and then looked over the field.  The pit was complete and the bodies of the Walechian dead were being lowered in as carefully as the surviving soldiers could manage.  With the sun setting in the west, the burning bodies of the enemy dead began to light the coming night.
 
    
 
                 That night, somber songs were sung and the men told stories of their fallen comrades.  Every soldier was given a cup of ale, but it did not sooth their pain.  The wounded were loaded on to carts as gently and as comfortable as possible.  Even Shela was helped into a special litter to take her back to the White City along with the rest of the army.  When the songs and tales were finished, the earth was then made to cover the dead in their final home.
 
    
 
                 With all the activity from the aftermath of the battle taking the full attention of the army; no one noticed Erlot and Lord Mayor Thillis escape to Mobrey.  They paid for a room at an inn, insisting that the room have a fireplace.  After hastily building a fire, they sat nervously staring at the flames deep into the night.  Just as Thillis was starting to doze, the flames turned blue and the face of their master appeared.
 
    
 
                 “What is it?” His voice hissed.
 
   “That battle is lost, Master.” Thillis told the face.  “General Grail is dead, the Silver Axe is in the hands of the enemy and what was left of the Wolfen army has scattered.  It is over.”
 
   Suddenly, Thillis found himself unable to breath.  He gasped desperately for air, but choked as if swallowing a bone.
 
   “Have you no faith?” The face in the fire said calmly as Thillis continued to struggle for air.  “Do you not believe that I have foreseen these events?”
 
   When Thillis was nearly dead, the dark master released him and he crumbled to the ground.  Erlot looked on silently trembling.
 
    
 
                 “This turn of events is unfortunate but not fatal.” The face said to Erlot.  “It is time to shift our plans.”
 
   Still shaking, Erlot still had news that he knew his master must hear.
 
   “There is more, my master.” He said to the flames.
 
   “More?”
 
   “The Black Sword has been found.”
 
   For a moment, the face was silent while Erlot waited for his own punishment.
 
   “Has it?” The face finally said, almost casually.
 
   “Yes, my master.”
 
   “Then the two of you are no longer necessary.”
 
   A blast of flame shot out from the fireplace engulfing the two traitors and incinerating them.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Eight
 
    
 
    
 
                 The next morning, the procession began to move along the road to Kallesh.  A special rider had been sent ahead to inform the Prince and the Congress that King had died.  His ring and sword were sent along as well as proof.
 
    
 
                 Kenner walked beside the litter carrying Shela which was at the head of his own company.  He had asked Captain Krall to lead the army back to The White City.  He was lost in many thoughts; not the least of which were the questions still rattling around inside his head.  Why had the King banished his father?  In the last few days, he had begun to allow himself to think of the King as a decent person and not the tyrant his father described.  However, even the King had confessed to some wrong doing where his father was concerned.  What was it?
 
    
 
                 Terri joined him when the army stopped to rest at midday.  
 
   “So what now, hill boy?” She asked teasingly.
 
   “I have no idea.  It’s still the better part of a year before I get leave and I fully anticipate the new King to give me the absolute worst posting in all of Walechia.”
 
   “What makes you say that?” 
 
   “Let’s just say Melkur and I have some history.”
 
   “History or not,” Captain Krall interrupted, stepping up to them.  “You deserve some time off after what you’ve been through and I mean to see that you get it.”
 
    
 
                 Both Terri and Kenner started to stand, but Krall stopped them.
 
   “Oh no you don’t.” He said gruffly, but also smiling.  “It’s because of you two that the battle was won.  I’ll not have you bowing and scraping to me.  From now on, I never want to hear either one of you call me ‘Captain’ ever again.  As far as you’re concerned, my name is Krall and nothing more.”
 
   “Yes sir!” 
 
   And then they all three laughed.
 
    
 
                 As the procession moved on into the night, people by the hundreds starting gathering on both sides of the road leading to Kallesh.  News had reached the towns, villages and farms along the Great Plain that the King had fallen and they came from miles around to pay their final respects.  Men and women of all ages and their children came to the road.  Most simply stood staring as the cart carrying the King’s body passed them by.  Some silently prayed; others sang.  Many brought tiny white flowers that had grown in the tall grass and placed them on the ground in front of the King’s cart.  Hundreds others, mostly children gave some of those same flowers to the weary soldiers as they passed along.
 
    
 
                 As the sun began to set, the army made camp and Kenner’s company constructed a tent for him.  He tried to refuse it, but the men of the company; only seven of his original twenty had survived, protested by standing at attention until he laid himself down on the cot in the center of the tent.
 
    
 
                 Terri entertained her soldiers with the stories of the battle at the fort, her adventures in the Blackwoods and of finding the Blackwood Bow.  But her soldiers asked more questions about Kenner than they seemed interested in her.  They asked where he was from; what kind of man he was and how did he find the Black Sword.  Terri told the stories as best as she could, but she had forgotten some of the details.  The men of her company began sharing these stories of both Terri and Kenner with soldiers from other companies and before the army slept, legends had begun to take shape.
 
    
 
                 The next day, the procession moved again toward its goal.  It moved slowly, but steadily along the main road and still hundreds more lined the road for one last glimpse of their King.  Priests dressed in white robes threw bits of food onto the cart carrying Philas.  Some also gave bottles of wine or jugs of ale.
 
   “What are they doing that for?” A young soldier asked a veteran.
 
   “It’s for the journey,” the older soldier answered.
 
   “What journey?”
 
   “The journey we must all take; King and commoner alike.”
 
    
 
                 At sundown, the procession stopped again; this time they could see Kallesh in the distance.  The new moon had passed and a silver slipper of a moon gave a shallow glow on the white stone walls.  
 
    
 
                 Kenner insisted on helping his soldiers construct his tent this time.  As he sat on the cot talking to his men about his time in the mountains, Krall stepped up to him, carrying the axe in his right hand
 
   “This is surprisingly light,” He said holding up the axe.  He could still barely believe it was in his own hands.
 
   “I seem to remember that myself,” Kenner said smiling.
 
   “May I have a word?” Krall asked Kenner.  He could tell that Krall wanted to talk to him in private.
 
   “Gentlemen…” He began to say to his troops.
 
   “We get the hint, sir.” His sergeant said and his men stepped away.
 
    
 
                 “Those are good men.” Kenner said.  “I seem to remember there were more of them a couple of days ago, though.”
 
   “I’m sure a lot of commanders are thinking the same thing.” Krall agreed.
 
   “So what’s on your mind?” Kenner asked Krall.  The old soldier had an expression on his face that seemed to speak of bad news.
 
   “I just received word that Congress had a special session this morning and Melkur was confirmed as King.”
 
   “Is this a surprise to you?”
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   “So why the long face?”
 
    
 
                 Krall sighed and his face then looked tired.
 
   “The coronation for the King will be in two days.  His Majesty has sent out messages to all he wants involved…”he paused for a moment.  “That includes you.”
 
   “Me?” Kenner said surprised.  “What the hell does he want me to do?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but his orders are for you to be in the throne room at the end of the ceremony.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner almost laughed.
 
   “Like hell, I will.” He said trying to control his anger.
 
   Krall sighed again.
 
   “I was afraid you would react this way.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere near that ceremony.  In fact, I intend to go on that leave you promised me and be fishing in a pond in the woods while that ceremony is taking place.”
 
    
 
                 Krall took a deep breath in order to prevent himself from yelling as well.
 
   “It is an order from the King; your King, Captain.”
 
   “Did you forget the part when that ‘King’ murdered my cousins?”
 
   “No I haven’t,” Krall said, his voice slightly raised.  “And that is precisely why you need to be there.”
 
   “Why, so I can cut his head off like he did my cousin?”
 
   “Damn it Kenner!” Krall snapped.
 
    
 
                 “I know this is difficult for you, but whether you like it or not, Melkur is now your King and don’t argue with me on this point.  Your face needs to be in that crowd; if for no other reason than to remind our new King of injustices he’s committed.  In seeing your face, he will also see the faces of the two men he wronged.”
 
    
 
                 “He didn’t just wrong them, Damn it!”
 
   “I know that!  I was there!”
 
   Krall then took Kenner’s arm.
 
   “Please, it’ll be, at most one hour out of your life and then you go back to your village for thirty days.”
 
   Kenner saw a pleading in Krall’s eyes and his attitude softened.
 
   “I’ll do it for you.” He finally said.
 
    
 
                 By the afternoon of the next day, the procession finally entered the Iron Gates.  The city was silent, except for the tolling of a single bell coming from the Great Tower.  The cart carrying the King passed along the wide streets and around the fountain in the center of the city.  It entered the royal palace and then the King’s lifeless body was taken off of the cart and lifted by several of the King’s guards and carried away with King Melkur following slowly behind.  Kenner tried to follow but Captain Krall stopped him.
 
   “This is not our journey.” Krall told him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Nine
 
    
 
    
 
                 Kenner took an officer’s room in the Kallesh barracks.  He was barely able to get one as armies from other parts of Walechia had been summoned to Kallesh by the King’s order in case the army was defeated at Mobrey.  However, just as Kenner was about to take a room at the inn, he was informed that one of the rooms in the barracks had become open.  One of the armies that had come at the King’s orders was going to leave in the night.
 
    
 
                 There was a lot of activity in the barracks that night.  It reminded Kenner of the night before leaving for Mobrey when the entire city seemed to be preparing to leave for battle.  Leaning on the wall next to the window and with a cup of ale in his hand, he felt a familiar presence in the room with him.
 
   “Is that you, Shadow?”
 
   “Yes, it is me.” She answered brightly.
 
   Turning to look, he found her sitting on his bed with a proud and confident smile on her face.
 
    
 
                 “What’s that look for?” He asked her.
 
   “Are you surprised to see me smiling?” She asked in return.
 
   “I think you’re the only person in this entire city that’s smiling.”
 
   “That’s understandable,” She continued.  “This city has seen many Kings fall and just as many crowned.”
 
   “Is it unusual for a new King to be crowned one day after the previous one’s funeral?  It seems a little rushed.”
 
   “Some Kings have been crowned the same hour as the funeral.  On the other hand, King Dolem wasn’t crowned until a month after his father Arkhal was put to rest.  It depends on who is being made King.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner took another thoughtful drink from his cup.
 
   “So will I ever find out why my father was banished?” He asked sadly, but with a touch of anger.  “The only person who knew for sure what happened is dead and I doubt you’re going to tell me anything.”
 
   Suddenly, Kenner felt her touch on his shoulder.  It was soothing and warm and its effect was almost like having all his resentment and ire taken away.
 
   “King Philas wasn’t the only one who knew what happened.” She said in a comforting voice.  “The answers you want will find you soon.”
 
   “How soon?” He asked facing her.
 
   She then smiled.
 
   “I think it’s safe to say that you will have your answers before this lifetime is over.”
 
    
 
                 Kenner smiled and turned back to the window.
 
   “So what happens now?” He asked, not looking at her.  There was no answer.  He looked to where she had been only a few seconds earlier and saw that she was gone.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty
 
    
 
    
 
                 The coronation began in the Great Temple; which was part of the circle of buildings at the base of the Great Tower.  King Melkur walked in to the temple alone and, as per tradition wearing only simple clothing.  He approached to within of a few steps of the feet of the statue of The Great Lady, seated on a stone throne, holding a book in one hand and a flaming chalice in the other.  The priests and priestesses of the Temple always kept the flame lit.  He knelt before the statue and then appeared to pray silently.  After that, he rose to his feet.  The High Priest of the Great Temple then approached him holding the crown on a red pillow.  The priest turned around and, still holding the crown led Melkur out of the Temple.
 
    
 
                 Next, he was escorted from the temple to the headquarters building of the Walechian Army; which was next to the temple.  He walked all the way down the stone steps to the street and then to the fountain.  There he dropped a silver coin with the image of King Philas into the fountain.  He then climbed the steps up to the top where two Generals and two other soldiers stood in between two large statues of Walechian soldiers.  It was a cloudy and gray day with a cold and steady breeze and the smell of rain was in the air.  
 
    
 
                 When he reached the top of the steps, the two Generals dressed him in his armor like two servants.  When they were done, one General handed him a large scroll with the names of the first one thousand soldiers to join the Walechian army centuries before (in fact, it was a replica as the original document was far too fragile).  The other handed him a new and blank scroll.  There were two other soldiers standing with the Generals.  One was the oldest soldier in the army and the other the youngest.  He handed the “Scroll of the Original Thousand” to the youngest soldier and the blank scroll to the oldest.  After this, one of the generals held before him the Sword of Throst, believed to be the very first King of Walechia.  Melkur kissed the aged scabbard and then the soldiers turned away from the King and proceeded back into the headquarters building.
 
    
 
                 Melkur descended to the bottom of the steps again and this time dropped a silver coin with his own image into the fountain.  He climbed to the top of the steps again and entered the Palace of Justice.
 
   The halls were silent, but on each side of the corridor were all the men and women who had been invited to the coronation.  Judges, priests, members of congress, aristocrats and the mayors of all cities and towns bowed as the King passed them.  Only Erlot and Thillis were missing.
 
    
 
                 When the high priest came to the large doors of the throne room, one of the large men at the door announced, “None may enter as the King lies in his grave!”
 
   The High Priest answered saying, “Behold the King lives!”
 
   And then the two large me swung the doors open.  After the King entered, the special invitees were also allowed into the throne room.
 
    
 
                 When the room was filled, the high priest turned and placed the pillow in Melkur’s hands.
 
   “Do you Melkur, son of Philas and of the line of Handur swear to defend the rights and traditions of the people of Walechia?”
 
   “I so swear.”
 
   The High Priest raised the crown above Melkur’s head.
 
   “To the north I proclaim!  Hail Melkur: King!”
 
   He brought the crown down again.
 
   “Do you Melkur, son of Philas and of the line of Handur swear to rule with justice and righteousness in the name of the Walechian people?”
 
   “I so swear.”
 
   Again, he raised the crown
 
   “To the south I proclaim!  Hail Melkur: King!
 
    
 
                 “Do you Melkur, son of Philas and of the line of Handur swear to be humble before the Great Lady and her spirit servants?  Do you swear to seek their guidance and abide by their truths?”
 
   “I so swear.”
 
   “To the east I proclaim!  Hail Melkur: King!”
 
   “Do you swear by your life that you will rule with the good of the people being first, last and always in your thoughts?”
 
   “To the west I proclaim!  Hail Melkur: King!”
 
   King Melkur then climbed the steps to the throne and sat.  When he did, all in the throne room went to one knee, including Kenner.  It’s only a tradition, he told himself.
 
   “Arise my people!” King Melkur said grandly.  “Stand proudly in the eyes of your King.”
 
    
 
                 For the next couple of hours, every man and woman in the throne room paid homage to King Melkur.  The judges, the members of Congress, the aristocrats and the mayors of every city and town all came forward, knelt before him and kissed his ring.  To most, the King simply smiled and thanked them; however, to a few he would speak a few words.  Melkur also bestowed favors and gave rewards.  He appointed two new judges, granted parcels of land and titles to two retiring army officers and also appointed others to offices within the government.  For Kenner, it was a slow and tedious process that he felt that he didn’t need to be a part of.  He simply wanted this ceremony to be over.
 
    
 
                 And now,” The King said grandly, “we come to a moment in this ceremony that I have been particularly looking forward to.  For now, the crown pays homage and respect to the three heroes without whose courageous deeds this ancient rite may not have taken place.”
 
   “Thank the lady,” Terri, who was standing next to Kenner said under her breath.  “My feet are killing me.”
 
   Kenner tried not to laugh.
 
    
 
                 “Captain Krall!” The King called.  “Come forth!”
 
   Krall, holding the Silver Axe in his right hand approached the throne and knelt at the bottom of the marble stairs.  As Kenner watched, he saw Krall look up and the King nodded.  And then Kenner almost yelled out as he saw what Krall did next.  He climbed the steps, kissed the King’s ring and then placed the axe into the Kings hands.
 
   “Has he completely lost his mind?” Terri said through her teeth.
 
   Krall then went to stand at the bottom of the steps.
 
                 
 
                 “The crown thanks you for your courage, your strength and your loyalty.  For thirty years, you have served your King and your people in war and in peace.” 
 
   One of the King’s guards then approached Krall with a folded piece of white linen.
 
   “I charge you now,” The King continued, “to continue to serve me and to continue to lead soldiers into battle and give you this white cape as a badge of your new office.  Go forth, General Krall and serve me and the people of this great land.”
 
   Krall took the cape, bowed to the King, turned and then returned to where he had been standing.  He and Kenner exchanged glances.  Kenner looked at him in shock and disbelief while Krall answered with a look that appeared to say, “Do not question me.”
 
    
 
                 “Captain Terri!” The King announced.  “Come forth!”
 
   Terri climbed the steps, knelt before the King and kissed his ring.
 
   “How does one reward such skill, cunning and courage such as yours?” The King spoke.  “How does one give honor to all that you have given and experienced in service to your King and your people?  Here, you stand before me a seasoned veteran who has risked her life for her nation.  Here you stand before your King having accomplished far more than most men twice your age and in so short a time.  Not only have you fought a war in your service, you have traveled to an ancient and mysterious land and come to be called friend by that nation’s sovereign.  And also you stand here bearing an ancient weapon of legend given to you by that nation.  What can the crown do to honor you?”
 
   Terri was about to say something dry and funny, but the King continued.
 
   “Your skill and courage as a soldier and the sacred weapon you bear make your value as a soldier incalculable.  And your friendship with the Lady of the Woods makes you even more so.”
 
   Melkur then presented her with a gold and ruby ring.
 
   “I therefore charge you to serve this land and our great neighbor as my representative to the Lady of the Woods.  Arise, Captain Terri, soldier and ambassador to the Blackwoods.”
 
    
 
                 She climbed down the steps and then stood next to Kenner again.
 
   “Not bad for a degenerate, eh?” She whispered to Kenner.
 
   “Finally!” The King said grinning.  “We come to a man whom it seems destiny has chosen to rise high above the station to which he was born.  I call forth the man who, perhaps more than any at this moment is the reason my kingdom remains intact.  Captain Kenner, come forth!”
 
    
 
                 Kenner took a deep breath as he prepared himself to swallow his pride and perform a simple task that he hoped he’d never have to repeat.  He walked a few steps towards the throne, but then the King stopped him.
 
   “I will spare you the indignity of kneeling before me, Captain as I believe it may be distasteful to you.” The King said.  There was something in the King’s voice and his eyes that made Kenner somewhat suspicious.  He looked and sounded devious, like a gambler with a trick.
 
    
 
   “The crown and the people of Walechia thank you for your service and your strength.” The King continued.  “Truly, you have earned our deepest gratitude and respect.”
 
   Several guards then approached carrying large wooden chests.  They laid the chests beside Kenner and opened them revealing them full of silver coins.
 
    
 
                 “There are three ways in which the crown wishes to thank this most courageous of heroes.  First, by offering you this reward of twenty thousand in silver.  If you are wise and careful in spending them, they may give you many years of comfortable living.  Second, we recognize that you have served this nation as a foreigner and reward you by releasing you from our service.  No longer will we ask you to risk your life or your health by fighting for our cause.”
 
   The spectators and guests all started murmuring.  This was unexpected and Kenner found himself confused.  What was the king doing?
 
    
 
                 “Finally,” The King said with more purpose.  “It is time you received justice in a matter nearly overlooked.”
 
   The King then glared at Kenner, his eyes like arrows loosed at an enemy.
 
   “Some time ago, you physically assaulted the royal person of the King, causing me injury I still feel to this day.  This is a crime for which you were not brought to account and I will now rectify that mistake.”
 
   Kenner then noticed that at least twenty armed soldiers had entered the throne room and were standing at attention with their spears.
 
    
 
   “Ordinarily,” The King continued.  “This offense carries the penalty of death; but as you have so loyally and bravely served this nation in a time of crisis, I have decided to show you mercy.  I hereby declare you, Kenner of the hills banished from this land forever.  Because I am merciful, I will give you two days to leave this nation and return to your village in the hills.  But from that point and forever more, should your face ever be seen in this nation again, you will be put to death and your head will adorn the Iron Gates of this city.”
 
    
 
                 The soldiers began to step forward towards Kenner, but the King shouted, “No!  As I am merciful and just, I will give this man the opportunity to leave my sight peacefully.”
 
   Kenner was surprised, but thought to himself that he shouldn’t be.  This was the same man who had murdered his cousins showing his true form.  This was a King more similar to the one his father had described and this was the kind of justice he had learned from his father to expect from Walechia.  In a way, he preferred it this way.
 
    
 
                 “Will you be the man of peace and leave of your own accord?” The King hissed.  “Or will there be bloodshed in my sacred chamber?”
 
   Kenner nodded and then turned to leave.
 
   “That’s what I thought, poacher!” The King spat at him.
 
    
 
                 After he turned, Kenner looked at Krall, whose face looked as if apologizing to him.  He looked at Terri who looked stunned and hurt.  “Don’t go,” her eyes looked as if saying.  He also looked at everyone in the chamber examining their faces.  Some were shocked and amazed, still others looked as though amused.  Then a thought occurred to him and a smile grew on his face.
 
    
 
                 He turned and faced the King with his hand on the grip of his sword.
 
   “Have you decided to fight, my dear poacher?” The King asked.
 
   “Oh, I will leave, Your Majesty and I promise you will never see me again.  But before I go, I wanted to remind you of something.”
 
   He stretched out his empty hand and then the Silver Axe flew into the air landing perfectly in Kenner’s outstretched fingers.  The spectators and guests of the coronation gasped.  Kenner looked to his friends, both of whom were smiling.  He brought the blade of the axe to his lips and whispered something to it.  He then plunged the Silver Axe into the marble floor of the throne room, turned, nodded at two soldiers to bring his chests of coins and, grinning and laughing left the White City, determined never to return.
 
   The Silver Axe
 
    
 
    
 
                 After Kenner had plunged the axe into the marble floor of King Melkur’s throne room, the King tried, with all his might to pull the sword from the floor, but could not.  He called on several soldiers to pull the sword for him, but they could not.  He called on the giant guards of the throne room doors, but both failed as well.  No one was able to pry the mighty weapon from its resting place.
 
    
 
                 The King sent word throughout the land for men and women to come to the White City and try to rest the sword from the floor.  The prize was gold and jewelry enough for a man or woman to live as rich for many lifetimes.  And as word spread past the borders of Walechia, thousands came from around the world to try to pull the axe from the floor.  None could lift it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
                               
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
AT LIWNVA X¥ddd9(






