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 Chapter 1 – Cadet 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
    [Begin Transmission] 
 
    The lone occupant in the small, olive-drab tent was a twentyish-something man dressed in shorts and t-shirt. He sat at a small foldup table. A hologram of a face floated a hands-breath above the table top. The image was that of the man’s own face. The holographic face was neither handsome nor unhandsome. It was average at best. The man’s black hair was cut in a short military-style that left his brown eyes unobstructed. 
 
    After rubbing his chin, the young man shrugged before giving his hologram a grin. “So, uh, the psych-techs told us we all had to make these holo-diaries whether we wanted to or not. So here goes...I guess.” 
 
    The man glanced over his shoulder at the lowered tent flap as if making sure no one had come inside. “Okay, so, uh, my name’s Richard Shepard. I’m a third year cadet at the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy. I, uh, well...” He shook his head and glanced down at the table before looking back up. “This is stupid. The psych-techs told us no one was going to listen to this anyway, so why waste time doing it?” 
 
    A pleasant-sounding male voice spoke in Richard’s head. “Because it is for your benefit, Rick. Personally, I think it is more important for you to do this than it is for any of the other cadets. They do not get transported through time and space doing missions for ‘the One’ like you do. I calculate making a diary will help keep your head on straight. Now go on. Your cohort has a formation in twenty-two minutes.” 
 
    Richard sighed. “Whatever.” Time was always a precious commodity at the Academy. He concentrated on his hologram. “Well, I suppose now’s as good a time as any to talk about battle computers. Wizard scouts use high-tech battle suits that come with a battle computer to help control the suit and assist in making decisions. My battle computer’s called Nickelo, or Nick for short.” He grinned at his face in the hologram. “But then, you already knew that, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Do not be a smartass,” said Nickelo. “Keep talking, but try to be serious. Getting this stuff into a diary will do you good. Trust me.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to say?” 
 
    “Well, you can say something good about me. I have always enjoyed hearing people talk about how great I am.” 
 
    Richard shook his head in mock disgust as the barest of smiles crossed his lips. “You would.” He glanced back at the lowered tent flap again before returning his gaze to the hologram. “Yeah, well, uh, I got stuck with this one-of-a-kind advanced prototype battle computer that doesn’t know when to keep his mouth shut. I’m not sure whether he’s more of a hindrance than a help.” 
 
    “Now that hurts, Rick.” This time Nickelo’s voice didn’t come from inside Richard’s head. It came from a black helmet setting on one of the tent’s two cots. Next to the helmet lay a folded up set of black, leather-looking pants, jacket, and boots. The handle of a sleek-looking dagger protruded from a sheath attached to the right boot. Adjacent to the clothing was a black web utility belt with a holster, canteen, and what appeared to be a handle for some type of riot baton minus the baton. Three round metal objects that looked suspiciously like grenades were attached to the belt. A holster containing a large-bore pistol was also hooked to the utility belt. The belt and its attached gear lay on top of what appeared to be an empty black pack. 
 
    “Hey,” Richard said, frowning at the helmet. “You shouldn’t be talking over the helmet’s speakers. Someone might hear you.” 
 
    “Plenty of the cadets in your class have heard me,” said Nickelo, still using the helmet’s speakers. “They have all been issued battle computers the same as you.” Nickelo laughed. “Well, not quite the same. You were lucky enough to get the most advanced battle computer in the Intergalactic Empire.” 
 
    This time it was Richard who laughed. “Better watch out, old buddy. You’re gonna hurt your arm if you don’t stop patting yourself on the back so much. Now how about trying to keep your mouth shut for a nanosecond or two? Like you said, I’ve got formation in a few minutes, and I don’t feel like having some TAC officer yell at me for being late.” 
 
    Nickelo mumbled something over the helmet’s external speaker that Richard couldn’t quite make out. 
 
    “What’d you say?” Richard asked. 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “I said your TAC officers are always yelling at you. Why should today be any different?” 
 
    “You know, you’re not as funny as you think you are.” 
 
    “I calculate I am.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Richard turned back to the hologram and jerked a thumb in the direction of the equipment on the cot. “Unlike the other cadets in my class, I was issued my wizard scout gear during my freshmen year. It’s not your typical equipment either. I was given a dimensional pack by some entity I know only as ‘the One.’ He, she, or it sends me on missions back in time and to other dimensions. I’ve got no idea why. None of the other cadets get sent on these types of missions. It’s just lucky old me.” 
 
    “Do not start feeling sorry for yourself,” said Nickelo, using the helmet’s external speakers again. “You have learned a lot during your missions for ‘the One.’ You are undoubtedly the best wizard scout in the galaxy, and you are still only a cadet.” 
 
    “Yeah, tell me about it. Because I’m still a cadet, I can’t self-heal. I’ve come so close to dying on these missions for ‘the One’ that it’s not even funny. To make matters worse, ‘the One’ isn’t even part of the Empire. At least I don’t think so. To be honest, I don’t know who the hell he is. I just get sent on these missions, and when they’re over I get teleported back to the same time and place I left. My life sucks.” 
 
    “No, it does not. How can it suck when you are fortunate enough to have me for a friend? Besides, you just got back from a mission for ‘the One’ last night. I calculate he will leave you alone for a while so you can get some more training at the Academy done. Thanks to the additional lessons you have gotten from me, your psionic abilities are good to go, and so is your use of small-arms weapons. Although I will be the first to admit you could use some more instruction in advanced, heavy-equipment technology.” 
 
    “Why bother?” Richard pointed at the black pack on the cot. “In theory, I can summon anything I want out of that dimensional pack, but about the only equipment ‘the One’ lets me summon is old gear from Earth’s twentieth century. It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “There you go exaggerating again,” said Nickelo. “Summoning things requires Power, and you have the smallest Power reserve of any wizard scout cadet in the history of the Academy. I calculate you could summon more advanced gear out of the pack if you had more Power available to you. Besides, at least ‘the One’ lets you summon your basic gear and ammunition reloads out of the pack without requiring you to use Power from your reserve. I would say that is to your advantage.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Richard said, not convinced in the slightest. He took another glance at the tent flap. “Can you go back to mind-talk and stop using the speakers? It’s a lot faster than verbal communications, and I don’t want someone to accidentally hear us talking about ‘the One.’ I’ve got a feeling my fellow classmates think I’m strange enough as it is.” 
 
    “Compliance,” came Nickelo’s voice in Richard’s head. “Your wish is my command, oh greatest of wizard scouts. Now, I recommend you get serious about doing your diary. Oops! Belay that. I think something’s getting ready to happen.” 
 
    Every cell in Richard’s body began tingling just as the flap to his tent opened. He caught a brief glimpse of his tent-mate’s surprised face before the area around him began going in and out of focus. 
 
    Not fair! Richard thought. I can’t go on another mission so soon. I just stinking got back! 
 
    A voice that wasn’t Nickelo’s sounded inside Richard’s head. “Help the boy-king and the half-elf defeat the giant. I am ‘the One.’” 
 
    Then everything went black. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 – Giant 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    The red glow from the burning structures inside the castle’s walls flickered on the patches of smoke that drifted through broken windows. A woman screamed. The terrorized shriek pieced the night air in a way that would’ve sent chills down the spine of anyone with even a hint of compassion. The scream was accompanied by shouts of angry men mixed in with the clanging of swords on metal-reinforced shields. 
 
    A well-dressed, older man carrying a longsword walked briskly ahead of a pretty, brown-haired woman who appeared to be in her late teens or early twenties. She was followed by a preadolescent boy with brown locks of his own. Both the woman and boy wore ill-matched riding clothes as if hastily thrown together. A sudden breeze through a broken window blew the young woman’s long brown hair, revealing the tips of two delicately pointed ears. She hastily pulled the hood of her riding cloak over the top of her head. 
 
    The threesome hurried through one of the castle’s upper halls. Although the hallway would normally have been well lit, tonight the only illumination was that of the flames outside. More than a few frightened servants huddled along the sides of the hall as if unsure what to do next. 
 
    A couple of the older attendants gathered enough courage to bow or curtesy as the trio made their way past. Even the most frightened of the servants had no trouble recognizing the older man as none other than Lord Darian, the well-known courtier of King Matthew Halmafad. Lord Darian’s companions were also easy to recognize. Even the newest of the servants could tell the young woman was the half-elf Mendera, the king’s first-born from his deceased wife, the elf Melrose. The boy was Mendera’s half-brother, William Matthew Halmafad, son of King Matthew and Queen Clariese. His age was easier to discern than that of his sister. Although heir to the throne of the southern kingdom of Onslow, he looked every bit like the twelve-year-old boy he was. 
 
    “Hurry,” snapped Lord Darian. The strained urgency was apparent in his voice. “The guards won’t be able to hold the count’s soldiers back for long. We’ve got to get you to the roof before they can get there.” 
 
    Mendera glanced at the old knight. His normally meticulous clothing was rumbled and torn. Splatters of a dark liquid covered his otherwise white blouse. 
 
    I’ve never had much use for the man, Mendera thought. He always seemed to be fawning over Father in an attempt to court his favor. But I’ve got to admit tonight he has proved his worth. Both William and I would’ve been killed by that team of assassins if it wasn’t for Lord Darian. How those half-orcs got inside the castle undetected I may never know. All I know for sure is that Count Boucher’s soldiers attacked the castle right after the assassins made their move. 
 
    Mendera eyed the blood dripping from the blade of Lord Darian’s sword. It gave moot testimony to the man’s loyalty to the crown. 
 
    Gripping her half-brother’s hand tighter, Mendera pulled her sibling along, giving him no opportunity to resist. As the older of the two, she was wise enough to understand her brother was caught between being a scared little boy while still trying to put on a brave face for the servants they passed in the halls. 
 
    I’m scared too, Mendera thought. But I’ve got to be brave for William’s sake. Both Father and Clariese are dead. William is Onslow’s only hope now. 
 
    As they passed another set of broken windows, Mendera glanced out at the castle’s courtyard four stories below. Glow-stones mounted along the castle ramparts allowed her to see everything in stark clarity even without the aid of her infra-vision. A company of the castle’s garrison was in the process of forming a shield wall twenty paces behind the main gate. Shouts from sergeants and officers alike urged the nervous soldiers into formation. 
 
    Just as the last of the soldiers drew into place, something heavy crashed against the opposite side of the gate. The magically enhanced timbers held, but the sound of cracking wood was amplified by the night air. Whatever had hit the gate the first time hit it a second. Again the gate held, but this time the sound of cracking wood was louder. 
 
    William jerked his hand free from Mendera’s grasp and peered out the window. “Wait! Master Yondo is with the soldiers. He’ll make Count Boucher’s scum pay for what they’ve done.” 
 
    “We’ve don’t have time for this,” Mendera said. “We’ve got to get you to safety.” 
 
    “I said wait,” said William as he pointed out the window. “Yondo’s the best mage in the southern kingdoms. He can turn the tide if anyone can.” 
 
    Since even Lord Darian had stopped to look, Mendera gazed out the window. A man in a dark robe strode out in front of the garrison’s soldiers and waved his hands while shouting words Mendera heard but quickly forgot. A blue glow formed around the edges of the castle gate, healing the splintered wood and making it whole again. Hope rose in Mendera’s chest. 
 
    A deep, cruel voice from the opposite side of the gate shouted horrible words Mendera mercifully forgot as soon as they entered her mind. A red glow surrounded the gate, vying with Master Yondo’s blue for control. The red glow flared bright, overcoming the blue. The old mage dropped to his knees as if he’d been hit in the stomach. At the same time, something heavy struck the gate again. The wooden timbers burst apart, sending half the gate in one direction and half in the other.  
 
    A massed formation of armored soldiers composed of orcs, humans, and two trolls ran through what remained of the gate. A volley of arrows from the castle’s defenders took out some of the attackers but nowhere near enough to turn the tide. 
 
    Mendera made out Master Yondo rising to his feet. A ball of blue energy shot outward from the old mage’s hands, streaking toward the center of the count’s charging soldiers. The fireball exploded in the attacker’s midst, sending broken shields and pieces of charred flesh in all directions. 
 
    “See,” said William. “I told you Master Yondo’s the best. They’ll think twice before trying to come through the gate now.” 
 
    The flicker of hope in Mendera’s chest started to grow again. It was snuffed out by a sudden wave of fear that swept in through the destroyed gates. The fear tore at her insides almost as if it was a living thing intent on devouring every bit of courage she had. Both William and Lord Darian sucked in deep breaths as several of the servants in the hallway screamed and fell to the stone floor in fetal positions. 
 
    In through the broken gate walked a giant fully as tall as five of the castle’s soldiers stacked one atop the other. The giant wore chainmail and helm. He carried a massive sledgehammer in his right hand and a steel-rimmed shield in his left. His flaming-red eyes peered out from beneath the rim of his steel helmet. The fearsome creature glanced up, locking eyes with Mendera as if sensing where William and she were hiding. 
 
    The wave of fear became more palpable. It took every bit of Mendera’s willpower to resist. Others weren’t quite as successful. At least a third of the garrison’s soldiers dropped their weapons and either fell to the ground or broke ranks altogether and ran away screaming in terror. 
 
    The giant gave an evil laugh and pointed the head of his sledgehammer at the window from which William, Lord Darian, and Mendera watched. “I see you boy. Your father’s dead, and so is your mother. I’ll eat what’s left of them for my supper. You’ll be my dessert. You can run, but you can’t hide. I’ll find you no matter where you go. I’ve got your scent, boy. You and that abomination of nature you call a sister. You can’t get away. You are both doomed.” 
 
    “You’ll eat no one, foul beast,” shouted Master Yondo. “We’ll send you back to the pits of hell whence you came.” 
 
    The giant looked down at the old mage and boomed out a laugh. 
 
    Two of the castle’s priests that Mendera didn’t recognize flanked Master Yondo and began chanting. As they chanted, a blue glow spread over the garrison’s soldiers, forming a shimmering dome. As the blue dome grew brighter, the castle soldiers who’d fallen in fear arose. With newly determined looks on their faces, they picked up their weapons and shields, locking them in place with those of their comrades. 
 
    The effects of the priests’ courage spells must’ve reached inside the castle because the fear threatening to freeze Mendera’s muscles in place fled away. She turned to William and forced herself to speak. “The rumors were true for once. Count Boucher has a giant working for him.” 
 
    “That’s no giant,” growled Lord Darian. “The body may be that of one of the mountain giants, but I know a demon when I see it. I’ve fought them twice before. The count’s a fool if he thinks he can control one of those hell-spawned creatures. Better men than he’s tried and failed.” 
 
    Master Yondo shouted words Mendera heard and quickly forgot as he pointed his staff at the demon-giant. A ball of blue blasted out the end of the staff and exploded against a reddish barrier halfway between the mage and the giant. 
 
    The giant gave a cruel laugh. “My turn, fool.” He pointed the end of his sledgehammer downward until it was aimed directly at the old mage’s chest. A line of red energy shot out. 
 
    A shimmering shield of blue appeared in front of Master Yondo, deflecting the beam of red energy into the sky. 
 
    Half-a-dozen black-robed mages ran through the broken gate and formed up in front of the giant. They shouted spells of their own as balls of red magic came out of their staffs. Two of the balls of magic ricocheted off Master Yondo’s shield and flew harmlessly into the air. A third ball of red exploded in a blast of fire against the blue defensive shield. The shimmering blue in the air disappeared. Unobstructed, a fourth ball of red hit the old mage dead center on the chest. Bright bolts of miniature lightning flickered across Master Yondo’s body, obscuring him from view. When the lightning bolts disappeared, the mage’s charred corpse fell to the stone pavement and shattered on contact into flakes of black ash. The remaining two spheres of red magic from the count’s mages burst into blasts of white-hot flames that engulfed the two priests. 
 
    The demon-giant slammed the butt of his sledgehammer onto the courtyard’s stone pavement. A wave of red energy rippled outward and over what remained of the garrison’s defenders. The wave of magic burst into bright red flames. When the fire died away, only blackened and half-melted pieces of armor remained where the soldiers had been. 
 
    A hand clutched Mendera shoulder as well as that of her brother. 
 
    “Hurry,” said Lord Darian. “We’ve no time to lose. The castle’s lost. You’ve got to make good your escape while we’ve got the chance.” 
 
    Mendera wanted to argue, but one look at the old knight kept her words from hitting air. He looks as scared as me, she thought. It doesn’t matter. Based upon his actions tonight, he’s probably going to see us to safety and then stay and fight. He must know he’ll die. I’m sorry I was less that kind to him in the past. 
 
    Lord Darian led the way up two more flights of stairs. 
 
    What’s on the roof that’s so important? she wondered. Does he have a griffon or a Pegasus waiting for us? 
 
    Mendera didn’t know, but two things kept her following the old knight in spite of her questions. The first was a growing confidence in the old man’s loyalty. The second was the screams and shouts echoing in the lower hallways that told her only death awaited them below. 
 
    We waited too long to go down. The only way left is up. I hope Darian knows what he’s doing. If there’s not something waiting on the roof to help us get away, we’ll be trapped. 
 
    Opening a final door, Lord Darian led them out onto the roof of the tower. The flat roof was a small affair. It was all too obvious there were no flying beasts waiting to take them to safety. 
 
    Mendera glanced around before looking at Lord Darian through narrowed eyes. “Why have you led us here, old man? Are you in league with the count?” 
 
    The old knight drew back as if he’d been slapped. The shock in his eyes turned to anger. The anger softened into something else. “I’m loyal to the crown, princess. I always have been, and I will continue to be however long I have left to draw breath in my lungs.” 
 
    “Then why are we here?” Mendera snapped, unsure what to make of the old knight’s actions. 
 
    William drew the sword at his waist. It was a lightweight affair intended more for show than actual use, but its blade was sharp enough to cut flesh if the person wasn’t wearing armor. “It doesn’t matter,” said William. “We should stay and fight. I should never have let you drag me up here.” 
 
    Renewing her grip on her brother’s hand, Mendera said, “No. Father ordered us to follow Lord Darian and to make our way to Duke Jordan’s lands in the north. That play sword of yours won’t do any good against real soldiers, so stop acting like a child.” 
 
    William tried jerking his hand out of his sister’s grasp, but he gave up after a couple of tugs. From experience he knew his sister was a lot stronger than she looked. He let his pride take over where his muscles failed. “Father’s dead. I’m the king now, and I say we should stay and fight.” 
 
    Mendera slapped her brother hard across the face, nearly knocking him down in the process. “You’re no king. If you were, you’d know better than to talk that way. Men are dying as we speak to give us the time to get away. Your death would be Count Boucher’s victory. Father knew that. Now put that silly sword away before I throw it off the roof.” 
 
    Although it was dark on the rooftop with only the glow from the fires below to see, Mendera’s infra-vision picked up the darkening of her brother’s face. Whether the darkening was from shame or anger, all that mattered was that William knew she’d do what she said. 
 
    Rubbing the side of his face with the back of his sword hand, William said nothing. Although he didn’t put his sword away, he did lower the weapon. 
 
    Her brother’s act of contrition, slight though it might be, was enough for Mendera. I don’t want to break his spirit, but the time for games is over. She looked at her brother and sighed. “You’re right, William,” she told him in an attempt to appease his boyish pride. “Both our father and your mother are dead. You’re technically the king now. As such you owe it to our people to get away and live to fight another day. You’ll do them no good dead.” She placed a hand on his shoulder. “You understand, don’t you?” 
 
    Shouts echoed through the open door. 
 
    “There’s no time for this,” growled Lord Darian. “The count’s soldiers are on the stairs.” He shoved a round disk into Mendera’s hand. “Take this and stand in the circle. I’ll hold them off until you get away.” 
 
    Mendera glanced down at the disk in her palm. It was warm to the touch. A blue glow surrounded the edges of the metal disk. She recognized a teleport token when she saw it. 
 
    “Where will it take us?” Mendera asked. 
 
    “Somewhere that’s not here,” snapped Lord Darian. “The king had Master Yondo cast the teleport spell yesterday as an insurance policy. Your father asked me to watch out for the two of you in case the rumors were true. The spell will take you to a cave near the mountains. There should be horses and packs for you there.” He knelt down and looked into William’s eyes. “Make your way to Duke Jordan’s kingdom in the north. He’s your father’s cousin. The duke will keep you safe until you can raise an army to reclaim your family’s lands.” 
 
    Rising to his feet, the old knight turned and faced the open door with sword in hand. The shouting of soldiers was louder than ever. 
 
    “Come with us,” Mendera said. 
 
    “Yes,” said William. “That’s an order.” 
 
    The old knight glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “That will be the first royal command I’ve ever had to disobey.” He looked at Mendera. “Take your brother to the circle. Keep him safe. I’ve done all I can.” 
 
    The head and shoulders of a soldier appeared in the doorway. Lord Darian thrust out with his sword and pierced the man’s neck. Two more soldiers took the place of the first. Lord Darian traded blows with the soldiers, felling them both. More armored men filled the doorway. 
 
    William raised his sword and took a step toward the door. 
 
    Grabbing her brother’s arm with both hands, Mendera dragged him in the direction of a painted circle she’d spotted on the roof’s tiles. As she reached the center of the painting with the struggling boy, she realized Lord Darian had forgotten to tell her the activation word for the spell. 
 
    Glancing at the doorway, Mendera saw the old knight fall before a squad of orcs. As the howling creatures stumbled over Lord Darian’s body, she looked down at the circle, making out a small dot the same size as the teleport token. Bending down, she placed the piece of metal on the dot and hoped for the best. At the same time, she drew a dagger from the sleeve of her robe and held it at the ready, prepared to defend her brother no matter the cost. Somehow she kept her grip on William’s hand as he tried to pull free to meet the onrushing soldiers with his sword. 
 
    A tingling sensation passed through Mendera’s body.  
 
    Then everything went black. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 – Relic 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    After the fires consumed most of the castle’s main living areas, they finally began to burn low. The red glow from their coals reflected off the chainmail of a soldier kneeling in front of Count Boucher. Streaks of sweat ran down the soldier’s soot-covered face. His voice broke as he finished giving his report. The human mages and orc shamans surrounding the count did little to make the soldier feel at ease. The sight of the five-man-high giant sitting cross-legged with his back against the castle wall only added to the soldier’s distress. 
 
    Count Boucher glared at the kneeling man. “So General Thurgood, I provided you with two thousands human mercenaries plus three thousands orcs to make the assault on the castle. Your one task was to make sure no one from the royal family escaped alive. You had overwhelming forces, yet you let two children slip through your fingers. Tell me, how is that possible?” 
 
    The general glanced around as if seeking support from his staff officers. When each and every one of them took a step back, he looked back at the count as if accepting his fate. 
 
    “The prince and princess had a knight with them,” said the general in a voice barely above a whisper. “He delayed our troops long enough for the king’s children to use a teleport spell to escape.” 
 
    The count’s face turned red, and it wasn’t from the glow of the fires. “King? Did you say king? My cousin is dead. I’m the king of Onslow now.” 
 
    A deep laugh came from behind the count. “You think too small, little man. This backwater land you call Onslow is nothing. We are after a bigger prize.” 
 
    The count turned and forced his eyes to make contact with the giant’s. “My family line is the rightful heirs to Onslow. I should’ve been crowned king years ago, not that elf-lover Matthew.” He glanced at the burning buildings. “I’m king now. He’s dead, and I’m in charge.” 
 
    The giant sneered. “In charge of what? This burned out set of ruins? Like I said, you think too small.” 
 
    Squaring his shoulders, Count Boucher made sure his mages and priests were in position to defend him in case the giant who wasn’t a giant tried anything. He fingered the locket beneath his tunic. The old witch had assured him the locket would allow him to control the demon-giant, and so far it had done its job. The giant had obeyed his every command. Even so, it took all the courage the count could muster to keep from falling down on his knees and begging the demon-giant’s forgiveness. 
 
    Gathering his resolve, the count pointed a finger at the giant. “You will watch your tongue, giant, or I will be forced to punish you again.” 
 
    The giant gripped his massive sledgehammer in his right hand and rose to a standing position. “I would think twice if I were you before I talk about punishment. You might be surprised by the outcome.” 
 
    Count Boucher grasped the locket tighter, feeling its warmth through his tunic. He mouthed the activation word the old witch had given him. A red glow surrounded the giant. 
 
    The demon-giant fell to his knees and groaned in agony.” 
 
    The count let the giant suffer for a full thirty seconds. Once he decided the demon was sufficiently chastised, he whispered the deactivation word. The red glow surrounding the giant disappeared. “Do not cross me giant, or next time your punishment will be longer.” 
 
    The giant rose to his feet. “I have no desire to cross someone as powerful as you, count. I promised you a relic so powerful that no army would be able to stand against you. Why do you think I persuaded you to capture this castle?” 
 
    Keeping his hand over the bulge in his tunic where the locket was hidden, the count growled, “You didn’t persuade me. I ordered you to lead the attack. You obey me, not the other way around.”  
 
    The giant bared his squared teeth in what might’ve been the large creature’s version of a smile. “Of course I do. As for the castle, the defenders had to be neutralized to clear the path to the relic. You can use the relic’s power to destroy the next town we cross. Once the word of your power spreads, I think you will find that human cutthroats, orcs, goblins, trolls, and every kind of scum that inhabits the continent of Slyvrastra will be flocking to your banner. You can use them to defeat the elves and destroy Silverton’s Tree of Light. Once the tree is gone, you can ransack the elves’ city and the entire continent to your heart’s content. There will be no one left who will be strong enough to stop you.” 
 
    Count Boucher snorted. “What do I care about a tree, or even elves for that matter? I will conquer Slyvrastra as you say, but only because it pleases me to do so.” He gripped the locket through the tunic. “Never forget I am the one who is in control.” 
 
    The demon-giant’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, believe me, count, I know who is in control. That is something I will never forget.” He pointed at the kneeling general. “Now, if you are done with this pathetic creature...” 
 
    The giant’s hammer came off his shoulder and down in a motion too fast for the count to follow. When the sledgehammer rose, the only thing left of the late General Thurgood was a flattened lump of armor leaking blood and body fluids. 
 
    The count’s face turned a deep scarlet. “How dare you. I give the commands. I decide who lives or dies.” 
 
    The giant laughed. “Then perhaps you should decide quicker. That piece of useless flesh you had the audacity to call a general allowed the prince and princess to escape. Those two siblings could cause trouble that we do not need.” 
 
    “You fool!” the count shouted, his face turning even redder. “I was about to order him to send a company of soldiers to find the prince and princess and bring them back to me. I want to see them suffer before I kill the last of the Halmafad line.” 
 
    The giant pointed at the bloody lump of metal on the ground with his hammer. “That one let you down once. He got what he deserved. The two siblings are spoken of in prophecy. They could be the keystone to your defeat. We cannot allow that to happen.” 
 
    The demon-giant turned to a group of mercenaries standing near the gate and pointed at a brute of a man near the front. “Lieutenant Venash, take a dozen men along with your best scout. Find the siblings and bring them to me. I will give you the location where the teleport spell took them. You can pick up their trail from there.” 
 
    The lieutenant raised his arm across his chest. “It will be as you say.” 
 
    Count Boucher pointed at the soldier. “You do not take your orders from him. I am Onslow’s king now. I say who goes where and who does what.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” said the giant with a bow of his head. “I was merely anticipating your commands. Leave the prince and princess to me. My...err... your troops will find them. In the meantime, you have a continent to conquer. Follow me, and I will show you a weapon that will make even the mighty elves tremble in fear.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    After mounting his horse, Count Boucher followed the demon-giant past the burnt timbers of the castle gate and onto the road beyond. He made sure a score of soldiers and half as many mages and shamans remained between the giant and him at all times. He also kept a firm grip on the locket beneath his tunic, ready to shout the activation word if the need arose. 
 
    The giant led them down the dirt trail as it circled around the base of the plateau where the castle had been built. As the path leveled out to join the plain below, the demon-giant turned to the side and made his way to an area of bare rocks in front of a high cliff face. 
 
    Words Count Boucher heard and quickly forgot came from the demon-giant. As the incantation ended, the face of the cliff split apart, revealing a dark tunnel that was wide enough for a dozen men to walk side by side without touching each other. The opening in the rock was twice as tall as it was wide. 
 
    Turning to face the count, the giant said, “Leave everyone here and follow me.” 
 
    The count glanced into the pitch-black tunnel. “I’m a human. You know I can’t see in the dark. Do you take me for a fool?” 
 
    Laughing, the giant said a word Count Boucher heard and quickly forgot. The metal head of the giant’s sledgehammer took on a bluish glow. The glow was bright enough to light up the inside of the tunnel for a score of paces. 
 
    “I know many things about you,” said the demon-giant. “Your inability to see in the dark is but one of the least.” He grinned, revealing his squared teeth in a manner that was anything but reassuring. “Fear not, count. I will protect you. It serves me to make sure you remain alive.” 
 
    “I fear nothing,” Count Boucher growled as he clutched at the hidden locket. “You serve me. I don’t serve you. If you forget again, I will be forced to show you who is the master and who is the servant.” 
 
    The giant gave what might’ve been a sneer or a half-smile before facing the tunnel and walking inside. 
 
    As the light from the sledgehammer grew dimmer, the count turned to his chief mage. “If I don’t return in twenty minutes, I want you and everyone here to enter the tunnel as fast as you can.” 
 
    Although the chief mage nodded his understanding, the evasive glances of the others around him didn’t bode well for any rescue attempt. Nevertheless, the count raised his head and did his best to stride with confidence into the tunnel. The blue light from the giant’s hammer was almost lost to view. With an involuntary shudder, the count forgot all about trying to put on a show of bravado for his men. He picked up his pace to a trot until he was walking within the hammer’s blue glow. 
 
    “What is this place?” Count Boucher asked. “I’ve never heard mention of any tunnel beneath the castle walls.” 
 
    “No, you would not,” said the giant in a tone that was almost friendly. “Fifty thousand years before the elves planted the seed for their Tree of Light, the continent of Slyvrastra was controlled by a race of beings from the stars. Their weapons gave them absolute dominion over the elves’ ancestors.” 
 
    “Do you mean the Letians?” 
 
    “No, not the Letians,” laughed the giant. “I mean the ones the elves call the Ancient Letians. They were little more than animals at the time and hunted with stone spears. The elves did not have access to magic then. The Ancient Letians were easy prey for the star-beings called the Dragars and their Tharg minions.” 
 
    Half running to keep up with the giant’s long strides, Count Boucher panted, “I’ve never heard of any beings from the stars. What madness is this? The stars are points of light in the sky composed of the souls of past heroes. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    The giant laughed again. “Of course they do, but sometimes everyone can be wrong. Be that as it may, my master’s opponent sent a helper to Portalis to save the Ancient Letians from their rightful destruction. A shield of magic was placed around the continent of Slyvrastra to prevent the Dragars’ advanced weapons from working. The helper that was sent by my master’s opponent taught the ancients how to use magic. With his aid, they drove the Dragars and Thargs from their lands and forced them to flee to the second continent where the shield of my master’s opponent did not extend.” 
 
    “Fifty-thousand years before the elves planted their tree?” The count laughed. “That is ancient history if it happened at all.” He glanced around at the tunnel’s walls and floor. They were unnaturally smooth; obviously manmade. “What does any of this have to do with the relic you mentioned?” 
 
    “Everything,” replied the giant. “With the aid of the helper, the Ancient Letian elves destroyed most, but not all, of the Dragars’ equipment on the continent. A few of their star weapons were hidden in places protected by the strongest of demon magic. We demons knew the shield protecting Slyvrastra would eventually deteriorate enough to allow those weapons to work again. That time is now.” 
 
    The blue light from the giant’s hammer reflected off something metallic ahead. Count Boucher strained his eyes in an attempt to make out what it was. He froze in his tracks. 
 
    “A dragon!” shouted Boucher. “You’ve led us into a trap!” 
 
    The giant laughed and continued walking. 
 
    The dragon, if that’s what it was, didn’t make a move. 
 
    When the giant reached the end of the tunnel, he touched something on the wall. White light lit up the cavern beyond. 
 
    In the center of the cavern stood an enormous block of metal that was half as tall as the giant and three times as wide. The block of metal resembled a large wagon more than it did any other type of object the count had ever seen. On top of the metal wagon was a large metal box with a long tube sticking out one of its sides. Arm-length tubes of metal stuck out of two smaller boxes flanking the larger box. 
 
    Remaining in the tunnel, Count Boucher stared at the wagon of metal. “Is this the relic?” he asked, knowing full well it had to be. “What is it? Some type of golem?” 
 
    The giant laughed hard enough to make dust fall from the ceiling. “This is one of the Dragars’ armored vehicles. Call it what you will. Dragon, golem, it does not matter. All you need to know is that with the power of this weapon backing your army, no one, not even the mighty elves, will be able to resist you. It is invulnerable to any weapon created on Portalis. Only another of the Dragars’ star weapons can harm it.” 
 
    Gathering his courage, the count stepped into the cavern. A vision of cities burning and kings kneeling at his feet flashed in his mind. Without taking his eyes off the relic, he said, “Show me how it work?” 
 
    The demon-giant gave an evil smile. “Come closer, my dear count. I will show you all you need to know to make you invincible.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 – Jolly Goose 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    Richard sat alone at the table he’d claimed in the mountain inn called The Jolly Goose. Like a majority of the other missions he’d been sent on by ‘the One,’ he’d been teleported to Earth’s sister planet, Portalis, in the magical dimension. From what Nickelo and he’d been able to figure out, ‘the One’ had sent them approximately seventy-thousand years into Portalis’s past. It was always difficult to tell since the population of the planet seemed to be caught in a perpetual time-loop resembling Earth’s middle ages. The main difference between medieval Earth and Portalis was the addition of magic. There were also fairy-tale creatures he’d only read about in storybooks before being hijacked by ‘the One’ to do his dirty work. From past experience, Richard knew Portalis contained orcs, trolls, goblins, magic users, and a whole slew of other creatures such as elves, dwarves, and gnomes not to mention humans. He supposed there were also giants, but in the two months he’d been wandering around on Portalis since ‘the One’ had teleported Nickelo and him there, no one had admitted to ever having seen one in real life. 
 
    Richard took a moment to gaze at the two score other patrons in the combination bar and dining area of the Jolly Goose. A half-dozen men were lined up at the bar drinking, talking, and laughing. The eight other tables in the dining area were full to capacity. Only one table had any empty seats, and that was his. All of the tavern’s customers were human. Their dirt-stained clothes and deep tans identified them as the farmers and ranchers they were. Most of them appeared to be regulars at the tavern. 
 
    “I suppose I’m somewhat of a regular myself by now,” Richard told his battle computer. “I’ve been stuck at the Jolly Goose for three weeks.” He looked down at the empty stew bowl in front of him. “At least the food is good.” 
 
    “It is too good if you ask me,” replied Nickelo. “I swear you have gained a half a kilogram this week alone. If you do not start exercising, your TAC officers are going to have a field day with you when you get back to the Academy.” 
 
    “Let them. ‘The One’ sent me on this mission too soon after the last one. I deserve a break once in a while. To be honest, I’m glad we haven’t heard anything about a giant yet. I can summon all the coins I need out of my dimensional pack to keep me well fed. Plus this tavern’s beds are a lot softer than those cots back at the Academy. I’m in no hurry to leave.” 
 
    “Well, you had better get in a hurry,” said Nickelo. “You know as well as me that if ‘the One’ thinks you are not trying your best to complete the mission, he, she, or it will just send you somewhere a lot more miserable as punishment. I recommend we leave the tavern tomorrow morning and head north to the lands of the elves.” 
 
    “To Silvertine?” Richard said giving the name of the elven lands north of the Silvore River. “No thanks. I don’t particularly like elves. They’re too stick-up-the-butt snobby for me. I prefer to stay in the human lands in the south.” 
 
    “There are a lot more humans north of Silvertine than south. Since we have not heard anything about giants in the south, it is only logical to head north.” 
 
    “Fine, we’ll head north in the morning, but we’ll steer clear of the elven lands. In the meantime, I think I’m going to make it a point to enjoy my last night at the Jolly Goose.” 
 
    Reaching back, Richard let the hood of the brown robe he was wearing over his jeans and t-shirt fall behind his head. After wearing his battle suit twenty-four-seven for the first five weeks he’d been on Portalis, he’d finally gotten his fill of the uncomfortable piece of technology. Once he’d arrived at the mountain tavern and found out how safe it was, he’d wasted no time in replacing the battle suit with more comfortable attire. The robe he’d summoned out of his dimensional pack was loose enough to cover his off-world clothing while light enough not to inhibit his movements. Since the robe was similar to clothing worn by some religious orders during Earth’s Middle Ages, he tended to blend in a lot more than he had when he’d been wearing his battle suit. After three weeks of encountering nothing more dangerous than a few spilled drinks at the tavern, Richard figured he’d made the right choice in opting for comfort over armor. 
 
    “You know Nick, for some reason, I sure seem to spend a lot of time in taverns during my missions for ‘the One.’” 
 
    “No mystery there, wizard scout. Taverns are great places to get news. I suppose you can think of them as the social media sites of medieval periods.” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t found this particular tavern too social. Good food, yes, but sociable, no. I’ve been here three weeks now, and everybody’s still keeping their distance. They’re polite enough, but they pretty much stick to themselves.” 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “They would probably take to you better if you tried to be a little friendlier. I do not mind telling you that you can come off as a grouch sometimes. You know what they say, if you want a friend, you have to be a friend.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard that before. Who says it?” 
 
    “I have said it on lots of occasions, but you have a nasty habit of not listening to my advice. All I am saying is that you should try smiling once in a while. Telling a joke or two probably would not hurt either. You are far too serious for your own good. You need to loosen up a little. Friends will follow.” 
 
    “Loosen up, huh?” Richard said, making a snap decision to take his battle computer up on his suggestion. “All right, just remember you’re the one who said it.” 
 
    Raising his hand, Richard flagged down the blonde barmaid called Rose. The plump woman was the daughter of the tavern’s owner. 
 
    “What’ll it be, sir?” asked Rose in her usual cheerful voice. “Do you want more lamb stew?” 
 
    “No. I think I’ll try a tankard of that ale everyone seems to rave about.” 
 
    The woman laughed. “Well I declare. It took you long enough. After three week’s staying with us, we were all beginning to wonder if you were purposely avoiding our local brew. All you’ve drunk is water since you’ve been here. It taint natural if you don’t mind my saying. A few of the locals thought you might be one of the king’s taxmen sent to spy on us.” 
 
    “Nope, I’m no spy; taxman or otherwise. I’m just passing through, and I’ll probably be moving on in the morning.” Richard reached into his pocket and pulled out half-a-dozen silver coins he’d summoned out of his pack earlier. “In the meantime, I’d hate to leave without sampling your brewery’s wares. So my plan for tonight is to try every kind of ale you have in the place.” He handed the coins to Rose. “When those run out just let me know.” He winked. “And make sure you keep a couple for yourself.” 
 
    Rose laughed and stuck the coins down the front of her blouse. “That I will, sir. That I will.” 
 
    As she made her way back to the bar, Nickelo said, “Just what do you think you are doing? You are a wizard scout cadet. You know cadets are forbidden to drink alcoholic beverages until their senior year.” 
 
    “So sue me. I’ve been an involuntary teetotaler ever since I left the space marines. That was five years ago. I think I’ve earned the right to have a drink or two. Besides, it’s just for tonight, and I don’t see a TAC officer in sight to keep me from it. Relax. It’s not like I’m going to make a habit of getting drunk.” 
 
    “One night or not, I calculate it is dangerous. You stored your battle suit and most of your equipment in your dimensional pack.” 
 
    “So what? My pack’s hanging on the back of my chair if I need to get anything out of it. Besides, I kept my phase rod out. It’s in the pocket of my robe within easy reach if I need it. Plus I kept my battle helmet out so you could talk to me.” Richard grinned and patted the semi-flattened piece of black leather-like material setting on the top of his table. “Maybe I shoulda stuck you in the pack along with the rest of my gear so I could have a little peace and quiet.” 
 
    Raucous laughter came from the far end of the dining area. What with the snow outside, most of the tavern’s customers were well into their second, third, and even fourth cup of hot ale. 
 
    “You call this quiet?” asked Nickelo. “I keep telling you that we should be out on the road trying to find that giant. I calculate sitting here drinking ale is not going to get you any closer to completing your mission. You know as well as me that ‘the One’ is not going to teleport you back home to your own time until you complete the mission.” 
 
    Richard knew it all too well, but he was far too stubborn to admit it to his battle computer. “It’s my last night here, and for once I’m going to enjoy myself. So how about giving me a break?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose one night will not hurt,” continued Nickelo. “Still, I wish you had kept your battle suit on. I do not like you being vulnerable. Blue jeans and a robe do not a suit of armor make.” 
 
    Richard reached in his pocket and touched the handle of his phase rod. Although it wasn’t currently in activated mode, he knew all too well it would only take a click of a switch on the hand-length piece of black metal to make the meter-long-length of brerellium steel with its creallium core pop out. A second click would activate the creallium’s phase energy. Once the miniature red lightning bolts were licking up and down the length of the metal shaft, Richard had a feeling the strange appearance of the phase rod alone would be more than enough to dissuade the local farmers from causing any trouble. 
 
    “I don’t understand why you’re making such a big deal about it,” Richard said. “That’s why I kept my phase rod out. As for my battle suit, I wore it for five weeks straight, and what a waste that was. It’s not exactly a joy to wear with those tubes sticking in every orifice I’ve got when it’s activated. And what good did it do me? We haven’t run into any trouble in the two months we’ve been on Portalis. I’ve been bored out of my gourd.” He stretched and gave a big yawn, enjoying the feel of his jeans, t-shirt, and robe compared to his battle suit. “These clothes are a lot more comfortable. Besides, I’ve asked everyone I’ve met about a giant, and all I’ve gotten is a lot of blank stares. I’ve done all I can to complete my mission, and if the big butt in the sky doesn’t like it, he can just teleport me back to the Academy and find someone else to do his dirty work. In the meantime, I deserve a break, and tonight’s going to be it.” 
 
    Before his battle computer could nag him anymore, Rose came up carrying a tray with three large tankards of steaming liquid and set them down on the table. 
 
    “Here you go, darling,” said Rose. “These are three of the best my father’s got.” She winked. “I figure once you down these I can serve you the cheap stuff.” She laughed. “You won’t be sober enough after that to tell the difference.” 
 
    Richard winked back in an attempt to take his battle computer’s advice about being friendlier. “I guess we’ll see soon enough. Just keep them coming, and maybe bring me some roast venison and bread. I’d hate to get drunk too soon and not enjoy your wares.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “Oh, you won’t be enjoying my wares. I’m engaged.” She gave him another wink. “But I’ve got a friend who might be interested. All you’ve got to do is say the word.” 
 
    Richard felt his face grow warm. “Err...maybe we better just stick with ale tonight.” 
 
    Another laugh came from Rose. “It’s your loss. In the meantime, you’d best get to drinking. We’ve got twenty different brews in the kegs back in the storeroom, so you’ve got your work cut out for you.” 
 
    A shout from the direction of the bar drew Rose’s attention. “Hold your horses. I’ll be right there.” She gave Richard a final smile. “Duty calls.” 
 
    Once she was gone, Richard grabbed the nearest tankard and took a sip. The steaming liquid was deceptively smooth with just a hint of alcohol. 
 
    “Hey, this isn’t half bad,” Richard told his battle computer. “It tastes better than I expected.” 
 
    “Well, I do not like it,” replied Nickelo, letting his obvious disapproval come out in his voice. “You are not used to alcohol. Once you graduate from the Academy as a wizard scout and get your DNA baseline taken, you will be able to self-heal. Your body will consider alcohol a poison and cleanse it from your system as fast as you can drink it down. Until then you can get inebriated just like anyone else.” 
 
    Taking a large gulp of the tasty liquid, Richard laughed. “Then that’s all the more reason to take advantage of the ale now while I can still enjoy it. I won’t be able to appreciate it after I graduate.” 
 
    “If you ask me that is a very unprofessional attitude for a wizard scout,” said Nickelo. “If you are drunk, your defenses will be less than optimal. You will be vulnerable. You are a wizard scout. You should be ready at all times.” 
 
    “Ready for what?” Richard waved a hand at the other patrons as he took another sip of the golden liquid. “Should I be worried one of these farmers is going to throw a handful of seeds at me? Besides, I’m not a wizard scout yet. As you pointed out, I’m just a cadet. I think you need to take your own advice and learn to relax.” He waved a hand around the room again. “Do you see any trolls or orcs ready to jump out from behind the bar and attack us? I’ve been eating in here for weeks now, and in my opinion this place is a lot safer than the orphanage where I grew up. What are the odds something’s going to happen the one night I decide to let my guard down?” 
 
    “What are the odds something isn’t going to happen?” countered Nickelo. 
 
    Richard laughed, feeling unusually happy. “Loosen up, Nick. I’d offer you a drink, but you ain’t got a mouth.” He laughed at his joke, finding it quite funny. “Guess I’ll have to take a drink for you.” 
 
    Draining the tankard dry, Richard reached for the second cup. The room wavered a little. For some reason, Richard found the swaying room downright hilarious and laughed out loud, drawing the attention of those at the tables nearest him. Their open-mouthed stares made him laugh even harder. He raised the second cup to his lips and drained half of it in a single gulp. 
 
    “This one tastes better than the first, Nick. It’s definitely making me feel a lot friendlier. I’ve got a feeling this is going to be a night to remember.” 
 
    “And I calculate you are going to have a headache you will not soon forget when you wake up in the morning.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Richard said, using his pet phrase to end a conversation when he thought it was heading in the wrong direction. “It’s my head. Tomorrow’s soon enough to worry about any aches my head may or may not have.” 
 
    Richard drained the second cup and let the last few drops drip onto his tongue. He laughed for the pure pleasure of laughing. For the first time in years, he felt happy and content. 
 
    The snort from Nickelo told Richard his battle computer felt anything but. 
 
    Richard just laughed all the more. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 – Ally? 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    The snow came down harder than ever. Even with her infra-vision, Mendera found navigating between the trees in the dark while trying to force a path through the knee-deep snow difficult. After bulling her way through a particularly deep snowbank, she leaned against a tree to regain her breath. A gloved hand touched her shoulder. 
 
    “You should let me take the lead for a while,” said William. “You’ve been breaking trail for almost an hour. It’s my turn again.” 
 
    Glancing at her brother, Mendera shook her head. “Not yet. I can see in the dark. You can’t. Besides, I think I hear something up ahead. We must be getting close to the tavern that merchant told us we’d find near the base of the mountain.” 
 
    William strained his eyes trying to peer ahead, obviously seeing nothing. A thick fog came out of his mouth when he spoke. “I hope you’re right. I can’t feel my toes anymore. These boots the merchant sold us weren’t meant to be used in the middle of winter up in the mountains.” 
 
    Despite the situation, Mendera laughed. She fingered her thin cloak. “None of this stuff was. We’re still lucky to have it. After two months traveling and having to stay off the trails, our other clothing was in even worse shape. Besides, you know what that hunter told us last week. Count Boucher has a bounty out on us. The clothing we had on when we teleported out of the castle was a dead giveaway. So were our mounts. We had to get rid of them.” 
 
    William fingered the hilt of the sword sticking out of the scabbard at his waist. He glanced over his shoulder. “Do you think he’s still after us? That half-orc, I mean.” 
 
    Mendera knew all too well who her brother meant, and it wasn’t just the half-orc they’d seen sniffing at their trail off and on during the last couple of months. Groups of Boucher’s goons had been hounding them from the first night they’d left the castle. Her brother and she had spent more time backtracking and hiding then they’d spent heading north. As it was, they were still a couple of days march from the Silvore River that separated the southern human kingdoms from the lands of the elves. Not that she planned on entering the elf lands. The elves’ attitude toward humans was all too well known. Her original plan had been to strike the river and catch a ride around the western edge of Silvertine all the way to the northern kingdoms. At least that had been her plan until they’d spotted a party of a dozen soldiers crisscrossing a valley floor in an obvious attempt to pick up their trail three days earlier. The half-orc had been walking ahead on all fours like he was some hunting dog hot on a trail. In addition to the twelve soldiers and the half-orc, a brute of a man with a scraggly beard had led the group. Something about the man had sent chills down her back. 
 
    “No, I don’t think anyone’s following us now,” Mendera told her brother, unsure if he would believe her little white lie. “The snow’s bound to have thrown them off. They’re on horses, and we’re on foot. I bet they’re leagues ahead of us. Odds are they’re riding along the banks of the Silvore River as we speak trying to pick up our trail. We should be safe enough for a couple of days. With any luck we can spend the night at the tavern. I’ve got enough coins left from selling our horses to buy us a hot meal and a bed, maybe even a warm bath. How’s that sound to you?” 
 
    In spite of the cold, William grinned. “It sounds almost too good to be true. I’m hungry enough to eat a bear if one is foolish enough to cross our path.” 
 
    Mendera laughed. The sound drifted through the crisp night air. She stopped laughing. Raising her hand to still her brother’s next words, she listened to what the night could tell her. She’d always been good at listening. She got that from her mother. Far in the distance she heard the distinct sound of laughter. 
 
    Pointing a gloved finger in the direction of the noise, Mendera said, “We need to go that way. I think we’re close. Just a little farther.” 
 
    With a nod of his head, William pulled the hood of his cloak tight across his face. “Let’s get going. I think my nose is so cold it would break off if I sneezed too hard.” 
 
    Mendera returned her brother’s nod. She shivered. The movement tossed some of the snow off her shoulders. Pulling the cloak’s hood across her face to provide some warmth while still allowing her to see, she headed in the direction of what she hoped was the tavern. Ten minutes later, glow-stones attached to poles in front of a wooden building told her they’d reached their destination. A sign above the building’s door had the image of a laughing goose. 
 
    Climbing the three steps onto the tavern’s wooden porch, Mendera hesitated at the door and turned to her brother. “Now watch what you say. We don’t know who is inside. Plus, we don’t want to get anyone in trouble. The soldiers looking for us wouldn’t hesitate to torture and kill someone if they thought they might have information on our whereabouts.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid.” 
 
    Mendera smiled. “I know you’re not. I’m reminding myself as much as you.” 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s get in—” 
 
    The sound of galloping horses broke the silence of the night air. 
 
    A bitter-tasting bile rose in Mendera’s throat. She glanced down the narrow dirt road that led from the tavern away from the mountain. Around a bend in the trail two hundred paces away came a dozen or more horses riding at a full gallop. Mendera glanced around. The edge of the forest was a good fifty paces away. 
 
    William turned to run. 
 
    Grabbing her brother’s shoulder, Mendera said, “No! We’d never make it. Get inside. I don’t think they’ve seen us yet.” 
 
    Opening the door, Mendera pulled her brother into a large mudroom. It was empty except for a score of cloaks and jackets hanging on pegs spaced out along the wall. She shut the door as quick as she could while praying the riders hadn’t seen the escaping light. 
 
    “We’ll be trapped in here,” said William. 
 
    The sound of galloping horses came to a stop outside the tavern. 
 
    “No, we won’t,” Mendera said, hoping she was right. “We’ll slip out the back and make our way into the forest. The trees and brush are too thick for their horses.” 
 
    “You four!” shouted a deep voice from outside. “Go around back. Make sure no one leaves.” 
 
    William started to draw his sword out of its scabbard. 
 
    Mendera shook her head. “No. They’re trained soldiers. We need to get inside and blend in. Stick close to me. We’ll get away somehow. I promise.” 
 
    The look her brother gave her made it apparent he wasn’t convinced, but he left his sword in its scabbard anyway. 
 
    Taking that as a good sign, Mendera led the way through two swinging doors into the tavern proper. She’d heard laughter as they’d been walking up the steps, but no one was laughing now. The sound of the horses and the shouts of the men outside had obviously put an end to any signs of frivolity. From what Mendera could tell, the eyes of all two-score patrons were locked on her brother and her. 
 
    A quick glance around the tavern told Mendera the majority of the inn’s customers were farmers or ranchers. She spotted the handles of a few knives sticking out of scabbards attached to some of the patrons’ belts, but there was nary a sword among them as far as she could tell. Not that it mattered. None of the men appeared to be warriors. 
 
    “Out of the way you old fool!” came an angry voice from the other side of a door at the rear of the tavern. The voice was accompanied by a loud crash and a man’s cut-off scream. 
 
    The sound of heavy feet on the stairs outside the front entrance told Mendera their time was quickly running out. She scanned the tables, looking for any indication that someone might give them aid. The looks of downright fear on the faces of the men and women told her the odds they’d be getting help were slim to none. 
 
    The tramping of steel-shod boots came from the mudroom. 
 
    Desperate to do anything that might buy them a few more seconds of freedom, Mendera spotted a table with three empty chairs. The table’s sole occupant was a brown-robed monk or healer. He was passed out with his head resting on his arms on the top of the table. A stack of at least a dozen mugs, some of which were turned over, was scattered across the table along with the remains of a half-eaten loaf of bread and some kind of meat on a wooden platter. 
 
    With no other options in sight, Mendera dragged her brother to the table and forced him into one of the empty seats. “Blend in,” she whispered as she pulled the hood of her cloak over her face. “Be ready to make a run for it when we get the chance. If we can slip past them, we might be able to grab two of their horses and get away.” 
 
    Out the corner of her eye, Mendera noticed her brother tug at the hood of his cloak until his face was hidden in its shadow. She saw him place his right hand on the hilt of his sword. She did the same with her dagger. 
 
    A loud snort came from the sleeping monk. The snort changed into a soft snore. Then the stomping of heavy feet drowned out everything else. 
 
    “Everyone stay right where you are,” said a deep voice from the swinging doors that separated the tavern from the mudroom. 
 
    Barely turning her head, Mendera glanced from beneath the hood of her cloak in the direction of the entrance. A brute of a man with a scraggly black beard and dressed in well-oiled chainmail was standing just inside the swinging doors with a longsword in his right hand. Standing next to him was a half-orc wearing leather armor. On the far side of the swinging doors could be seen the heads of three men wearing steel helms. The faces of the five men showed nary a hint of kindness or mercy. 
 
    The half-orc sniffed the air and nodded in the direction of the table where Mendera sat with her brother. She started to scoot her chair back to make a run for the back door, but the sound of booted feet from the rear of the tavern froze her in place. 
 
    “We’ve got the back secured, lieutenant,” said a raspy voice from the rear of the room. “Ain’t no one getting away without your say so. Do you want us to start roughing a few of these dirt farmers up to make them talk?” 
 
    The brute of a man that the soldier with the raspy voice had called lieutenant shook his head. “I don’t think that will be necessary.” He gave an evil grin. “Not yet at least.” He glanced around the room at the frightened patrons. “Just stay where you are and mind your own business, and no one will get hurt. We’ll be out of here in short order as long as no one does anything stupid.” 
 
    The lieutenant walked toward Mendera’s table followed by the half-orc and two of the other soldiers. More soldiers followed and took up positions next to the swinging doors. Three more soldiers began walking around the room collecting what few knives and daggers were among the patrons. None of the customers put up a protest. 
 
    Upon reaching the table where Mendera sat with her brother, the lieutenant pulled out the empty chair next to the sleeping monk and sat down. Using the blade of his sword, he shoved the tankards on the table closer to the monk’s head in order to create a clear space. One cup tipped over, pouring out a pool of liquid that soaked the monk’s arm and the part of his face that rested on the table. The drunken man continued snoring softly. 
 
    The lieutenant snorted and reached across the table with his free hand, lifting the hood of Mendera’s cloak enough to peer beneath before allowing it to fall back in place. He leaned across the table top and whispered, “You’ve given us a good run for the money, princess, but that’s all over now. Your brother and you are coming back with us, and you’re going to come quietly.” 
 
    Mendera glanced around the room. A part of her wanted to shout for someone to help them. The fear-stricken faces of those in the tavern told her that such an action would only get others killed. She looked at the brute of a man on the other side of the table. “If you’re going to kill us, then do it and get it over with.” Beneath the table, she pulled her dagger out of its scabbard and prepared to strike if she got the chance. 
 
    The lieutenant gave what could only be described as an evil smile. Still whispering, he said, “Who said anything about killing you, princess? You’re beautiful, even if you are a half-elf. Killing you would be a waste. It’s a long trip back to Onslow. You can be our entertainment. Besides, there’s someone who wants to meet you, and he wants both of you alive.” 
 
    “We’re not going anywhere with you?” said William. “I’m the ki—” 
 
    The lieutenant slapped the table loud enough to drown out the rest of William’s words. “Hush, boy,” growled the big man. He waved a hand to include the other patrons in the room and whispered, “These fools have no idea who you are or why we’re here. As long as things remain that way, I’ve got no reason to kill them.” He pointed a finger at William. “But one wrong word from either of you, and I swear I’ll slit the throats of every single one of them and force you to watch while I do it.” 
 
    The half-orc moved behind Mendera’s chair and placed a callused hand on her shoulder. Leaning down, the half-orc hissed, “It would be a shame to damage that pretty little face of yours, princess. I think you and I are going to be spending a lot of time together on the trip back to Onslow.” 
 
    Two of the soldiers walked up behind William. One placed the flat of his sword blade on the boy’s shoulder with the edge next to William’s neck. 
 
    The lieutenant looked at William and then at Mendera before grinning. “I think we have an understanding now, don’t we?” 
 
    Mendera reversed her grip on her dagger as she prepared to drive it into the half-orc’s leg. William started to draw his sword, but the hand of the second soldier standing behind him shot forward and locked around the boy’s arm, keeping the sword in place. 
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid, princess,” growled the lieutenant. “The giant wants the two of you in one piece, but he didn’t say anything about bruises or broken bones.” 
 
    The monk at the table raised his head off his arms, rubbed his face, and looked at the lieutenant through bloodshot eyes. “Giant? Did you say something about a giant?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 – Hangover 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
    The word giant blurred with a stream of words that Richard heard but couldn’t quite make out. He tried to concentrate. That only made the pounding in his head worse. For some reason his right arm and chin were wet. 
 
    “Well it is about time you woke up,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “I have been trying to wake you for the last three minutes and thirty-seven seconds. All you have done is snore. I told you that you should have kept your battle suit on. I told you not to drink alcohol and that you needed to be ready for anything. But would you listen to me? No. You just kept pouring that devil’s brew down your throat. If you had your battle suit on I could—” 
 
    Rubbing his face with both hands to try and clear his head, Richard said, “Can’t you be quiet for one second, Nick. You’re not giving me time to think.” 
 
    Actually time was relative. The speech between a wizard scout, even a cadet wizard scout, and their battle computer was more a series of images and emotions than it was words. The end result was that communications were extremely fast. They had to be since wizard scouts and battle computers needed to coordinate their actions during battle. Being a prototype battle computer, Nickelo was more closely intermeshed in Richard’s mind that a normal battle computer would’ve been. As such, their discussions were nearly instantaneous for all intents and purposes. 
 
    Through blurred eyes, Richard made out three people sitting at his table. Although the faces of two of the people were hidden by cloaks, his passive scan identified one of the hooded figures as a human boy. He had trouble identifying the second hooded person. She was a female, but her frequency kept bouncing back and forth between human and elf. 
 
    “According to information in my databanks, her frequency matches that of a half-elf,” said Nickelo. “You probably cannot tell the difference because you are using your passive scan. That’s smart because a passive scan uses almost no Power. The downside is that you cannot get as much information as you could with an active scan. If you had used an active scan on her, I calculate you would have been able to determine she was a half-elf on your own. On the other hand, active scans use a lot more Power than passive scans, so you were probably wise to stick with passive.” Nickelo gave a laugh in Richard’s mind. “Of course, if you were not drunk, you could have figured it all out on your own without having to use any scan at all.” 
 
    “Geesh, Nick. Will you stop talking for one nanosecond and give me a chance to think. Did someone say something about a giant?” 
 
    Images of what had occurred from the moment the two hooded figures walked into the tavern until now appeared in Richard’s mind as his battle computer played back the events he had recorded with the battle helmet’s sensors. 
 
    Richard glanced around the room, noting the positions of the soldiers as much with his passive scan as he did with his eyes. A diagram of the tavern and its surroundings appeared in Richard’s mind. 
 
    “I have correlated the information you are picking up with your passive scan along with what I am getting from your battle helmet,” said Nickelo. “There are twelve soldiers. Eight are inside the tavern. Four more are located outside; two in back and two in front with the horses. I have set up standard color codes for the life forms on the image in your mind. White is for non-combatants. Orange is for the soldiers.” 
 
    Richard noted the locations of each of the soldiers in the image. He tried forcing the pounding in his head to go away but without success. 
 
    “See,” said Nickelo. “I told you not to drink. Now your muscle coordination is going to be off. Not to mention your thought process is less than I would prefer at the moment. My recommendation is to lay your head back on the table and pretend you are going back to sleep. Once you sober up we can pick up the trail of these soldiers and the two mystery people. Does that sound like a plan?” 
 
    Drunk though he might be, the emotions of fear coming from the boy and girl kept any thoughts of abandoning them to the mercy of the soldiers the last thing Richard was planning on doing. Although he could be vicious at times during battle, he wasn’t heartless. 
 
    Looking at the somewhat blurred image of the lieutenant, Richard said, “Giant? Did you say something about a giant?” 
 
    The lieutenant glared at Richard. “Go back to sleep healer before I put you to sleep permanent like.” The brute of a man swung out with the back of his chain-mail-gloved hand at Richard’s face. His hand passed through empty air. 
 
    Despite being drunk, Richard’s two years of training in hand-to-hand combat in the pre-Academy along with three years of advanced fighting techniques gained during his time at the Academy proper took over. Jumping out of his seat, Richard grabbed the big man’s arm with his right hand and used the soldier’s own momentum to jerk him out of his chair and onto the floor. At the same time, Richard reached into the pocket of his robe with his left hand and pulled out his phase rod. With a flick of his thumb, he clicked the activation switch to full destructive mode. 
 
    As soon as the meter-long-length of brerellium steel with its creallium core popped out of the handle, arcs of red phase energy began crawling up and down the length of the rod. Richard started to swing the rod at the half-orc, but before he got the swing started, the orc screamed and fell back with the handle of a wicked looking dagger sticking out of his right leg. 
 
    Switching targets to the soldier whose sword blade rested on the boy’s shoulder, Richard slammed the tip of the phase rod against the man’s head. The soldier was wearing a steel helm, but it didn’t matter. While the phase rod was a battering weapon and not a cutting weapon, the phase energy easily passed through the steel helmet into the man’s head. Richard’s passive scan picked up microscopic explosions of phase energy, scrambling the soldier’s brain. 
 
    The boy sitting next to the girl jumped out of his seat and rammed his elbow into the face of the soldier holding his right arm. The man stepped back as the boy drew a sword and thrust out at the man’s stomach. The light blade of the boy’s sword slid off the soldier’s chainmail, doing no damage. 
 
    As the second soldier raised his own weapon in preparation for striking the boy, Richard shoved the tip of his phase rod into the man’s right eye. Blood squirted out as the brerellium steel rod drove deep into the man’s skull. 
 
    “Behind you,” came Nickelo’s voice in Richard’s head. The warning was accompanied by an image of the lieutenant rising off the floor with his sword in hand. 
 
    Without taking the time to turn around, Richard kicked back with his right leg, aiming for the man’s face. His foot missed. 
 
    “See,” said Nickelo. “The alcohol has affected your coordination. You should have made that kick easy. Your TAC officers would not be happy if they knew all the time they had spent teaching you hand-to-hand fighting techniques have gone to waste. Next time—” 
 
    Richard didn’t have time to hear what his battle computer thought would happen next time, because the lieutenant grabbed his leg as it passed over his head, tossing Richard onto the table. The furniture in the tavern was apparently less than topnotch because the legs of the table collapsed, sending Richard crashing to the floor along with a dozen empty tankards and his battle helmet. 
 
    Then something that almost never happened occurred. Richard lost his grip on his phase rod. The black handle with its meter-long red rod went skittering along the tavern floor as the patrons at the other tables jumped out of the way. 
 
    The lieutenant raised his sword and brought it down at Richard’s bare head. 
 
    Diving left and rolling on the floor, Richard rose to his feet with two metal tankards, one in each hand. He threw a tankard at the lieutenant’s face. As the man ducked to the side, Richard sensed something coming from behind him with his passive scan. Reaching out with his mind, he latched onto an incoming crossbow bolt with a line of Power. Using his psionic ability, he deflected the bolt to the right and gave it enough of an assist in changing directions to force it to fly straight into the lieutenant’s throat. 
 
    As the brute of a man went down with both hands clutching his neck, Richard spun on his heels and spotted another soldier who had a dagger raised behind his head in preparation for throwing. Before the man could release his blade, an empty tankard flew through the air and struck the soldier full in the face. Richard was just in time to see the half-elf girl bend down and grab two more tankards. 
 
    “This is becoming embarrassing,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “The girl and the boy are doing more damage than you. What would your TAC officers say? You are supposed to be a highly trained wizard scout. Do something before I decide to go find myself a wizard scout that has sense enough to stay sober so they can fight.” 
 
    Shaking his head in an attempt to clear the fog from his mind, Richard located his phase rod underneath a nearby table. Drawing Power from his reserve, he reached out with telekinesis and levitated the still activated rod into his waiting hand. 
 
    “All right, Nick,” Richard said. “It’s my turn.” 
 
    Another crossbow bolt came flying toward Richard’s head. He knocked it out of the way with a flick of his phase rod. Running at two soldiers who were charging toward him with swords and shields, Richard met their blows with his phase rod. The blades of their swords weren’t magical. At first contact with the glowing phase rod, one man’s sword blade shattered into a dozen pieces. The second man’s sword was apparently made of better steel because it remained in one piece. Nevertheless, the soldier’s blade was knocked back. 
 
    Richard reversed directions with his phase rod and slammed the butt of the handle into the first soldier’s face as he brought his knee up hard into the man’s groin. A flash of white-hot pain traveled up Richard’s leg like a bolt of electricity, nearly causing him to fall. 
 
    “The man’s wearing metal armor,” said Nickelo, calmly pointing out the fact as if he was discussing the weather on a summer day. “You have blue jeans on underneath that robe of yours. What did you think was going to happen? I told you to wear your battle suit. With its override activated, I could be helping you control its movements, and we could be done with these soldiers in nothing flat. But do you ever listen to me? No, you do not. Why? Because you are just pure plain stubborn.” 
 
    Fighting back tears of pain, Richard brought his phase rod against the soldier’s armored neck. The brerellium steel rod bounced off, but not before the miniature lightning bolts of phase energy running up and down the length of the rod did their job. The man barely had time to scream before the microscopic explosions of phase energy shattered his neck and spinal cord. 
 
    As the soldier collapsed to the floor, two metal tankards flew past Richard’s head in the direction of another soldier with a raised crossbow. The first tankard struck the crossbow, knocking the weapon to the side. The second mug hit the exposed part of the man’s forehead. The soldier fell back and onto the floor with a loud thud. 
 
    “William!” shouted the half-elf girl. “Watch out!” 
 
    At the sound of metal-on-metal contact, Richard turned to see the young boy raise his sword to deflect a sword thrust from one of the soldiers. The obviously seasoned soldier shoved outward with his shield and knocked the youth to the floor before thrusting out with the point of his blade at the now helpless boy’s stomach. 
 
    An image of one of Richard’s instructors at the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy stressing to never use Power when technology would do the job popped into Richard’s mind. With the boy’s imminent death, Richard forgot all about his instructor’s admonition. He drew Power from his reserve and grabbed hold of the soldier’s blade with telekinesis. Twisting the weapon out of the man’s grasp with the line of Power, Richard reversed the sword’s direction and forced the tip of the blade into a gap between the soldier’s helmet and neck armor. The man let out a gurgling scream as he fell to the already bloodstained wooden floor. 
 
    Movement caught Richard’s attention as the half-orc the girl had downed earlier sat up and pulled the dagger out of his leg. He drew the weapon back in preparation for throwing it at the boy. 
 
    “No!” shouted the half-elf as she picked up the dead lieutenant’s sword and thrust it into the back of the half-orc’s neck. The blade went all the way through and out the front of the half-orc’s throat. 
 
    The dagger fell out of the dying half-orc’s hand as he slid off the blade of the girl’s weapon. 
 
    The sound of pounding feet drew Richard’s attention. His still fogged mind assumed it was the sound of charging soldiers. A glance at his passive scan showed him how wrong he was. What few of the armored soldiers remained were beating a hasty retreat toward both the front and rear doors of the tavern. He heard shouts outside intermingled with the sound of galloping horses. 
 
    Spinning around, Richard sought out the overturned chair where he’d been sitting. He spotted his dimensional pack among the splintered wood scattered around the floor. Once again choosing to ignore his instructor’s words to be efficient with his Power, Richard drew Power from his reserve and levitated the pack into his waiting hand with telekinesis. For good measure, he levitated his battle helmet onto his head. Somewhere in midair, the flattened black piece of leather-like material changed shape into a battle helmet in three-quarters mode and settled onto his head. As the visor of red energy covered his eyes, Richard sensed the thread-needles in the helmet connecting to the nerves in his scalp. 
 
    Ignoring the bothersome tingling from the thread-needles, Richard said, “Analysis, Nick. Give me a tactical overlay and identify the greatest threats.” 
 
    A map of the tavern, both inside and out, appeared on the visor’s heads-up display. Only the white dots of non-combatants remained inside the tavern. Outside, two of the yellow dots were moving away at a fast pace, apparently on horseback. Two more yellow dots were going round and round with two white dots. 
 
    “The two white dots are horses,” said Nickelo. “I recommend you stop the two soldiers before they get away.” 
 
    Richard sent an image of his utility belt and holster to his dimensional pack. No Power left his reserve since the belt was part of his standard equipment. Reaching under the pack’s flap, he pulled out the utility belt and strapped it around his waist as he ran toward the swinging doors. Deactivating his phase rod, he hooked the rod’s handle to the left side of his belt before grabbing the butt of the .44 caliber AutoMag in its holster on his right hip. He drew the heavy weapon as he ran through the mudroom and outside into the dark. The lack of light didn’t matter. Everything had a reddish tint through the battle helmet’s night-vision visor. Even so, he could see as well as if it had been full daylight. 
 
    The two soldiers he’d spotted with his passive scan had gained the backs of their horses and were galloping hell-bent-for-leather down the road. Raising the AutoMag, Richard lined up the sights on the center of one of the soldiers’ backs. 
 
    “No!” came Nickelo’s shout. “You are not wearing your battle suit. That is your .44 caliber AutoMag. The Academy’s armorer, Sergeant Hendricks, modified the pistol to use brerellium steel slugs propelled by J22 plastic explosive. The recoil will break your arm without your battle suit on. I calculate if you had not consumed so much alcohol you would have remembered that.” 
 
    Lowering the pistol, Richard placed it back in his holster. “I did remember. I wasn’t actually going to fire.” 
 
    “Sure you weren’t.” 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you mention it while we were still inside? I could’ve summoned my 9mm instead.” 
 
    “Uh...because uh...I wanted to see if you would remember to summon it on your own.” 
 
    “Sure you were. And like I said, I wasn’t going to fire anyway. Two of the other soldiers had already gotten away. Killing this pair wouldn’t have served any purpose. I don’t kill unless I have to do it.” 
 
    “Very noble of you, I’m sure.” 
 
    Checking his passive scan, Richard noted the location of the life forms in and around the tavern. The frequencies indicated none of the soldiers remained. Glancing around, he saw six horses still tied up at the railing. 
 
    With nothing left to do outside, Richard made his way back into the tavern. Most of the patrons were hurriedly making their way out the back through the inn’s storage room. Rose and her father were behind the bar. The tubby owner had a short sword in his right hand that he’d gotten from somewhere. When he saw Richard reenter the tavern, he quickly placed the sword on the top of the bar and backed away, taking Rose with him in the direction of the storage room. 
 
    The half-elf girl and the boy were kneeling on the wooden floor rifling through the pockets of the lieutenant and the half-orc respectively. 
 
    At Richard’s return, the half-elf girl pocketed some coins before looking up. “I take it you’re not a monk or a healer.” 
 
    Richard stared at the girl for a couple of seconds. His still somewhat befuddled mind had trouble grasping what she was saying. 
 
    “That is because you are still feeling the after-effects of your evening of debauchery,” said Nickelo. “My recommendation is to summon your battle suit and put it on. I can administer some stimulants through the suit’s thread-needles to counteract the effects of the alcohol until it is out of your system.” 
 
    Ignoring his battle computer, Richard concentrated on the half-elf. Physically, she looked about his age. Her dirt-smudged face was flushed from the excitement of the battle, enhancing her obvious good looks. The tips of two delicately pointed ears protruding from her long brown hair made her mixed heritage all too obvious. The boy on the other hand looked like any typical twelve year old human. The way the curly brown-haired boy gripped the hilt of his sword as he stared at Richard made it obvious life’s experiences had matured him beyond his years. Despite the two’s differences, there were enough similarities between them to indicate they were related. 
 
    “Based upon the frequencies of their life forms that you are picking up with your passive scan,” said Nickelo, “I calculate they are brother and sister. Uh...actually, make that half-brother and sister. The girl is a half-elf, but the boy is all human. According to the information in my databanks, we have never encountered a half-elf during our missions for ‘the One.’” 
 
    Richard was tempted to remind Nickelo that parts of his battle computer’s databanks were wiped after each mission just like parts of his own memory were erased. He resisted the urge and decided to concentrate on the two siblings. He noticed the girl finger a dagger as she eyed him suspiciously. 
 
    “You still have the visor down on your battle helmet,” Nickelo reminded him. “I calculate you would seem less intimidating if you raised it so they can see your entire face.” 
 
    The battle helmet’s visor was really just a reddish energy field that covered Richard’s eyes down to the brim of his nose. While it was opaque, the red filter was dense enough that others had trouble seeing details of his features through the energy filter. 
 
    “I hate first meetings,” Richard told his battle computer. “I never know how things are going to turn out. They might start attacking me for all I know. Well, here goes nothing.” 
 
    Richard thought the command to raise his visor before replying to the girl. “Actually, I am a healer, just not the kind you probably think.” Remembering Nickelo’s earlier admonition to be friendlier, he gave the best grin he could muster under the circumstances. “From the way you’re confiscating those soldiers’ coins, I take it you’re not two innocent babes lost in the woods.” Richard scratched his chin. “I heard that big guy say something about a giant. What do you know about it?” 
 
    The girl glanced at her brother before looking back at Richard. “I appreciate the help you gave us, but I don’t think that’s any of your business.” She nodded toward the dead lieutenant. “Besides, he’s the one that mentioned a giant, not us. You’ll have to ask him. We’re not in the habit of telling strangers our affairs.” 
 
    The room wavered a little before Richard’s eyes as the adrenaline from the fight wore off and the alcohol in his system tried to regain control. Grabbing a nearby chair that hadn’t been busted, he sat down before forcing his eyes to focus on the girl. 
 
    “How much should I tell her?” Richard asked his battle computer. 
 
    “Now do not go giving all our secrets away, Rick,” said Nickelo. “You have a nasty habit of spilling your guts to every Tom, Dick, and Harry we meet.” 
 
    “I do not,” Richard said. “At least I don’t think I do.” He removed his battle helmet and set it in his lap. Reaching up with both hands, he rubbed his temples in an effort to make the pounding go away. The beating drums stayed where they were. Some instinct told him that he needed to throw caution to the wind. Deciding to ignore his battle computer’s advice, he gave his full attention to the half-elf. “My name’s Richard Shepard. You can call me, Rick. I’m a wizard scout cadet. I come from another dimension in the future.” When the girl started to say something, Richard raised his hand in a stopping motion. “Don’t ask. It’s a long story. The end result is my name’s Rick. What’s yours?” 
 
    After another glance at her brother, the half-elf said, “My name is Mendera. This is—” 
 
    “My name’s William,” said the boy. “And it’s William, not Will or Bill. Actually, William is my middle name. Matthew is my first name, but it’s...err...was also my father’s name, so I prefer to be called William.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that,” Richard told the boy. 
 
    From the tightening of the boy’s voice when he’d mentioned his father, Richard guessed there was more to the story than the boy let on, but he decided not to press the issue. “All right then. Now that we’ve been properly introduced, we’re no longer strangers. I’ll tell you what I know, then you can tell me what you know. I was sent here by someone I’ve never met called ‘the One’ and told to ‘Help the boy-king and the half-elf defeat the giant.’ I’ve been roaming around the countryside for two months and haven’t seen hide or hair of any giants or boy-kings either for that matter. I felt an inner urge to come to this tavern. I’ve been hanging around this place for three weeks with nothing to show for my efforts. I was starting to have doubts about my ‘inner urge’ and was planning on leaving in the morning.” He locked eyes with the boy and jerked a thump in the direction of the girl. “She’s obviously a half-elf. I’ll admit you don’t look like a king, but if by some chance you are and a giant’s involved, then I’m guessing the two of you are the reason I’m here. Now that’s my story. What’s yours?” 
 
    The girl called Mendera stuck her dagger into a scabbard attached to the belt at her waist. Both she and her brother rose to their feet. She stared at Richard a second before speaking. 
 
    “As I said earlier, we appreciate your help with the soldiers, but I don’t think telling some drunken healer our business would be a wise course of action.” 
 
    Richard glanced at the shattered table where he’d been sitting. Empty tankards were mixed in with the broken pieces of wood. He vaguely remembered drinking the first three or four cups of ale. How the rest of the tankards had gotten there he didn’t have a clue. 
 
    “Well, I know how they got there,” said Nickelo in his mind. “I’ve got it all on video and can play it back if you want to see.” 
 
    Ignoring his battle computer, Richard focused on the girl. Nodding at the empty mugs, he said, “Look, despite the evidence, I’m not in the habit of getting drunk. The fact of the matter is that I haven’t touched alcohol in over five years until tonight. I suppose I was celebrating the fact that I was going to be leaving the tavern tomorrow. It won’t happen again. I promise. Now if your brother’s the boy-king I’m supposed to help, you’d probably be doing him and you both a favor if you told me what’s going on.” He unhooked the phase rod from the left side of his belt and clicked the switch to activate it in stun mode. The meter-long rod popped out of the handle as miniature bolts of lightning ran up and down its length. “As you can see, I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve that might be of some assistance. Trust me. I can help.” He waved a hand around the empty room and smiled. “That is, unless you’ve got a better offer from someone I don’t see.” 
 
    The boy sheathed his sword. “I accept your offer of assistance, Sir Rick.” 
 
    “William, I’m not sure that—” started Mendera. 
 
    The boy looked at his sister. “I’m the king now. It’s my decision.” 
 
    “So you are a king?” Richard said. 
 
    Mendera glared at Richard. “That’s right. He’s a king, and I’m a princess. Count Boucher murdered our father and William’s mother. The count destroyed our father’s army and took control of Onslow. That was two months ago. He’s got his spies all over looking for us. On top of that he has a demon in the form of a giant helping him.” She eyed Richard. “Are you sure you still want to help us?” 
 
    Rubbing his temple with his right hand, Richard waited for the worst of the pounding to go away. After it did, he looked at the half-elf and nodded. “I am. Now tell me everything.” 
 
    Both the girl and the boy began talking at once. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 – Demonstration 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    The walls of the coastal city of Breance bristled with the swords, spears, and bows of its three thousand defenders. The five-man-high stone walls of the city gave even the most seasoned troops in Count Boucher’s army pause. 
 
    From his position on the hill overlooking the city, Count Boucher took note of his troops lined up outside the range of any of the defenders’ arrows or spells. The morning sun reflecting off the shield walls of the human and orc soldiers on the line looked weak and pathetic when compared with the city’s magically enhanced stone battlements. 
 
    “We only have ten thousand men,” Count Boucher told the giant. “Even if we win the battle and take the city, we will lose the war. My soldiers will be slaughtered by the defenders’ arrows and their mages’ spells before they get halfway to the wall. I need more troops. You promised our ranks would be swelled once I acquired the relic. That hasn’t happened.” 
 
    The demon-giant laughed. “Patience, oh ye of little faith. Others will flock to your banner once the power of the Dragars’ weapon is revealed.” 
 
    The count glanced over his shoulder at the armored vehicle the giant had told him was one of the ancient battlewagons of the race of star-beings known as Dragars. Although the demon had spent the last two months training him and the others in the battlewagon’s crew how to operate the relic, the sight of the city’s thick stone walls cast doubt on how effective the weapon would be against a real target. 
 
    Turning back to the giant, the count said, “Blowing up brush and boulders during practice is one thing. Using the star-beings’ weapons against trained soldiers and skilled mages is another. Perhaps we should use the battlewagon on a smaller town first just to be sure it will be as effective as you seem to think.” 
 
    “No.” The giant’s red eyes narrowed. “Only a limited amount of ammunition was stored with the battlewagon. Most of that was used up training your crew how to use the vehicle’s weapons. Enough supplies for the battlewagon are stored in a cavern beneath this city to defeat any army thrown against you. What ammunition you have left inside the battlewagon will be more than enough to destroy this city’s walls. What defenders aren’t killed in the explosions will run in fear. Your victory is assured. All you need is the courage to attack, so stop your whining.” 
 
    The count grabbed at the bulge in his tunic. “Careful, demon, or the one whining will be you.” 
 
    The demon-giant’s red eyes narrowed, but he said nothing further. 
 
    Taking a last look at the city, Count Boucher strode down the hill to the battlewagon. Using one of the armored vehicle’s tracks to climb on top, he made his way to the main turret. The hatch was already open and waiting for him to enter. He took a deep breath and beckoned the giant forward. 
 
    Even though the count stood on the top of the turret, the demon-giant’s head still towered over him. Count Boucher touched the bulge in his tunic again, feeling the reassuring warmth beneath. Strengthened by the jewelry’s magic, he locked eyes with the giant. 
 
    The count looked away almost immediately. To cover his shame, he put on the command helmet that allowed him to communicate with the rest of the battlewagon’s six person crew. He spoke into the helmet’s microphone. “Start the engine. Prepare for battle.” 
 
    The voice of one of the crew’s mages echoed from inside as she chanted the spell to activate the vehicle’s engine. A loud roar erupted as the battlewagon began to vibrate. 
 
    Even after weeks of training, the count still wasn’t sure what made the armored vehicle work. According to the giant, the battlewagon was part magic and part something called technology, whatever that was. All he knew for sure was the vehicle required small globes filled with a reddish gas to move. The giant called them batteries. According to him, they were similar to items mages wore to store their magic. Like magic items, the batteries had to be replaced whenever they ran low. 
 
    Looking past the giant, Count Boucher spotted the line of wagons that had carried the extra batteries and ammunition they’d found in the cavern with the battlewagon. Only two of the ten wagons still had boxes. 
 
    The count turned to the giant. He had to shout in order to be heard over the roar of the battlewagon. “You’d best be right about the supplies under the city. I was a fool to let you talk me into coming here. I should’ve used this battlewagon to consolidate my hold on Onslow and the rest of the southern kingdoms. We only have two batteries left along with a hundred rounds of ammunition for the main gun.” 
 
    “Yes, you are a fool,” laughed the demon-giant. “But in this case you had to—” 
 
    Count Boucher grabbed the bulge in his tunic and shouted the activation word for the locket. The giant screamed in agony and fell to the ground as a blue glow enveloped his massive body. The count allowed the giant to twist around on the ground for a full minute in order to show his troops who was in charge. Satisfied all knew where the real power in the army lay, he spoke the word to deactivate the spell. 
 
    Once the blue glow dissipated the demon-giant slowly rose to his feet. 
 
    “Never call me a fool again,” Boucher said. “The next time I will activate the locket and leave it on for a week. I am in charge. Do you understand?” 
 
    The giant’s face muscles tightened as he balled his fists, but he replied in a voice that was subservient enough to satisfy Boucher. “I understand perfectly who maintains the power in our relationship, count. I merely wanted to point out that coming here was necessary. You traveled north to the eastern edge of the elven kingdom of Silvertine. Once you destroy this city and obtain the supplies hidden beneath, you can camp here for the winter. By the time spring rolls around, your army will have expanded enough to allow you to move west and destroy the elven city of Silverton and the Tree of Light. After that, the northern kingdoms will fall to your power along with those of the south. You will rule supreme.” 
 
    Count Boucher had no doubt he would rule supreme, but he didn’t intend to waste his resources attacking the elves. When spring comes, he thought, I will turn my attention northward. The elves can wait. 
 
    With a final glance at the giant, Count Boucher lowered himself into the battlewagon’s hatch and spoke the magic word to close the cover. The metal hatch merged with the hull, showing no sign of a seam. He looked to his right and left to make sure the two crewmembers manning the smaller turrets were in place. He nodded at the loader for the main gun. The mage serving as loader picked up an elongated cylinder, mouthed the spell taught him by the giant to activate the chemicals within, and shoved it into the chamber of the main gun. 
 
    Satisfied all was ready, the count shouted at the driver located in the compartment just ahead of the main turret. “Move to our firing position.” 
 
    The battlewagon lurched forward. As it moved, the count monitored the viewing screens arranged around the inside of the main turret. He touched the indentation below the aiming device for the main gun. A crosshair appeared on one of the viewing screens. 
 
    As soon as the driver brought the vehicle to a stop at the top of the ridge, Boucher centered the crosshair on the city’s main gate. He pulled the trigger for the battlewagon’s cannon. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The armored vehicle rocked back on its treads. 
 
    The count tracked the red glow of the explosive round as it made its way toward the gate. He noticed a shimmering in front of the city’s entrance as the garrison’s mages put up a defensive spell. The round from the main gun passed through the shimmering wall of energy and exploded against the gate in a blast of fire and smoke. Flaming pieces of broken timbers flew a full bowshot into the air. 
 
    “Our round passed through their defensive shield,” said the loader as he looked back at the count and laughed. “The mages’ spells aren’t strong enough to resist our weapons. They’re helpless.” 
 
    “Quiet you fool!” Count Boucher shouted. “Load another round. It’s time to demonstrate to the world that I reign supreme.” 
 
    The mage loaded round after round as Boucher fired at the city. By the time the last round inside the battlewagon was spent an hour later, the walls of the city were no more, and the majority of its buildings were in flames. 
 
    Count Boucher surveyed the carnage. It far exceeded what he’d expected. He turned to the mage in front of the crystal ball that was used to communicate with the other mages and shamans in his army. 
 
    “Give the order for our troops to attack,” Count Boucher told the mage. “Tell them to leave no one alive. My time has come. Let the world tremble in fear.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 – Silvore River 
 
    _________________________ 
 
    Richard and the two siblings rode the remainder of the night and well into the next morning after leaving the tavern. They stopped only long enough to rest the horses they’d confiscated from the dead soldiers. Whether it was the stress from the fight or the relief at finally having someone to share their troubles with, William and Mendera talked nonstop for the first hour of the ride. By the time the bank of the Silvore River was in sight, Richard had gleaned just about everything he needed to know from the brother and sister. On the other hand, he’d also told them as much as he dared about being from another time and dimension. For some reason he opened up more than usual and told the siblings about life in a place where people flew between the stars in ships made out of metal. He wasn’t sure how much of his tale they believed, but since they didn’t call him a liar to his face, he figured that was about the best he could hope for under the circumstances. 
 
    “You know Rick, you have never been very good at keeping secrets,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “Sometimes I think you are too honest for your own good. I calculate you could have accomplished this mission just as easily without spilling your guts about being a wizard scout for the Intergalactic Empire.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with being honest,” Richard told his battle computer. “In fact, that’s one of the things I like about you. You’re a computer. You can’t lie. And according to the Academy’s honor code, wizard scouts are supposed to be honest. Of course, I’m not a wizard scout yet. I’m just a third-year cadet.” 
 
    “Well, as far as I am concerned you are a wizard scout. You may not have graduated the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy yet, but your abilities in areas such as manipulating Power links is well beyond that of actual wizard scouts. All you are missing is getting your DNA baseline taken and being able to self-heal. After that, I calculate you will be the best wizard scout the Intergalactic Empire has ever seen.” 
 
    Richard was strangely touched by his battle computer’s confidence in his capabilities. “Geesh, Nick. I didn’t know you felt that way. You’re usually the one critiquing me and telling me how bad I’m doing.” 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “Do not let it go to your head. As it so happens, I calculate the odds of you completing this mission without getting killed are extremely low. I also calculate that telling every stranger you meet everything you know is not going to improve the odds any.” 
 
    “Mendera and William aren’t strangers now, and besides, I didn’t tell them everything. Also, although I’m not exactly sure why ‘the One’ wants me to help them, I’ve got a hunch that helping them is important. According to you, we’re about seventy-thousand years in Portalis’s past. For the life of me, I can’t remember much about Portalis during our future time, but that doesn’t matter. My intuition tells me that if we don’t complete this mission it will screw things up in the future in a way that won’t bode well for us or the Intergalactic Empire.” 
 
    “Well, like you said, I am a computer. I deal in hard data. I will leave hunches, intuition, and all that touchy-feely stuff to you.” 
 
    Richard laughed in his mind. “Hmm. Passing the buck, are you? That’s very human of you.” 
 
    “There is no need for insults, wizard scout. By the way, the three of you have been riding for a long time. My recommendation is to stop for a few hours. Now that you have your battle suit on underneath that healer’s robe of yours instead of jeans and a t-shirt, I can monitor your physical status. Both your body and your mind could use some rest. I calculate your reflexes are down by twenty-two percent. I also calculate if you do not stop soon, at least one of your companions is going to fall out of their saddles.” 
 
    Richard glanced over his shoulder at the two siblings who were riding half-a-dozen paces behind him. The half-elf Mendera was slumped in her saddle with her hood pulled low over her face to block the morning sun as it rose in the east. 
 
    As if sensing his gaze, the girl straightened in her saddle and returned his stare. “What?” 
 
    Thinking back to his battle computer’s admonition the night before about being friendlier, Richard raised the visor of his helmet so she could see his face. He gave her the best smile he could muster. He nodded at William who was slumped in his saddle with his hood completely covering his head and face. “Oh, I was just thinking we’d better take a rest break before your brother decides to fall off his horse and take a nap where ever he happens to hit the ground.” 
 
    After glancing at her brother, Mendera nodded in agreement. She pulled the thick cape she’d found in one of the soldier’s saddlebags tighter around her. “I think we could all do with a rest break.” She pointed at the river ahead. Although still a couple of bowshots away, large pieces of broken ice could be seen floating down the slow-moving water. “It’s not as cold at this lower altitude as it was back in the mountains, but a nice fire and some hot food would still do us all some good.” She looked at her sleeping brother again. Her eyes turned shiny. “He’s been through a lot these last couple of months. He’s Onslow’s king now. Our people are depending on him to save them from Count Boucher. It’s a lot to ask from someone so young.” 
 
    Having always been uncomfortable when discussions got on the emotional side, Richard had to force himself to sound sympathetic. “You’re pretty young yourself. It’s bound to be hard on you too, losing your father and all.” 
 
    Mendera looked away for a couple of heartbeats and wiped at her eyes before turning back. “I loved my father, and he loved me, but William’s gotten most of Father’s attention these last few years. I suppose it was because Father waited so long to remarry after losing my mother. His advisors kept telling him that Onslow needed an heir to prevent problems in case something happened to him, but Father held out a long time before giving in.” 
 
    Mendera stopped her horse. Her brother’s mount was apparently well-trained because it stopped next to hers. Richard brought his horse to a halt and twisted in his saddle to face the girl. A soft snore came from within William’s hood. 
 
    After giving her brother a fond smile, Mendera spoke in a voice that was just above a whisper. “As I was saying, Father resisted his advisors as long as he could. He remained deeply in love with my mother even after she was gone. I think if he’d been anyone other than the king, he’d have remained a widower for the rest of his life.” She shrugged. “But he was the king, so at his advisers’ urging he met with King Andre whose lands consist of a small island group off the southeast coast of Slyvrastra. While Father was there, he met Clariese. She was King Andre’s third daughter and the youngest of his seven children. Although there was a big age difference between Clariese and my father, they fell in love and married.” 
 
    “That must’ve been hard on you,” Richard said. “Seeing your father marrying someone so young, I mean.” 
 
    Mendera shrugged again. “No, not really. I mean, at least not after I got to know Clariese. She really did love Father, and I wasn’t so selfish that I wanted him to live the rest of his life alone.” She gestured at her brother who was still slumped in his saddle. “Besides, Clariese gave Father and me William. I’m grateful to her for that.” She sighed and looked hard at Richard. “How old do you think I am, Rick?” 
 
    That caught Richard by surprise. “Uh...I don’t know. Eighteen? Twenty maybe?” 
 
    The girl laughed softly and pulled back her hood. She touched a finger to the tip of her right ear where it protruded through her hair. “You’re forgetting about these. I’m forty-two, so I’m far from a child. You don’t have much experience with half-elves, do you?” 
 
    “Not really,” Richard admitted. “I’ve encountered a few elves over the years, but as far as I know you’re the first half-elf I’ve ever met.” An image of silver hair and molten-silver eyes flashed in Richard’s mind before disappearing. He wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “Well, don’t feel bad. Half-elves are few and far between.” Mendera’s eyes took on a shiny look again. “Elves tend to avoid humans as much as possible.” 
 
    “I see,” Richard said. Although his experience with elves was limited at best, he’d been around them enough to know they were hyper-sensitive to emotions. Most humans on Portalis had trouble keeping their emotions under control. From what he’d seen, elves preferred to keep their distance from humans. “So if elves avoid humans, how’d your father and mother get together? I’d think—” 
 
    William jerked up in his seat as if suddenly realizing his horse wasn’t moving. His hand went to the hilt of his sword. He glanced around before looking at his sister. “Why’d we stop?” 
 
    Mendera laughed. “Good morning to you too sleepy head. We’re at the Silvore River. Rick says we can make camp and get something to eat now that we’re here.” 
 
    “Eat?” The last vestige of the sleep in the boy’s eyes disappeared as he broke out in a grin. “Great. So what are we waiting for? I’m starved.” 
 
    Truth be told, Richard was a little on the hungry side himself. He pointed toward the river. “All right then. That little depression off to the side of the river looks like a good place to camp until we figure out what we should do next.” He glanced at the boy, taking note of the eagerness of youth in his eyes. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll race you there. The last one has to brush down the horses and—” 
 
    The brown-haired boy kicked his mount in the ribs with the heels of his boots. The mare reared in the air and took off at a gallop before Richard could finish giving the rules of the race. Not to be outdone, Mendera urged her mount forward, staying only a couple of strides behind her brother. 
 
    “Cheaters!” Richard yelled as he touched his boot-heels to the sides of his horse. 
 
    Although Richard’s gelding was fast, his mount was nowhere near fast enough to make up for the head start of the other horses. The gelding arrived at the depression a good six strides behind Mendera and her brother. 
 
    “I won,” shouted a beaming William as he raised both hands in the air. 
 
    “Yes, you did,” agreed Mendera. She glanced at Richard and winked before turning back to her brother. “And Rick lost. Of course, he won’t be able to fix our meal until after he takes care of our mounts, so it might be another hour before you get anything in that over-active stomach of yours.” 
 
    The smile left the boy’s face. He turned his horse so he was facing Richard. “You told us last night that you had plenty of food. That’s why we didn’t take any from the inn. Were you telling the truth?” 
 
    “Wizard scout’s honor,” Richard said. “My word is my bond. I’ve got more than enough food for the three of us.” 
 
    The boy grinned. “Then I’ll take care of the horses if you promise to start cooking our meal.” 
 
    “I’ll help with the horses too,” said Mendera. After dismounting, she turned to Richard. “Or do you want me to start gathering wood for the fire?” 
 
    Richard laughed. “That won’t be necessary. We won’t need a fire.” 
 
    The frown on William’s face told Richard an explanation was in order. Shaking his head, Richard said, “That’s not exactly right. What I mean is that we won’t need a normal fire.” 
 
    “You mean you’ll be cooking our food with magic?” asked Mendera. 
 
    The external speaker on Richard’s helmet clicked. “My wizard scout has a bad habit of making simple things sound complex,” said Nickelo. “He’ll be using technology from his home in the physical dimension. It might be easier for you to think of technology as a form of magic that is used where Rick comes from.” 
 
    Since Richard had introduced his battle computer to his two companions shortly after they’d left the inn, the pair weren’t surprised to hear him speak. Richard supposed that was because Nickelo had explained his existence inside the battle helmet as something similar to having an enchanted sword that could talk. The two siblings had accepted his explanation without argument. 
 
    “That’s right,” Richard said. “I’ll be using my technology.” He reached over his shoulder and touched his dimensional pack. “I can summon just about anything we need out of my pack. That’s where I’ll be getting our food.” 
 
    Mendera eyed the black bag on Richard’s back. “Your world must be full of advanced magic if everyone can have a bag of summoning, Rick.” 
 
    “Actually, my pack’s one of a kind.” Richard frowned. “At least I think it is.” 
 
    The half-elf smiled. “Well, then, perhaps you should summon food from this one-of-a-kind pack of yours while William and I take care of the horses.” She flashed a smile at her brother. “We wouldn’t want the king of Onslow to starve, now would we?” 
 
    King or not, the boy took Richard’s horse and began unsaddling him while his sister did the same with hers. 
 
    While the siblings took care of the horses, Richard removed his dimensional pack and set it on the stump of a fallen tree. 
 
    “Remember to use older technology,” said Nickelo in his mind. “You can summon a whole lot of twentieth century equipment without using very much Power from your reserve.” 
 
    “Yes, mommy,” Richard said, having heard the admonition more times than he cared to remember. Unlike most wizard scouts, he was connected to three Power reserves. The smallest of the three he used to heal others. The medium-sized reserve was the one he used for offense and defense. The last of the three Power reserves, which happened to be the largest, remained unusable at the present time. One of the more experienced techs at the Academy had theorized that was because the Power reserve was connected to his self-heal ability. Since he wouldn’t be able to self-heal until he got his DNA baseline taken right before graduation, the third and largest of the Power reserves was currently useless to him. 
 
    Forgetting about the complexities of his Power reserves, Richard got busy setting up camp. Picturing a twentieth-century propane camp stove in his mind, he sensed a minute amount of Power leave his reserve. Reaching into his pack, he grabbed a piece of metal and pulled out an old fashioned camp stove. In quick succession he summoned a pot, two frying pans, some dehydrated milk, powdered eggs, hot chocolate mix, metal plates, cups, and all the necessary utensils. 
 
    Not for the first time, Richard appreciated the uniqueness of the pack he’d been issued by ‘the One.’ “I’ll admit I don’t like the big a-hole for the most part because he sends me on missions without asking,” Richard confided to his battle computer, “but he does provide me with good equipment. At least I don’t have to worry about having enough to eat or drink while I’m on one of his missions.” 
 
    “Actually,” said Nickelo, “I think you have been sent on missions before without your dimensional pack or any of your other equipment for that matter. Your memory is wiped after some of the missions so you do not remember them. Parts of my databanks are also wiped, but enough information remains for me to make some educated guesses about what you have done.” 
 
    The smell of the cooking food and hot chocolate put Richard in such a good mood that he didn’t bother going into his usual rant about how much he disliked ‘the One.’ By the time Mendera and William finished caring for the horses, Richard had pulled three camping chairs out of his pack and was scooping scrambled eggs and freeze-dried bacon onto plates. After giving plates to his two companions, he handed each of them a cup of steaming hot chocolate. 
 
    Taking a whiff of his cup, William said, “It smells delicious. What is it?” 
 
    Taking a small sip from his own cup, Richard said, “It’s called hot chocolate. Try it. I think you’ll like it. The sisters at the orphanage where I grew up used to serve it on special occasions. It was always my favorite treat.” 
 
    William took a sip. His face took on a dreamy, self-satisfied look. “From now on, I think this will also be my favorite drink.” He looked over at his sister. “Try it. It’s good.” 
 
    Mendera took a polite sip. A second later she took a much larger gulp. Her face took on the same dreamy look that her brother had displayed. She turned to Richard and nodded at the plate and cup in her hands. “Thank you for everything. Our supplies ran out two days ago. The Creator must’ve seen our need and sent you as our helper.” 
 
    Richard didn’t bother trying to explain that his being there didn’t have anything to do with the Creator. It was all because some entity called ‘the One’ seemed to delight in torturing him by sending him on missions without taking the time to explain why. 
 
    For a few minutes the only sound in the makeshift camp was that of utensils scrapping every last crumb off of the metal plates. William asked for and got seconds. So did his sister. Not to be outdone, Richard got thirds before he was fully satisfied. 
 
    Once everyone finished their meal, Mendera reached out for Richard’s plate. “Since you cooked, William and I’ll clean up. We can wash these in the river.” 
 
    Richard laughed and tossed his unclean plate, leftover food and all, into his pack. “Don’t bother. I just throw the stuff back in here when I’m done.” 
 
    The half-elf’s eyes grew large. “Are you saying you fed us on dirty plates?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Richard closed the flap of his pack. He sensed a minute amount of Power return to his reserve. Opening the flap, he turned the pack in such a way that Mendera and William could see the inside. 
 
    “It’s empty,” said William. “So it is a magic bag of summoning.” He scratched his head. “Even with a magic bag, you get things back the way you put them in the next time you summon them. Don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose,” Richard said. He raised the pot he’d used to heat up the hot chocolate and pointed to an ‘X’ scratched into the metal. “I made this mark with my knife on one of my first missions for ‘the One.’ I’ve been throwing the dirty pot back into my pack for years. It’s always come back clean. So does the rest of my gear.” 
 
    Mendera frowned. “Then who cleans your equipment? Someone must do it?” 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Richard took the dirty dishes from his companions and dropped them into the pack. “Don’t know, and don’t care.” Closing the flap, he grinned. “There, the dishes are done. Now wasn’t that easier than washing them in the river.” 
 
    “I suppose,” said Mendera. “Somehow it doesn’t seem right though.” She shrugged. “I suppose it’s your stuff though, so who am I to complain?” 
 
    William yawned. Looking at Richard, the boy said, “Do you think we could rest for a couple of hours before we start riding again? I can barely keep my eyes open.” He pointed at the saddles and bags he’d helped his sister set on the downed log. “There are blankets tied up behind the soldiers’ saddles. If you want, I could stand guard while the two of you get some sleep.” He yawned again. 
 
    Mendera laughed. “Yeah, you’d be a great sentry. I doubt you’d last two minutes before you’d be asleep.” 
 
    The hurt look on the boy’s face warned Richard not to crack a joke of his own. “Actually, none of us need to stand guard. Nick never sleeps, do you Nick? He can keep watch while the three of us get some rest.” 
 
    “Rick’s right,” said Nickelo over the external speaker of the battle helmet. “I am a computer, so I do not sleep. Rick’s battle helmet has sensors...uh, think of them as detection spells, which allows me to monitor the area for any signs of danger. You will be quite safe.” 
 
    Richard was surprised when neither of his companions protested. He supposed they were either too tired, or his battle computer’s description of the helmet’s sensors being detection spells had done the trick. In any regard, Mendera and William rose and began removing the blankets from their saddles. 
 
    Rising off his camping stool, Richard said, “Forget about that stuff. I’ve got something better.” 
 
    As the two siblings watched, Richard pulled an old-fashioned popup tent from his dimensional pack along with a couple of air mattresses and sleeping bags. Once he had the tent set up and the sleeping gear inside, he waved at the entrance with a flourish and a bow. “Your home sweet home for the next few hours.” 
 
    William walked close and peered inside. “There are only two bags. I thought you said Nick was going to keep watch. Is one of us going to be on guard after all?” 
 
    Richard laughed. “Nah. The tent’s for the two of you. I’m in my battle suit. Once I lower my visor and seal the suit, I’ll be snug as a bug in a rug.” 
 
    William frowned. “The servants at the castle used to hang the castle’s rugs up on the line and beat them to get the bugs out.” 
 
    The sound of Nickelo’s laughter came over the battle helmet’s speakers. “He’s got you there Rick. But never you mind, William. Wizard scouts are used to sleeping in their battle suits. My recommendation is for Mendera and you to take advantage of some rest while you can. For all we know, it may be a long time before any of you get a chance to do so again.” 
 
    Without any further arguments, the two siblings entered the tent and closed the flap behind them. Once they were inside, Richard thought the command to lower the helmet’s visor and seal his battle suit. Once sealed, he made his way over to the log with the saddles and leaned his back against it. Drawing his .44 caliber AutoMag from its holster, he set the large-bore weapon in his lap. 
 
    “You know as well as me this battle suit isn’t all that comfortable,” Richard complained to his battle computer. “It itches.” 
 
    “That itch is the battle suit’s seven thousand and seven hundred thread-needles connecting to your nerve endings,” said Nickelo. “You have worn it often enough that you should be used to it by now.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not. I doubt I’ll ever get used to it.” 
 
    “Then I guess all I can say is suck it up, soldier. Life is full of hard knocks. I calculate that is why the Intergalactic Empire issued you a battle helmet.” 
 
    A soft snore came from Richard. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Yeah,” thought Nickelo, suddenly finding himself the only one awake. “I can certainly see how uncomfortable it is.” 
 
    Making a sweep with the battle helmet’s sensors, Nickelo verified no dangers were present. He calculated the nanoseconds his wizard scout needed to sleep before his body and mind were back at optimum levels. It was a lot of nanoseconds. 
 
    Nickelo gave a computer’s version of a sigh. “I hate waiting.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 – Overslept 
 
    ___________________ 
 
    The sound of chirping crickets coming through the sound receivers of the battle helmet was Richard’s first indication he’d overslept. Opening his eyes, he noticed red-tinted stars through the filter of his visor. Jerking upright, he brought his AutoMag out of his lap and into a ready position. 
 
    “Whoa, Tex,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “Everything is fine. You do not need your weapon.” 
 
    Glancing around, Richard tried to get his bearings. For some reason his brain had trouble comprehending where he was. He shook his head in an attempt to clear the fog. “What’s wrong with me? I can’t get my brain to work right.” 
 
    “What else is new?” laughed Nickelo. “In this case though, you have a valid excuse. I administered a little something through the battle suit’s thread-needles to help you sleep. I calculated you needed your rest. The aftereffects of the drug should wear off in a few minutes. Uh, I could give you something else to clear the drug out sooner if you want.” 
 
    “No! You know I don’t like taking drugs unless it’s an emergency.” 
 
    “Well then, I calculate you will just have to wait until the drug clears out of your system naturally. By the way, I detected movement in the tent. I calculate your two companions will be waking soon. That is why I decided to wake you by upping the volume in the battle helmet’s sound receivers. I calculate your friends will wake up faster if they smell food cooking. That is, if you feel like getting a late supper started. I would do it, but hey, I do not have hands, so I have a good excuse for not doing it. What’s yours?” 
 
    A growl from Richard’s stomach told him a little food wouldn’t hurt him none either. Forgoing further banter with his battle computer, Richard reached into his dimensional pack and pulled out a container of dehydrated stew and a metal pot. The perfectly clean pot had a familiar ‘X’ scratched into its side. 
 
    After dumping the contents of the stew container into the pot, Richard removed the canteen from his left hip and twisted the dial to HOT. Tipping the canteen over the pot, he poured water on the dehydrated stew until it turned into a thick soup. He continued pouring water until the pot contained more liquid than the canteen should have been able to physically hold. 
 
    After getting the stew to the right consistency, Richard screwed the lid back on his canteen and attached it back to his utility belt. In spite of his dislike for ‘the One,’ Richard had to admit that between his dimensional pack and the dimensional canteen he’d been issued, he rarely had to worry about having enough food or water. Like the supplies he got from of his pack, Richard had no idea where the water that flowed out of his canteen came from. Since the canteen had never failed to produce water whenever he needed it, he’d just learned to accept it at face value and didn’t bother worrying about the why or how. 
 
    “Not to mention the temperature control can give you hot, warm, or cold water depending on where you put the dial,” said Nickelo. “The outer dial allows you to control the flow from gravity feed to a high-pressure stream capable of sending water a hundred meters into the air.” 
 
    “I know how the canteen works. Now stop reading my every thought.” 
 
    “Then stop shouting your thoughts so loud. Besides, I do not read your every thought. Why would I want to? It is not like your thoughts are all that profound.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Richard placed the pot of liquefied stew onto the camp stove and turned the burner down low. Satisfied his creation wouldn’t burn, he imagined a canvas-bag-type field shower in his mind. A small amount of Power left his reserve. Raising the flap of his dimensional pack, he removed a canvas bucket, a plastic tarp, and a length of rope. For good measure he summoned a wooden pallet to use as a shower floor. The fact that the pallet was larger than the dimensional pack didn’t matter since the pack’s opening stretched to accommodate the size of whatever he summoned. 
 
    Hastily throwing the rope over a convenient limb, Richard tied off the canvas bag and raised it to head height. Then he placed the wooden pallet underneath the canvas bag. To finish off his architectural masterpiece, he wrapped the plastic tarp around four convenient trees in order to give the shower’s users a little privacy. 
 
    By the time Richard finished setting up the field shower, the smell of the bubbling stew was permeating the air. It wasn’t long after that before the flap of the tent opened up and William crawled out. 
 
    The brown-haired boy sniffed the air. “Is that stew I smell?” 
 
    “Yep,” Richard said. “There’s plenty of it, so I hope you’re hungry.” 
 
    “Why is it dark outside?” came Mendera’s voice from within the tent. She crawled out and glanced around before looking at Richard. “I thought we were only going to rest a couple of hours.” 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Richard said, “So did I. Nick decided otherwise.” 
 
    The external speaker on Richard’s battle helmet crackled. “I calculated all three of you needed some rest to be at peak performance levels. You will thank me in the morning. In the meantime, I recommend you eat. Once you have all finished your meal, we can make our plans about what we should do next.” 
 
    Placing her hands on her hips, Mendera frowned at Richard. 
 
    “What?” Richard asked. “Nick’s the one that’s being bossy, not me.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to figure out who’s in charge,” said Mendera. “Is it you, or is it your familiar?” 
 
    Richard grinned. “To tell you the truth, I’ve often wonder the same thing. I suppose I’d have to say it’s more of an equal relationship than it is of one being in charge over the other. Nick’s good at some things, and I’m good at others.” 
 
    A laugh came over the battle helmet’s speakers. “My wizard scout is right. He excels at eating, complaining, and getting the two of us in trouble. I am the best at everything else.” 
 
    “Very funny,” Richard said, not at all amused. “I’d suggest you watch that mouth of yours before I stick you back in my dimensional pack. Then you can be the best at waiting on some dusty warehouse shelf until I need you.” 
 
    William walked closer to the camp stove and picked up one of the three bowls Richard had placed there. He filled it with stew without bothering to ask. After taking a bite, he grinned. “It’s good.” He took another mouthful before pointing the empty spoon at Richard. “Is that where the stuff you put back in your pack goes? To some warehouse I mean?” 
 
    Joining the boy at the camp stove, Richard ladled some stew into another bowl and handed it to Mendera along with a spoon. After filling a bowl for himself, he sat down on one of the folding stools he’d summoned. Once he was settled, he answered the boy’s question. “Actually, I don’t know where the stuff comes from or where it goes when I put it back in the pack. I’m just guessing it comes and goes from some storage warehouse. All I know for sure is that someone is maintaining the equipment, but I don’t know who.” He grinned. “To be honest, I’m dreading the day I meet the poor slob who has been cleaning the dirty dishes I dump back in my pack. He or she will probably give me a good what for.” 
 
    “No doubt,” said Nickelo. 
 
    Sitting down on an empty stool, Mendera took a couple of bites from her bowl. She looked up at Richard. “William’s right. It’s very good. How much supplies do you have access to with that bag of yours? We don’t want to eat all of your food.” 
 
    Before Richard could reply, Nickelo beat him to the punch. “We do not know how much supplies are available. Rick’s dimensional pack was given to him by ‘the One.’ Based upon previous missions, I calculate the supply stores are quite extensive.” Nickelo laughed. “Not that it matters. I do not require food to exist, so as far as I am concerned you can eat as much as you want. If it runs out, it runs out. To tell you the truth, Rick could stand to lose a few pounds. He has been pigging out for the last two months. When Rick does his next weigh-in back at the Academy, I calculate TAC Officer Myers is going to have a conniption fit.” 
 
    Instead of laughing, the half-elf frowned. “You have a strange and complicated life, Rick. Are you sure you want to add to its complexity by helping my brother and me?” 
 
    Richard shrugged his shoulders. “To be honest, I don’t think I’ve got much of a choice. I’ve tried bucking ‘the One’ in the past, and all I’ve ever succeeded in doing is getting put in worst situations as punishment.” 
 
    A stiff breeze blew some of the loose snow on the ground into the air. Mendera wrapped her cape tighter around her. “I don’t think I like this creature you call ‘the One.’” 
 
    Richard laughed. “Join the club. I don’t like him, her, or it very much either. There’s not much I can do about it though other than complete my missions.” He looked from the half-elf to her brother and back. Although nowhere near as cold as it had been in the mountains, they were both huddled around the camp stove in order to take advantage of what little warmth it was giving off. They were a pitiful-looking sight. 
 
    Sighing, Richard said, “The truth is, I want to help the two of you. I’ve heard your story, and I think you’ve gotten a raw deal. You’ve done nothing wrong, but you’ve lost your parents and been driven from your home. I grew up in an orphanage, but at least I didn’t have a bunch of thugs trying to hunt me down. The two of you need me.” He faced William. “I give you my word as a wizard scout cadet that I won’t leave until you’ve regained your kingdom and your father and mother have been avenged. That is, if you’ll have me.” 
 
    The boy set down his bowl and rose from his stool. “You are the first friend we’ve met since Mendera and I left home. I welcome your allegiance. There’s one thing you could do for us now if you’re serious about helping.” 
 
    “Name it,” Richard told the boy. “I’ll do whatever I can.” 
 
    William shivered before answering. “Is there any way you can summon some warm clothes out of that bag of yours for us? I’m freezing.” 
 
    “I’ll second that,” laughed Mendera as she pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders. “Not to mention the clothing we’re wearing stinks something awful. I’ve got a feeling their previous owners didn’t believe in baths. I’d planned on getting a warm bath and some new clothes with the last of our coins last night at the inn, but of course that didn’t work out for obvious reasons.” 
 
    Richard laughed. “I understand completely. And since you’re the one that brought it up, the two of you are a little on the rank side.” He pointed at the makeshift shower he’d set up earlier. “You can get cleaned up over there if you’d like. I’ll summon some soap and a change of clothes for you out of my dimensional pack. I think you’ll feel a lot better after a nice hot shower.” 
 
    A breeze stirred the snow on the ground. 
 
    “A shower?” said William. “Out here? We’d freeze to death before we finished.” 
 
    “The boy...uh, I mean William is right,” said Nickelo. “I would suggest summoning a couple of portable heaters and placing them around the shower. That will keep them warm until they can put on a change of clothes. I will send you the specs for the heaters, Rick. They are twentieth century models, so they will not require much Power from your reserve to summon them.” 
 
    Following his battle computer’s suggestion, Richard summoned two kerosene heaters and set them up near the shower. After using his dimensional canteen to fill the shower-bucket with hot water, he demonstrated how to twist the shower head at the bottom of the canvas bucket to make the water come out. 
 
    “Use as much hot water as you want,” Richard told the siblings. “I can always get more out of my canteen.” 
 
    William eyed the shower. “Maybe you should take your shower first, Rick. I still think I’ll freeze before I can finish.” 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “My wizard scout does not need to clean himself when he is wearing his battle suit. It is a germ-free environment when sealed. The suit takes care of his every need.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Richard snapped, having had the same discussion with his battle computer on more than one occasion. “It can keep me alive with recycled food and water, but it’s not exactly a desirable existence.” He looked at his two companions. “He’s right about the shower though. I don’t need one to stay clean, although I do like a nice warm bath every once in a while just for the pleasure of it.” He waved a hand at their surroundings. “Under the current circumstances though, I think it’s best if I remain in my battle suit in case someone tries to attack.” 
 
    William looked at the shower again as another blast of wind blew snow in his face. He made no move toward the shower. 
 
    “Oh, for Creator’s sake,” said Mendera as she grabbed a bundle of clothing from Richard along with a towel and a bar of soap. After stepping inside the curtained area, she turned around. “Well, are you the two of you just going to stand there and stare?” 
 
    “It’s not like we can see anything through the tarp,” said William. “It’s no big deal?” 
 
    The glare told Richard the half-elf thought it was a very big deal. Grabbing the boy’s shoulder, Richard spun him around and headed toward the camp stove and stools. “Come on, your majesty,” he grinned. “I’ll make us both a nice cup of hot chocolate while we wait.” 
 
    William didn’t argue. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 – Friends 
 
    _________________ 
 
    Even with the heaters going, taking a shower in the cold was no great thrill, but in the end both William and Mendera were clean and wearing appropriate sets of warm clothes. Once the two siblings finished getting cleaned and dressed, Richard repositioned one of the heaters next to the camp stove before putting the rest of the shower equipment back in his dimensional pack. After he was finished, William and Mendera took a seat on one of the stools and stared at the glow from the heater. 
 
    “Even with the warmth of the heater, they’re still cold,” Richard silently told his battle computer. “My battle suit’s fully insulated, so I’m plenty warm.” He eyed the clothing he’d given his two companions. “Maybe I should’ve expended the Power to summon them some artic gear.” 
 
    “No you should not have, so do not go there,” replied Nickelo. “You had to summon them clothing that at least resembled what the population on Portalis wears. I calculate it would not do to draw undue attention by having them walk around in advanced technology artic gear. As it so happens, their clothing is more than adequate to keep them warm while blending in with whomever we might happen to meet on the road. The ability to blend in is also why I requested you wear your healer’s robe over the top of your battle suit.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, my helmet’s still a dead giveaway. That’s why I’ve got it attached to the side of my pack instead of wearing it. Even in half-mode with the visor up, the helmet would draw attention if I wore it. The only way I could wear it and still blend in would be to keep the hood of my robe up. If you ask me, the three of us already look like a bunch of traveling monks.” 
 
    “Do you think so?” said Nickelo. “The effect I was trying for was a roving band of healers. Oh well, never you mind. You should be able to go into any towns we happen to cross and gather some news without drawing undue attention as long as you do not activate your battle suit. Just remember to keep you phase rod and AutoMag hidden under your robe.” 
 
    “Yes, mommy.” 
 
    Richard sensed eyes staring at him. 
 
    “You’re doing it again, aren’t you?” said Mendera. “Talking to your familiar, I mean.” 
 
    “His name is Nick,” Richard said. “And yeah, I was talking to him. How’d you know?” 
 
    The half-elf shrugged. “You get this blank look on your face when you’re doing it. To be honest, it makes you look like the village idiot.” 
 
    William laughed. 
 
    Richard gave a smile of his own. “Sometimes I feel like I am, but I suppose I’ll have to work on the look.” Richard grew serious. “Nick and I were just talking about how these robes of ours should allow us to get in and out of towns without drawing suspicion. Unless things have changed since the last time I was on Portalis, traveling healers aren’t that uncommon of a sight.” 
 
    Nickelo laughed over the battle helmet’s external speaker. “You are never going to get used to time-travel, are you Rick? You are seventy-thousand years in Portalis’s past compared to our time. Your last mission was only fifteen thousand years in the past, so it was actually in the future compared to now. I calculate it does not matter though. According to the information in my databanks, things on Portalis tend to remain fairly constant regardless of the timeframe of our missions. Consequently, I calculate you are correct. Traveling healers should be a familiar sight.” 
 
    Mendera touched the hooded brown robe she wore over her simulated leather pants and tunic. “I put this on because you asked me to do it, but I’m no healer. Neither is William. If someone expects me to heal a wound or cure them of some illness, they’re going to be in for a big surprise.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Richard said. “I’ve done several missions where I had to roam around pretending to be a healer.” 
 
    “You do not pretend,” said Nickelo. “You are a healer. To be precise, you are an emp-healer.” 
 
    “A what?” asked William who was nursing his third cup of hot chocolate. 
 
    Richard yawned and stretched his arms out. Even though he’d slept several hours, the darkness of the evening had him a little sleepy. He lowered his arms and looked at the boy. “What Nick means is that to heal injuries or illnesses, I’ve got to take them onto myself first.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said William. “Take it on how?” 
 
    Mendera shifted on her stool to face her brother. “I’ve heard of emp-healers. They’re few and far between. If someone has a sword wound to their belly, the emp-healer’s body must replicate the same wound before the healer’s magic can start to heal the person’s injury.” 
 
    William’s eyes widened. He looked back at Richard. “Why would anyone want to do that? No wonder emp-healers are few and far between. If I was one, I think I’d keep it to myself. That’s got to be a horrible way to have to heal.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Richard said. He glanced at the red glow from the heater for a couple of heartbeats before looking back at the boy. “Sometimes I do try to hide the fact that I’m a healer, but it’s not as easy as you’d think. I mean, could you stand by and let someone die when you could help?” 
 
    William didn’t answer for several seconds. “I suppose not.” 
 
    Richard gave what he hoped was a good facsimile of a smile. “Fortunately, I don’t have to emp-heal often. Mostly when people find out I’m a healer, they’ve just got minor aches and pains that I can treat with first-aid stuff I summon out of my dimensional pack. It’s amazing what a couple of aspirins and a bandage can do.” Richard grinned for real. “In fact, I’m going to make the two of you my official healer apprentices, assuming you agree. I’ll teach you everything I know about treating headaches and aching backs. No one will suspect a thing.” 
 
    Mendera frowned. “Maybe. The only thing is that we’ve been avoiding populated areas because of the danger. I think we should continue to do the same and make our way north to Duke Jordan’s kingdom. He’s our father’s cousin. He’ll help us.” 
 
    Before Richard could think of a good argument, William shook his head. “No. I think Rick’s right. We need information. It’s been two months. We don’t know what’s happening back in Onslow. For all we know, the duke’s already taken his army south and chased Count Boucher out of the place.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting that demon-giant,” said Mendera. “Do you really think Boucher’s army could be routed so easily with that monster on his side? We’re going to need allies to retake our homeland. We’re going to need a whole lot of powerful allies.” 
 
    William grinned and pointed at Richard. “We’ve already got a wizard scout on our side. You’re a match for that demon, aren’t you, Rick.” 
 
    Richard laughed. “Your confidence in my abilities is appreciated, but you may have overrated me just a bit. Like I have to keep reminding Nick, I’m just a third-year cadet at the Academy. I’m not a real wizard scout yet. I’ll admit I did fight a few demons during my first mission for ‘the One,’ but all that’s taught me is that they’re tough to beat. They’re even tougher if they’re the magic-using kind, which you said that giant of yours is. I had an elf magic user with me when I fought the demons on my first mission, otherwise I’d have been dead for sure. I haven’t had to fight any since then.” He looked at Mendera. “How good at magic are you?” 
 
    The half-elf’s eyes widened. “Me? I’m no magic user. Master Yondo tested William and me both. He told us neither of us was connected to a Power reserve. We can’t do magic.” 
 
    “Really?” Richard said. “Hmm. I believe that about your brother.” He glanced at the boy. “Uh, no offense, William.” He looked back at the girl. “But you’ve got a Power reserve, and it’s a good-sized one at that. I can sense it.” 
 
    The confusion in the half-elf’s eyes made Richard start second guessing himself. 
 
    A crackle came from the battle helmet hooked to the side of Richard’s dimensional pack. “Actually, Rick, you should look a little closer at Mendera’s link to her Power reserve. Her connection is incomplete. There is a minute break in the link that I calculate prevents her from drawing Power from her reserve. I have observed that in a lot of humans on Portalis. I suspect she gets it from her father. She indicated he was human.” 
 
    “Of course Father’s human,” said William in a voice that held an edge. “What about it?” 
 
    “Nothing about it,” said Nickelo, sounding confused at the boy’s hostile attitude. “I was merely making an observation. Both your mother and father were human. Hence it is not surprising you do not have a connection to a Power reserve. On the other hand, most elves do have connections to Power reserves. That is why they are capable of doing at least some type of magic. Mendera’s link to her Power reserve is malformed. That is all I was trying to point out.” 
 
    Richard raised a hand to get Mendera’s attention. “Would you mind if I looked at your link a little closer?” 
 
    The half-elf glared at Richard and snapped, “Why? I already told you that I can’t do magic. It’s like your familiar said...the reason I can’t is because I’m a half-breed.” 
 
    “That is not wh—” started Nickelo. 
 
    “Can it, Nick. Sometimes you’re too factual for your own good.” Richard leaned forward in his stool and concentrated on Mendera. “I don’t even know who my parents are. I wish to the Creator I did, but I don’t. That doesn’t matter. The one thing I’ve learned over the years is that I am who I am.” He patted the left side of his chest with his right hand. “It’s what’s in here that counts, not who my parents happened to be. You’ve got a link to a Power reserve. It isn’t connected according to Nick. Depending on the type of break, I might be able to fix the problem. It might be helpful in the future if you were able to use magic.” 
 
    “I suppose,” said Mendera, sounding less enthusiastic than Richard had expected. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “Will it hurt?” asked William. “I won’t let anyone—” 
 
    “It won’t hurt,” Richard assured the boy. “In fact, your sister won’t even know I’m doing it.” 
 
    “Then why bother asking?” said Mendera. “Why not just do it?” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “Because where I come from, if the person someone’s scanning discovers they’re being scanned without their permission, it’s tantamount to a declaration of war.” 
 
    Mendera looked at her brother before turning back to Richard. “I wouldn’t consider it a declaration of war.” 
 
    “All right then,” Richard said. He rose and walked over to his dimensional pack to retrieve his battle helmet. 
 
    “I’m proud of you, Rick,” came Nickelo’s thoughts. “You chose not to waste Power from your reserve by levitating the helmet to you.” 
 
    “I have my moments,” Richard said without telling his battle computer that he’d just forgotten he could levitate it. 
 
    Once back on his stool, Richard put on his helmet and thought the command to lower the visor to the bridge of his nose. The light from the lantern he’d hung from a tree limb earlier turned reddish as did everything else through the night-vision filter. Concentrating on the girl, Richard traced her link. The break was easy enough to find. He located the part of the link on the other side of the break and pulled the two ends together with his mind. Once they were in place, he drew Power from his reserve and melded the half-elf’s link whole. After releasing his hold on the link, he held his breath. The link remained together. He let out his breath. 
 
    “All right,” Richard said. “All done.” 
 
    The tenseness in Mendera’s face disappeared. “Really? I didn’t feel anything. Was your familiar right? Did you find a break? Do you think you’ll be able to fix it?” 
 
    “Uh,” Richard said, suddenly embarrassed he’d forgotten that he’d only asked if he could look at the link closer. “Yeah, I found it. The break was err...so minor that I just went ahead and repaired it. Your link’s whole now.” 
 
    Mendera frowned. “I don’t feel any different.” 
 
    William grinned. “Do some magic, Sis.” 
 
    The muscles on Mendera’s face grew tight. “I can’t do magic. I’m not trained, and I don’t have a spell book. Besides, I told you I don’t feel any different. I can’t sense any link or Power reserve.” 
 
    Richard laughed. When the half-elf glared at him, he cut his laugh short. “Uh, sorry. I was remembering an elf telling me once that she’d spent a hundred years just learning how to read the magical writings in her spell books. I’ve got a feeling it also took her a long time to learn how to draw Power from her reserve.” 
 
    “A hundred years?” said Mendera. “Then why bother worrying about my link now? The war will either be won or lost before I can learn my first spell.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” said Nickelo. “Rick and I cannot do magic ourselves, but there is a lot of information in my databanks on both spells and magic. I will be the first to admit my wizard scout has his faults, but he is very good at manipulating links to Power reserves. I suspect with his help, you could be drawing Power from your reserve in no time. After that, it is just a case of learning a few spells. I calculate Rick can help you with that as well.” 
 
    “Now don’t go vol—” Richard started. 
 
    Mendera jumped off her stool and wrapped her arms around Richard’s neck as she buried her head in his shoulder. 
 
    The unexpected move caught Richard by surprise. He was about to push the girl away when he heard a sob that made him keep his hands at his side. 
 
    “You’d do that for me?” sniffed Mendera. She pulled back and wiped at her eyes. Her face turned slightly red, and it wasn’t from the effects of Richard’s night-vision filter. She gave a timid smile and returned to her stool. “It’s just that, well, you don’t know what it’s like being caught between two races. Elves don’t want anything to do with me because I’m part human. When I went with my father to meet a delegation of elves once, some of their children made fun of me because I couldn’t do simple magic. The human children I grew up with aged faster than me. I was still a small child when they became adults. No one wants to be friends with someone who doesn’t age the same as them.” 
 
    William stood and placed his right hand on his sister’s shoulder. “I’m your friend, Sis. I’ll always be your friend, no matter how old I get.” 
 
    The half-elf gave her brother a fond smile and patted his hand. “I know you will. I love you too.” 
 
    Uncomfortable around emotional displays, Richard changed the subject. “All right then. It’s all settled. I’ll do what I can to teach you how to draw Power from your reserve. Once you can do that, I’ll see if I can summon a spell book out of my dimensional pack. You never know what ‘the One’ anticipated I might need and had put in that warehouse.” 
 
    “Are you sure you can do that?” asked Mendera. “Spell books are rare and precious items that magic users guard jealously, or so Master Yondo told me. He said some of the more advanced spells can take a master spellcaster their entire life to create and write down.” 
 
    “Don’t know anything about that,” Richard admitted. “We’ll just have to see if I can get anything helpful from my pack. In the meantime, I’ll show you how to draw Power from your reserve. It’s easy once someone shows you how to do it.” 
 
    “What about me?” asked William in a voice that made it all too obvious the boy didn’t like being left out. 
 
    “You?” Richard grinned. He pointed at the boy’s waist. “I’ve been noticing that fancy sword of yours. You did okay at the fight back at the tavern, but I think I could show you a few moves with a sword that might serve you well. For some reason, my TAC officers back at the Academy have spent a lot of time training me how to use edged weapons. How about it? Would you like to learn some advanced swordplay?” 
 
    The boy broke into a grin. “When do we start?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Mendera, looking almost as excited as her brother. “When do we start?” 
 
    Richard glanced at the night sky. Although dark, it was still early evening. “I suppose there’s no time like the present. Who’s first?” 
 
    Mendera and William both raised their hand. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 – The Fisherman 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    For the next month, Mendera trained harder than she’d ever trained in her life. So did her brother. While the man fate had brought into their lives was kind for the most part, he wasn’t one to tolerate slacking off during training sessions. Mistakes were one thing. As the wizard scout had phrased it more than once, everyone makes mistakes. It was just part of the learning process. But failing to give your all during training was unacceptable. Mendera supposed his attitude came from the fact he was a military cadet at the place he called the Academy. After several weeks around the man, she had a lot better understanding of what being a wizard scout actually entailed. She doubted she’d ever fully understand technology or the man’s full capabilities, but what she’d seen so far was impressive enough to make her thankful the Creator had chosen them to cross paths with the wizard scout. 
 
    Noon on the thirtieth day since they left the tavern found Mendera standing behind a table in the center of a rural crossroad village that consisted of four bars, a blacksmith shop, a general store, and about twenty log cabins that was located on the western shore of the Silvore River. It was the third such village they’d stopped at in the past week while following the river as it made a large loop around the western boundary of the elven lands known as Silvertine. 
 
    Sitting at one of the three foldup tables Richard had summoned as soon as they’d arrived in the town, Mendera glanced out at the river and the forest beyond. Far in the distance to the southeast she made out the hazy tops of mountains. 
 
    My mother’s home of Ivy Borough is somewhere in those mountains, Mendera thought. I wish I could see the place where she was raised one day, but the odds are it will never happen. The elves don’t welcome half-elves in their lands any more than they do full-blooded humans. 
 
    Mendera glanced at her brother. He was handing out pieces of candy to some of the children. The wizard scout had summoned a bag of sweets out of his pack and given it to William before they’d entered the village earlier that morning. Consequently, her brother was a big hit with all of the kids. 
 
    I suppose giving the children candy is one way to keep them quiet while they wait in line with their parents. It’s surprising how fast the word spread that a healer was coming to the village. We already had five people waiting in line by the time Rick, William, and I finished setting up our tables and chairs in front of the general store. Since then I’ll bet we’ve had a hundred people come through the line. I’m just thankful no one’s had anything too serious. Bumps and bruises I can handle. I’m not sure I could deal with a sword wound or someone with the plague. 
 
    She thought back to one of the original five patients. The shopkeeper told me that old man Rick healed had been lame from birth. Some of them are saying Rick’s a reincarnation of The Great Healer of the North the minstrels sing about. If Rick’s telling the truth about traveling through time, maybe he is The Great Healer. After a month traveling with him, I think I’d believe just about anything. What I do know for sure is that we’ve got people from every farm within a half-day’s journey waiting to see the healer. 
 
    Mendera couldn’t blame them. While magical healing was fairly common among all the races but elves, most non-military healers charged exorbitant prices for use of their healing abilities. She looked at Richard as he treated an old cut on a child’s arm that hadn’t healed properly. 
 
    Rick heals for free. All he asks is a little news. So far, that’s been slow in coming. 
 
    Turning to the next person in line, Mendera eyed the fish scales stuck to the man’s boots and pants. Along with the strong reek of fish, the half-dried scales made the man’s occupation as a fisherman obvious. 
 
    “So where does it hurt?” Mendera asked the man. 
 
    “Name’s Coddle,” said the man as he held up his left hand. A fish-scale covered bandage stained with dirt and blood was wrapped around the man’s palm. “Cut myself last week cleaning a big ‘un. The wound’s taking longer to heal than usual. I told my wife it’s nothing to worry about, but she made me come, so here I am.” 
 
    Mendera sniffed the air, noting a sickening-sweet odor barely discernable over the smell of fish. While no medic, she had no trouble identifying the scent of gangrene. Turning away from the fisherman, she noticed Richard shinning a red light on the arm of the young child he was treating. From the time she’d spent with the wizard scout, she knew the red light was nothing more than something Richard called a flashlight with a red filter over the lens. As he’d told her after using it on a patient the first time, people expected something to look magical during the healing process even if the wound only required a disinfectant and a bandage. 
 
    Mendera waited until the grateful mother took the child away before speaking. “Rick, I think you need to take a look at this one.” 
 
    Walking over to her table, the wizard scout eyed the fisherman’s hand before taking hold of it just above the wound. Mendera noticed the muscles on Richard’s face tense up as he made a fist with his left hand. A trickle of blood dripped to the ground from the wizard scout’s fist. 
 
    After the trickle of red slowed and stopped completely, Richard looked at her. “Take the bandage off.” 
 
    Mendera removed the dirty wrapping and dropped it in the box they were using for trash. 
 
    The old man raised his left hand and looked at the place where the wound had been. “It doesn’t hurt no more.” He touched his forehead. “My fever’s gone.” He gazed at Richard. “You’re the real thing aren’t you? My wife told me you were, but I didn’t believe her.” 
 
    Richard smiled. “I’m a healer if that’s what you mean.” He jerked a thumb in the direction of the river. “You do your fishing locally, or do you travel the river?” 
 
    The old man smiled and nodded at Mendera. “Like I told your friend here, the name’s Coddle. As for the river, I travel from the east coast all the way around the west side of Silvertine and then up to Lake Menchendine in the north. Just got back last night from a trip to the coast. My wife wasn’t going to let me go out again until my hand got better. I think she wants me to hang around for a while.” He held up his hand and laughed. “Now she doesn’t have an excuse to make me stay. Unless something else comes up, I’ll be heading north to Lake Menchendine in the morning.” 
 
    “You said you came from the coast?” Mendera asked. “We heard some rumors in the last village we stopped at about something happening in Breance. Do you know anything about it?” 
 
    The old man’s eyes narrowed as the smile left his face. “There ain’t no Breance anymore from what I hear. Some count destroyed the city last month and butchered everyone there in the process.” 
 
    Mendera’s heart dropped. “A count? What count?” 
 
    Coddle scratched his unshaven chin. “I think one of the dock workers mentioned the count’s name was Boucher.” 
 
    “Count Boucher?” said William who’d wandered over. 
 
    Shrugging, the old man said, “Can’t say for sure, but that’s what I heard. He took over some kingdom down south and has been making his way north with some giant. He’s also got some kind of fire-breathing dragon working for him if you believe what people say. I don’t, but then again, I wasn’t there, so I ain’t gonna call anyone a liar.” 
 
    Mendera exchanged glances with her brother before looking back at the old man. “Where’s this Boucher at now?” 
 
    The old fisherman shrugged again. “From what I heard he and his army were making their winter camp just west of where Breance used to be. That information’s a week old, so they could’ve moved by now.” 
 
    William stepped between Mendera and the old man. “What about Duke Jordan? Have you heard news of him? Is he coming south to free Onslow?” 
 
    “Jordan?” said Coddle. “His lands lie along the north shore of Lake Menchendine, don’t they?” He rubbed his chin stubble again. “I ain’t been up north since mid-summer. I told you I’ve been fishing in the east. I’ll be heading north in the morning.” 
 
    Mendera turned to Richard. “We need to get north as soon as we can. I know you said we need to take our time and stay away from you-know-who, but it’s taking too long.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “It’s still a long ride to Lake Menchendine. There’s no road for most of the way, and the western forests are thick. We could probably make better time on foot than on our horses.” He looked at the old man. “Excuse us for a second.” 
 
    Waving Mendera and her brother to follow him to the table he’d been using, Richard gathered them close and whispered, “Look, I know you’re both anxious to meet up with this duke of yours, but it won’t do any good to try and get there too fast if you die in the process. We’ve managed to dodge the people who’ve been looking for you, but that’s only because we’ve been taking our time. If we go any faster, we’re bound to run into trouble.” 
 
    Mendera glanced back at the fisherman who’d sat down in the chair back at her table. “What if we went by river? Coddle’s headed north. We could go with him.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s—” started Richard. 
 
    “I calculate that is a great idea,” came Nickelo’s subdued voice from the flattened battle helmet hanging from the belt around Richard’s waist. “If you can get William and Mendera to Duke Jordan, it may qualify as helping them defeat the giant. I calculate a thirty-one percent probability ‘the One’ will consider it mission complete and send us back home.” 
 
    William stared at Richard. “You’d leave us? But you prom—” 
 
    “I know what I promised,” Richard said. “Nick’s speaking out of line. I gave you my word I wouldn’t leave until you’ve regained your kingdom and your parents have been avenged. A wizard scout never goes back on a promise.” 
 
    “Then you’ll go on the boat with us?” Mendera asked. 
 
    With a sigh, Richard said, “Yeah, I suppose.” He nodded toward the long line of farmers and villagers. “But first we’ve got to take care of these people.” He flashed a grin. “We’re healers, aren’t we?” 
 
    William smiled back. “Among other things.” 
 
    Mendera stared into Richard’s brown eyes. They seemed to pull her in. 
 
    “Well, Sis?” asked William. “How about it? Are you a healer or not?” 
 
    Mendera smiled at her brother. “Today I am.” She looked at Richard and smiled. “Tomorrow may be another story.” 
 
    Richard laughed. “It always is.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 – Winter Camp 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Count Boucher sat on the edge of the bed watching the demon. Boucher kept his hand over the locket beneath his tunic. Although it was warm in the farmhouse he’d commandeered for his headquarters, a shiver ran down the count’s spine. The appearance of the demon inside the house was unexpected. While the demon maintained the form of the giant, somehow he was now only slightly larger than a tall man. 
 
    “I see you are keeping your hand on the locket the old witch gave you.” The demon gave a sly smile. “You hurt my feelings. Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    Gripping the locket beneath his tunic tighter, Boucher was tempted to use its power to demonstrate who was in charge. He hesitated. Something wasn’t right. The demon was acting too confident. 
 
    “Why are you here?” asked Boucher, stalling for time while hoping against hope that one of his guards would come inside. He knew they wouldn’t. It was late, and the only ones allowed in his bedroom at night were wenches. The three he’d brought inside to keep him entertained were passed out from the drugs he’d given them earlier.  
 
    “Why am I here?” The giant who was no longer a giant shrugged. “Maybe I was lonely and desired your company.” He bared his squared teeth. “Or maybe I sensed you second-guessing our plan. Maybe you’re thinking about breaking camp and returning to that backwater kingdom you call Onslow.” 
 
    “What if I am?” Boucher said. He tapped the bulge in his tunic. “I answer to no one. You do my bidding and don’t forget it.” 
 
    The giant gestured at a chair by the room’s desk. “May I?” 
 
    Count Boucher said nothing. 
 
    The giant sat down and placed his sledgehammer across his lap. “Everything is going so well. Your ranks have swelled to nearly a hundred thousand. More will come. By spring you will have two hundred thousand or more at your command. With my help, you will conquer Silverton and destroy the Tree of Light.” 
 
    “I care nothing about the elves or their tree,” Boucher said. “With the troops I already have at my command, I can sweep through the southern kingdoms and rule them all.” He smiled, knowing he had an ace in the hole. “I have the battlewagon, or have you forgotten?” 
 
    The demon’s eyes flared red, but he gave a tightlipped smile and shrugged. “Forget? I forget nothing. I did not give you the relic so you could set up some paltry kingdom in the south. After you destroy Silverton and the tree, you can go back to Onslow and play king all you want.” 
 
    Count Boucher rose from the bed and glared at the giant. Maybe it was the giant’s reduced size or the warmth of the locket on his chest, but he no longer feared the hell-spawned creature. “Watch your mouth, demon.” He patted the bulge on his tunic. “You’ll regret your words if you’re not careful. Besides, I must consolidate my control over Onslow. You have failed to find Halmafad’s two snot-nosed kids. We lost contact with that Lieutenant Venash of yours a month ago. Those two brats could be anywhere. They might have linked up with Duke Jordan for all we know. He’s massing an army in the north, or didn’t you know?” 
 
    The demon smiled. “Oh, I know so much more than you can imagine. As for Venash, he and those worthless pieces of scum that were with him are dead. They suffer in hell for their failure as we speak. As for the prince and princess, I know exactly where they are.” 
 
    That got Boucher’s attention. “You do? Why haven’t you told me so before now? Where are they? I’ll send a team of my best assassins to take care of them once and for all.” 
 
    A laugh came from the demon. It was a cruel laugh. “Your best failed to kill them at the castle. Besides, the two siblings are far to the west on the opposite side of the elven lands. Even now they are floating down the Silvore River heading our way.” 
 
    “They’re coming here?” The count’s mind raced as he calculated the loyalty of the Onslow troops he’d brought with his army. It wasn’t high. “Have the two brats gathered an army of their own? Have they linked up with Duke Jordan?” 
 
    The demon rose from his chair. 
 
    Count Boucher gripped the bulge on his tunic. 
 
    Smiling, the demon said, “Relax. Why are you afraid? You have the witch’s locket, don’t you? How could I possibly pose a danger to you while you have such a powerful magic item in your possession?” 
 
    Something washed over Boucher demanding that he fall to his knees and beg the demon for mercy. He pushed the feeling aside and gripped the locket all the tighter. “That’s right. It is powerful. If you don’t leave right now, I’ll use it. I may activate it and never turn it off. Have you ever considered that?” 
 
    “Not really,” said the demon, sounding unconcerned. 
 
    The demon’s demeanor bothered Boucher more than the demon’s words. 
 
    “Here is what is going to happen, my dear count,” said the demon, seemingly ignoring Boucher’s threat. “I am going to dispatch some of my allies that are more accustomed to water operations than any soldiers you could send. My allies will take care of your little prince and princess. The spawn of Onslow’s late king are a minor danger, but my master does not want to leave anything to chance. In the meantime, you will remain here and organize your troops. When spring comes, we will march west to Silverton.” 
 
    Heat rose to Count Boucher’s face. “How dare you try and order me around? You’re going to regret your audacity.” Pulling the locket from beneath his tunic, Boucher shouted the activation word the old witch had taught him. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    The demon smiled and shrugged. “Maybe you didn’t say it right. Spells do not work correctly if you get the inflection wrong.” He laughed. “Perhaps you should try again.” 
 
    Fear ran down Boucher’s spine. Forcing his hands to stop shaking, he said the activation word, using care to pronounce every syllable exactly the way the old witch had taught him. 
 
    A blue glow surrounded the demon. 
 
    Boucher started to laugh. The laughter didn’t quite make it out of his throat before a paralyzing dread washed over him. 
 
    The form of the demon wavered. When the blue glow disappeared, an old hag was in the demon-giant’s place. 
 
    Boucher had trouble breathing. He recognized the ancient crone. She was the same witch who’d given him the locket. 
 
    The old hag laughed. “I can take many forms, count. Did you really think it was coincidental the witch came to you and gave you the locket at the same moment you had decided to kill Halmafad and his family?” 
 
    The form of the old witch wavered. When the shimmering stopped, the demon-giant stood in the spot holding his sledgehammer. He stretched out his hand. 
 
    The locket flew out of Boucher’s grasp and settled in the demon’s open palm. The demon balled his fist. When he opened it, ground bits of metal and gem fell to the wooden floor. 
 
    “A useless bauble now that it has served its purpose.” The man-sized giant bared his squared teeth at Boucher. “Now that we know who is really in charge, I expect you to obey my commands without question from now on. You will remain here with my army until spring.” He pointed at the three sleeping forms on the bed. “Entertain yourself however you see fit, I care not. Once we destroy Silverton and the elves’ Tree of Light, you can take what’s left of the army and conquer all of Slyvrastra. What do I care? The destruction of the tree is all that matters; nothing else.” 
 
    The demon’s red eyes locked with Count Boucher’s. “Do we have an understanding?” 
 
    A spasm of fear ran along Boucher’s spine. He understood only too well. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 – On the River 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Mendera leaned against the split-wood railing of the fishing boat as it drifted along in the current of the Silvore River. Truth be told, Coddle’s boat was more of a barge than it was a boat or a ship. The old fisherman and his four rough-looking crewmen also seemed to do more trading of goods than they did fishing. 
 
    As if catching her thoughts, William wandered over, plopped his elbows on the railing, and gazed out over the water. “I’ve got to admit floating down the river’s easier than riding, but I’m not sure we’re in the best of company. I think Coddle’s a smuggler more than he is a fisherman.” 
 
    Mendera acknowledged her brother with a nod. “I suspect you’re right. Even so, I’ve grown to trust him over the last three days. Rick seems to be comfortable enough around Coddle and the others not to wear that healer’s robe over his battle suit.” 
 
    William grinned. “Yeah, I get the feeling Rick kinda likes people with a bit of scoundrel in them.” He laughed. “Doesn’t say much for us, does it?” 
 
    Mendera laughed in spite of herself. The sound of their laughter carried across the deck of the barge all the way to the raised platform in the rear. Coddle and one of his crewmen were there man-handling the large oar they used to steer the boat. Richard was with them. She saw the wizard scout say something to Coddle before heading their way. 
 
    “So,” Richard said as he drew close, “since the two of you’ve obviously got time to crack jokes, I’m assuming it’s time to start your morning training.” 
 
    William grinned. “Fine by me. Do you want me to put the leather armor on that you summoned out of your bag for me?” 
 
    Richard nodded. “Yeah, that would probably be best. You’re getting pretty good with a sheathed sword. I think today we’ll see how you do with a bare blade.” 
 
    “Cool,” said William, using a word he’d picked up from Richard. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Mendera watched her brother run to the pile of bedding on the deck where they’d slept the night before. Within moments he was strapping on pieces of leather over his chest, arms, and legs. 
 
    Turning her gaze on the wizard scout, Mendera said, “You know my brother worships the ground you walk on.” 
 
    Richard grinned. “I’m kinda fond of him too. He’s a good kid.” 
 
    “Yes, he is. The fate of Onslow rests on his shoulders.” 
 
    The grin left Richard’s face. “I’ve got a feeling it’s a lot bigger than just the one kingdom.” 
 
    Mendera frowned. “What do you mean? You know we’ve got to go back and free Onslow.” 
 
    “Ahem,” came the voice of Nickelo from the direction of the battle helmet that was hanging from Richard’s utility belt. “I think what my wizard scout is trying to say is that ‘the One’ did not send us back in time just to help you free your people. I calculate it encompasses a lot more than that.” 
 
    “How so, Master Nick?” Mendera asked. 
 
    “That part I have not figured out yet,” replied Nickelo. “So far, every algorithm I have tried to use has failed. I will keep at it though. I am the most advanced computer in the Intergalactic Empire. I think at nanosecond speed.” He paused and laughed. “Plus, I am persistent if nothing else.” 
 
    Richard laughed and caught Mendera’s eye. “See what I have to put up with? Nick’s always bringing up questions without having the answers. Then he tries to conceal his shortcoming by bragging on himself. That’s why I tend to wing it whenever I have a problem. Planning takes too much effort.” 
 
    “You mean planning makes your head hurt,” laughed Nickelo. “My wizard scout’s winging it tends to get us in more trouble than it does anything else.” 
 
    Placing her hand over her mouth, Mendera tried not to laugh. At times, the wizard scout and his familiar reminded her of two cantankerous old friends more than anything else. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” asked Richard. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Mendera said. “Maybe it’s just that Master Nick and you argue more than William and me.” She smiled. “Are you sure Nick and you aren’t siblings?” 
 
    Richard looked at her. “I doubt it.” He laughed. “I’m a whole lot better looking.” 
 
    “Yes, you are.” Mendera heard the words come out of her mouth before she could stop them. Her face grew suddenly warm. “I mean, uh...” 
 
    For three long heartbeats, Richard’s eyes locked with hers. She felt herself drawn into their depths. He took a step closer as did she. The barge and the rest of the world faded into the background as the wizard scout’s soft-brown eyes became her universe. 
 
    “I’m all ready, Rick!” said William as he came bouncing up. 
 
    Mendera drew back. 
 
    The wizard scout did the same. 
 
    “Uh..., so you are,” said Richard as he turned to her brother. “Warm up with some swings over by the side oar. I’ll be there in a second. I uh...need to get your sister started on her spell training.” 
 
    Seemingly oblivious to whatever undertones were going on, William turned and headed for the opposite side of the barge. Once there he drew his sword and began practicing a kata Richard had shown him the previous day. 
 
    “Mendera, I, uh, well...” said Richard. 
 
    More than a little embarrassed herself at what might or might not have been about to happen, Mendera pulled the level-one spell book she’d been working on the day before out of her pocket and fumbled at the pages. “I, uh, I think maybe I should practice the missile spell you helped me create yesterday. I still can’t get it right.” 
 
    Richard stared at her for a second before nodding his head. “Yeah, maybe that would be best.” He sighed. “I can monitor your Power flows while I’m helping William practice. If I sense any way you can make your spell more efficient, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Forcing herself to stop fumbling at the spell book, Mendera looked at Richard. “I’d appreciate that. You’re a good trainer.” 
 
    The barest hint of a smile appeared on the wizard scout’s lips. “My TAC officers might not agree with you.” 
 
    “Then they’re fools,” Mendera told him. She meant it. 
 
    The hint of a smile on Richard’s face turned into a full-fledged grin. “I won’t argue the fact with you.” 
 
    “Hey, Rick,” said William. “Am I doing this last part right?” 
 
    Mendera nodded toward her brother. “Duty calls.” 
 
    “So it does,” grinned Richard. “I’ll be keeping an eye on you.” His face turned a shade of red. It was easy enough to see since he wasn’t wearing his helmet. “What I mean is that I’ll be monitoring your Power flows. That’s what I meant.” 
 
    Something warm grew in Mendera’s chest. “Yes, of course. My Power flows.” 
 
    Richard started to turn and stumbled. He grinned and shrugged before making his way over to William. 
 
    Mendera watched the two go through the kata for a few seconds, admiring the wizard scout’s fluid movements as he demonstrated how it was supposed to be done to William. 
 
    Get a grip on yourself, Mendera thought. You’re reading into things. He wasn’t going to kiss me. Was he? Would I have let him? 
 
    She wasn’t sure. One thing she was sure of though was she needed to practice her spells. Flipping to the page of the spell book she’d been working on the day before, Mendera studied the writing. The letters and symbols moved around the page as if trying to elude her. Concentrating on the parchment, she imagined the symbols in her mind the way Richard had explained. The writings on the page slowed their movements before stopping completely. 
 
    So far, so good, she thought. 
 
    The page was covered with more scratch marks and blotted out symbols than it was actual writing. Mendera thought back to how Richard had sat down next to her the day before and followed her line of Power as she’d written out various symbols on the page. She’d used the special ink he’d summoned out of his pack. As she’d written down symbols from a magic primer he’d produced from his pack, he’d had her scratch out useless symbols while keeping more efficient ones that seemed to fit together. 
 
    Rick’s helped me write out and learn how to use twelve spells. I doubt even Master Yondo could’ve done better if he’d had a year to teach me. 
 
    Actually, Mendera didn’t think anyone could’ve done better than the wizard scout. She remembered Master Yondo once telling her how even simple spells took decades to create. Richard had helped her create a dozen new spells in only a month and a half. That in itself was a miracle. 
 
    Focusing on the spell book, Mendera concentrated on the missile spell’s symbols until she felt as if they were burning inside her mind. When she felt as if the memorized spell was going to burst out of her head, she closed the book and stared out over the water. Drawing Power from her reserve, she moved her right hand in the manner Richard had told her went best with the spell’s incantation. Chanting the four words of the spell, she sensed her Power transforming into something she could actually use. Her right hand grew warm as a small ball of blue light formed above her open palm. Spotting a log floating in the water twenty paces away, she released the magic. The blue ball sped toward the log and exploded in a blast violent enough to break the piece of flotsam into a dozen pieces of splintered wood and send them flying into the air. 
 
    “Good job!” came Richard’s shout from behind her. “Now see if you can think the words and make it work without actually saying them out loud. After that we’ll try to get the spell down to a single word. That’s when you’ll really be dangerous.” 
 
    Turning away from the river, Mendera looked at Richard. “A single word? Is that even possible? The primer spell book you summoned for me had its version of the missile spell as a six-word incantation. I think you’ve done wonders reducing it by two words.” 
 
    Richard grinned. “You mean you’ve done wonders. I can’t do magic, remember? All I can do is guide you to be as efficient as possible. I may not be a spellcaster myself, but I think you’re going to be one hell of a great mage.” 
 
    Mendera blushed at the praise. “If that ever becomes true, it’ll be because I’ve got a great teacher.” 
 
    “So do I,” said William as he lowered his sword and wiped droplets of sweat from his forehead. “That is, I would have a great teacher if the two of you would stop complimenting each other long enough to let Rick finish my lesson.” 
 
    Embarrassed, Mendera spun around to face the river. For the next two hours she did her best to concentrate on her spellcasting. Even so, she found herself glancing over her shoulder as much as she looked at her spell book. Twice she caught Richard looking back at her. 
 
    So the morning and afternoon went. By evening, both William and she were as tired if not more so than Coddle and his crew. The fishermen had been struggling with their oars to keep the barge in the middle of the river all day. By the time the sun began lowering on the western horizon, everyone onboard the boat was more than ready for a good night’s rest. 
 
    As Mendera helped William remove his armor, one of the crewmen, a younger man named Shift, passed by. In Mendera’s opinion, next to Coddle, he was the friendliest of the crew. 
 
    “Shift?” Mendera said. 
 
    The young man stopped and lowered a crate off his shoulder. His eyes took on the expression of a young doe’s as he looked at her. “What can I do for you, uh...Mendera?” 
 
    Mendera started to smile, but stopped before it got started. I don’t want to encourage the man, she thought. He gets tongue-tied enough around me as it is. Keeping her voice at what she hoped was a monotone, she said, “It’s getting late, and we’ve passed several likely looking places to beach the barge. Won’t we be stopping for the night?” She knew all too well that unlike her, the humans in the crew couldn’t see in the dark. The only other person onboard who could was Richard, and that was only if he was wearing his helmet with the visor down. 
 
    Shift grinned. “Oh, we’ll be stopping soon enough. Only a fool would try running the river in the dark, and Coddle’s no fool.” He pointed at the south bank of the river. “Those are elven lands, and they don’t take well to humans trespassing on what’s theirs. Those elves are a bunch of no good...err... I mean...” 
 
    Mendera knew all too well what the young man meant. Knowing it would be impossible to hide her elven heritage for long on the barge, she’d made a point of removing her hood and combing her hair the first day on the boat. Her pointed ears had created quite a stir among the crew, but over the course of the next few days the boatmen had seemed to come to accept her as one of their own. 
 
    In an attempt to cover for the man’s embarrassment, Mendera said, “You don’t have to explain. I’m only a half-elf. The few elves I’ve met over the years have been none too friendly to me.” She waved a hand at the south bank. “We beached the boat on the south shore last night. Those were elven lands too. What’s the difference now?” 
 
    The young man grinned. “Well, I ain’t the captain of this tub, but from what Tracer and Milan told me, there’s an elf garrison not far from here. We’ll be anchoring in the middle of the river for the night. Coddle says even the north shore’s none too safe this close to the elves.” 
 
    “Hey!” came Coddle’s shout from the rear of the barge. “What are you dawdling for? Get those crates moved to the front of the boat like I told you.” 
 
    Mendera looked at the raised platform at the rear of the boat. Coddle had already turned around and was shouting orders at the others in his crew as they hastened to obey. As the steering oar was pulled in, a large splash sounded from the front of the boat. She turned in time to see the rope that was attached to the anchor disappearing into the water until it jerked tight at the point where it was tied to the bow. She heard another splash from the barge’s rear. 
 
    “Hey, Sis,” yelled William. “Rick’s going to let us do the cooking tonight. We’re feeding the entire crew, so I’m going to need your help. How’s chocolate pancakes sound?” 
 
    “Not too good,” Mendera laughed. “I think we should stick with a nice stew.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 – From the Deeps 
 
    _______________________________ 
 
    Richard jerked upright from the spot he’d selected on the barge’s deck to sleep. He was already in his battle suit having kept it on at the insistence of his battle computer. Reaching out with his mind, Richard tried locating whatever had disturbed his rest. Nothing out of the ordinary appeared on his passive scan. The barge was anchored in the middle of the river the same as it had been when everyone except the night watch had gone to bed. The sky was dark with only a few stars showing through the thick fog that covered most of the river. 
 
    “Relax, Rick,” came Nickelo’s voice in his mind. “Everything is fine. We still have one hour and twenty-two minutes until dawn. What has you on edge? You know I’d alert you if the battle helmet’s sensors picked up anything out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “You mean if you could pick it up with the sensors you would. They don’t detect everything.” 
 
    “True. The helmet’s sensors would not pick up something if it had a stealth shield protecting it. But you need to look at the situation logically. We are on a common fishing barge anchored in the middle of a three-hundred-meter-wide river. What are the odds something powerful enough to create a stealth shield would be interested in little old us?” Nickelo laughed. “I calculate the odds are less than point zero-zero-two-five percent.” 
 
    “Well, something woke me. Call it intuition or whatever you want, but something’s not right. I can feel it.” 
 
    “Hmm, point well taken. I have been with you long enough not to dismiss your intuition. Still, you know as well as I that your feelings have been wrong more often than they have been right. However, to ease your concern I have just completed another sweep with the battle helmet’s sensors. Everything is clear, the same as it has been all night long. I suppose it would not hurt to try your passive scan just to be sure. Sometimes you can pick up things with your scans the battle helmet’s technology cannot.” 
 
    “I’ve already checked with my passive scan, but I’ll try again.” Richard reached out with his passive scan all the way to both river banks. As in his earlier attempt, he detected nothing unusual. 
 
    “Nothing,” Richard admitted. He would’ve let the matter drop, but something told him that would be a mistake. “You know as well as me that a passive scan isn’t as good as an active scan.” 
 
    Richard thought back to his early days at the Academy when Chief Instructor Winslow had first explained scans to his cadet cohort. She’d told them a passive scan was like hearing in that it sensed Power frequencies being given off by their surroundings. Passive scans required almost no Power to operate, so it was nearly impossible to detect. The downside was that the information it picked up was nowhere near as detailed as what could be obtained by an active scan. She’d gone on to explain that an active scan worked similar to a bat’s sonar in that wizard scouts could send out Power from their mind. When the Power returned, it brought information back with it. While an active scan could obtain more detailed information, she’d warned them that active scans could be picked up by their opponents and used to locate their positions. Consequently, she’d advised them to only use an active scan when absolutely necessary. As the chief instructor had put it, since wizard scouts normally operated alone well behind enemy lines, remaining undetected was usually more important than getting detailed information. She’d also told them that another consideration for not using an active scan was that it required significantly more Power to operate. As a result, he usually took his instructor’s advice and stuck to passive scans in lieu of an active scan. For those reasons, he chose not use an active scan now. 
 
    Since neither his passive scan nor his helmet’s sensors were detecting anything, Richard visually checked the barge for anything that might have woke him from his slumber. Glow-stones that Coddle and his crew had rigged at each end of the barge illuminated the deck in a soft white glow, making it easy to see in the moonless night. As far as he could tell, nothing was out of sorts. Four bundles of blankets atop the raised platform at the rear of the barge verified the locations of Coddle and three of his crew. A fifth man was sitting cross-legged with his back against the railing near the rear steering oar. The low frequency of the man’s life force on Richard’s passive scan left little doubt the crew’s guard was asleep on duty. 
 
    “That’s probably the one Coddle calls Shift,” Richard told his battle computer. “He’s the youngest of the crew. I should probably go wake him. A sleeping guard could get us killed.” 
 
    “Well, I do not sleep, and I told you that I am not detecting anything unusual,” said Nickelo. “Look around. Everything is well within standard security parameters.” 
 
    Glancing to his left, Richard verified Mendera and her brother were safe in the sleeping bags he’d summoned for them. His gaze lingered on the half-elf’s face. Although the night air had a definite chill to it, both of the siblings had their heads out of their sleeping bags. A slight fog came out of Mendera’s nostrils in time with her breathing. The light from the glow-stones gave the fog around the half-elf’s face a translucent halo effect. The tip of one of Mendera’s pointed ears stuck out from her long brown hair, giving the sleeping girl an exotic look that was enticing to say the least. 
 
    The color silver flashed in Richard’s mind. He wasn’t sure why. 
 
    She’s beautiful, Richard thought as he gazed at the sleeping girl. The memory of their near kiss that morning came back to him. 
 
    “Now hold on one darn nanosecond,” came Nickelo’s thoughts. “I highly recommend you get control of your hormones or whatever is going on inside that brain of yours. You know as well as me that as soon as we complete this mission for ‘the One’ we are going to be teleported back to the future in the physical dimension. For all intents and purposes, both Mendera and her brother died seventy-thousand years before you were ever born. You are a wizard scout. You cannot have a romantic relationship with her or anyone else in the past, so you might as well get that out of your head.” 
 
    Richard knew everything his battle computer said was true. It didn’t matter. He couldn’t help how he felt. “I like her, Nick. I like both of them. I’ve been thinking of William as the little brother I never had, while Mendera’s like...well, she’s like...” 
 
    “Listen Rick, I know I am just a computer, but I have enough information in my databanks about emotions to know the path you are contemplating will only lead to pain for both the half-elf and you. I realize your physical body has certain needs, so if you are looking for a one-time dalliance, then dally away. Just make sure you keep any emotion resembling love out of it.” 
 
    “Why don’t you mind your own business? What do you know about emotions anyway?” 
 
    “Now that hurts, Rick. You know I am not a normal computer. I am an advanced prototype. I can feel emotions like humor and fear. Maybe I do not feel them exactly the same as you, but I feel them all the same.” 
 
    More than a little embarrassed at having his battle computer lecture him on emotions, Richard snapped, “What would you be afraid of? You’re a computer chip surrounded by a solid brerellium case inside my battle helmet. If I was hit by a tactical nuke, I’d be vaporized, but there’s a chance you’d survive.” 
 
    Nickelo didn’t reply for several seconds. Richard knew all too well that was a very long time for a computer who thought at nanosecond speed. Richard was on the verge of saying something else when Nickelo’s voice sounded in his head. His battle computer’s voice sounded strange; almost as if he was frightened. 
 
    “That is exactly what I fear, Rick.” 
 
    “What? A tactical nuke?” 
 
    “No, that you are going to die someday and leave me all alone. You are my friend.” 
 
    The snide remark Richard had ready to come out died before it hit air. He sighed. “You’re my friend too, Nick. You always will be.” 
 
    A soft splash from the rear of the barge caught Richard’s attention. Although he assumed it was a fish breaking water, his time in the space marines kept him from dismissing the noise without checking it out first. Reaching out with his passive scan, he sensed the four life forms sleeping near the steering oar. 
 
    “That is strange,” said Nickelo. “There should be five life forms. Where is the guard?” 
 
    Having slept with his battle helmet in half-mode, Richard lowered the night-vision filter to three-quarters mode so the visor came to the tip of his nose. Everything took on a reddish glow through the filter. The guard who’d been resting with his back against the railing was no longer to be seen. 
 
    Did he fall in? Richard wondered. He tried picking up the man’s life form in the water with his passive scan. He detected nothing; not even fish. That’s not right. There’s bound to be fish in the river. The glow-stones the crew set up should be attracting them. 
 
    A shudder ran down Richard’s spine. He grabbed his dimensional pack where he’d set it next to his sleeping spot. He imagined an M63 lightweight plasma assault rifle and pulled it out of the pack. The rifle was part of his basic equipment, so it required no Power to summon. With a fully-charged isotopic battery, the M63 could fire 2,225 rounds before requiring a battery change. The ammo pouch on his utility belt had two extra batteries for the rifle, so that gave him a lot of firepower. 
 
    Clicking the rifle’s safety to the full-auto position, Richard stood and checked around the deck for any sign of the guard. A movement to his left caught his attention. He spotted a webbed hand with finger-length claws reaching over the bottom railing toward the sleeping forms of William and Mendera. The hand was followed by a slimy head and a man-sized body that looked as if it belonged on a corpse that had been underwater far too long. Glowing yellow eyes peered out from beneath seaweed-like hair. The webbed creature opened its mouth, revealing a double row of serrated teeth. More webbed hands appeared all along the railing as a half dozen of the slimy, corpse-like figures began pulling themselves on board. The creatures carried no weapons as far as Richard could tell, but in his opinion they had no need. Their sharp claws and serrated teeth were more than dangerous enough. 
 
    Having been a space marine, Richard did what he’d been trained to do. He reacted. Pulling the trigger of his M63, he fired from the hip. The burst of red plasma rounds reached out and struck the chest of a creature about to grab hold of William. The balls of red plasma energy burned holes in the slimy creature’s body, knocking it over the railing and back into the water. 
 
    “We’re under attack!” Nickelo shouted over the battle helmet’s external speakers. 
 
    The roar of Richard’s M63 was all the warning the barge’s occupants needed in order to know they were in danger. 
 
    Richard fired a long burst of plasma rounds from his M63, sweeping the railing from one end to the other. Four of the gray creatures were flung back into the water with holes stitched across their chests. 
 
    Still in their sleeping bags, William and Mendera rolled to the center of the barge before scrambling out. William drew his sword as Mendera raised a long dagger. 
 
    The sound of clashing steel and shouts from the back of the barge was all the evidence Richard needed to know that Coddle and the rest of his crew were awake and fighting for their lives. 
 
    “The crew’s on their own for right now,” Richard told his battle computer. “We’ve got to keep the kids safe.” 
 
    “I agree,” replied Nickelo. “About keeping them safe I mean. Not about them being kids. Mendera is a half-elf. She is twice your age. I would hardly call her a kid.” 
 
    Spotting a large ripple in the water near the front of the barge, Richard pulled an antipersonnel grenade off his utility belt and tossed it into the center of the rippling. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A geyser of water flew into the air along with jagged pieces of torn flesh. Despite the explosion, more of the slimy creatures continued to scramble out of the water and over the barge’s railing. 
 
    “I’m not picking them up with my passive scan,” Richard told his battle computer, using the series of thoughts and images he preferred to think of as battle-language. Unlike spoken words, the image method of communication was near instantaneous. “How come I’m not picking these guys up?” 
 
    Nickelo replied back using the same battle-language. “I have found a listing of creatures in my databanks that have a frequency similar to these, wizard scout. They are called mermen.” 
 
    “Those aren’t men,” Richard said as he cut down two more of the creatures with a burst from his assault rifle. 
 
    “No, they are not,” agreed Nickelo. “They are mermen. They are an advanced civilization found in the depths of the ocean.” 
 
    “Well, guess what,” Richard said as he grabbed his phase rod off his hip with his left hand and activated it in full destructive mode. “We aren’t anywhere near the ocean.” 
 
    Nickelo laughed, which Richard thought more than a little strange considering the circumstances. 
 
    “Thank you for pointing that out, wizard scout. I doubt I could have figured it out on my own.” 
 
    “Cut the crap, Nick. If you’ve got something useful to tell me, let’s hear it. Otherwise, help me select targets.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The right arm of the battle suit shifted slightly, lining the barrel of the assault rifle up on two mermen carrying objects that resembled small crossbows. The trigger finger of Richard’s right glove tightened. A burst of plasma rounds cut the heads off both of the crossbowmen. The two heads fell to the deck as the decapitated bodies toppled over the railing into the water. 
 
    “As you can see,” said Nickelo, “I can select targets and speak at the same time. I am an advanced prototype battle computer. I am more than capable of multitasking, unlike—” 
 
    “Nick! Stop bragging and make yourself useful. I need help.” 
 
    Over a score of mermen were now on the boat with more webbed hands grabbing at the railing. Glancing at his passive scan, Richard detected Coddle and two of his crew fighting their way down the ladder of the rear platform and heading in his direction. He detected no sign of the fourth crewman. 
 
    “I have an idea,” said Nickelo continuing to use battle-language. “According to the information in my databanks, the mermen’s shamans and priests are capable of using magic. I calculate these mermen must have one or more shamans projecting a stealth shield around them. That is why you are not picking them up with your passive scan. According to my databanks, mermen are very protective of their magic users. I calculate there is a sixty-seven percent probability that if their magic users were being threatened, the rest of the mermen would go to their aid. I recommend you attempt an active scan. If you can locate their spellcasters and put them in danger, it might draw the others off Mendera, William, Coddle, and what’s left of his crew.” 
 
    Before Richard could respond, William lunged forward with a long thrust from his sword that was a good facsimile of a part of the sword kata he’d been practicing that afternoon. The point of the sword caught a merman in the stomach. The slimy creature gave out a shrill hiss in place of a scream before stumbling back with its two webbed hands clutching at its belly. A second merman took hold of William’s sword with both hands and jerked the weapon out of the boy’s grasp. William fell to the deck face first. A merman aimed a crossbow at the now helpless boy. Another merman carrying a trident thrust out at William’s exposed neck. 
 
    Lunging forward, Richard caught the fork of the trident with his phase rod and forced the three-pronged weapon to the side. 
 
    At the same time, Mendera shouted a single word that Richard heard but quickly forgot. A ball of blue energy hit the crossbowman in the middle of its chest and exploded, flinging the merman back as dark blood spurt into the air. 
 
    Grabbing the last antipersonnel grenade off his utility belt, Richard threw it into the water near where a group of mermen were reaching out for the barge’s railing. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The front of the barge lifted up, knocking Mendera to the deck next to her brother. 
 
    With his line of fire clear, Richard swept his M63 back and forth, taking out a dozen of the mermen in the process and momentarily clearing the deck of the enemy. Taking hold of Mendera and her brother, he shoved them in the direction of the ladder to the raised platform at the rear of the barge. 
 
    “Get to Coddle,” Richard said. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Back?” Mendera shouted. “Where are you going?” 
 
    Without taking the time to answer, Richard sealed his battle suit and leaped over the railing into the dark water. In full activated mode, the battle suit was heavy. The weight took him straight toward the river bottom. 
 
    Since Richard figured the mermen already knew where he was, he drew Power from his reserve and formed an active scan. Reaching out with the scan, he detected at least a hundred life forms massing beneath the barge’s bottom. 
 
    “I calculate they are massing for a final charge on the barge,” said Nickelo. “Recommend you find the spellcasters before that happens.” 
 
    Richard spotted a group of six life forms glowing bright with Power with his active scan. The half-dozen life forms were located on the river bottom thirty meters from the massed mermen. 
 
    “Those must be the magic users,” said Nickelo. “I calculate if you attack them, it will draw off the others from the barge.” 
 
    With the weight of the battle suit pulling him down, Richard drew more Power from his reserve and used telekinesis to force his way through the water toward the six shamans. The magic users apparently detected his approach because they stopped whatever they were doing and formed a defensive shield. As soon as they did, the spell they’d been using to camouflage their companions dropped. Richard’s passive scan suddenly flared with life forms. The mermen were no longer massing beneath the barge. Each and every one of them was heading his way. He sensed even the mermen that had made it onto the barge were jumping back into the water and swimming toward him at a high rate of speed. 
 
    “See?” said Nickelo. “I told you attacking the spellcasters would draw the others away from the barge. Don’t you love it when one of my plans comes together?” 
 
    “That depends on if it includes getting us out of here alive. I’ll let you know how I feel about your plan in another minute or so.” 
 
    The boots of Richard’s battle suit hit bottom and sunk into the mud. He sensed one of the shamans forming a ball of magic between his hands while the other five magic users fed Power into him. Drawing from his reserve, Richard sent a line of Power at the spellcasters’ defensive shield and began twisting the line of Power like it was the bit of a drill. The nearest of the mermen coming from the barge were only five meters away and closing fast. 
 
    “Nick,” Richard thought. 
 
    “Compliance,” replied Nickelo, obviously knowing what needed to be done. 
 
    The right arm of Richard’s battle suit twisted around and fired off a long burst from the M63. 
 
    “You take care of the magic users,” said Nickelo. “I will handle the others.” 
 
    Trusting his battle computer to do his part, Richard concentrated on drilling against the shamans’ defensive shield. A crack appeared in the shield’s energy. 
 
    As if sensing their danger, the lead shaman sped up the hissing sound that Richard assumed was the spellcaster’s incantation along with the movements of its hands in an apparent effort to complete the spell before the line of Power broke through. 
 
    “The shaman is taking a risk,” said Nickelo. “The slightest mispronunciation of its spell or a wrong hand movement could make the spell overload and—” 
 
    The ball of magic between the shaman’s hands grew bright a split-second before exploding. The mermen’s defensive shield gave way as a blast of water sped outward, rolling Richard over and over along the river bottom. All sound ceased and everything went black. 
 
    Somehow Richard managed to hold onto his assault rifle and phase rod. When he came to a stop, he tried sitting up. He couldn’t. His right leg was strangely cold and wet. 
 
    “You were too close to the blast,” said Nickelo. “The concussion cracked the seal on the leg of your battle suit. I managed to turn off your sound receivers to save your ears before the blast hit you. The battle helmet automatically replaced your night vision filter with its blast shield. I am turning your sound back on and raising the blast shield.” 
 
    Sound returned, but all Richard could hear was the noise of roiling water. The darkness in front of his eyes disappeared as the battle helmet’s night-vision filter replaced the blast shield. All he could see was muddy water. 
 
    Richard struggled to rise. His legs refused to move. “I’m stuck, and I still can’t see.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Nickelo. “You cannot see because the water is full of silt from the explosion. I calculate the river’s current will clear the water up in seventy-three seconds. As for being stuck, your legs are buried in the mud. Recommend you use telekinesis to supplement the strength of the battle suit’s hydraulic assisters.” 
 
    Drawing Power from his reserve, Richard used telekinesis to extract his legs from the mud. Once he was levitating above the river’s bottom, he checked his passive scan. Life forms were scattered all around. Some of the life forms moved, most did not. 
 
    “Status report,” Richard said, using command voice. 
 
    “The blast killed the six shamans and twenty-two of the nearest mermen. There are still seventy-one mermen left. The concussion from the blast has temporarily incapacitated most of them. I calculate they will start recovering within fifteen seconds. Recommend you get out of the water and back on the barge before they can get reorganized. Your dimensional pack is still on the barge. Maybe you can summon explosives to keep them away from the boat.” 
 
    The idea of returning to the barge and having seventy-one mermen swarm over the rails didn’t set well with Richard. He checked his Power reserve. It was at sixty-seven percent. 
 
    “How many rounds do I have left in my M63?” Richard said. 
 
    “Three-hundred and twenty-two,” came Nickelo’s reply. “I calculate you will not have time to reload. You will need to make your shots count.” 
 
    “Yes, I will,” Richard said as he raised his assault rifle to his shoulder. The silt was still too thick in the water for him to see anything visually, so he drew Power from his reserve and formed an active scan. 
 
    “What are you doing?” said Nickelo. “You need to get back to the barge.” 
 
    “No,” Richard said. “We won’t have a chance once these mermen recover. I’m going to use my active scan to target them while they’re still incapacitated. Help line the M63 up on the targets while I pinpoint them with my scan.” 
 
    “Rick, the mermen will not recover for another thirteen seconds,” said Nickelo. “They are unable to defend themselves.” 
 
    Something hard and cold rose within Richard. “I know.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 – Marooned 
 
    _____________________________________ 
 
    The subsurface explosion shot a massive column of river water a bowshot into the sky. The muddy liquid came down hard, spilling over the barge’s deck. Boxes, crates, and dead mermen washed over the side. The knee-high wave of water knocked Mendera’s legs out from beneath her. Frantically grabbing at the nearest railing, she managed to remain on board. After regaining her feet, she looked at the spot where her brother had been only a moment earlier. They’d both been watching the mermen disengage and dive over the side of the barge just before the explosion. Dread ran through her as she realized her brother was nowhere in sight. 
 
    “William!” Mendera shouted. 
 
    With a strength she didn’t know she had, Mendera shoved broken containers and mermen bodies out of the way in a frantic attempt to locate her brother. She caught sight of a bloody form wrapped around the bottom rung of the ladder that led to the rear of the barge. The body was human. 
 
    “No,” she sobbed. “Creator, please, no.” 
 
    “Sis!” came a yell from the front of the barge. “I’m stuck. I’m going under.” 
 
    Spinning around, Mendera caught sight of a white hand splashing in the water near the bow. A booted foot was caught in the railing. Running forward, she jumped over a box and dived below the bow’s railing as she grabbed at a lump of soggy brown hair floating in the water. As soon as she got a handful, she jerked up. Out popped her brother’s head. 
 
    “Hey!” cried William as he spat out a mouthful of muddy river water. “That hurts!” 
 
    “I’ll show you what hurts when I get you onboard. Now hold still. Your foot’s stuck between the rails. I think I can twist—” 
 
    “Ow! You’re going to break it.” 
 
    Mendera released the hold on her brother’s head in order to use both hands to free his foot. William’s head went underwater as a stream of bubbles rose to the surface. 
 
    Forgetting about the foot, Mendera stuck both hands into the water again and grabbed hold of something soft. She pulled her brother’s head back out of the water. 
 
    Coughing, William spit out another mouthful of water before grabbing frantically at her arms. 
 
    Two brown, calloused hands grabbed hold of William’s foot that was stuck in the railing. 
 
    “Here, let me help you,” said Coddle as he removed William’s boot and slid the boy’s bare foot out from between the railing. 
 
    Two more hands latched onto William and helped dragged the boy aboard the barge. The new set of hands belonged to the crewman called Milan. He pounded the flat of his hand against William’s back. The boy spit out another mouthful of river water. 
 
    “That’s enough,” said William as he shoved the crewman’s hands away. “I can breathe now. You don’t have to break my ribs.” 
 
    Satisfied her brother was okay, Mendera glanced around the deck. “Where’s Rick?” 
 
    “Dead more than likely,” said Coddle. “He jumped in the water a few seconds before that explosion. From the size of the blast, I’d say the concussion probably killed anything underwater within fifty paces.” He waved a hand at the river. “Take a look for yourself.” 
 
    Glancing out at the water, Mendera’s stomach tightened into a hard knot. A score of mangled bodies floated on the river’s surface. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that none of them looked like the wizard scout. She turned back to Coddle. “Rick must still be down there. We’ve got to help him.” 
 
    “Help him how?” said Coddle. “Two of my men are dead, and Tracer’s arm has a bad cut. We’ve got to get out of here before those creatures return.” He pointed at Milan. “Cut the anchor lines. We’ll beach on the north shore and get away from the river while we’ve got the chance.” 
 
    Milan drew a knife and headed toward the bow of the boat. 
 
    “No!” said William as he struggled to his feet. “We can’t leave Rick.” 
 
    Something red flashed beneath the water. It was followed by more red flashes. A ball of red energy shot out of the water and streaked into the sky. 
 
    Milan jumped away from the forward railing, the anchor line uncut. “What was that?” 
 
    Mendera knew what it was. She ran toward the bow and looked down at the river. The glow of dozens of red flashes was visible below the surface. The body of one of the webbed creatures floated to the surface. Trickles of smoke came out of three finger-size holes in its chest. The first body was followed by another, then another. 
 
    “That’s Rick firing his assault rifle,” said William as he joined Mendera at the bow. “He was using it against those creatures before he jumped into the river. He’s alive. He’s still down there fighting. We’ve got to help him.” 
 
    Mendera looked around the deck for anything she could use as a weapon. What she was going to do with it she wasn’t sure, but she knew she needed a weapon before she could do anything. She spotted the dagger she’d dropped when the geyser had knocked her off her feet. The blade was wedged beneath a large wooden container. 
 
    “William, help me,” Mendera said as she tugged at the box in an attempt to free the dagger. 
 
    Before her brother could reach her side, something dark grabbed onto the ship’s railing followed by a black head with a large red eye. 
 
    “Rick!” shouted William. “You’re alive!” 
 
    Rushing over, Mendera helped the wizard scout climb onboard. “We’ve got to hurry. They’ll be back.” 
 
    Richard raised the red visor of his battle helmet and shook his head. “No one else is coming. They’re all dead.” 
 
    Coddle glanced at the bodies floating on the river. “Are you sure there aren’t any more of them things?” 
 
    Richard locked eyes with the old fisherman. “Dead sure. As soon as their shamans died the stealth shield they were using to hide the other mermen dropped. I killed them all. There’s none left.” 
 
    Coddle looked out over the water again as did William and Mendera. Although it was still an hour until dawn, the light from the barge’s glow-stones reflected off dozens of the creatures’ bodies mixed in with hundreds of dead fish. 
 
    Mendera sobbed as the enormity of what the wizard scout had done hit her. “There must be a hundred of those creatures.” 
 
    “A hundred and seven to be precise,” came Nickelo’s voice over the external speaker of Richard’s battle helmet. 
 
    Coddle stared at Richard. His eyes narrowed. “I’m missing two of my crew. I don’t suppose there’s any change they’re still—” 
 
    “None,” said Richard. “They’re dead. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Coddle looked at Tracer and Milan before turning back to Richard. “I should’ve known better than to take the three of you on board. You’re no healers. I don’t know what you are, but you’re not healers.” 
 
    “You’re wrong about Rick,” Mendera said, instinctively coming to the wizard scout’s defense. “He is a healer. He’s just something more. He just saved our lives. You should be grate—” 
 
    “Grateful?” said Coddle. “For what? Should I be grateful two of my friends are dead? Should I be grateful I’ve got to go back and tell their families?” He waved a hand at the broken containers scattered around the deck. “Or maybe I should be grateful my cargo’s been destroyed?” 
 
    “I’ll pay for your car—” started Richard. 
 
    “I don’t what your coins,” growled Coddle. “You can throw your blood money in the water for all I care.” He glanced at Tracer and Milan. “I want these three off my boat. I want them off now.” 
 
    The two crewmen glanced at Richard and the strange weapon in his hands. They made no move in his direction. 
 
    Coddle shook a fist at Richard. “Did you hear what I said? I want you off my boat.” 
 
    “You’re safe now,” said Richard. “The mermen are dead. Just get us to Lake Menchendine, and we’ll—” 
 
    The old fisherman’s face turned red. He reached out with both hands and shoved Richard back. “I said I want you off my boat. Get off. Now!” 
 
    Mendera noticed the wizard scout raise his assault rifle. She didn’t have to be told how deadly a weapon it was. He’d demonstrated it to both William and her during their travels, even letting them fire it once. The end of the barrel was pointed at Coddle’s chest. 
 
    Mendera stepped between the two men. “Stop it! There’s been enough killing.” She faced Coddle. “We’ll leave. Just put us on the bank. North or south, I don’t care which.” 
 
    “Well, I care,” said Richard through gritted teeth. 
 
    “William,” Mendera said as she pointed toward the rear of the barge. “Take Richard over there.” 
 
    “I’m not going any—” began Richard. 
 
    Heat rose in Mendera’s face as she spun and faced Richard. “I said go!” 
 
    The muscles on the wizard scout’s face tightened, but he allowed William to lead him away. Once he was out of earshot, Mendera turned back to Coddle. They stared at each other for a half-dozen heartbeats in a contest of wills. 
 
    “There’s a sandbar on the south bank, captain,” said Milan. “We could drop them off there without any trouble.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Tracer, holding a bloody arm against his chest. “Milan and I can handle the oars if you steer. We can let the current carry us to the next town once we get them off.” 
 
    The old fisherman held Mendera’s gaze for another four heartbeats. 
 
    “Captain?” said Milan in an obvious attempt to break the impasse. 
 
    Glancing at what remained of his crew, Coddle nodded. “Fine. Raise the anchors and make way for the south bank.” He spat on the deck near Mendera’s foot. “I curse the day I let a half-elf on my boat. You half-breeds are nothing but trouble.” 
 
    Something cold and sharp tore at Mendera’s heart. Tears formed in her eyes. She refused to let them come out. 
 
    I won’t cry, she thought. I’ll never let anyone see me cry again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 – Southern Shore 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    As soon as Milan and Tracer shoved the bow of the barge off the sandbar, Coddle tugged hard on the rear steering oar and forced the front of the boat into the current. The fast moving water caught hold of the bow as the crew used the side oars to beat a hasty retreat away from the south bank. In less than two minutes the barge’s glow-stones disappeared into the darkness and the thick fog. 
 
    Richard noticed William turn away from the river and look at him. 
 
    “Would you have killed him?” William asked. “Coddle, I mean?” 
 
    Richard didn’t have to think about it long. He shook his head. “No. I’ll admit I was mad, but it was his boat. He was well within his rights to order us off. I don’t hold a grudge against him for that. It was our problems that got his men killed in the first place.” 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t seem fair for them to blame us.” 
 
    “Life’s not always fair. In fact, it’s sometimes downright unfair. I’m actually surprised Coddle let me heal Tracer’s arm before he kicked us off his ship.” 
 
    “Like I said, it doesn’t seem fair.” 
 
    As the boy turned around to look into the darkness, Richard glanced at the far end of the sandbar. With his night-vision filter activated, it was easy enough to make out Mendera sitting on a piece of driftwood. She was staring at the muddy water. He noticed her wipe at her eyes with her sleeve. 
 
    “I don’t know what that old fisherman said to her,” Richard told to his battle computer, “but she’s been quiet ever since Coddle kicked us off his boat. That old man hurt her somehow, and I do hold a grudge against him for that.” 
 
    “Are you really surprised?” said Nickelo. “From your years at the orphanage you should know how people tend to strike out at others who are different She is neither human nor elf. I calculate Mendera has been hurt a lot by the comments of others during her life.” 
 
    Richard thought back to his time at the orphanage. Even though he’d tried to keep his psionic abilities hidden for the most part, the other children had sensed he was different. The sisters of the order running the orphanage had been nice enough, but some of the older kids had been cruel in ways that only children can be. He’d taken his share of abuse until he’d grown large enough and emotionally-strong enough to stand up for himself. That hadn’t stopped the hurtful comments though. He supposed that was why he’d been a little on the antisocial side until a few of the other cadets at the Academy had gone out of their way to become his friends. 
 
    “Well, enough standing around,” Richard told his battle computer. “It’s time to get moving.” 
 
    Pulling his dimensional pack off his shoulder, Richard imagined a twentieth-century style inflatable life raft. 
 
    “What are you doing?” said Nickelo over the battle helmet’s external speakers. The tone of the battle computer’s voice made it obvious he didn’t approve. 
 
    At Nickelo’s question, William turned away from the river and faced Richard. Even Mendera looked up from the water to see what was happening. 
 
    “Well, if you must know,” Richard said, keeping the words in his mind, “I was planning on summoning a life raft so we could head down river. And why are you questioning me out loud?” 
 
    Nickelo’s reply came in Richard’s head. “I spoke out loud so your two companions will know what is happening. I calculate the four of us need to operate as a team if we are going to have any chance of completing your mission for ‘the One’ alive. Your tendency to make decisions on your own puts other people off, me included.” 
 
    Mendera rose from the log and walked over. She eyed the dimensional pack in his hand. “I don’t suppose you can summon us a boat out of that pack of yours.” 
 
    Richard shook his head to nix the idea. “Not a boat. That would take too much Power from my reserve. I was thinking of an antique rubber raft from my world’s past. For some reason, summoning antique items from Earth requires less Power.” 
 
    William frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense, but I guess it doesn’t matter. So why aren’t you summoning it so we can get away from the south side of the river?” He glanced at the thick brush near the river’s edge. “I don’t like it here.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” agreed Mendera. “Elves don’t like humans crossing into their territory. Go ahead and summon your raft so we can get to the north side of the river before we’re spotted.” 
 
    Richard tapped the side of his battle helmet with the knuckles of his right fist. “I was about to do just that when big-mouth here started questioning me.” 
 
    “I was just doing my job,” said Nickelo, using the helmet’s speakers again. “I am a battle computer. Our thankless mission in life is to keep our wizard scouts from making stupid mistakes because they do not take the time to discuss options before they act. By the way, I do not have a big mouth. I am a computer. I do not even have a face much less a mouth.” 
 
    Balling his fist in an attempt to control his rising irritation, Richard gritted his teeth. “I was going to summon us a raft so we could get to the north side of the river where it would be safer. I’d hardly call that a mistake.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t.” said Nickelo. “And it might not be a mistake. Nevertheless, I think the four of us should take the time to discuss your plan before you attempt to implement it.” 
 
    “Fine, we’ll take a vote.” Richard traded glances with Mendera and William. “All those in favor of summoning a raft and getting the hell away from here before we get attacked again raise your hand.” 
 
    Richard raised his hand. So did William. 
 
    For some reason Mendera’s hand remained at her side. “Why do you think summoning a raft would be a mistake, Master Nick?” 
 
    “Well, since you so asked so nicely,” said Nickelo, “I will tell you. Someone is obviously tracking William and you.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” said William. “Not after we stopped them at the tavern.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “I don’t think Nick’s talking about someone physically tracking you. That’s why I agreed to travel on Coddle’s boat. I figured it would throw off any more of those half-orc trackers that might be trying to pick up your trail. I think Nick means someone is using magic to track you.” 
 
    “That is exactly what I mean,” said Nickelo. “According to information that just appeared in my databanks, a school of mermen is rumored to live in Lake Menchendine. That is over ninety leagues from here. What are the odds a hundred and seven of them just happened to appear near our barge by accident and decided to attack it?” 
 
    “Pretty low I suppose,” admitted William. 
 
    “Extremely low,” said Nickelo. “I would tell you the exact odds, but my wizard scout hates it when I have a lot of zeroes in my probability percentages.” 
 
    “That’s right, I do.” Richard looked at William. “I’m with Nick. It was no accident the mermen attacked the barge. They must’ve planned to ambush us. That means they knew exactly where the two of you were located. Either they or someone else is tracking you magically. My guess would be the later.” 
 
    Mendera exchanged looks with her brother before turning back to Richard. “Why do you assume they were after us? You’ve told us about a few of the missions you’ve been on for the entity you call ‘the One.’ You’re bound to have made a lot of enemies. Maybe the mermen were after you.” 
 
    “Oh, Rick has definitely made a lot of enemies,” laughed Nickelo, “but the mermen were not some of them. The ambush was for you. The mermen were tracking you, not us.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” said William, siding with his sister and against Richard for once. 
 
    “Stealth shield,” Richard said. 
 
    “What?” asked William and Mendera at the same time. 
 
    “I’m a wizard scout cadet,” Richard said. He didn’t like taking the time to discuss things while they were so exposed on the sandbar, but since it looked like no one was going anywhere until they got things settled, he did his best to explain while keeping it semi-simple. “I’ve been trained in stealth shields. I’ve got three levels of shields. The lowest level uses less Power than I regenerate, so I keep it up at all times. Another wizard scout or a good mage could detect my life force if they were close enough, but they wouldn’t be able to spot me from a distance.” 
 
    “That is correct,” said Nickelo. “Rick’s best stealth shield makes him near impossible to detect even at close range. It uses a little more Power than he can regenerate, so he only activates it during close recon situations.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say exactly?” asked Mendera. 
 
    Richard bent down, picked up a stone, and threw it into the river. As the ripples expanded outward, he turned back to the half-elf. “What I’m saying is that there were six of the mermen’s shamans in the river. They were skilled enough to cast a stealth shield around their companions that kept me from picking up their life force with my passive scan, but it wasn’t good enough to hide them from my active scan. That gives a pretty good indication of the skill level of the shamans. There’s no way they could’ve detected me even with just my lowest-level stealth shield up. Neither of you have a stealth shield. Someone or something, and I don’t mean the mermen, is magically tracking you. That’s the only explanation for the ambush.” 
 
    “And whoever or whatever is tracking you is powerful,” added Nickelo. “According to the information in my databanks, the mermen rarely work in concert with others. It would take a powerful creature indeed to get them to do its bidding.” 
 
    Mendera glanced around at the thick brush along the riverbank. “Then that’s all the more reason for Rick to summon a raft and get us to the north bank.” 
 
    “I disagree,” said Nickelo. “It is all the more reason not to do so.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said William. 
 
    “Neither do I,” said Mendera. 
 
    Neither did Richard, although he refused to admit it. 
 
    “Then let me put it this way,” said Nickelo. “Rick couldn’t detect the shamans with his passive scan because they had a stealth shield up. He spotted them with his active scan because their stealth shield was only a mid-level spell. What if there is a more skilled magic user waiting out in the river that is capable of casting a high-level stealth shield? Do you really want to be caught out on the water in a raft made out of rubber and canvas if another group of mermen decide to attack?” 
 
    Richard gazed out at the river. The turbulence in the water was none too comforting. “Not particularly, I guess. I suppose I’d prefer to be on land so I could see any enemies coming my way.” 
 
    “But we’re on the south bank,” said Mendera. “What about the elves?” 
 
    Pointing out the obvious, Richard said, “Well, you’re half elf. If we meet any, maybe you could—” 
 
    The glare coming from Mendera stopped Richard in mid-sentence. “Were you even listening when I said elves disliked half-elves almost as much as they do humans?” 
 
    Heat rose to Richard’s face. He’d never liked being criticized. Counting to three under his breath, he forced his voice to remain at a normal volume. “I heard what you said, but I’ve been around elves before. I’ll admit some of them aren’t the friendliest people I’ve ever met, but I don’t think they’d attack us on sight.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t bet on it,” said Mendera. 
 
    “I don’t understand you,” Richard said, genuinely confused. “I know I haven’t been in this time of Portalis’s history before, at least I don’t think I have, but you’re acting like humans and elves are mortal enemies or something. I mean, obviously that’s not the case. You’re living proof of that. You’re a half-elf for Creator’s sake. Your parents must’ve gotten along. Right?” 
 
    Mendera’s eyes grew shiny. She turned away and looked at the river. 
 
    Richard caught William’s eyes. The boy shrugged before looking down and moving a rock around with the toe of his boot. 
 
    Silence reigned on the sandbar for a dozen heartbeats. The only sound was the gurgling of the river. 
 
    Finally Mendera turned back and looked at Richard. “When Father was a young man, barely out of his teens, he was riding in the forest alone. He heard a scream and spurred his mount forward to help.” She glanced at her brother and smiled. “Father was always foolishly brave.” 
 
    “Yes, he was,” sniffed William. 
 
    Mendera looked back at Richard. “Father’s told us the tale many times. He came upon a band of orcs attacking a small group of elves. He charged in with his sword and sent the orcs running, but not before they’d killed all the elves except one; my mother. She was unconscious and seriously wounded. He took her back to his castle. Elves can’t be healed magically, so Father took it upon himself to nurse Mother back to health using medicinal herbs he’d learned to use as a child. They fell in love...well, Father did at least. I’m told elves feel something other than love, I’m not sure what.” Mendera shrugged. “Whatever it was, my mother remained with my father. They eventually married. Five years later, my mother gave birth to me.” Mendera wiped at her eyes. “She died giving me life. Father remained single for thirty years until he met and married Clariese. I’m glad he did. Clariese gave me my brother.” She reached out and ruffled William’s hair. “He can be a pest sometimes, but I love him anyway.” 
 
    “Cut it out, Sis,” said William, pulling back out of reach. “I’m not a kid anymore.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” agreed Mendera. “You’re a king now. That’s why we’ve got to keep you safe.” She looked at Richard. “My parents falling in love and marrying were an abnormality...just like me. Trust me. Elves and humans don’t get along.” 
 
    Richard stared into Mendera’s eyes. “You’re no abnormality. You’re who the Creator meant you to be, the same as me, and the same as William.” 
 
    “And me,” said Nickelo. 
 
    Richard smiled. “Yeah, and you, Nick.” 
 
    Gazing at the water between them and the north bank, Richard reached out with his passive scan. He detected nothing in the river except a few fish. Nevertheless, trying to navigate the dark water on a flimsy raft didn’t seem as desirable as it had a few minutes earlier. 
 
    “All right, Nick,” Richard said. “You win. We’ll stay on the south bank.” 
 
    What sounded like a sigh came out of the battle helmet’s external speaker. “I swear you never listen to what I say. You only hear what you want. Here you go again trying to make the decision on your own. My point in this whole exercise was for the four of us to make the decision together.” 
 
    “Fine,” Richard snapped, growing increasingly frustrated at the prolonged discussion. The first dim rays of morning were turning the sky gray, and he had no desire to be caught out in the open in full daylight. “All those in favor of staying on the south side of the river raise your hand.” 
 
    Richard raised his hand. 
 
    Mendera and William did not. 
 
    Concentrating on the half-elf, Richard said, “What gives? You didn’t vote for my raft idea to get to the north bank, and now you’re not voting for my south-side plan. What exactly do you want?” 
 
    The half-elf’s eyes glared at Richard before relaxing. Her lips moved as if she were counting under her breath. “I want whatever gives my brother and I the greatest chance of remaining alive so we can free the people of Onslow.” She glanced at her brother before looking back at Richard. “If you’re correct and someone has been using magic to track William and me, what’s to keep them from tracking us on land? Aren’t we just trading a possible attack by mermen for an attack by orcs or something worse?” 
 
    “Uh...” Richard started. 
 
    “I have already thought of that,” said Nickelo. “I am an advanced prototype computer. I think at nanosecond speed. I—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard it before,” Richard said. “If you’ve got a solution that keeps Mendera and William from being tracked, spit it out.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you place a stealth shield around us, Rick?” asked William. “You can do anything, Right?” 
 
    “Hardly,” said Nickelo before Richard had time to reply. “Rick is just a wizard scout cadet. He can only put a stealth shield around himself. Maybe when he is more experienced he might be able to conceal the life force of others, but he cannot do it yet.” 
 
    “So are you saying we’re doomed?” asked Mendera. 
 
    “Negative,” said Nickelo. “You are a spellcaster. You can cast a stealth shield around both your brother and you.” 
 
    The half-elf’s eyes grew wide. “I don’t know how to cast stealth shields. I didn’t even know they existed until a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Richard said. He looked at Mendera. “I can teach you. One of those spell books I summoned for you is bound to have a stealth shield spell in it. All you’d need is a low-level one. Give us a couple of days, and I’m sure we could rewrite a spell together that you could use. Then we could move through the elves’ lands without being spotted magically.” 
 
    “Someone could still follow our tracks,” said William. 
 
    Richard shrugged. “Nothing’s perfect.” He looked at Mendera. “What do you say? Are you willing to try learning how to cast a stealth shield? I’m sure you could do it. I’ve got faith in you.” 
 
    “So do I,” said William. 
 
    “Add me to the list,” said Nickelo. 
 
    Mendera glanced from Richard to her brother and back to Richard. “I suppose I’m willing to at least try.” 
 
    “All right then,” said Nickelo. “All those in favor of remaining on the south side of the river and having Mendera learn how to cast a stealth shield raise their hands.” 
 
    Three hands shot into the air. 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “Rick, how about raising another hand for me?” 
 
    Richard raised both hands. “I guess it’s unanimous then. Those elves had better watch out, because here we come.” 
 
    For some reason, everyone laughed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 – Final Test 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
    The mages’ invisibility spells only partially concealed the battlewagon, but Count Boucher wasn’t concerned. He’d made the trek on foot to the ambush site in the valley four-hundred paces below at sunrise. When he’d looked back at the battlewagon’s position, he hadn’t been able to pick out the armored vehicle’s location even knowing where it was hidden. 
 
    Between the spells and the camouflage netting, no one will see us. Once I start firing at the fools, they might try and charge, but let them. Whoever isn’t cut down by our antipersonnel weapons will be destroyed in the minefield. 
 
    He pictured the small metal boxes they’d found when they’d removed the Dragars’ supplies from the cavern below the city. The demon-giant had shown the battlewagon’s mages how to operate the mines. 
 
    I hope Jordan’s soldiers do try and charge me. It would be interesting to see them blow themselves up in the minefield we placed in front of the battlewagon. The giant said some of the mines are designed for anti-armor. I’ll need to make sure my driver stays well clear. The count imagined a formation of Duke Jordan’s knights charging through the minefield and hitting one of the anti-armor mines. I hope they try it. I really do. 
 
    Boucher punched a button on the armrest of his command seat. The metal above his head magically melted away as his chair rose high enough above the hatch of the main cupola for him to look out over the ambush site. Although he couldn’t see them, he knew a battalion of orcs was arranged in a line a hundred paces from the valley floor. 
 
    Glancing down from his position atop the battlewagon, Boucher spotted the mercenary colonel in charge of the human troops at the ambush site. “Where are Jordan’s soldiers now?” Boucher snapped. 
 
    Even mounted on a horse, the colonel had to look up to make eye contact with his superior. “Our scouts report the enemy column is still an hour away. I was about to make a final inspection of the line. I don’t trust those orcs. They’re liable to give our position away before the enemy’s main body is in our trap.” 
 
    “You do that,” Boucher growled. “This is our final test for the battlewagon. I want to see how it does against experienced soldiers. The rabble in the city’s garrison ran away in fear at the first blast of our main gun.” 
 
    The colonel nodded. “We can only hope trained soldiers do the same. The enemy column has a squadron of heavy cavalry. If their knights are able to form up and charge, they could give us a problem.” 
 
    The count laughed as he patted the top of the battlewagon’s main cupola. “Let them come. If any make it through our minefield, it will do them no good. The battlewagon’s armor is impenetrable, and the hatches are operated by magic. No one can get in without the right spell.” 
 
    The colonel opened his mouth to speak but seemed to think better of it. 
 
    Boucher snorted. “You doubt the power of this battlewagon?” 
 
    “No, count,” replied the colonel. “I’m sure you’re right. I’d best check my troops now.” 
 
    Boucher glared at the officer, not at all liking his attitude. “Yes, you do that.” 
 
    Watching the colonel make his way down the line to inspect his soldiers, Count Boucher thought of all the things he would do to the arrogant officer if the man made a mistake. 
 
    Imagine him doubting my battlewagon. I am invincible as long as I’m inside it. Even the giant would be helpless against me. 
 
    Doubts began to creep into the count’s mind. He climbed out of the main hatch and removed the strange helmet that allowed him to operate the armored vehicle. He spoke the magic word to close the hatch. The metal on the top of the hatch merged together, leaving no sign of where the opening had been. He walked over and inspected the smaller cupolas on each side of the main turret, looking for any sign of their hatches. Only the arm-length barrels of the antipersonnel weapons sticking out of the cupolas broke the otherwise smooth surface. 
 
    Humph, thought the count. Nothing can get inside without the correct spell. The battlewagon’s armor is impervious to anything other than one of the Dragars’ star weapons. Today I will show my soldiers the true power of this battlewagon. Even that blasted colonel will no longer have his doubts. 
 
    Satisfied all was well, the count placed his helmet back on his head, spoke the spell to open the main hatch, and sat back in his command chair. He thought the command to lower the helmet’s visor. Once he did, the magic of the star-beings that connected the helmet to the vehicle activated. An image of the valley and the positions of his troops appeared on the inside of his visor. 
 
    The giant calls it a heads-up display, the count thought. With it I can see everything that is happening. No one can sneak up on me, and any who try will meet their doom. 
 
    Activating the targeting scope for the main gun, the count rotated the weapon until it was centered on the valley floor. 
 
    “Do you want us to target the valley floor with our antipersonnel weapons?” came the voice of one of the crew over the speakers built into the count’s helmet. 
 
    “No,” Boucher said. “My main gun will take care of those fools in the ambush’s kill zone. I want the side cupolas to guard our flanks. Let no one get close, or I swear you’ll regret it.” 
 
    “It will be as you say.” 
 
    “Yes, it will. And now we wait.” 
 
    They waited almost an hour before a series of beeps coming through the speakers of the count’s helmet indicated the enemy was approaching. Checking his heads-up display, he noticed a line of dots indicating the approach of at least five hundred of the enemy. Jordan’s soldiers were spaced out in three equal groups along with smaller formations of point and rear guards. 
 
    Count Boucher thumbed the switch for his helmet’s microphone. “Get ready.” 
 
    The sound of the two mages manning the side cupolas chambering rounds into their weapons told the count the crew was ready. He looked between his booted feet at the driver in the vehicle’s lower-front compartment. At the mage’s questioning look, Boucher said, “Don’t start the engine until I fire.” 
 
    The crewman nodded his head, but Boucher didn’t notice. He was too busy aligning the battlewagon’s main cannon on the center of the enemy’s formation. He smiled when he saw it was a unit of heavy cavalry. 
 
    A feeling of bloodlust came over the count as he pulled the cannon’s trigger. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The front of the battlewagon rocked up a hands-breath as the heavy round headed down range before exploding in the middle of the cavalry. The violent explosion of red energy threw shattered pieces of men and animals high into the air. 
 
    “Reload!” shouted the count. 
 
    A second round chambered into cannon’s breech. As soon as the ready light flashed green, Boucher aligned the targeting reticle on a group of four men wearing black robes. 
 
    Magic users, Boucher thought as he pulled the trigger. 
 
    The cannon’s round landed next to the lead mage and exploded in a blast of red. When the smoke and dust cleared, there were no sign of the mages or their mounts. Only a smoking hole marked the location where they’d been. 
 
    “The orcs are attacking,” came the voice of the mage in the right cupola. “Jordan’s rear unit wasn’t in the trap. Their cavalry’s swinging around to flank us. 
 
    “Then stop them,” Count Boucher snapped. “Kill them. Kill them all.” 
 
    A buzzing sound filled the inside of the battlewagon as both side cupolas opened up with their autocannons. 
 
    Count Boucher glanced at his heads-up display. The white dots flanking to the left and right were quickly disappearing. Other white dots were charging straight for the battlewagon. 
 
    “The orcs left their positions too soon,” said the driver as he started his engine. “A troop of cavalry is attacking. Should I withdraw?” 
 
    Boucher laughed at the idea of withdrawing when victory was so near. “Stay where you are. Our minefield will stop them.” 
 
    When a series of explosions sounded, Boucher activated the vehicle’s forward scrying device. The screen lit up just in time to see armored men and horses being torn apart by the exploding mines. A particularly violent explosion literally disintegrated one horse and rider. 
 
    Anti-armor mine, thought the count. Serves them right for daring to challenge me. 
 
    The battle was over in less than ten minutes. What few of Jordan’s troops escaped were being pursued by units of orcs and mercenaries. Once the area was secure, Count Boucher exited the battlewagon and made his way over to a score of prisoners who were bound together by ropes and chains. Most wore the uniforms of Duke Jordan soldiers. One man’s insignia of a boar’s head drew the count’s attention. 
 
    “You,” Count Boucher said, pointing at the soldier with the boar’s head insignia. “You’re from Onslow. Why are you with Jordan’s rabble?” 
 
    The soldier was old, maybe in his sixties. Hatred flashed in his eyes. “I served under King Halmafad at Triton’s Pass. I fight for my king.” 
 
    The count laughed. “Halmafad’s dead. I’m your king now.” 
 
    The old soldier raised his head and spat on the ground. “You’re no king of mine. I serve young King William now. Onslow has revolted against those you left to rule over us. Every nation in the southern kingdoms has sent soldiers north to join with Duke Jordan. Your dragon of metal does not frighten me. It will not scare those who follow. You’re doomed, Boucher; you and all those with you.” 
 
    Fiery heat rose from deep within Count Boucher. He wheeled around and grabbed a lance from a nearby soldier before plunging the steel tip deep into the old man’s chest. Yanking the point out of the dying man, Boucher shouted, “Kill them. Kill every last one of them.” 
 
    Orcs eagerly rushed to obey. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was late evening when Count Boucher made his way to the cave the demon-giant had taken as his winter home. Boucher hated coming to the place. Not because the cave was unpleasant. On the contrary, the giant had adorned it with appropriate sized pieces of furniture he’d forced prisoners to make for him before having them slaughtered and roasted for his supper. Except for the pile of bones to the side of the cave entrance, the cavern was clean with a warm fire to keep the winter chill away. No, the reason the count disliked coming to the cave was the bowing and fawning the demon demanded whenever he came. 
 
    One day, Boucher thought. One day I’ll turn the battlewagon on him. Then we’ll see who bows and fawns. 
 
    “Ah, Count Boucher,” came a deep voice from the rear of the cave. “I gather your test of the battlewagon against experienced troops went well?” 
 
    Walking through the cave entrance, Boucher made his way past a cage with a half-dozen poor souls inside. The smell of roasting meat from deeper within the cave told the count more prisoners had been inside the cage not so long ago. His mouth began to salivate at the aroma in the air before he remembered whence the smell came. He started to gag, but managed to keep what was already inside his stomach where it was. 
 
    Turning a bend in the tunnel, Boucher came out into a large area. It was well lit with glow-stones. Boucher knew it wasn’t for the benefit of guests. The demon’s giant avatar couldn’t see in the dark any better than he could. 
 
    The demon-giant was in his five-elf-high form. He was sitting in a massive chair made from fresh-cut timbers. The smell of pinewood competed with the aroma of a roast of meat sizzling away over an open fire-pit. The count made an effort not to look too closely at the cooking meat. 
 
    “Jordan’s men were defeated,” Count Boucher said. “They’d didn’t run like you told us they would. They charged. The battlewagon’s autocannons and the minefield stopped them.” 
 
    The demon-giant shrugged. “Then why so glum?” He gestured toward a human-sized tankard next to a bottle of amber liquid. “Help yourself. The sense of taste is one of the luxuries of taking on a flesh avatar. I find that particular liquor quite refreshing.” The demon’s eyes reflected red from the fire. “I would offer you a plate of meat, but you look green for some reason.” He laughed. “Are you taking ill?” 
 
    The count reached for the bulge in his tunic, but dropped his hand before it got halfway. The locket would do me no good even if I still had it, he thought. I must play the fool for now, but my time is coming. I will pay this demon back a hundred-fold for all the slights he has done to me. 
 
    The demon laughed again, obviously noticing the count’s movement, but he said nothing. 
 
    “We took some prisoners,” Boucher said. “One of them was an Onslow soldier. The southern kingdoms have banded together and traveled north to join forces with Duke Jordan’s army. We should’ve consolidated our control over the south while we had the chance. The battlewagon would’ve brought them all to their knees.” 
 
    “All in good time, dear count,” laughed the giant. “You mortals are always in such a hurry. It is the prize at the end that matters. The destruction of Silverton is our goal. Once the elves and their accursed tree are taken out of the equation, everything else will fall in line. You will have your petty kingdom of Onslow, and the rest of the continent as well if you want it. The destruction of the Tree of Light is my goal. Nothing else matters.” 
 
    Count Boucher weighed the odds of questioning the demon. The giant seemed in relatively good spirits today. The count decided to take a chance. “The boy is still alive. Until both he and the girl are dead, Onslow will not truly be mine.” 
 
    The smile on the giant’s face disappeared. “Ah, yes, the Onslowian king and his half-elf bitch of a sister. They have proved to be more trouble than I expected.” 
 
    Although the giant was no longer smiling, Boucher took the risk that the demon’s good mood was still in place. “They have help. One of Lieutenant Venash’s men that survived the encounter at the mountain tavern finally dragged his worthless hide back to camp. He speaks of a man with a flaming red sword that helped the Halmafad brats. He must be a mage of some kind.” 
 
    The giant shook his head. “No, he is no mage. I have seen him before. He is a wizard scout, a being from another time and place. He has been teaching the half-elf spell lore. The boy and she now have a stealth shield around them. We can no longer trace their progress.” 
 
    “Then how will we find them?” Count Boucher asked. He knew all too well his plan to assume the throne of Onslow would be for naught if the boy and his sister lived. 
 
    The demon laughed. It was a cruel laugh. “We do not need to find them. They will find us soon enough. It is time to begin your march on Silverton. Ready your army. You must get to the elves’ city before Duke Jordan’s troops can come to their aid. Have your lead elements ready to leave in three days.” 
 
    “Three days?” gasped the count. “It’s still winter. I’ll lose a tenth of my troops if I try to march through the mountain passes now.” 
 
    The demon-giant gave an evil smile. “You mean you will lose only a tenth if you are lucky. It matters not. The battle for Silverton must be completed before the spring equinox.” 
 
    “That makes no sense,” Count Boucher said. “Only a fool would try to—” 
 
    The giant jumped out of his chair. “Watch yourself count. This cave is small. I may accidentally step on you.” 
 
    The count bowed his head and looked at the floor. “What I mean is, why the hurry? More orcs and goblins join us every day. By spring, our army will have doubled in size.” 
 
    “As will theirs,” said the giant. “Plus the half-elf is mentioned in a prophecy. She may be the key to bridging the gap between humans and elves. We cannot allow that to happen. You must destroy Silverton before Duke Jordan reaches the Silvore River.” 
 
    The idea of making a winter’s march through the mountains was ludicrous, but the tightening of the muscles around the demon’s red eyes kept the thought in Count Boucher’s mind. He forced himself to bow. 
 
    “Naturally, it will be as you say.” 
 
    “Naturally.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 – Target Practice 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    The going was slow due to the dense brush along the south bank. Being in no hurry, Richard wasn’t too perturbed. He’d grown quite attached to both of the siblings during the weeks since they’d left the mountain tavern. The time since they’d been forced off the barge by Coddle had only strengthened their bond. 
 
    After setting up camp one evening, Richard found himself teaching the two siblings how to shoot a firearm, specifically the 9mm pistol. 
 
    “Good shot,” Richard said as William knocked over one of the empty cans they’d set up as targets in front of a dirt mound. “That’s three in a row.” 
 
    William beamed at the praise. “Thanks. I’ve got a good teacher.” He looked at the weapon in his hand, making sure the barrel remained pointed down range like he’d been taught. “I like this one a lot better than that other pistol of yours. It was way too loud. This one’s a whole lot quieter.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Mendera. “That other pistol hurt my ears when you fired it.” 
 
    Richard thought about the round from his AutoMag that he’d fired the day before when William had asked how it worked. “Yeah, well, I shouldn’t have shot it. The noise could’ve given our position away. That was a mistake on my part.” 
 
    “One of many,” laughed Nickelo over the battle helmet’s external speakers. 
 
    In a particularly good mood for some reason, Richard let his battle computer’s joke slide without comment. He kept his attention on the boy. “My AutoMag was specially designed by our armorer back at the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy. It resembles an old Earth weapon, but the round’s heavier and uses J22 plastic explosive instead of gunpowder. So yeah, it’s very loud. The J22 also gives it a recoil that would break my arm if I tried firing it without my battle suit on. The suit’s hydraulic assisters take up most of the recoil.” 
 
    Mendera stepped next to her brother and pointed at the 9mm. “You told us the reason this one doesn’t make noise is because of that thing you put on the end of the barrel. I think you called it a quieter.” 
 
    Doing his best not to laugh, Richard said, “Actually, it’s called a silencer. If I hadn’t attached it to the barrel, even the 9mm would be loud.” 
 
    “Not as loud as the AutoMag,” said Nickelo apparently wanting to get his five credits in. “I can give you the exact differences in decibels if you’d like. Of course, humidity, air temperature, and altitude affect the sound intensity. I could create an algorithm that could corr—” 
 
    “I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” laughed Richard. “I’m sure all they need to know is that the 9mm’s quieter with the silencer attached.” 
 
    “Do you want to try a couple of shots, Sis?” asked William. “It doesn’t kick or anything. It’s like shooting a crossbow. Only it’s easier since you don’t have to cock back the string each time you fire.” 
 
    The half-elf looked dubiously at the black weapon in her brother’s hand. 
 
    “You should give it a try,” Richard said. “According to Nick, we’re getting closer to Lake Menchendine. We’ve been lucky so far and have avoided trouble, but I’ve got a feeling that’s about to change. We’re almost due north of the elves’ capital city. Trouble could be just around the corner.” 
 
    Mendera nodded. “I agree. The closer we get to Silverton, the heavier the elves’ patrols will be. Still, the stealth spell you helped me create has done its job.” 
 
    “Looks that way,” Richard admitted. “You’ve got a knack for magic. Your stealth spell is getting so good that I’m beginning to have trouble detecting the two of you with my active scan.” 
 
    “Which can be a good or bad thing depending on how you look at it,” added Nickelo. 
 
    William scratched his head with his free hand. “How could it be bad? We want to stay hidden from whoever was magically tracking us before, right?” 
 
    Mendera shrugged. “I’m guessing Master Nick means it could be bad because if we get in trouble, Rick might have trouble locating us.” 
 
    “Oh, I could find you if I was close, say within a couple of hundred meters, and if I was using an active scan,” Richard said. “However, my passive scan’s not good enough to detect you with your stealth spell up. Even standing next to you like I am, I can’t pick either of you up with my passive scan.” He grinned at the half-elf. “You’ve got one hell of a good stealth spell. It may be the best I’ve ever run up against. Like I said, you’ve got a knack for magic.” 
 
    Mendera’s face turned a light pink. “And like my brother said, we’ve got a good teacher.” 
 
    “Not that I’m complaining, Rick,” said William, “but why are you showing us how to shoot this weapon now? It’s not like we’ll be using it if we get into a fight.” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “No, not this one, but Nick and I’ve been talking it over. I was able to summon two 9mm pistols, holsters, and extra ammo earlier today. I think ‘the One’ wants you to have them.” 
 
    William’s eyes lit up as he spun around and faced Richard. “You’re going to give us one of your weapons?” 
 
    With the barrel of William’s pistol suddenly pointing at Mendera, Richard snatched the weapon out of the boy’s hand. “Not until I think you’ll be safe with it. I warned you to never point a weapon at someone unless you intend to shoot them.” 
 
    The boy-king looked down at the ground. “I’m sorry, Rick. I...I forgot.” 
 
    “Well, make sure you don’t forget again,” Richard said. He sighed. “Don’t take it too hard. I’ve been known to do a few stupid things on occasion.” 
 
    “A few?” laughed Nickelo. “When we finish here William, I’ll tell you about a time back on Velos where Rick was trying to—” 
 
    “That’s enough, Nick,” Richard said. “I’m trying to give a lesson here. I don’t need any comments from a wannabe comedian.” 
 
    Making sure the 9mm was on safe, Richard offered the pistol to the half-elf. “Why don’t you try a few shots? I wasn’t able to summon silencers for the weapons I’ll be giving your brother and you for some reason, so they’ll be loud when you fire them.” He grinned. “Of course, if we’re in a fight, it won’t matter. For now though, we need the silencer so we don’t give our location away.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Mendera. “Maybe William should fire some mo—” 
 
    “Give it a try, Sis,” said William. 
 
    Shrugging, Mendera took the weapon and faced the mound of dirt where two of the half-dozen cans were still standing upright. She raised the pistol and clicked off the safety. 
 
    “She was obviously paying attention while you were teaching the boy,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “Makes me wish I had been assigned a wizard scout who paid attention once in a while.” 
 
    “You’re not funny, Nick,” Richard said, also keeping the comment in his mind. 
 
    “Am too,” came Nickelo’s thought. “Just ask me. I will be glad to back me up.” 
 
    Mendera squeezed the trigger. A spray of dirt flew into the air a half meter from one of the cans. 
 
    Richard moved behind the half-elf and took his battle helmet off, placing it on the left side of his utility belt just behind his phase rod. Somewhere between his head and the belt, the helmet changed shape to a semi-flattened piece of leather-like material that formed to the contour of his hip. 
 
    Bending at the knees so his chin was even with Mendera’s head and just behind her right ear, Richard placed his hand on the half-elf’s arm and helped her align the pistol’s barrel with the can. “Center the rear of the sight on the front post and align them both with the can. Once they’re lined up, take a breath and let some out.” 
 
    The half-elf did as he said. 
 
    “Now squeeze the trigger,” Richard said. 
 
    The pistol bucked in Mendera’s hand. A spray of dirt flew into the air. This time it was only a fingers-breath from the can. 
 
    “That’s better,” Richard said. “Try another shot.” 
 
    A cold breeze blew a strand of Mendera’s hair across Richard’s face. He caught an aroma of pine needles and something else, possibly some type of flower. How she’d found a flower in this weather he didn’t know, but the smell was very intriguing. He became suddenly aware of the warmth of the half-elf’s flesh. Moving his head to get the hair out of his face, Richard’s cheek inadvertently touched hers. 
 
    The pistol in Mendera’s hand shook as she turned her head slightly toward him, their lips almost touching. 
 
    “No, that’s not the way you do it, Sis,” said William. “You’ve got to keep your elbows locked.” 
 
    Richard drew back. 
 
    So did Mendera. She raised her arms and concentrated on the cans. Her next shot was a good two meters away from the nearest can. She lowered the weapon, placed it on safe, and turned around, making sure the barrel of the pistol stayed pointed at the ground. “I, uh, I think I’ve practiced enough for today,” 
 
    Richard nodded, his mind no longer on weapons. “Uh, I think you’re right. William, how about picking up those cans so I can stick them back in the dimensional pack. We don’t want to leave trash lying around.” 
 
    “Sure,” said William as he scampered to gather their makeshift targets. “Are you going to give us our pistols now?” 
 
    Laughing, Richard said, “Not hardly. One training session does not an expert make. We’ll practice some more tomorrow. When I think you can handle a weapon without shooting one of us with it, then I may consider summoning a weapon for you.” 
 
    Undaunted, the boy brought the cans back. “I’ll do better tomorrow. In the meantime, can you show me some more moves with my sword?” 
 
    “Maybe later,” Richard said. “I need to get started on our supper.” 
 
    “I’ll cook tonight,” said Mendera. “The two of you can get all sweaty if you want. I’ll call you when it’s ready.” 
 
    Richard took his dimensional pack off his back and handed it to Mendera. Then he removed his battle helmet from his belt and gave it to the half-elf as well. “Take these. Just tell Nick what you need. He’ll relay it to me, and I’ll summon it in the pack for you.” 
 
    “Can you do that?” said Mendera. 
 
    Richard shrugged. “Sure. Why not? Nick and I can communicate a long distance. My dimensional pack only works for me, but as long as I know what you need, I can energize the pack so you can get it out.” 
 
    The half-elf eyed Richard. “You’re a strange one, Rick. I don’t think I’ll ever understand you.” 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “Join the club. I am still trying to figure him out myself.” 
 
    Without further comment, Mendera turned and headed back in the direction of their camp. Richard watched her go. He had an urge to follow. 
 
    Something hit Richard’s backside. It was the flat of William’s sword. 
 
    “That’s one point for me, Rick. You keep telling me to always be on my guard.” 
 
    Laughing, Richard removed his phase rod from his belt and extended the meter-long rod without activating the weapon. “So I did. Now we’ll see if you were paying attention to anything else I taught you.” 
 
    The boy raised his sword into an on-guard position. “Oh, I’ve been paying attention.” 
 
    Richard feinted an attack with his phase rod before kicking out with his right foot and sweeping the boy’s legs out from underneath him. 
 
    “Hey, that’s not fair,” William protested. 
 
    Laughing, Richard reached out and helped the boy to his feet. “There’s nothing fair in combat. You do whatever you need to do to win. The loser’s dead.” He raised his phase rod to on-guard. “Now let’s get down to business.” 
 
    They practiced for an hour before Mendera called them to supper. It was a hot vegetable soup with biscuits. They washed their meal down with cold water out of his dimensional canteen. 
 
    Once their meal was over, Richard and William cleaned up. It was easy since all that entailed was tossing the dirty dishes back into the dimensional pack. 
 
    William yawned. “I’m going to bed.” He looked at Mendera. “Are you coming, Sis?” 
 
    The half-elf shook her head. “Not yet. You go on. I want to talk to Rick for a minute.” 
 
    The boy gave his sister a strange look, but he didn’t argue. 
 
    Once the tent flap shut, Mendera turned on her camping stool and looked at Richard. “What almost happened? When we were practicing with your pistol, I mean.” 
 
    Richard knew what she meant. “Look, err...I’m sorry about that. I mean, uh—” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    Richard looked at Mendera, wondering if he’d heard right. She’d changed into a clean set of pants and blouse while William and he’d been practicing. He’d been surprised when Nickelo had relayed her request to summon a change of clothing and the shower gear, but hadn’t thought anything of it. With the day’s grime gone and her long brown hair brushed out, Richard thought she looked prettier than ever. 
 
    “You’re not?” Richard asked. “Sorry, I mean?” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” She gazed into Richard’s eyes. “I told you once before that I’m not a child. I may look twenty, but I’m forty-two. The truth is I like you. I like you a lot. I think you like me.” 
 
    “I do,” Richard admitted. The color silver flashed in his mind. He ignored it. 
 
    “All right then,” said Mendera. “I just want to make sure we understand each other.” She nodded in the direction of the tent. “My brother comes first though. Once he’s on Onslow’s throne, then maybe we can—” 
 
    A feeling of hopelessness washed over Richard. “I wish it was that simple. As soon as my mission’s complete, ‘the One’ will teleport me back to my time. I won’t have a choice.” 
 
    “We always have a choice, Rick.” She stood and held out a hand in his direction. “The question we have to ask ourselves is what are we going to do with the time we have?” 
 
    Richard stared at the half-elf’s outstretched hand for several heartbeats. A part of him wanted to reach out and take it. Logic told him that it would only lead to pain and heartache for the both of them. Coming to a decision, Richard stood and took her hand. 
 
    They walked together into the woods. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 – Split Forces 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    Count Boucher stomped his feet on the frozen ground in an attempt to get the blood flowing. Even his fur-lined boots had trouble keeping the cold at bay this high up in the mountain passes. 
 
    “What’s taking so long?” he snapped at the mage in charge of the battlewagon’s maintenance. 
 
    The mage was one of the Northern Mages; human stock. He turned away from the vehicle’s engine compartment and looked down at the count standing on the ground two meters below. “The cold is making it difficult to replace the vehicle’s energy sphere, count. We should be done soon.” 
 
    “Well, see that you are.” 
 
    With nothing to do but wait, the count inspected the line of soldiers walking along the mountain pass. They were a sorry-looking lot with icicles dangling from their beards where their breath had condensed and frozen. 
 
    The worst is over, thought the count. At least he hoped it was. They’ll probably be finding bodies up here long after the spring thaw. That fool demon’s killed or incapacitated a tenth of my troops, all because of his obsession with Silverton and that blasted tree. If I had my way, I’d take what remains of my army and head south to Onslow. 
 
    The count knew he would do no such thing. The truth was the demon frightened him. He tried not to think about it. 
 
    A low-level mage came running up carrying a head-size sphere filled with swirling red gas. The mage stumbled on the icy trail, nearly dropping the glass globe. 
 
    “Careful, you fool!” snapped the Northern mage in charge of maintenance. “We can’t afford to lose any more of those. The battlewagon can’t move or shoot without those energy spheres, and there aren’t many left.” 
 
    The mage’s words caught Boucher by surprise. “What’s that? We’ve got a dozen wagonloads of supplies. Three of them are full of energy globes.” 
 
    The Northern Mage took the red-filled sphere from his underling and carefully handed it to a large, pot-bellied man who was standing half-in and half-out of the engine compartment. 
 
    Once the pot-bellied man had the energy globe firmly in his grasp, the Northern Mage turned back to the count. “We lost three of the supply wagons coming through the pass when that avalanche hit. Two of them contained energy globes. We’ve only got what’s left in the lead wagon. Ammo we have in plenty. Energy spheres, not so much.” 
 
    Anger burned through the count. It was anger at the demon, but since the demon-giant wasn’t around, he took it out on the mage. “You fool. I told you to take care of those wagons. I swear I’ll—” 
 
    The Northern Mage wiggled the fingers of his right hand as he said words the count heard but quickly forgot. A small ball of blue energy appeared in the mage’s hands. Nothing happened, but the glowing energy was a warning nonetheless. 
 
    Arrogant fool, thought the count. I should never have let the demon talk me into allowing those Northern Mages to join my army. They’re all arrogant. He eyed the blue energy floating between the mage’s fingers. The problem is they’re as powerful as they are troublesome. I should’ve stayed in Onslow, demon be damned. 
 
    Forcing his voice to remain calm, Count Boucher said, “How many energy globes do we have left?” 
 
    The ball of blue energy disappeared as the mage shrugged. “We’ll probably be on the last energy globe when the battlewagon gets to Silverton. I doubt you’ll be able to do much maneuvering once you get there. You’ll have enough energy to operate the weapons, but that’s about it. My advice would be to pick a high spot overlooking Silverton and surround yourself with mines while you blow the place apart.” 
 
    The count glared at the mage. “I don’t need your advice.” 
 
    With a nod of his head, the Northern Mage said, “Of course. I never presumed you did.” 
 
    “She’s all ready to go,” said the pot-bellied man as he climbed out of the engine compartment. As the man mumbled words that sounded like gibberish to the count, the metal surrounding the opening to the engine compartment merged together to form a solid piece of metal. 
 
    “It’s about time,” said the count. 
 
    Grabbing hold of the massive vehicle’s track, Boucher climbed aboard. He continued on up to the main turret and slid through the opening to the command chair. Once inside, he glanced through the opening between his boots at the driver in the forward compartment. “Start the engine and get this thing buttoned up.” 
 
    The engine roared to life as the opening above the count’s head merged into a solid piece of metal. 
 
    “And turn the heater on for Creator’s sake,” snapped the count. “I’m freezing.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hours after the majority of the army made camp in the plain below the mountains, Count Boucher walked through the opening of his tent, ready to spend some time with a couple of wenches before getting drunk and going to sleep. Instead of the two women from the village he’d ordered taken to his tent, Boucher found the demon-giant in human-size form sitting in one of the tent’s chairs. 
 
    The demon’s red eyes flashed. “Ah, I see the army and you made it safe and sound through the mountains. I knew you would.” 
 
    The count was tempted to call for his guards, but he refrained. They would do no good against the demon, he thought. It would only make me look weak in his eyes. One day I’ll have my revenge for his arrogance, but not now. Not today. 
 
    Count Boucher tried to lock eyes with the demon to show the creature he was not afraid. In less time than it took his heart to beat twice, he averted his eyes to the tent floor. His face turned warm as he balled his fists. 
 
    “Relax, count,” came the demon-giant’s deep voice. “Better men than you have bowed at my feet. I sense you have something to say. Out with it.” The giant flashed his square teeth in what was probably more of a sneer than a grin. 
 
    Controlling his anger as best he could, Boucher looked up, focusing on the demon-giant’s chin. “We lost most of our energy globes getting through the mountains. I won’t have enough to—” 
 
    “You will have enough to do what needs to be done,” said the demon. “I saw the avalanche in my mind. Fortunately, it left you with exactly the amount of energy globes necessary to get the battlewagon to Silverton and nowhere else. That should not matter since I am sure you were not contemplating taking the battlewagon back to Onslow before you destroyed the elves’ tree.” 
 
    The count caught what might have been humor in the demon’s red eyes. A suspicion rose in Boucher’s mind. “I lost men in that avalanche. I lost a lot of men getting through the mountain passes. How am I supposed to get the battlewagon back to Onslow without energy globes?” 
 
    The demon laughed. “Once you destroy Silverton and the Tree of Light, energy globes will be the least of your worries. You shall have them in plenty. You can go back and rule your little kingdom to your heart’s content. First though, you will help me destroy the elves’ tree.” 
 
    Count Boucher had a lot he wanted to say, but he wisely kept his thoughts in his mind. 
 
    When the count said nothing, the demon shrugged and waved at a chair next to the tent’s table. A glass and a bottle of amber liquid were within easy reach. “Sit down, count. Have a drink. This may be your last night to enjoy your human luxuries. Tomorrow you will lead your army across the Silvore River and enter the lands of the elves. I doubt you’ll have time for your creature comforts with the elves harassing you every step of the way.” 
 
    The count sat down, but he refused to fill his glass. “What makes you so sure the elves won’t be waiting in force for us at the river?” 
 
    The demon-giant grinned. “I have my ways. The elves are consolidating their troops around Silverton. I think they are hoping Duke Jordan will attack you as you are crossing and draw you away from the elven lands. It is a false hope.” 
 
    “How so?” asked the count. “The last I heard, the duke’s soldiers were making their way around the west side of Lake Menchendine. My scout’s tell me he’s got ten thousand troops with him. They could make it hard on us if they catch us with part of our army on one side of the river and part on the other.” 
 
    The demon sneered, dismissing the count’s words. He laughed. “You humans. Do you think my master and I do not know all that is happening? Do you think we have not planned for every eventuality? You still have ninety thousand troops in your army. You will have twenty thousand of your soldiers engage Duke Jordan’s forces and keep him pinned down at the river. The rest of your army will continue on to Silverton.” 
 
    “Seventy thousand’s not enough to take Silverton,” Count Boucher argued. “Even the battlewagon will not turn the tide. Silverton’s walls are made of alabaster granite. They’re resistant to magic. We don’t have enough rounds for the battlewagon’s main gun to destroy their walls.” 
 
    “No,” agreed the demon. “You do not, but you will not need to destroy the walls. The elves’ soldiers will leave the protection of their fortifications and meet your army out on the plains. By then, another hundred thousand orcs, goblins, ogres, and trolls will have joined your army. You will outnumber the elves five to one. With the firepower of the battlewagon to back your army up, the elves and whatever allies they can scrape together will be destroyed once and for all.” 
 
    The count saw an obvious flaw in the demon-giant’s plan. “The elves aren’t stupid. They’ll remain behind their walls and dare us to attack. Even two hundred thousand will not be enough to maintain a prolonged siege of the city. The elves will wait us out until more of their allies arrive.” 
 
    The demon shook his head. He grinned with his squared teeth. “No, they won’t. A few rounds from the battlewagon’s main cannon lobbed over the walls at the Tree of Light will force the elves to leave their city. They will not sit idly by while you destroy their precious tree.” 
 
    The count thought back to the training the demon had given the battlewagon’s crew on indirect fire. It might actually work, he thought. 
 
    “Of course it will work,” said the demon. His red eyes flashed with amusement. 
 
    A chill ran down Boucher’s spine at the thought the demon might be reading his mind. 
 
    The demon said nothing further. 
 
    “The elves still have allies,” Count Boucher said, grasping at straws. “What if—” 
 
    The demon’s giant avatar laughed. “I have already taken steps to neutralize the only allies of the elves that matter. You tend to your part of the plan and leave the rest to me.” 
 
    “What about the two brats and that wizard scout you told me about?” said the count in a final attempt to find a flaw in the demon’s plan. “Do you even know where they are?” 
 
    The demon’s eyes flashed bright red. “Watch yourself, count. There are many others who could be found to handle your part of my master’s plan.” The fire went out of the demon’s eyes as he leaned back in his seat. The chair creaked, but the wood held. “I do not need to know where the prince and princess are. The prophecy tells me where they are going to be and when. I have already sent emissaries to make sure the prophecy fails.” He waved his left hand in a sign of dismissal. “As for the wizard scout, his presence is inconsequential. He is not a full wizard scout. He is only a cadet, and he cannot self-heal. If he is foolish enough to join the battle at Silverton, the battlewagon will have no trouble dealing with him.” 
 
    The count hoped the demon was right. He wasn’t so sure. Nothing is going like I planned, he thought. Glancing at the bottle of amber liquid, Boucher poured his glass full and drained it in a single gulp. The fiery liquid burned all the way down to his gut. 
 
    Nothing is going as I planned at all. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 – Plea for Help 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    The sound of metal-on-metal outside the tent drew Mendera out of her sleep. She’d been dreaming. It had been a pleasant dream. Although only half awake, Mendera knew the source of the metallic banging. She snuggled deeper into her sleeping bag, determined to enjoy its warmth a few more seconds. The clang of metal-on-metal beyond the tent’s walls made her open her eyes the barest of cracks. Although it was still dark, the night did have the beginnings of a definite gray to it. 
 
    Mendera groaned. 
 
    Rick must be starting breakfast. 
 
    She rolled over in her sleeping bag and tried covering her ears with both hands. 
 
    He’s making all that noise on purpose. He’s probably irritated he lost at cards to William and me last night. 
 
    In spite of herself, Mendera smiled. 
 
    Is it our fault he’s a horrible bluffer? He shouldn’t have bet cooking two breakfasts against our dinners if he didn’t have the cards to back it up. 
 
    Mendera laughed, keeping the sound quiet so as not to wake her brother. 
 
    Rick can be so naive at times. I suppose that’s one of the reasons I love him. 
 
    Mendera’s heart skipped a beat at her self-admission. 
 
    That’s the first time I’ve admitted it, but I do love him. I’m not ashamed of it either. I’m sure he feels the same way about me, but he hasn’t said it yet. Then again, I haven’t told him either. He should sense it though. Shouldn’t he? 
 
    She wasn’t sure. Other than her father and brother, she’d never loved anyone before, so her experience was limited to say the least. 
 
    The amount of banging of pots and pans increased. 
 
    Mendera had no doubt it was intentional.  
 
    I swear that man can be such a child at times. She sighed. It’s obvious he’s not going to let us sleep much longer. I may as well get up before he starts banging pots right outside the tent flap. 
 
    Dark though it was, the lack of light didn’t bother Mendera. The night vision of her elven heritage revealed everything in clear detail. She studied the back of her brother’s head as he lay on his side facing the opposite side of the tent. His steady breathing made it all too obvious the banging pots weren’t disturbing his rest in the least. Her brother’s ability to sleep despite the noise made her wish she was young again. 
 
    William’s changed a lot during the last few months, but he’s still a child in a lot of ways. Still, I can tell he’s matured. He’s accepted the change in relationship between Rick and me easy enough. I suppose it helps that he really likes Rick. The truth is William probably wouldn’t mind having Rick for a brother-in-law if it came to that. 
 
    Mendera held onto the thought of possible marriage for a half-dozen heartbeats before letting logic force the thought away. 
 
    Our time together can’t last. From what Rick says, ‘the One’ is going to send him back to the physical dimension as soon as we defeat the giant. If it just affected the three of us, I’d let the giant live and do whatever it pleased. I’d be content to escape to some mountain valley with William and Rick, build a house, and let the world pass us by. 
 
    She tried imagining what such a life would be like. It was a pleasant thought. That is, it was pleasant until she remembered who she was. 
 
    Who am I kidding? That can never be. Neither my brother nor I could ever be truly happy knowing the citizens of Onslow remained in bondage. We’ve got to destroy the demon and kill Boucher. That’s all there is to it. Once that’s done, I’ll lose Rick forever. Unless... A sliver of hope rose in her chest. Unless the Lady of the Tree of Light can help us. 
 
    She thought back to what Richard’s familiar had told them three days previous. 
 
    Master Nick said information had appeared in his databanks indicating Boucher, the demon-giant, and their army were on the move in the direction of the elves’ city of Silverton. According to Nick, that can only mean the demon plans to destroy the elves’ Tree of Light. 
 
    Although she’d never actually seen the elves’ Tree of Light, she’d heard about it from the elves who’d visited her father from time to time. From what she could remember, the elves’ existence was connected to that of the Tree of Light and its Lady in ways only an elf could truly understand. The elves received guidance from the Lady through a high priestess or a high priest. Last she’d heard, a High Priest Rastan was the elves’ current liaison to the mystical being known as the Lady of the Tree. 
 
    If we can link up with Duke Jordan and convince him to move his army south to help the elves defend their Tree of Light, surely High Priest Rastan would intercede on our behalf with the tree’s Lady. Perhaps the elves’ Lady could prevent ‘the One’ from taking Rick. Maybe we really could be together for the rest of our lives. 
 
    Logic told Mendera it was a fool’s hope, but she held onto the idea nonetheless. A fool’s hope was better than none at all. 
 
    Rick sees me for who I am, not that I’m half this and half that. We could be happy together if someone would just give us the chance. I know we could. 
 
    Reality told her they’d age at different rates, but she didn’t care. 
 
    Rick said if he was a full wizard scout his body wouldn’t age. He’d remain the way he looks now until the day he died. But he’d have to go back to his time to get that thing he calls DNA testing done. The entity he calls ‘the One’ would never allow him to come back to Portalis, at least not in my time. No, I’d rather we age differently than take a chance of not being together at all. We belong together. I know we do. The Lady will help us. She’s got to help us. I’ll make her help us. 
 
    The gray light slowly overtaking the darkness told Mendera it was only a matter of time before Rick changed tactics and began pestering them in more direct ways to get them out of their tent. With hope of further sleep disappearing, she reached out with her right hand and shook her brother’s shoulder. 
 
    “Hmm?” came back a barely audible reply. 
 
    “William, are you awake?” 
 
    Her brother twisted in his sleeping bag until he faced her. He opened one eye the barest of slits. “I am now. Can’t I sleep five more minutes?” 
 
    “No, you can’t. It’s getting light outside. Rick’s already fixing breakfast. You need to—” 
 
    A deep roar as if from some monstrous beast sounded from outside the tent. The roar was followed by an agonized scream and the panicked whinnying of a horse. The roar sounded again, followed by shouts of angry men and beasts. 
 
    “Mendera! William!” came Richard’s yell. “Get up. Something’s happening on the other side of the ridge.” 
 
    Mendera shoved out with her left arm so hard the zipper on her sleeping bag ripped apart as she made a dive for her gear. Without bothering to grab her boots, she threw a robe over her underclothes before strapping on the utility belt and weapons Richard had summoned for her. Jerking the dagger out of its sheath, she slashed a hole in the side of the tent rather than struggle with the flap’s stubborn zipper. Crawling through the hole, she sensed William hard on her heels. She stood up and glanced around for the source of what could only be the sounds of battle. 
 
    More roars and shouts came from beyond the ridge of the small ravine where they’d set up camp the night before. 
 
    Mendera spotted Richard standing next to the camp stove. He was in the process of drawing his assault rifle out of his dimensional pack. 
 
    Once the wizard scout had his weapon in hand, he pointed up the ridge with the end of the rifle’s barrel. “It’s coming from over there. Nick’s plotted the area on my heads-up display. There are a hundred or so life forms on the other side of the ridge. One of the life forms is huge. Its frequency is similar to a dragon’s.” He waved a hand that encompassed their campsite. “Forget about the gear. We’ll summon more when we need it. We’re getting the hell away from here before whatever’s fighting decides to come on this side of the ridge for a looksee.” 
 
    Something pricked at Mendera’s consciousness. Drawing Power from her reserve, she moved her right hand and said the three-word scan spell Richard had helped her create. It was only a low-level spell, but it was sufficient for what she needed to do. Her mind reached out beyond the ridge and picked out scores of life forms. The emotion-sensitive elf in her sensed a lot of anger. She also sensed that more than a few of the life forms were in pain. Several blinked out as she watched. One of the life forms was larger than the rest. Another, possibly a more powerful life form, was barely visible as if hiding behind a stealth spell that was only partially working. Mendera sensed Power flare from the half-visible life form. She sensed an overwhelming feeling of good from the creature, whatever it might be. 
 
    The deep roar she’d heard earlier came again followed by what sounded like the flapping of gigantic bat-wings. Pain-filled screams filled the pre-dawn air as wolf-like howls echoed in the grayish morning light.  
 
    A black-gloved hand grabbed Mendera’s arm and began dragging her toward the opposite ridge. 
 
    “Come on,” said Richard. “We’ve got to get out of here. Whatever’s going on over there is none of our concern. My job’s to get William and you to that Duke Jordan of yours.” 
 
    The something that had pricked at Mendera’s consciousness returned. It was accompanied by an emotion that could only be described as a plea for help. Although the strength in her arms wasn’t near enough to break the wizard scout’s grasp, Mendera pulled back against Richard hard enough to slow him down. “No. We’ve got to help whoever’s being attacked.” 
 
    The wizard scout’s helmet was in three-quarters mode. His eyes were barely visible through the red filter of his visor. “Like hell we do. I’m picking up orcs and trolls over there. I’ve fought trolls before, and they’re nothing to play around with. For all we know, the orcs and trolls are attacking each other. I’m not picking up any giants or elves with my passive scan, so this isn’t our problem.” 
 
    The emotional cry for help came from beyond the ridge again. With no time to argue, Mendera stabbed at Richard’s arm with the dagger she still held in her hand. As she expected, the weapon wasn’t sharp enough to penetrate the battle suit’s armor. However, her action did surprise the wizard scout enough to make him release his grip and pull his hand away. 
 
    Something, perhaps it was the instinct of her elf ancestors, told Mendera that she needed to help whoever was fighting against the roaring beast. She stared into Richard’s eyes through his red visor. “It is our problem, I tell you. If not yours, then mine at least. Someone good is asking me for help. I’m not going to let them down.” 
 
    Mendera turned to run in the direction of the roars. 
 
    Richard grabbed her shoulder, stopping her before she could take the first step. 
 
    She swiped out with her dagger at face level, pulling the swing short. As it was, the tip barely missed Richard’s unprotected chin. The hurt on his face tore at Mendera’s heart, but she ignored it. The plea for help she’d felt earlier came again. 
 
    Ignoring the wizard scout’s shocked look, Mendera ran toward the top of the ridge, yelling over her shoulder as she went. “Take care of William!” 
 
    Two pairs of feet came pounding after her. 
 
    A figure in black armor caught up with her. Mendera noticed the wizard scout’s battle suit was now fully sealed. The normally leather-looking material had converted to its metallic form. Although she could no longer make out Richard’s face, his voice came over the helmet’s external speakers clear enough. 
 
    “You’re crazy if you think I’m letting you go without me,” said Richard as he passed by her left side and took the lead. 
 
    “Or me,” shouted William only a few paces behind. 
 
    Mendera glanced back long enough to notice her brother strapping on the utility belt Richard had given him. She switched the dagger to her left hand and drew the 9mm pistol from the holster on her own belt. Howls and roars from beyond the ridge made her wish she’d practiced with the strange weapon more. She chambered a round and clicked the safety off. Then she was over the top of the ridge. 
 
    That’s when all hell broke loose. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 – Hell or High Water 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    A ball of fire headed straight for Richard. 
 
    The battle suit’s legs kicked out, throwing Richard back down the side of the ravine from which he’d come. He reached out with both arms, taking Mendera and William with him. The ball of fire passed overhead and exploded against a tree, setting it ablaze. 
 
    Scrambling to his feet, Richard thought, “Thank’s Nick.” 
 
    “I am your battle computer. That is what I am here for. You saw what the helmet’s videos picked up, didn’t you?” 
 
    Richard had. In the two heartbeats he’d been on top of the ridge before having to dodge the fireball, he’d seen enough to know they were in big trouble. The hundred meters around the top of the ravine consisted of an open area full of lush grass. Or at least it had been lush grass the night before when they’d walked through it before descending into the ravine to make camp. Now the vegetation was in the process of being trampled by the feet of a hundred orcs and half-a-dozen three-meter-tall trolls. Mixed in with the orcs and trolls were a score of ogres wearing plate armor and carrying battle axes and swords. He’d also seen a group of five orc shamans wearing robes and plumed headdresses off to his left chanting away with staffs held high. As if things weren’t bad enough, some creatures that were all too familiar to him had been howling away as they ran between the massed orcs. 
 
    “I’ve heard those howls before,” Richard told his battle computer. “Those are werewolves. 
 
    “I calculate you are correct, wizard scout. I counted four of them. Unfortunately, I believe they are the least of your worry. I am assuming you noticed the winged beast with the barbed tail.” 
 
    The creature would’ve been impossible to miss. Although only half the size of a full-grown dragon that Richard had once fought, the reptilian monster he’d seen fighting alongside the orcs had wings spreading out ten meters on either side of its body. The winged lizard’s scales were a dirty gray, and its body had two legs instead of four like a normal dragon. From what Richard could tell in the brief glimpse he’d had, the creature’s long tail ended in a wicked-looking stinger. 
 
    “It is called a wyvern,” said Nickelo matter-of-factly. “Although it cannot do magic, it can spit out balls of fire hot enough to burn through the insulation of your battle suit. Since you can only create defensive shields that protect you from energy attacks and not physical attacks, I highly recommend you avoid combat with the wyvern. The barb at the end of its tail is sharp enough to penetrate your armor. Since the barb is poisonous, and since you cannot self-heal, my suggestion is to avoid getting stung. By the way, I calculate an eighty-seven percent probability that if you attempt to run at this point in time, the werewolves will track the three of you down by your scent. Your stealth shields won’t hide your smells. Since you decided to charge up the side of the ravine with the half-elf before talking it over with me, I calculate you are committed now come hell or high water.” 
 
    After seeing the wyvern, Richard would probably have grabbed William and Mendera and tried to run anyway except for three other creatures in the clearing. Fighting against the wyvern and its allies were three white equine forms with single horns coming out of their foreheads. 
 
    Richard made a decision and gave his battle computer the bad news. 
 
    “Those were unicorns. Committed or not, I wouldn’t leave now if I could. Mendera was right. The unicorns need our help. I’ve got a feeling they’re the key to defeating the giant. Call it intuition or whatever you want, I don’t care. I only know we’ve got to save them.” 
 
    “I am a computer, so I will leave the intuition to you. I must admit your feelings are right often enough not to try arguing the facts with you. Just so you know the three unicorns consist of an adult male, an adult female, and a young colt. The colt is lying on the ground bleeding. My sensors detect poison in the colt’s wound, so I calculate the wyvern’s barb got it. Based upon the information in my databanks on wyvern poison, the unicorn colt will be dead in less than five minutes. I also calculate the two adults could escape if they left the young one to die. Even though the colt is obviously doomed, I calculate his parents will not abandon him.” 
 
    “Neither will I,” Richard thought. Although he wasn’t nearly as sensitive to emotions as Mendera, he’d felt a plea for help from the adult unicorns as the fireball had passed overhead. It had been a desperate cry for aid from anyone who was good. Richard doubted his own goodness, but he had a feeling Mendera had been overwhelmed by the plea for help. 
 
    “That’s why she charged up the hill,” Richard thought. 
 
    “I calculate you are correct in your analysis,” said Nickelo. “You knocked Mendera and William halfway back down the ravine in the direction of our camp. That gives you at least eight seconds before they can get in your way again. If you are going to do something, I calculate now is the time to do it.” 
 
    Richard was an ex-marine. He did what he’d been trained to do. He charged up and over the top of the ravine in a full frontal assault. He cleared the top just in time to see the wyvern spit a ball of fire at the three unicorns. The fireball hit a shield of shimmering energy surrounding the three horse-like creatures and ricocheted off. Richard thanked his lucky stars the ball of fire didn’t head in his direction this time. Instead, it hit a troll dead center on the chest and burst into flames, turning the troll and half-a-dozen orcs near it into blackened lumps of roasted flesh. 
 
    The male unicorn spun on his hoofs to face a werewolf leaping through the air. The werewolf passed through the energy shield and headed for the mare. The stallion leaped forward, catching the werewolf in the chest with his meter-long-horn. The werewolf howled in pain as blue magic surrounded the fur-covered monster. The werewolf’s howls stopped as the male unicorn shook his head, tossing the wolf creature onto the ground. 
 
    The female unicorn ran forward and reared in the air. She came down with both front hoofs, smashing the werewolf’s head into a bloody pulp. 
 
    “The unicorns’ horns and hoofs are potent magic,” said Nickelo in a tone that would’ve been more appropriate during a lecture in some university classroom. “Werewolves can self-heal, but not against magic as strong as a unicorn’s. Silver and strong magic are the only way to truly kill a werewolf. Your phase weapons will hurt them, but the werewolves’ healing abilities will undo any damage you do almost as fast as you can dish it out. I would advise using some of that luck of yours to make sure you avoid combat with the werewolves. Leave them to the unicorns.” 
 
    Something came leaping at Richard from the left. He swung out with his fully activated phase rod, hoping against hope that whatever was attacking him wasn’t a werewolf. The brown and gray fur along with two flaming-yellow eyes and finger-long fangs made it obvious this wasn’t his lucky day. 
 
    Avoiding the werewolf’s snapping jaws, Richard hit the snarling creature on the side of the head with his phase rod. Microscopic bolts of phase energy tore the monster’s brain apart at the cellular level. The werewolf fell to the ground with its head split wide open. 
 
    “Remember, they cannot be killed by your phase rod,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “So you told me.” Richard beat on the creature’s head until it was an unrecognizable mixture of bone, brain, and blood. “How about if I do enough damage to buy me some time to summon something silver from my dimensional pack.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Nickelo. “That is a thought. I would suggest silver bullets for your AutoMag. My databanks indicate you have done a similar thing before. I calculate what worked once should work again.” 
 
    Richard drew Power from his reserve and sent an image of a magazine full of .44 caliber silver bullets to his dimensional pack. He pictured them as explosive rounds so the silver would be spread throughout the werewolf’s body. Richard wasn’t sure those types of rounds existed, but considering the circumstances, it was worth a try. A significant amount of Power drained from his reserve. Before he could reach over his shoulder into his pack and grab the magazine, he caught a glimpse of a spiked club coming straight for his head. 
 
    Dropping to the ground, Richard rolled and came up on one knee with his M63 lightweight assault rifle at the ready. An ogre in plate armor was raising a two-meter-long mace with finger-long spikes above its head for a second blow. Firing from the hip, Richard sent a twenty-round burst of plasma rounds into the ogre’s face. Blood spurt into the air as the ogre dropped its mace and fell back onto a dozen orcs behind it, knocking them down in the process. 
 
    Without giving the orcs a chance to recover, Richard pulled the trigger of his M63, spraying a stream of plasma rounds from one end of the orcs’ formation to the other. A couple of the orcs foolishly raised their metal-reinforced shields. The rounds of plasma energy ate through the shields and the orcs’ leather and chainmail armor like it wasn’t there. By the time Richard released the rifle’s trigger a dozen dead orcs littered the ground alongside the ogre. 
 
    A growl came from behind Richard. 
 
    “Lookout, Rick!” came Nickelo’s warning. “The werewolf is back on its feet.” 
 
    Spinning around, Richard was in time to see the fur-covered monster leaping into the air directly at him. He fired a quick burst from his M63, but missed. The werewolf hit him full on, knocking him back on the ground. Finger-long fangs bit at his neck as steel-hard claws scrapped across the chest of his battle suit. Both fangs and claws slid off, leaving deep gouges in their wake, but the battle suit’s armor held. Richard said a silent prayer of thanks for the technicians who’d created him the best armor the Intergalactic Empire could devise. 
 
    “The armor is holding for now,” said Nickelo. “I calculate it will not last long though. You have between six and eight seconds before the werewolf tears through the armor. Do something.” 
 
    It didn’t escape Richard’s notice that his battle computer wasn’t offering any advice on what to do. Drawing his legs up, Richard got the bottoms of his boots against the werewolf’s stomach. Activating the hydraulic assisters in the battle suit’s legs at max velocity, Richard kicked out, sending the werewolf high into the air. It landed on its feet twenty meters away and charged back in his direction. 
 
    Letting the M63 hang from its shoulder strap, Richard drew his .44 caliber AutoMag from its holster and fired a brerellium-steel slug at the charging creature. Propelled by J22 plastic explosive, the heavy round hit the werewolf in the head, sending pieces of bone and brain in every direction. Even as the werewolf hit the ground, Richard sensed the monster’s head healing. 
 
    “I hate creatures that can self-heal,” Richard told his battle computer. 
 
    “Yeah, you say that now. I calculate you will change your tune once you graduate the Academy and can also self-heal.” 
 
    Wasting no more time, Richard reached into his dimensional pack, praying that the magazine of silver ammo he’d attempted to summon earlier was there. His gloved hand touched something metallic. Without taking the time to verify the replacement magazine contained silver bullets, he switched out magazines. 
 
    The werewolf was just scrambling to his feet. Several arrows and a couple of spears hit Richard on the back and side as some of the orcs turned their attention to him. Since none of the missiles were magic, they bounced harmlessly off the battle suit’s hardened armor. Ignoring the orcs, Richard pulled the trigger of the AutoMag. The large caliber round hit the werewolf in the chest and exited out its back along with a spray of blood and bone. The fur-covered monster was thrown to the ground once again. 
 
    “That was the regular round that was still in the chamber,” said Nickelo. “Just a little FYI.” 
 
    Richard fired again. The second round hit just as the werewolf regained its feet. The silver bullet exploded in the monster’s chest. Richard sensed minute bits of silver mix in with the creature’s blood and flesh. The werewolf collapsed to the ground. This time it didn’t get up. 
 
    Jumping to his feet, Richard ran over to the werewolf and put a silver round into the werewolf’s head just to be sure it remained as dead as it looked. 
 
    “Double-tapping is always a nice touch,” said Nickelo. “It’s like my mother used to tell me, two shots are better than one any day of the week.” 
 
    “You’re a computer,” Richard thought back. “You don’t have a mother.” 
 
    “I will remember things my way, and you can remember them yours. Speaking of remembering, do not forget about the shamans. I calculate you have drawn their attention.” 
 
    Sure enough, a quick glance at his passive scan told Richard four of the shamans were funneling their Power into the fifth and most powerful of the magic users. 
 
    “Well, we can’t have that,” Richard told his battle computer as he drew a line of Power from his reserve and used it to start drilling against the defensive shield surrounding the five shamans. “If I can break through to the weakest of the five and take him out, it might screw up the leader’s spell. The back-blast could be enough to take all five of them out.” 
 
    “One can only hope,” replied Nickelo. “On the other hand, I calculate—” 
 
    “William!” came Mendera’s fear-ridden shout above the war cries of the orcs. 
 
    Checking the heads-up display on the inside of his visor, Richard located the white dots that were the locations of the two siblings. Mendera was standing at the top of the ravine a dozen meters to his right. Somehow William had gotten ten meters ahead of the half-elf and was locked in combat to her right-front with a troll of all things. 
 
    The fool, Richard thought as he dropped the line of Power he was using to drill through the shamans’ defensive shield and converted the Power into telekinetic energy. He threw his activated phase rod into the air in the direction of William and the troll. Latching onto the rod’s handle with telekinesis, Richard levitated the weapon at the troll at a high-rate of speed. The tip of the phase rod struck the troll on the side of the head, knocking the gray-skinned creature off balance. 
 
    Running at full speed toward William and the troll, Richard holstered his .44 caliber AutoMag and grabbed the handgrip of the M63 lightweight assault rifle in its place. Targeting the troll, he was in the process of pulling the trigger when he sensed a large ball of energy headed his way. 
 
    Releasing the line of Power he was using to levitate his phase rod, Richard let the weapon fall to the ground near the troll’s feet. Converting the telekinetic energy into a hasty defensive shield, he slanted the wall of energy in a manner he hoped would deflect what could only be the shaman leader’s spell. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A blast of magic erupted against Richard’s defensive shield, shattering the wall of energy. A wave of fiery-red magic rolled over Richard, throwing him back a dozen meters. He pulled his knees into his chest and rolled as he hit the ground, letting the back of his battle suit take up most of the force of landing. His breath was knocked out of him, but a puff of air came down the tubes the battle suit had inserted into his lungs, reflating them an instant later. 
 
    “You are lucky,” said Nickelo. “Your defensive shield took up most of the energy from the shaman’s spell before it collapsed. Like I have said on three-hundred and eighty-seven previous occasions, you are one lucky wizard scout.” 
 
    The pain in his shoulder from hitting the ground didn’t make Richard feel very lucky, but he ignored it as best he could and started to stand up. Something brown and gray knocked him back onto the ground and began clawing at his chest while biting at his neck. 
 
    “Another werewolf,” said Nickelo. “Maybe you are not as lucky as I thought. I calculate it will rip through your armor in six seconds.” 
 
    Richard’s M63 had been knocked out of his grasp when he’d hit the ground and was hanging from its shoulder strap. He made a grab for his AutoMag. He succeeded in getting the pistol out of its holster, but before he could shove the barrel against the werewolf’s side, the furred monster knocked the weapon out of his hand. The AutoMag went flying through the air to parts unknown. 
 
    “I calculate you have three seconds before your armor gives way, wizard scout.” 
 
    Richard tried drawing his legs up to kick the werewolf off of him. The nightmare creature shifted to the side while continuing to claw at Richard’s chest. A rush of air sounded inside the battle suit. 
 
    “Your chest armor has been breached,” said Nickelo. “His next swipe will tear out your heart. I would advise doing something.” 
 
    Richard was fresh out of ideas. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 – Unlikely Allies 
 
    ___________________________ 
 
    Just as Mendera approached the top of the hill, Richard knocked both her brother and her back the way they’d come. As she tumbled down the slope, she caught a glimpse of a fiery ball of energy passing overhead. It exploded against the top of a tree, setting the trunk and limbs on fire. Once she stopped rolling, Mendera gathered her feet beneath her and tried standing up. The grass was wet with the morning dew. She slipped and fell down again. A very un-princess-like curse came out of her mouth. 
 
    I should’ve taken the time to put on my boots before I left the tent, she thought. 
 
    Somehow managing to keep hold of her dagger and pistol, she grabbed hold of a nearby sapling and leveraged herself back to a standing position. Ignoring the feel of wet grass and mud squishing between her toes, she spotted her brother already up and running over the top of the ravine with his sword and 9mm pistol in hand. 
 
    “William, no! Wait for me!” 
 
    Her brother didn’t bother slowing down. Mendera ran after him. She slipped and fell against a downed log. She gasped as a sharp pain shot through the top of her shoulder. Forcing herself up, she made for the top of the rise. 
 
    A buzzing similar to the sound of a thousand angry hornets filled the air as red balls of energy streaked into the sky. 
 
    That’s Rick firing his plasma rifle. I’ve got to help William and him. 
 
    Mendera fell twice more before she got to the top of the ridge. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    That’s got to be Rick’s big pistol; the unsilenced one. 
 
    Cresting the top of the hill, Mendera spotted Richard half-lying, half-sitting on the ground. The barrel of his pistol was aimed at a wolf-like creature with brown and gray fur about twenty paces away. 
 
    Werewolf, Mendera thought. What have I gotten us into? 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The large-caliber round hit the werewolf in the chest. Blood and gore burst out of the monster’s back as it was flung head-over-heels onto the ground. Despite its massive wound, the werewolf gathered its arms underneath it and tried to rise. Before it could, Richard shot again, knocking the wolf creature back to the ground. The wizard scout ran over, pointed his pistol at the monster’s head, and fired. The back of the werewolf’s skull literally exploded, spraying blood, brain, and bone over the already blood-soaked grass. 
 
    Searching the area for her brother, Mendera took everything in at once. Two white unicorns with meter-long horns were at the center of a mass of orcs, trolls, and ogres. A smaller unicorn lay on the ground near the adults’ feet. A blotch of red on the smaller unicorn’s flank left little doubt it was wounded. 
 
    A few paces from the adult unicorns was a winged creature Mendera assumed was a dragon. As she watched, the dragon-like monster spit a ball of fire at the unicorns while the orcs, trolls, and ogres harassed the white, horse-like creatures with spears, arrows, and swords. 
 
    Something at the edge of Mendera’s mind registered a surge of Power. Pinpointing it the way Richard had taught her, she spotted five orc magic-users behind a translucent shield of energy. 
 
    Shamans, Mendera thought. Rick or the unicorns will have to handle them. I’ve got to find William. 
 
    The clash of steel-on-steel drew Mendera’s attention to the right. She located her brother trading sword blows with an orc half-again his size and three times his weight. The orc swung at her brother. William ducked below the blow and thrust forward with his sword. Whether through blind luck or skill, the blade found a weak spot in the orc’s armor between where its chainmail and helmet met. The orc dropped its sword and grabbed at its throat as blood squirted into the air. William pointed his pistol at the orc’s head and fired twice. The orc flopped onto its back with part of its skull missing. 
 
    A gray-green troll twice William’s height ran up and made a grab for her brother. Acting reflexively, Mendera drew Power from her reserve and shouted a single word. A ball of blue streaked out from her outstretched fingers and hit the troll right between the eyes. The troll took a step back and shook its head. 
 
    William swung at the troll’s leg with his sword. Although sharp, the blade wasn’t magic. The sword shattered on contact with the troll’s rock-like skin. 
 
    With what might have been a cry of victory, the troll stretched out a hand in the young boy’s direction. 
 
    “William!” Mendera shouted, too far away to throw her dagger and not yet recovered enough to cast another spell. 
 
    A meter-long length of red energy flew through the air and struck the troll on the side of its head. The troll stumbled back two steps. The length of red energy remained in the air a spear-length from the troll. Mendera recognized the streak of red as Richard’s phase rod. She sensed the wizard scout running in the direction of William and the troll. She did the same, firing her pistol at the troll as she did. Small holes appeared in the creature’s chest, closing over almost as soon as they appeared. 
 
    A flare of magic came streaking through the air from the direction of the orc shamans. Mendera sensed Richard drop the line of Power he was using to control his phase rod. The meter-long length of red energy that was the rod fell to the ground near the troll’s feet. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A wave of red knocked Mendera, William, and the troll off their feet. 
 
    Twisting around on the ground to see what had happened, Mendera saw Richard start to rise off the ground where he’d been thrown. A brown and gray shape leaped through the air, hitting the wizard scout on the chest and knocking him onto his back. 
 
    Another werewolf, Mendera thought. 
 
    The wolf-like creature clawed at Richard’s chest and neck. Bits of black armor flew into the air. Mendera noticed Richard draw the large pistol he called an AutoMag from the holster on his hip. A swipe from the werewolf’s claws knocked the weapon out of the wizard scout’s grasp. The AutoMag landed a spear-length to her right. 
 
    Taking aim with her 9mm pistol, Mendera fired at the werewolf, hitting it twice in the back. The furred creature barely flinched. Dropping the 9mm and her dagger, she dove for Richard’s AutoMag. She came up with the heavy pistol gripped in both hands as she rose to a kneeling position. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw William with Richard’s phase rod in his hand in place of his sword. Her brother was swinging the meter-long-length of red energy at the troll in a flurry of wild swings, momentarily keeping the confused monster at bay. She glanced back at Richard. Bits of black armor were being ripped from the battle suit’s chest. 
 
    Making her choice, Mendera locked her arms at the elbows and sighted down the length of the AutoMag’s barrel. 
 
    This isn’t the 9mm, she thought. Rick said it would have a kick. She pulled the trigger of the heavy weapon anyway. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    White-hot pain shot up both of Mendera’s arms as she was flung onto her back. The AutoMag went flying from her grasp. She screamed and tried to sit up, but her attempt only succeeded in sending another spasm of blinding pain shooting up her arms. The pain became unbearable and everything turned black. 
 
    Then Mendera knew no more. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 – Elves and Humans 
 
    __________________ 
 
    A boom sounded to Richard’s right as the werewolf went flying off his chest along with a spray of blood, bone, and brain. He heard a woman scream. 
 
    Mendera, Richard thought as he struggled to his feet and grabbed at the M63 lightweight assault rifle hanging from the strap around his shoulder. As he got his legs beneath him, he brought the M63 into a ready position. He spotted the werewolf lying on the ground two meters away in a pool of blood. The top of the creature’s skull was missing. Richard aimed his M63 at the left side of the creature’s chest. 
 
    “Do not waste your ammo,” came Nickelo’s voice in Richard’s head. “It is deader than a doornail as they used to say back on your home world of Earth. You have bigger pactar to fry. The half-elf saved your life. I was watching her through the battle helmet’s video. She shot the werewolf with your AutoMag. From what I could ascertain, she did not have her eyes open when she pulled the trigger. You are lucky she hit the werewolf and not you. I calculate the half-elf has paid the price for saving your life. The AutoMag’s recoil is too powerful to use without a battle suit. The bones in both of her arms are shattered. Based upon sensor readings, she has passed out from the pain.” 
 
    Richard spun in the direction he’d last seen the half-elf. She was lying on the ground with both of her arms positioned at unnatural angles. The right sleeve of her robe was ripped past the elbow, revealing a jagged bone sticking out of her forearm. 
 
    “I would advise forgetting about her for now,” said Nickelo. “She is unconscious, but I calculate she will live. Her brother is the one who currently needs your help. If he dies, our mission will fail. Based upon previous failures, ‘the One’ will send you on a harder mission without your gear as punishment. I calculate I would probably be dragged along with you even though it was not my fault.” 
 
    Richard didn’t care what the big a-hole in the sky would or wouldn’t do. However, he did care about William and Mendera. Reaching out with his mind, he made a quick scan of the half-elf to make sure his battle computer’s analysis of her condition was accurate. It was. Both of her arms had compound and spiral fractures. Her wounds were bleeding, but no arteries had been cut. 
 
    “See?” said Nickelo. “She will be right as rain unless we lose this battle, in which case we will all be dead. Unconsciousness is probably a blessing in disguise for the half-elf at the moment. I calculate the pain would be horrendous if she were awake. That is just a guess on my part since I am fortunate enough to be a computer and do not feel pain.” 
 
    Satisfied the half-elf wasn’t on the verge of death, Richard made a quick sweep of the area with his passive scan. He located both William and the troll twenty meters away. William had picked up the phase rod and was swinging the weapon back and forth in an attempt to keep the troll at bay. As Richard watched, the three-meter-tall monster faked a blow with its left hand at William’s head. As the boy-king countered with the phase rod, the troll reached around with its right hand and grabbed the boy by the leg, jerking him into the air upside down. 
 
    Running toward the troll and boy, Richard fired his M63 from the hip. Red balls of plasma energy stitched a line of smoking holes across the troll’s chest and its head. A couple of the plasma rounds came dangerously close to William. 
 
    “Maybe you should let me handle the M63,” suggested Nickelo. You are making me nervous. 
 
    A lot of wizard scouts refused to activate their battle suit’s override for fear their battle computers would take over the functions of their suits without permission. Richard wasn’t one of those wizard scouts. He had complete trust in Nickelo. As a result, he habitually kept his suit’s override activated so his battle computer could take over the battle suit when the situation warranted. Doing so had saved his life many times in the past. He had a feeling it was about to do so again. 
 
    As Richard continued running in the troll’s direction, he felt the right arm of his battle suit shift slightly to the left as a steady stream of plasma balls struck the troll in the head. The creature staggered back two steps, still holding William by the leg. None of the plasma rounds came close to hitting the boy-king. William fired the pistol in his hand, emptying the weapon into the troll’s chest. The small holes sealed over almost as soon as they appeared. William swung at the monster’s arm with the phase rod and missed, almost hitting his own leg instead. 
 
    He’s going to kill himself if I don’t get my phase rod away from him, Richard thought. Reaching out with a line of Power, he tore the weapon from the boy’s grasp with telekinesis. 
 
    The phase rod came flying through the air into Richard’s waiting hand. Diving between the troll’s legs, Richard stabbed up with the phase rod as he passed beneath the monster. The phase-enhanced brerellium-steel rod went up the creature’s rectum all the way to the handle. 
 
    The troll dropped William and let loose with an ear-piercing scream as the meter-long-length of brerellium steel with its creallium core tore into its insides. Richard wiggled the handle back and forth, sensing microscopic explosions of phase energy ripping the troll’s heart and lungs apart. The troll stopped screaming and collapsed on top of Richard. 
 
    The battle suit’s hydraulic assisters made short work of rolling the troll off Richard. Once back on his feet, Richard jerked the phase rod out of the troll, doing his best to ignore the gore dripping down the handle. A whiff of foul odor made Richard want to bend at the waist and throw up. 
 
    “Do not do that,” said Nickelo. “It would take days to get your battle helmet clean again. The werewolf tore a hole in your chest armor, so your seal is broken, but most of the battle suit’s hydraulics and electronics are working. I calculate you are still battle ready. By the way, the troll’s self-heal is already repairing the damage you did to its insides. I calculate you have about ten seconds before it is back on its feet. Only fire or strong magic can truly kill it. Recommend you do something quick.” 
 
    Since his battle computer wasn’t providing any suggested actions along with his recommendation, Richard knew that meant his friend couldn’t come up with anything having a better than five percent probability of success. 
 
    “Rick!” came a shout from William. 
 
    Without turning around to look at the boy, Richard shouted, “Protect your sister before some orc decides to kill her while she’s down.” 
 
    “Mendera!” shouted William, already running in the direction of his fallen sister. 
 
    Glancing at the battle area with both eyes and passive scan, Richard estimated there were still at least fifty orcs and ogres battling against the three unicorns. The wyvern stood behind the orcs flapping its wings and spitting out balls of fire. The shield of shimmering energy around the unicorns kept the fireballs at bay, but the shield’s energy appeared to be less potent than it had been earlier. 
 
    “It is,” agreed Nickelo. “The unicorn’s defensive shield is down to twenty-five percent Power. I calculate it will give way in another fifteen seconds. Less if the orc shamans have their way. I sense them preparing to launch a spell at the shield as we speak.” 
 
    Sure enough, Richard spotted the leader of the orc shamans chanting as a ball of blue formed between his hands. The frequency of the magic told Richard the spell was going to be a lightning bolt, and a big one at that. 
 
    Movement to Richard’s right drew his attention. It was the downed troll rising to its feet. From the look in the monster’s eyes when they locked on him, Richard had a feeling the troll held a slight grudge at having its insides ripped apart. 
 
    Fire, Richard thought. Now’s when I wish my battle suit was equipped with a flamethrower. 
 
    Since his suit wasn’t so equipped, Richard made use of what he had at his disposal. Drawing Power from his reserve, he reached out with telekinesis and latched onto a ball of fire the wyvern had just spit at the unicorn’s shield. The fireball curved in the air and headed straight for the rising troll. 
 
    “You are too close,” warned Nickelo. 
 
    Too late to change tactics, Richard dropped to the ground and shoved the M63 and phase rod beneath his body to protect them from the flames. 
 
    A blast of heat and fire surrounded Richard. He sensed the skin on his backside blistering as some of the intense heat of the wyvern’s fireball made it through the battle suit’s insulation. He ignored the pain. It could have been worse. 
 
    “It could have been better too,” said Nickelo. “What use is it to be able to communicate at near instantaneous speeds if you do not take the time to discuss things with me before you do it? I could have told you that you were too close. By the way, you are lucky your phase rod’s energy is attuned to your battle suit and your body so it doesn’t affect them. Otherwise you would have a lot more to worry about than a few blisters on your bum.’ 
 
    The flames flickered and dissipated. Richard jumped to his feet. Running past the blackened lump of flesh that had been the troll, he headed in the direction of the orc shamans. 
 
    “I’ve got to get to them before they release their spell,” Richard told his battle computer. “Pick me out the fastest route.” 
 
    “Compliance. I must point out though that I calculate the shaman leader will cast his spell before you can make it halfway there. Not to mention the last werewolf and two more trolls are heading in your direction. I calculate they are not planning on giving you a friendly welcome-to-the-neighborhood speech when they reach you.” 
 
    Sure enough, Richard noticed the remaining werewolf and two more trolls charging straight at him. He let the M63 hang from its shoulder strap as he grabbed at the AutoMag’s holster. The holster was empty. 
 
    “Your .44 caliber AutoMag is on the ground where the half-elf dropped it after she killed the werewolf. Your phase rod is your best weapon against the werewolf and the trolls. It will hurt them, but it will not kill them. I calculate unless something changes, we are in big trouble.” 
 
    Ignoring the werewolf and trolls for the moment, Richard grabbed hold of his M63 and fired a long burst at the orc shamans in a desperate attempt to distract them from their spell. They ignored his shots. 
 
    “Uh...perhaps I should have warned you earlier,” said Nickelo, “but the isotopic battery in your M63 only has enough energy in it to fire three more rounds. You should have switched out the battery before you decided to charge ahead without talking to me first. One of those hard-knock-life lessons learned, I suppose.” 
 
    Raising the plasma rifle to his shoulder, Richard switched to single-shot mode and aimed directly for the lead shaman’s head. He fired one round. The plasma round glanced off the shamans’ defensive shield and streaked into the air. Richard fired again, aiming for the lead shaman’s eye, hoping against hope the flash of light on the defensive shield would make the shaman flinch. The red ball of plasma energy ricocheted off the shamans’ energy shield. The lead shaman continued chanting and waving his hands. 
 
    “One round left,” said Nickelo. “Uh, I calculate this is a waste of ammo. The shaman is going to cast the spell, and it will bring down the unicorn’s defensive shield. They will be vulnerable to the wyvern’s fireballs then. There is nothing you can do about it. I recommend you fire your last round at the werewolf’s head and try to take it out of action for a moment while you concentrate on the two trolls. They will be here in four seconds.” 
 
    Ignoring his battle computer, Richard fired his last round at what he hoped was the weakest point on the shamans’ defensive shield. As the plasma round struck the energy shield, the area around the shamans erupted in a blast of shimmering blue energy. All five of the orc shamans were thrown to the ground. The spell they’d been casting dissipated into the air. 
 
    “What the hell?” Richard thought. 
 
    “Elves,” said Nickelo. “Near the tree line.” 
 
    An image of an elf standing next to the tree line on the opposite side of the battle area popped into Richard’s mind. Glancing in that direction, he saw a male elf in a light-blue robe with a blackened staff raised high over his head. A dozen elf archers in brown and green uniforms stood on either side of the magic user. The archers raised their bows and fired a volley of arrows at the orcs, ogres, and trolls attacking the unicorns. Five orcs and two of the ogres went down. 
 
    The wyvern twisted its head and spat a ball of fire at the elves. 
 
    The elf with the blackened staff shouted a word Richard heard and quickly forgot. A wall of blue energy formed to the elves’ front. The wyvern’s fireball exploded against the defensive shield, doing the elves no harm. 
 
    “Rick! The werewolf,” warned Nickelo a split-second before it was too late. 
 
    Instinctively ducking below the werewolf’s leap, Richard shoved up with his phase rod, catching the wolf-like creature in the belly as it passed overhead. Rolling on the ground, Richard came up and swung three blows at the nearest troll, breaking both of its arms and one of its legs. The troll hit the ground, but almost immediately stood up, its arms and legs already healed. 
 
    “Piss,” Richard thought. “Can’t I get a break?” 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “I calculate if either of those trolls gets a hand on you that you’ll get a lot of breaks.” 
 
    A ball of blue came streaking through the air and hit the nearest troll on the back of the head. The magic energy erupted in a burst of fire that enveloped both trolls, turning them into blackened cinders of ash. 
 
    Something hit Richard from behind and knocked him to the ground. He sensed steel-hard claws tearing gouges in his battle suit’s armor. With his phase rod pinned beneath him, Richard reached down to his right boot and pulled a dagger from its sheath. It was no ordinary knife. Richard remembered the day Sergeant Hendricks, the Academy’s armorer, had given it to him. The good-natured armorer had made the weapon especially for him. The edge of the knife’s blade was pure creallium, the closest thing to magic there was in the physical dimension. 
 
    Stabbing behind him with the dagger, Richard felt the razor-sharp blade cut through meat and bone. 
 
    The werewolf howled in pain and stopped clawing at Richard’s back. 
 
    Twisting around, Richard manhandled the furry creature onto the ground and stuck the dagger’s blade up to the hilt in the monster’s right eye. He wiggled the handle of the knife back and forth, scrambling the werewolf’s brain. He sensed the brain healing itself as fast as he could cause damage. 
 
    “You can incapacitate it, but you cannot kill the werewolf without silver,” said Nickelo. “And while you are wasting your time with this playmate, the wyvern and the orc shamans have teamed up. The elves’ must have come up on the battle undetected by using a stealth shield, but their surprise is gone.” 
 
    “Another stealth shield?” Richard said. “How come everybody we meet in this place has stealth shields we can’t detect?” 
 
    “Not everyone we have met has been capable of using a stealth shield, so do not exaggerate. As for the stealth shields of the ones we have encountered who can cast them, we are seventy-thousand years in Portalis’s past. Based upon the information in my databanks, the further back you go in time, the more potent the magic of the inhabitants’ spells. I do not know why, but that is just the way it is. Deal with it.” 
 
    “I’ll deal with it all right,” Richard said as he gave the handle of his knife another wiggle. “But that doesn’t mean I gotta like it.” 
 
    Richard caught a glimpse of William running up carrying something black in his hands. 
 
    “Rick, get away.” William shouted as he raised what could only be the .44 caliber AutoMag in his hands. “I’ll shoot it.” 
 
    “No!” Richard shouted. Drawing Power from his reserve, he reached out with telekinesis and jerked the large-bore pistol away from the boy and into his right hand. 
 
    Jamming the end of the AutoMag’s barrel onto the werewolf’s forehead, Richard pulled the trigger. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Half of the wolf-like creature’s skull disappeared, leaving a blood and brained filled hole in the ground in its place. 
 
    Without taking time to thank the boy, Richard took off running in the direction of the wyvern and orc shamans. The elf magic user and the five shamans were trading spell for spell with neither side able to penetrate the others’ defensive shield. 
 
    The wyvern spat another ball of flame at the unicorns. When the fireball exploded, the shimmering energy protecting the unicorns flickered out. The wyvern let out a victory roar and rushed forward. The male unicorn charged as well, dodging a thrust from the wyvern’s barbed tail. Leaping into the air, the male unicorn rammed its horn into the left side of the dragon-like creature’s chest. The wyvern gave out a final cry and fell to the ground. 
 
    With the wyvern out of action, Richard drew Power from his reserve and began drilling at the defensive shield surrounding the orc shamans. Two of the shamans turned and sent balls of blue energy at him while the remaining three continued to engage the elf magic user. 
 
    Throwing up a hasty defensive shield, Richard sensed it angle slightly to the left as his battle computer repositioned the shield to the most effective angle to deflect the incoming spells. The two spells ricocheted up into the air without exploding. 
 
    Continuing to drill against the shamans’ defensive shield with his line of energy, Richard sensed the orcs’ shield start to weaken. Apparently so did the orc shamans. Their leader stopped what he was doing and began a different spell. 
 
    “I calculate he is trying to teleport out,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “Like hell he will,” Richard said. Drawing the .44 caliber AutoMag from his holster, he aimed it at the lead shaman’s chest just as the orcs’ defensive shield gave way. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A plume of blood and mangled flesh sprayed out of the lead shaman’s back as the heavy brerellium-steel round struck home. The orc fell onto the ground, bounced once, and moved no more. 
 
    A flurry of arrows from the elf bowmen cut down the remaining four shamans. 
 
    The sounds of battle faded away as quickly as they’d come. 
 
    Richard turned and looked behind him. William was kneeling beside his sister crying. Touching the half-elf with a line of Power, Richard sensed she was still unconscious. 
 
    “Not for long,” said Nickelo. “I calculate she will wake in less than a minute. I also calculate the pain from her arms will be extreme to say the least. By the way, the unicorn colt is near death. He only has a few seconds to live. I am actually surprised he has lasted this long. Based upon my original algorithm, he should have been dead twenty seconds ago.” 
 
    Richard wanted to rush back to Mendera and heal her arms before she woke. Logic told him the unicorn colt needed his help more. Rushing forward, he made his way toward the three unicorns. The two adults stood over the colt, nuzzling at the young unicorn in an attempt to get him to rise. The unicorn stallion looked up as Richard approached. 
 
    In perfect common-speech, the stallion said, “I know you are the healer from the prophecy. Save our foal. I beg you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 – Prophecy and Prejudice 
 
    _________________ 
 
    Richard had never seen a unicorn or heard a horse speak before, but then again, he couldn’t remember every mission he’d ever done on Portalis. For that matter, he couldn’t remember everything that had happened on the missions that he could remember. It aggravated him to no end that ‘the One’ had a nasty habit of erasing large sections of Nickelo and his memory once a mission was over. Still, of the missions Richard could remember, he knew enough strange things had happened over the years to make something as simple as a talking-horse; or a talking unicorn in this case, look like a run-of-the-mill occurrence. 
 
    Deactivating his phase rod, Richard hooked it to the left side of his utility belt and dropped on one knee next to the young unicorn. Neither of the adults tried to stop him. Pulling Power from his reserve, he performed an active scan on the colt. The results weren’t good. 
 
    “The wyvern’s poison has spread through the unicorn’s entire body,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “Some of his organs have already shut down. I calculate his heart will be the next to go.” 
 
    Removing his left glove, Richard placed his hand over the unicorn’s wound. Drawing more Power from his reserve, he wrapped a lock around his hand and the wound to make sure he didn’t inadvertently let go during the healing. For serious wounds like that caused by the wyvern’s stinger, Richard knew any break in flesh-to-flesh contact would cause the healing to fail. If that happened, he’d have to start the healing process all over. Not only would that be a waste of Power, it would be a waste of valuable time, and the colt didn’t have much of it left. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to go through with this?” asked Nickelo. “Your main Power reserve is only at thirty-seven percent. The smaller reserve you use for healing is full, but it is only five percent the size of your primary reserve. The wyvern’s poison is magic based. I calculate it will take all of the Power in the reserve you use to heal others plus some from your primary reserve to heal the unicorn. That is, assuming you can even heal the colt. You have never tried healing an animal before.” 
 
    “That we know of,” Richard said, more to convince himself than his battle computer. “I don’t remember most of my missions. For all I know, I’ve healed thousands of animals.” 
 
    “Doubtful, wizard scout. Still, you are over three times seven, so you are definitely old enough to make your own decisions. I will not bother telling you how illogical and downright stupid it is for you to risk your own life for the colt. I calculate the stallion is the only one of the unicorns we actually need to complete the mission. My recommendation is to just walk away. Of course, that is just my opinion based upon logic and hard data. You have never let that stand in your way before when you make decisions, so I calculate you will not do so this time either.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Richard said. He inhaled and let it out. “I’ve got a feeling this is going to hurt.” 
 
    “I concur, wizard scout.” 
 
    Richard drew Power from the reserve he used to heal others. Having no real idea what a healthy unicorn body should be like, Richard used his active scan to compare how the injured colt’s body differed from that of the stallion. He pulled the difference into himself. 
 
    A burning pain rushed from one end of Richard to the other as his body replicated the damage from the wyvern’s poison. He struggled to breathe. Each beat of his heart was like the stab of a white-hot dagger in his chest. Liquid fire consumed his insides. Richard screamed. He tried pulling his hand away from the unicorn in order to make the pain stop, but the Power lock he’d placed earlier kept his hand in place. He tried screaming again, but no sound came out. His collapsed lungs no longer had enough air in them to whimper much less scream. As his body took on the last of the colt’s injuries, the part of Richard’s mind that wasn’t in agony sensed Power from his healing reserve repairing the colt’s wound. 
 
    The young unicorn’s torn flesh closed as the poison disappeared from his body. Once the colt was healthy, Richard sensed Power from his healing reserve begin repairing the damage to his own flesh. The Power locking his hand to the point where the unicorn’s wound had been disappeared. Richard’s hand slipped to the ground. Oxygen filled his healed lungs as he sucked in sweet air. His insides continued to burn as his healing Power struggled to overcome the replicated wyvern’s poison within his flesh. With air now in his lungs, Richard let out a pain-filled moan. Darkness began replacing light. Just before blessed unconsciousness relieved him of his pain, Richard heard a female’s high-pitched scream. 
 
    Mendera. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The sound of groans and sobs came to Richard through the darkness. He sensed a hint of light somewhere far ahead and struggled to reach it. As consciousness returned, he heard the sound of nearby voices. 
 
    “You’re hurting her,” said the strained voice of a young boy. “You said you were a healer. So heal her already!” 
 
    More groans. More sobs. 
 
    “Aventi is an elf medic,” said a soothing male voice. “Elves can neither heal nor be healed by magic. Your sister is half human, but she is also half elf. I doubt even a human priest could heal her arms. All Aventi can do is place splints on your sister and give her something for the pain. She may very well be crippled for life.” 
 
    “No!” shouted William. “You’re wrong. She’ll use her arms again. I know she will.” 
 
    Another groan. 
 
    “Hang in there, Sis,” pleaded William. “Rick’s a healer. I had them bring him up here. As soon as he wakes up, he’ll heal you. Just wait and see. You’re going to be all right. You’ve got to be all right.” 
 
    “I have done all I can,” said a new male voice. “Perhaps you should take the boy over by—” 
 
    “No!” said William. “Let me go! I’ve got to talk to Rick.” 
 
    Small hands shook Richard’s shoulders. 
 
    “Wake up, Rick! We need you. You promised you’d help us. You gave us your word.” 
 
    Forcing his eyes open, Richard tried sitting up. The world spun around him. He fell back and closed both of his eyes tight in an attempt to make the spinning stop. 
 
    “Rick! I knew you wouldn’t leave us. It’s Mendera. You’ve got to heal her. Get up!” 
 
    Hands helped Richard rise to a sitting position. They were the hands of a man, not a young boy. 
 
    Forcing both eyes open again, Richard stared into dark-brown eyes with flecks of silver swirling around the iris. Brown hair streaked with more than a few strands of silver outlined the face of what appeared to be a middle-aged male. The points of the man’s ears sticking through the hair left little doubt he was an elf. He wore a light-blue robe with the monogram of a tree outlined in white thread over his heart. A blackened staff with a blue gem lay across his lap. 
 
    “So you are awake,” said the male elf. “I fear the boy is going to expect you to do the impossible. He believes you can—” 
 
    “He can,” said William as he shoved the male elf out of the way and grabbed hold of the collar of Richard’s battle suit. He shook Richard hard. “Sis is hurt. You’ve got to help her.” 
 
    A groan, the most pain-filled one yet, came from Richard’s left. 
 
    “The herbs I gave the half-elf are wearing off,” said the second male voice. “I have nothing left for her pain.” 
 
    For some reason Richard’s mind wasn’t working at top speed. He wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “It is the after effects of the wyvern’s poison,” came Nickelo’s thoughts. “By the way, the werewolf tore a hole in your battle suit so it cannot seal. I took the liberty of raising your helmet’s visor to make it easier for you to breathe. You have been unconscious for ten minutes and twenty-two seconds. The half-elf woke up eight minutes and seven seconds ago in agony. The elf medic has done what he can for her, but...” 
 
    Richard knew without having to be told. Elves could neither heal nor be healed by magic. From previous dealings with elves, he knew their medics were wise in the ways of medicinal herbs, but their healing skills were limited to what could be done physically. As it had been explained to him once, elves were blessed by the Creator in many ways, but magical healing wasn’t one of them. 
 
    Shaking free of William’s grasp, Richard located Mendera laying in the grass a spear’s length away. Makeshift splints made from the shafts of broken spears tied together with strips of green cloth immobilized both arms at her side. A male elf wearing a white robe kneeled next to her with a concerned look on his face. Richard noticed a silver pin in the form of concentric circles on the collar of the elf’s robe. 
 
    Mendera groaned again. Her eyes focused on Richard. She attempted a smile, but failed. “You warned me about that pistol,” she managed to whisper between gritted teeth. “I should’ve—” 
 
    Richard crawled on all fours to Mendera’s side. “You saved my life. Now I’m going to help you. Just hang in there a few more seconds.” 
 
    “The boy told us you were a healer,” said the medic. “We tried convincing him elves cannot be healed by magic, but he refuses to listen. This one is a half-elf. I have done all that can be done for her. Neither elves nor half-elves can be healed with magic.” 
 
    “I’ve healed an elf before,” Richard said. “I think I’ve healed lots of elves.” 
 
    The medic frowned. “That is impossible I tell you. Elves cannot be healed by—” 
 
    “By magic,” Richard said, finishing the elf’s sentence. “Yeah, so I’ve been told more than once. Doesn’t matter. I don’t know how to do magic anyway. I use something else to heal.” 
 
    “Rick?” said William. 
 
    Richard turned to the boy-king. The boy’s eyes were puffy, and the tracks of tears were etched in the dirt smudges on his face. “Everything’s going to be fine William. Just give me a few seconds. I’m low on Power. I’ve got to think this out before I start trying to heal her.” 
 
    Switching to thoughts, Richard said, “Nick. Analysis.” 
 
    “Compliance. Your healing reserve was drained dry counteracting the poison in the unicorn’s body. It took all the Power your healing reserve had, and even that was not enough. Your body used five percent of the Power in your primary reserve to complete the healing of the injuries you took on yourself from the colt. You are down to thirty-two percent Power in your main reserve. The half-elf’s injuries are severe, but you have healed a lot worse. I calculate it will take ten percent of the Power in your primary reserve to heal her arms. I also calculate you will not lose consciousness.” 
 
    Richard didn’t give a flip about losing ten percent of his Power if it meant he could relieve Mendera of her pain. Wasting no more time, he started to remove his left glove. It was already off. He noticed a black glove on the ground next to William along with his M63 lightweight assault rifle and .44 caliber AutoMag. 
 
    Looking back at the half-elf, Richard grabbed hold of her right hand with his left. She groaned as he squeezed harder than he’d intended. Relaxing his grip, he pulled Power from his reserve. Already low on Power, he opted not to place a lock on their hands. 
 
    I can handle it, Richard thought. I won’t let go. 
 
    Scanning Mendera with an active scan, Richard compared the way the half-elf’s arms were now with the way they should be. He pulled the difference into himself. The sound of cracking bones, his bones, was accompanied by white-hot pain shooting up both of his arms. He sensed bones poking their way through flesh inside the arms of his battle suit. Even so, he refused to let go of the half-elf’s hand. 
 
    “All that blood inside your battle suit is going to be difficult to clean up,” said Nickelo. “I calculate you should have taken the top off before you started healing. I suppose it does not matter in the long run. You are going to need to change out this battle suit for a new one anyway. That werewolf made a mess of this one.” 
 
    A part of Richard’s mind heard his battle computer speaking, but for the most part, he concentrated on dealing with the pain. He groaned, but kept even that to a minimum. Once he sensed that the bones in Mendera’s arms were fully healed, he released his grip and sat back. He remained conscious. 
 
    Leveraging herself up, Mendera began tearing at the bandages and splints on her arms. “Get these off me.” 
 
    The medic glanced from the half-elf to Richard. The confusion in his eyes changed to wonder. “Impossible,” he whispered. 
 
    “I told you,” said William as he rushed to his sister’s side and began unwrapping strips of cloth. “I told you Rick was a healer. I told you he could do it.” 
 
    “So you did,” said the brown-haired elf with the silver-specked eyes. “I would never have believed it if I had not seen it myself; least of all from a human.” He knelt down an arms-length from Richard and stared at him. “Who are you?” 
 
    One of the unicorns neighed. 
 
    “He is The Great Healer of the North,” said the unicorn stallion who had drawn close without Richard noticing. “He is part of the ’Battle of Three Elf Friends’ prophecy.” 
 
    “The three who?” Richard asked. 
 
    The elf with the silver-specked eyes turned away from the unicorn and looked at Richard. “Elf friends. One of our older prophecies predicts three elf friends will gather to battle for Silverton.” 
 
    “The elves’ capital?” asked William. 
 
    “Yes,” said the brown-haired elf. “Although some of the other elven kingdoms might argue they have their own capital cities. Still, Silverton is the home of the Tree of Light, and all elves recognize our city as a place deserving honor.” 
 
    “So what’s an elf friend?” Richard asked, still trying to get his bearings. The replicated injures he’d taken from Mendera were mostly healed, but the memory of the pain lingered, making it difficult to think straight. 
 
    “Not what, but who,” replied the elf with the silver-specked eyes. “Perhaps introductions are in order. I am High Priest Rastan.” He pointed at the elf medic. “This is Aventi. And this honored stallion is Elf Friend Swiftmane.” 
 
    The unicorn shuffled his hooves and shook his head. “I am no elf friend. I lead the unicorns of Slyvrastra. I am a friend to the elves, but I am not one of the legendary elf friends.” 
 
    High Priest Rastan smiled and shrugged. “You are now. Silverton’s Council of Light bestowed the title of Elf Friend on you five days ago based upon the recommendation of the Oracle. The council sent me to find you and tell you of the honor you have been given.” 
 
    The unicorn stallion snorted. “Being declared an elf friend is no honor if you ask me. Based upon history, Elf Friends usually wind up dead or in misery for the rest of their lives.” 
 
    Richard noticed the one called High Priest Rastan didn’t naysay the unicorn. 
 
    The female unicorn and the colt came walking up and joined the stallion. 
 
    The white mare looked at Richard. “I am Morningstar. Thank you for healing our foal. We are in your debt.” 
 
    “Yes,” said the stallion Swiftmane. “Thank you.” He turned to High Priest Rastan. “I too received a message from the Oracle that was relayed to me by those who dwell in the forest. The Oracle sent word that I should to come to this place and meet the three who would help us save our lands from the demon-giant.” 
 
    Richard struggled to his feet. “A giant? What do you know about the giant?” 
 
    “I know a demon in the form of a giant waits on the banks of the Silvore River north of Silverton,” said Swiftmane. 
 
    “The demon no longer waits,” said High Priest Rastan. “He routed our forces that sought to deny the crossing of his army. The demon-giant was aided by a dragon of metal, or so the survivors of the river battle say. Our forces have withdrawn inside Silverton’s walls. Our hope is that the alabaster granite will resist the demon’s magic long enough for allies to assemble and come to our aid. That is why I have come seeking your help, Elf Friend Swiftmane. You are the leader of the unicorns. You are the dragon slayer.” He nodded in the direction of the wyvern’s body. “Once again you have proved that what the old tales say about you is true.” 
 
    The stallion snorted what might have been a unicorn’s version of a laugh. “I managed to kill one small black dragon in my youth long ago. I fear that exploit has been embellished over the centuries. I am just a unicorn. Nothing more and nothing less.” 
 
    “You are an elf friend,” said the high priest. 
 
    “What of Duke Jordan?” said Mendera as she tossed the last of her splints aside. “What news of his army? If you have need of allies, perhaps—” 
 
    The medic Aventi laughed. “If you are suggesting what I think you are suggesting, then you need to think again. Elves do not require the help of humans.” 
 
    “I’m a human,” Richard said a little harsher than he intended. He’d forgotten how uppity elves could be, but the memory was coming back fast. 
 
    “Yes, you are,” agreed Aventi. “But if you are The Great Healer of the North, then you are mentioned in the prophecy. That makes you different.” 
 
    “The boy and the half-elf are also mentioned in the same prophecy,” said High Priest Rastan. 
 
    Mendera glared at the priest. “My name’s Mendera. I may be a half-elf, but that’s not my name. I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t use it as such.” 
 
    The high priest returned Mendera’s glare before the muscles around his eyes began to relax. He managed a smile. “I stand corrected. As I was saying, your brother and you are also mentioned in the prophecy.” He shrugged. “At least I think you are. It is always hard to tell with prophecies. The Oracle sent word that a boy-king, a half-elf, and a healer in black would be found with the unicorn elf friend. And here you are.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with asking humans for help?” Richard asked. 
 
    “It has everything to do with it,” said Mendera. “Elves dislike humans. Everybody knows it. They hate half-elves almost as much as they do humans.” 
 
    “You are wrong, child,” said High Priest Rastan. “We do not hate humans or half-elves. Aventi and I certainly do not hate you. Your brother told us who you are. I knew your mother. The village of Ivy Borough lost a good elf when she died giving you birth.” 
 
    “You knew my mother?” said Mendera. 
 
    “That I did,” replied the high priest. “Melrose was a good friend. She came to me for advice before she agreed to marry your father, King Matthew Halmafad.” 
 
    Mendera eyed the elf. “Are you saying you told her it was okay to marry my father? A human?” 
 
    The high priest laughed. “Hardly. I am not that open-minded. I told her it would end in tragedy, and that she should return to Ivy Borough and bond with a male elf as was proper. Instead of taking my advice, Melrose went directly to the Tree of Light. She remained at the tree for three days and nights, beseeching the Lady for guidance. On the morning of the fourth day, your mother left Silverton and married King Halmafad. I can only assume she did so based upon whatever the Lady told her.” 
 
    “That’s a nice story,” Richard said, “but I don’t see how that affects what’s going on today. I’d like to know more about Duke Jordan. Do you know where he’s at? I need to get William and Mendera to him as soon as possible.” 
 
    The high priest shrugged. “The last I heard Duke Jordan and his army were located at the point where the Silvore River connects with Lake Menchendine. A part of the demon-giant’s army attacked them there, halting their crossing. I suspect Jordan and the other armies of the northern and southern kingdoms will remain where they are in the hopes we elves and the demon’s troops kill each other off.” 
 
    “Did you say the armies of the southern kingdoms had joined the duke?” asked William. “Is there anyone from Onslow with them?” 
 
    Nodding, the high priest said, “I believe our scouts mentioned something about a contingent of troops from Onslow having linked up with Duke Jordan’s forces. They did not say how many though.” 
 
    William looked at Richard. “We’ve got to get to Duke Jordan. If Onslow’s troops have rallied and are there, I need to be with them. I’m their king now. They need me to lead them into battle.” 
 
    “You are no—” started Mendera. 
 
    “Yes, he is,” Richard said. He looked at William. “You may be young, but you are their king. I think you should be with your people.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “The boy is too inexperienced to lead troops into battle. You should know that.” 
 
    “I do,” Richard thought back. “Our mission is to help William and Mendera defeat the giant. That doesn’t mean they have to be the ones to kill it. If this Elf Friend Swiftmane was able to take out a wyvern and apparently a dragon before that, I’m thinking he’s just as capable of taking out a giant, demon or otherwise. In the meantime, if we can send William and Mendera ahead to link up with this Duke Jordan of theirs, you and I can to go to Silverton with the unicorn and the elves. That’s bound to be where the giant’s heading. Even if we only provide a little light support to help Swiftmane against the demon-giant, we’ll have completed our mission. Simple, right?” 
 
    “Well, first off, wizard scout, nothing is ever simple. Mendera has a mind of her own. I calculate she will not be inclined to wait safely with the duke’s army while her mother’s homeland is threatened.” 
 
    William rose to his feet and looked at Mendera. “We need to get to Lake Menchendine, Sis.” 
 
    Mendera looked back at her brother. She shook her head. “You need to go, but I won’t be going with you. Like you said, you are Onslow’s king now. I will just have to accept it. As for me, my home is in the mountains of Silvertine. I will do what my mother can no longer do. I will defend the elves’ city of Silverton with my life if necessary.” She turned to Richard. “Will you come to the elves’ city with me, Rick?” 
 
    “See?” came Nickelo’s thought in Richard’s mind. “I told you she had a mind of her own. I calculate a one hundred percent probability you will not be able to talk her into going with her brother. If you try, she will just go to Silverton without you.” 
 
    One look at the half-elf’s face told Richard his battle computer was probably right, but he refused to surrender without at least trying to fire a shot. “Maybe it would be best for you to go with your brother, uh...just to make sure he gets to Jordan safely.” 
 
    Mendera folded her arms across her chest. “If you want to accompany William to our father’s cousin, then you can go with him, but I’m going to Silverton, and that’s final.” 
 
    “I warned you,” laughed Nickelo in Richard’s mind. 
 
    Richard sighed and shook his head in defeat. “No. I’ll be going to Silverton with you.” 
 
    “You’re both leaving me?” asked William. His bottom lip quivered. 
 
    “Only for a little while,” Richard said, wondering if he was telling a white lie. 
 
    The boy crossed his arms. “Then I’m going with Sis and you to Silverton.” 
 
    “No,” Richard said determined to keep at least one of his charges safe. “You need to get to your cousin the duke. You need to, uh, convince him to come to Silverton. Tell him that’s where the real battle is going to happen. Tell him the future of the entire continent of Slyvrastra depends on him getting there in time.” He placed a hand on the boy-king’s shoulder. “Your sister and I are depending on you.” 
 
    William glanced from Richard to Mendera and back. “How will I get there by myself? I don’t know the way. I don’t even have a horse.” 
 
    The unicorn colt whinnied. 
 
    When Richard turned his head, he noticed the foal shimmering. When the shimmering stopped, the young unicorn was gone. In his place was a white pony complete with saddle and bridle. There was no sign of the unicorn’s horn. 
 
    “I know the way,” said the colt. “I would be honored to carry you. It is the least I can do to repay The Great Healer of the North for saving me from the wyvern’s poison.” 
 
    Looking at Mendera, Swiftmane said, “And I would be honored to carry you into battle, elf-maid. That is, if you will have me.” 
 
    Richard glanced at the unicorn mare. She stared back at him without saying a word. 
 
    “Hmm,” laughed Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “I calculate that means you are going to be doing some walking. I would suggest summoning a new battle suit first. I would hate for you to go into battle looking all raggedy.” 
 
    “Then that’s it, I guess,” said William. He glanced down at his empty scabbard. “Some king I am. I don’t even have a sword. I broke mine fighting the troll.” 
 
    “Leave that to me,” Richard said. He imagined a sword he’d once seen with a blue gem in the pommel. The sword had been magic. He sent the image to his dimensional pack. 
 
    “Do you really expect that to work?” asked Nickelo in his mind. “You can only summon items ‘the One’ has stored for you ahead of time. You have only summoned technology from the physical dimension before. The odds ‘the One’ foresaw you would need a magic weapon is less than ten thousandth of one percent.” 
 
    Power left Richard’s reserve. Removing his dimensional pack from his shoulder, he pulled out a longsword with a blue gem in the pommel and presented it to William. “What better way for a king to ride into battle than with a magic sword in his hand. From the Power readings I’m getting, the sword is potent magic. I’d say any trolls that come against you in the future had better watch out.” 
 
    William held the blade of the magic weapon in both hands almost reverently. He sniffed and looked at Richard. “I couldn’t. It’s too precious.” He offered the weapon to Mendera. “You should have it, Sis. You’re the oldest.” 
 
    “No,” Richard said. “That one is for you. I have another for your sister.” 
 
    Actually, Richard only hoped he might be able to get another, but he wasn’t sure. He sent the image of a second magic sword and two daggers to his dimensional pack. Power left his reserve. Reaching beneath the flap of the pack, he pulled out another sword and two daggers. All three weapons had blue gems in their pommels. He handed the sword and a dagger to the half-elf before giving the last of the magic daggers to William. He also summoned each of them fresh magazines for their pistols.” 
 
    “So this is it?” asked William. “We’re separating?” 
 
    Turning to Mendera, he hugged his sister. 
 
    When they separated, Richard stretched out his hand. 
 
    William ignored the hand and wrapped both arms around Richard. “Will I ever see you again?” 
 
    “You can bet on it,” Richard said as he returned the boy’s hug. “You know I wouldn’t leave willingly without telling you goodbye.” 
 
    Pulling away, William wiped his eyes with his free hand. “You’d better not.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Richard promised. “It’s time to go now.” He pointed at the white pony. “Your mighty steed awaits you.” 
 
    The colt pawed at the ground and snorted. “You may have healed me, but do not think for one second that just because you cannot see my horn does not mean it is not there. I would advise showing a little more respect, oh Great Healer of the North.” 
 
    Richard bowed at the waist. “No disrespect intended, I assure you.” Richard completed his bow. “Keep the boy safe,” he told the colt. “He’s important to me.” 
 
    William placed his hand on Richard’s shoulder. 
 
    When Mendera came over, the three of them wrapped their arms around each other. 
 
    They remained that way a long time. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 – March or Die 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    Count Boucher stopped his horse to eye the bodies of the dozen or so orc soldiers that had been dragged off the side of the trail. A few had arrows sticking out of them. The rest were blackened and burned. 
 
    Fireball, thought the count. The elf ambushes are getting more numerous. They’re also throwing some of their magic users at us now. No matter. They can’t stop us. We proved that at the river. They ran before the might of the battlewagon like the cowards I knew they were. 
 
    A trickle of blood still pooling from an arrow wound on one of the orcs gave moot evidence of how recent the ambush had been. An uneasiness came over Boucher. He pulled his fur-lined cloak tighter around him. 
 
    It’s just the cold. The elves don’t scare me. 
 
    Boucher gazed over his shoulder at the long line of human, orc, and goblin soldiers stretched out along the length of the valley as far as the eye could see. He looked back to the front of his army. His soldiers filled the entire length of the valley ahead. 
 
    I’m safe enough here in the middle. I’ve got forty-thousand soldiers around me. No elf could get close without being killed by my troops. I doubt there’s an elf within ten leagues of here. 
 
    The memory of the fresh blood trickling out of the ambushed orcs’ wounds left more than just a little doubt in the count’s mind about the nearness of any elves. He had a sudden desire to be inside the battlewagon with its arm-length-thick protective armor between him and anything wishing to do him harm. 
 
    I should never have let that demon talk me into riding on a horse at the head of my army to boost their morale. 
 
    The fact that he was closer to the center of the column than the head didn’t cross the count’s mind. 
 
    I swear I’ll kill that demon as soon as we take Silverton and destroy that cursed tree. I’ve had a dozen of my most powerful priests bless one of the rounds for the battlewagon’s main gun. The demon won’t stand a chance. I’ve just got to catch him off guard. That’s all. 
 
    A human mercenary with the rank of general rode up. The man stopped his horse in front of the count before raising his right arm across his chest. “Our scouts have reported a stand of silver elm trees ahead, your majesty. It’s bound to be another one of the elves’ accursed ambushes. My scouts estimate several hundred elves hidden there. They also spotted some mages. Rumor is the elves’ draw Power from the silver elms. Their spells are two or three times as potent when they are near their blasted trees as they are when we can catch them out in the open. Should I order the column to bypass the stand of silver elms and continue toward Silverton?” 
 
    The count laughed. “We’ve got forty-thousand soldiers in this column alone and you want us to bypass a few hundred elves? I think not. Prepare your troops for a full assault. Send word for the battlewagon to make its way to the front. I will command the attack from inside.” 
 
    The tightness of the muscles around the general’s eyes made it all too obvious he didn’t approve of Boucher’s plan. The man raised his arm anyway and saluted before riding off. 
 
    Count Boucher smiled. He’s another one that has disrespected me once too often. I’ll kill him as soon as he no longer serves my purpose. Imagine wanting to avoid a fight. The battlewagon makes us supreme. We’ve got almost two hundred thousand troops split into five column. Our scouts estimate the elves and what few allies they’ve found barely have fifteen thousand troops at Silverton. When they realize the size of my army, they’ll huddle inside their city walls and beg for mercy.” He laughed. “They’ll get none from me. 
 
    Stories of how beautiful elf females were came to Boucher’s mind. 
 
    Well, maybe I’ll show a few of them mercy as long as they please me. 
 
    He laughed again as he thought of how he could pleasure himself with a few elven females. He laughed even harder. 
 
    A company of human mercenaries that happened to be marching by on either side of the road stared at him. The count paid them no heed. They were spell-fodder. 
 
    They can march or die for all I care. Only I matter. Only I. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 – Strange Trail 
 
    _________________ 
 
    Mendera walked side by side with Richard while the elves led the way to Silverton along hidden forest trails. They’d been walking in relative silence for hours; the elves because they were naturally quiet, and Mendera because she hadn’t felt like talking. Apparently neither had Richard because he hadn’t said half-a-dozen words all morning. The parting with her brother had been hard on both of them. 
 
    Someone has to be the first speak, Mendera thought. There are things that need to be said. Who knows when we’ll get a chance to speak unhindered again? I suppose I should make the first move. 
 
    Glancing to her right, Mendera asked the question she’d wanted to ask for the last few days. “Rick, do you have anyone back in your time? Someone you’d want to return to?” 
 
    The wizard scout turned his head and looked at her for several heartbeats before giving his reply. “That’s a strange way to begin a conversation. You’ve never asked me that before. Why now?” 
 
    Looking deep into his soft-brown eyes, Mendera sighed. “I’ve...I’ve wanted to ask, but I thought maybe it might be best to leave some things unsaid. I was wrong. Our time is growing short. I’d like to know now if you’re willing to tell me. Is there anyone waiting for you back in your time? Is there someone who’d miss you if you didn’t return?” 
 
    Richard returned her stare for several more heartbeats without speaking. He glanced down at the forest path. 
 
    Mendera held her breath wondering if he was going to answer her question. She feared the worst. 
 
    When Richard replied, his voice was low, almost a whisper. “I do have a close friend. Her name is Liz. She’s a naval officer on a starship. We...uh, we’ve spent some time together over the last year off and on.” He glanced up at the overhanging tree branches before looking back at her. “But would she miss me? I really don’t know. Sometimes I think I like her a lot more than she likes me. I suspect the navy is her only true love. To be honest, I doubt I’d be missed for long if at all.” 
 
    A feeling of relief washed over Mendera. She reached out and took Richard’s gloved hand in hers. “I’d miss you if you left. So would my brother.” 
 
    Richard tightened his grip on her hand. “I’d miss both of you too; a lot.” He looked at her and smiled. “I’d miss you most of all. This might sound strange, but I’ve been happier these last few weeks than I’ve been in my entire life.” 
 
    A warm glow enveloped Mendera. She smiled back. “I too have been happy. I don’t want you to leave us, Rick. I want you to stay here on Portalis, in our time...uh, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    The smile left the wizard scout’s face. He sighed. “Believe me, I definitely want that. I have no desire to be anywhere else. I’d let that demon-giant go on his merry way if I thought it would mean I’d be able to stay with you. I mean, with William and you.” 
 
    “My brother would like that,” Mendera said. She was tempted to end the conversation on that note, but she knew there was still more to be said. If we’re going to work through this thing, we’ve got to be open with each other, she thought. I love him, and I think he loves me. Why can’t we both just be honest about it instead of tiptoeing around the subject? 
 
    Mendera didn’t have an answer. She eyed the man walking at her side. 
 
    I didn’t think he was very handsome when we first met, but either he’s changed, or I have. I could easily spend the rest of my life with him. Master Nick told me that once wizard scouts get their DNA baseline they stop aging. He said some wizard scouts live to be a hundred and twenty or more. Rick could live another century, maybe longer if he goes back to his own time. If Rick remains on Portalis without becoming a full wizard scout, he’d age like any other normal human. Am I so selfish I would cheat Rick out of a long, youthful life just so I could be happy? 
 
    Mendera had a feeling she was that selfish and more. She didn’t care. 
 
    We would have decades together. He’d be happy too. I’d continue to love him no matter how much he aged. It’s what’s inside the two of us that matters, not what we look like on the outside. 
 
    Mendera wondered if her companion’s dimensional pack could somehow provide an answer to their dilemma. For all she knew, maybe the pack could be used to summon whatever was needed to get his DNA baseline. She’d seen him summon a lot of things from it. In fact, he’d switched out his damaged battle suit for a new one that morning before William had left. 
 
    He’s wearing the new suit now in what he calls deactivated mode. To be honest, it looks more like a set of soft-black leather pants and top than it does a suit of armor. 
 
    She glanced at the utility belt around the wizard scout’s waist. His phase rod and the pistol she’d fired were grim reminders of how deadly he could be when the situation warranted. 
 
    Although Mendera knew she was just putting off the tough questions, she changed the subject anyhow. She pointed at the black helmet on Richard’s head. Its visor was raised so she could see his entire face. “I like your helmet that way. I can see your eyes.” 
 
    Richard grinned. “My TAC officers...I mean my teachers back at the Academy, would throw a hissy fit if they knew I was wearing my battle helmet in a combat zone with the visor up. They insist on us keeping our night-vision filter lowered. According to them, if we’re used to seeing everything through our night-vision filter, then it won’t matter if we’re fighting in snow, sleet, rain, or pitch-black dark, we’ll be comfortable with how things look. Their theory is that it makes our combat moves more efficient if we see everything the same way all the time.” 
 
    “So why do you have your visor up now?” Mendera asked. “Not that I’m complaining.” 
 
    Richard stopped walking and pulled her off the side of the trail. 
 
    Mendera went willingly. 
 
    She glanced ahead. High Priest Rastan and Swiftmane were walking a dozen paces in front of them. The two were in deep conversation. The remaining elves in the party were spaced out among the trees providing security. For all intents and purposes, Richard and she were alone, at least for a moment. 
 
    “Why do I have my visor up?” Richard asked. He gave what could only be described as a sad smile. “Maybe I don’t want what may be my last memories of you to be tinted in red.”  
 
    Releasing her hand, the wizard scout touched her cheek. His deactivated glove was as soft as human flesh. 
 
    I swear I can feel the warmth of his hand through his glove, Mendera thought. 
 
    Richard drew closer. “I want to remember how you look,” he whispered. “I want to remember how it feels to touch you. I want to remember how you smell of pine needles and flowers. I want to memorize how the light in your eyes shine when we look at each other. I don’t want to leave you, Mendera. I never want to leave you. I want to stay with you the rest of my life. I...I love you, Mendera.” He sighed as if a heavy burden had been taken off his shoulders. “I think I’ve loved you since the moment we first met back at the tavern.” 
 
    Mendera felt her face grow warm as her heart beat faster. “As have I you. I love you more than you can possibly know. I refuse to believe fate is so cruel as to break us apart.” She thought about the plan that had been taking seed in her heart. “There may be a way for us to stay together...if you’re willing.” 
 
    “I don’t see—” 
 
    Mendera raised her right hand and touched the tips of her fingers to Richard’s lips. “Hear me out. High Priest Rastan told me the Lady wants to see me as soon as we get to Silverton.” 
 
    “The Lady?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Yes, the Lady of the Tree of Light. Rastan’s her priest. Apparently he can communicate with her even when far away.” 
 
    Richard frowned. “So what does this Lady want with you?” 
 
    “Not just me. She wants to see both Swiftmane and me at the same time. But it doesn’t matter what she wants. It’s what we want that’s important.” 
 
    Richard lost his frown. “Are you thinking she can...well...” 
 
    A feeling of excitement built up inside Mendera. “Why not? She’s the Lady of the Tree of Light. She’s been helping the elves for nearly thirty-thousand years. She’s bound to know a way to get you free from ‘the One.’ I’m sure she does. She’s got to.” 
 
    Richard’s frown returned. “I don’t know. Maybe—” 
 
    Hurt replaced the warm feeling inside Mendera’s chest. “I thought you’d be more excited. You said you loved me.” 
 
    “I do. Believe me, I do. I want to stay with you more than anything. I hate ‘the One.’ He’s done nothing but screw my life up ever since he sent me on my first mission. It’s just that...well... do you really think this Lady can help?” 
 
    This time it was Mendera who reached out and touched Richard’s cheek. “She’ll help us. I’ll make her help us.” 
 
    Richard opened his mouth to reply. Before he could speak, the sound of footsteps came from ahead. 
 
    Hastily lowering her hand, Mendera spotted High Priest Rastan hurrying their way. 
 
    “Come quickly,” said the high priest. “Our scouts have found something.” 
 
    The tight muscles on Rastan’s face told Mendera whatever the scout had found was important. Forgetting her own problems for a moment, she followed the high priest in the direction where the lead scouts would be. Richard followed a step behind. Turning a bend in the forest trail, she caught a whiff of smoke. 
 
    They came out of the tree line on a ridge overlooking a long valley. Every blade of grass and every bit of brush in the valley were flattened as if by the feet of a thousand giants. At the far end of the valley was a stand of blackened silver elm trees, their twisted and broken trunks were tossed in all directions. Tendrils of smoke from still burning embers rose into the sky. Several piles of something she couldn’t quite make out were stacked haphazardly at the end of the valley along with hundreds of spear-length poles stuck into the ground. Each of the poles had round objects attached to their tops. 
 
    Drawing Power from her reserve, Mendera chanted a one word hawk-eye spell that Richard and she had created. The stacks of objects came into focus. They were bodies; hundreds of mutilated bodies piled one atop the other. On each of the hundreds of poles encircling the stacks were bloody heads. The pointed ears of the victims made it all too obvious they were elves. 
 
    An errant breeze carried the sickening smell of death to Mendera’s nose. She fell to her knees and threw up before darkness surrounded her. 
 
    The last thing she remembered was Richard’s strong arms holding her tight. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 – Massacre 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Richard glanced back over his shoulder. 
 
    “Relax,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “The half-elf only fainted. The elf medic Aventi is attending to her. You need to concentrate on what is here. You are a wizard scout, so scout already.” 
 
    High Priest Rastan stood next to Richard only a dozen meters from the nearest pile of bodies. The smell was horrendous. Despite the odor, the high priest walked closer. Richard moved with him, thankful that he’d lowered the visor of his battle helmet and sealed the suit. Just the memory of the few whiffs he’d gotten before Nickelo had sealed the battle suit made him want to gag. 
 
    “I would advise not doing that,” said Nickelo. “Even after you cleaned your helmet out, the smell would remain. Besides, you cannot smell the rot now. Your battle suit is a fully self-contained environment with your air and body waste cleansed and recirculated. You could remain in here indefinitely without requiring additional food or water.” 
 
    “If you mean I have to drink my own recycled urine when the suit’s sealed, yeah, I know. That’s not a great selling point for wearing it all the time.” 
 
    “Humph. Your attitude is not logical. All the impurities are removed. Everything is completely sanitized before its injected back into your body by the battle suit’s thread-needles.” 
 
    “Cut the crap, Nick. I don’t feel like being lectured. Scan the area and give me an analysis.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Richard took the momentary respite to glance over his shoulder again. Mendera was standing now. She looked at him and nodded. He nodded back. 
 
    “She will be all right,” said High Priest Rastan. “There is a big difference between seeing living beings killed in battle and seeing the results of a slaughter. I remember throwing up after my first battle.” 
 
    Richard nodded knowingly. A memory of an alien landscape and dozens of bodies, some of them children, half buried in a trench came to his mind. Even though he’d been a space marine at the time, he remembered losing most of his meal. 
 
    “Yeah, I can sympathize with her,” Richard said. He turned back to the pile of bodies. “I’m a little queasy right now myself.” 
 
    The high priest nodded. “As am I. Some of these elves were my friends.” He sighed. “We cannot take the time to bury them with the honor they deserve. We must make haste to Silverton. Whoever did this is more powerful than we realized.” 
 
    The high priest pointed at two parallel, meter-and-a-half-wide gouges in the earth leading all the way back down the valley and through what remained of the grove of trees ahead. “Those are silver elms where the elves made their stand. The magic of their spellcasters would have been double or triple their potency.” He pointed down at the tracks. “I have never seen anything like these. Reports from the battle at the Silvore River gave confusing accounts of a dragon made entirely of metal. I had assumed whatever the survivors had seen was a golem. Now I am not so sure.” 
 
    A series of words scrolled down the heads-up display on the inside of Richard’s battle helmet as Nickelo completed his analysis. Along with the words came a set of images in Richard’s mind as his battle computer shared additional information. 
 
    Richard turned to the high priest. “It wasn’t a golem or a dragon. Those tracks were made by some type of armored vehicle that shouldn’t be here. It’s technology, or at least a combination of technology and magic. My sensors are picking up traces of chemicals in those bomb craters that indicate a high-caliber main gun.” 
 
    The high priest frowned. “Bombs? What are bombs, and what is a gun?” 
 
    Sighing, Richard tried to figure out the simplest way to explain technology to someone that was only used to magic. “Think of bombs as highly concentrated fireballs. I suppose guns are technology’s version of that staff you carry.” 
 
    “Rick,” came Nickelo’s thoughts. “The battle helmet’s sensors have picked up something interesting. I am plotting its location on your heads-up display.” 
 
    A white dot appeared on the heads-up display, denoting an object a dozen meters away where the tread of the armored vehicle had torn up the ground. Walking over, Richard bent down and picked up a piece of blackened metal not much larger than the size of an eyelash. 
 
    “Analysis,” Richard said in command voice. 
 
    “Compliance,” replied Nickelo. “I calculate one of the elves’ spells must have damaged the armor on the vehicle enough to make this piece of metal flake off.” 
 
    Concentrating on the eyelash-sized piece of metal, Richard said, “Wasn’t much damage, was it?” 
 
    “No, it was not, wizard scout. I have analyzed the metal. It has traces of creallium in it. On this world, creallium is referred to as Holy Metal. Basically, whatever this metal came from has magic in it. I calculate it would be highly resistant to the elves’ spells. No wonder they were slaughtered.” 
 
    “Can you identify the vehicle from the tread tracks?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Negative, wizard scout. It is not in my databanks. Then again, ‘the One’ sees fit to erase a lot of my memory along with yours. The end result is that I do not know what type of vehicle we are up against. Our mission is to help the boy and his sister defeat the giant. ‘The One’ did not mention anything about taking on an armored vehicle. I would advise steering well clear of whatever made these tracks.” 
 
    Richard had a feeling when the time came he might not have the option of steering clear. 
 
    “Are you all right?” asked Rastan. “You have been standing there with a blank look on your face for quite some time.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. I was talking to my ba...err...I mean my familiar. The thing that made those tracks and killed your elves has armor and weapons that are a combination of magic and technology. The spells from your elves weren’t able to penetrate the vehicle’s armor. I suspect their defensive spells were unable to defend them from the vehicle’s weapons. That’s why they were slaughtered. You can’t stand toe-to-toe with whatever it is. If your army tries, you’ll be butchered just like these guys.” 
 
    High Priest Rastan’s eyes narrowed. “What are you suggesting? That we should run and hide and let the giant and his army ransack Silverton unopposed? Do you expect us to leave the Tree of Light to a demon’s mercy?” 
 
    Something deep inside Richard rattled its cage. He had a temper, and he’d never liked being attacked; verbally or otherwise. He forced his temper to remain in its cage where it belonged. 
 
    “I am proud of you, Rick,” said Nickelo. “You are learning to control your temper. Maybe there is hope for you yet.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Richard focused on the high priest. “I’m not suggesting anything. I’m only stating a fact. Whatever kind of armored vehicle that demon-giant’s got with him, it is more than you can handle out in the open. Mendera said your city’s walls are magic. Is that right?” 
 
    The high priest nodded. “That is correct. They are made of alabaster granite. There is no harder substance on all of Portalis. Silverton’s walls are resistant to most kinds of offensive magic.” 
 
    “Well then, that’s your answer. Gather your army inside your city and let the giant and his army wear itself out beating on your walls. Surely you’ve got other allies besides Swiftmane and Duke Jordan. Maybe—” 
 
    High Priest Rastan laughed. “I would hardly call humans our allies. This Duke Jordan of yours has no more love for elves than my race has for humans. He will wait on his side of the Silvore River until the demon-giant’s army has either destroyed Silverton, or we have destroyed them. Elves and humans do not get along. That is that way it has always been, and that is the way it will always be. Nothing the boy-king can say to Jordan will change that.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” said Mendera as she walked up. 
 
    There was a hard-steel in the half-elf’s voice. Richard was glad it wasn’t directed at him. 
 
    “Hmm, nice stealth shield,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “I did not detect her approach. You have taught her well.” 
 
    Richard turned and looked at Mendera. The magic sword he’d given her was in her hand. Although the tip was pointed at the ground, the threat was there nonetheless. 
 
    “You have no idea how stubborn my brother can be,” said Mendera. “He is Onslow’s king. William will convince our father’s cousin to come to Silverton’s aid. If humans and elves can combine forces, we can defeat Count Boucher and his demon. I know we can.” 
 
    The high priest looked at Mendera a moment before giving a half smile. “You almost make me believe, but it will take more than words to stop the demon-giant and its army.” He sighed before looking back at Richard. “We must make all haste to Silverton and warn them what is coming. When we get there, I will present you and the half-elf to—” 
 
    “My name is Mendera,” said Mendera through gritted teeth. She squared her shoulders. “I already told you once. Don’t make me tell you again. I am of royal blood, and you will treat me as such.” 
 
    Richard had a feeling the surprise on the elf priest’s face would’ve reflected his own if anyone had been able to see his expression behind his visor. 
 
    High Priest Rastan’s face relaxed a little. He gave a half bow. “My apologies, err, Princess Mendera. I should have been more careful with my choice of words. Of course you deserve respect. The Lady of the Tree of Light has requested both Swiftmane and you to be presented to her upon our arrival in Silverton. The giant’s army will be forced to stick to the wider valleys as it travels. We can take the smaller paths and beat them to Silverton by at least two days, but to do so we must leave now. As I said, we must make haste.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me,” said Mendera. 
 
    “As with me,” said Swiftmane who had also walked up undetected. 
 
    “The unicorn has a pretty good stealth shield too,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “I told you the further back in time you go, the more potent the magic. I wonder if it has something to do with the planting of the Tree of Light, or whether it is due to something more ancient than that.” 
 
    Richard neither knew nor cared what his battle computer wondered at the moment. What he did know was what he had to do. “I won’t be going with the three of you.” 
 
    “What?” said Mendera, Rastan, and Swiftmane at the same time. 
 
    Mendera moved close and placed the palm of her left hand over the chest of Richard’s battle suit. “What do you mean you aren’t going with us? Of course you are. We need to speak to the Lady of the Tree together, about...you know.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. Something deep inside him told him he had other things to do. “You’ll need to speak to her for the both of us. I’m a wizard scout. My job is reconnaissance. I’m going to follow this trail and find out what we’re facing. I’ll meet you at Silverton.” 
 
    Something appeared in Mendera’s eyes. Whether it was hurt or fear or something else, Richard couldn’t tell. 
 
    “I will go with you,” said Mendera. “Once we find this thing, the two of us can destroy it together. Then we will go to Silverton and—” 
 
    “No,” Richard said. “I’m a wizard scout. I work best alone.” 
 
    This time Richard was positive that what he saw in the half-elf’s eyes was hurt. He made sure to keep his voice soft as he clarified his comment. “What I mean is that I’m trained to operate deep behind enemy lines without being detected. Much as I’d like to have you with me, the truth is, you’d just give us both away. I’m not planning on doing any fighting. I’m just going to do a little scouting and then hightail it to Silverton and join you there.” 
 
    Richard raised his visor so Mendera could see his face. As he started to smile, the stench of decaying bodies hit him. It was all he could do to keep his lunch in his stomach. 
 
    “See,” said Nickelo. “It pays to keep your battle suit sealed. Maybe one of these days you will listen to me.” 
 
    Mendera shook her head. “No. I’m not going to Silverton without you. What if you’re forced into a fight? You’d be all alone.” 
 
    “I’m not going to get into a fight. I told you, I’m a wizard scout. We’re trained to remain undetected. All I’m going to do is recon.” 
 
    “Actually,” laughed Nickelo in Richard’s mind, “as you keep pointing out, you are just a wizard scout cadet. The odds of you following a demon without being discovered is—” 
 
    “I don’t want to know, Nick. Keep that kind of crap to yourself.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Richard placed his right hand over Mendera’s left where it rested on his chest. He felt the warmth of her flesh through the sensors in his glove. “Look, this is the way it has to be. You need to go with Swiftmane and Rastan. I need to find out what I can about whatever kind of armored vehicle did this to these elves. I’ll meet you at Silverton. I promise.” He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “I’m a wizard scout. My word is my bond. I’ll be there for you when you need me.” 
 
    The half-elf sighed. “You’d better be.” Sheathing her sword, Mendera wrapped both arms around Richard’s neck, and kissed him long and hard. 
 
    He kissed her back. 
 
    “Ahem,” said High Priest Rastan. 
 
    Swiftmane nickered. “Perhaps this is not the best place to say long goodbyes. The demon-giant and his allies might come back. Also, we must honor these poor elves however we can before we leave.” 
 
    Richard reluctantly drew away from the half-elf. He didn’t want to, but he knew the unicorn was right. He looked at the stacks of bodies and the hundreds of heads sticking on the poles. “It’ll take us hours to bury all of them.” 
 
    High Priest Rastan turned to the medic Aventi. “Get the others. Tell them it is time.” 
 
    “Time?” Richard asked. 
 
    Rastan sighed. “These elves were our friends. We shall bury them with what honor we can.” He nodded at a clump of broken trees thirty meters away. “Perhaps it would be best if the three of you waited over there.” 
 
    Taking the elf’s words for the dismissal it was, Richard walked hand-in-hand with Mendera to the trees along with Swiftmane. By the time they got there and turned around, the other elves in the high priest’s party had gathered around Rastan. They sang a song in words Richard couldn’t understand and which he didn’t bothering asking his battle computer to translate. Even without knowing the words, the song was beautiful and humbling. Somehow he knew the lyrics of the elves’ song spoke of friendship and an eternity of peace. 
 
    When the song ended, High Priest Rastan raised his blackened staff high. As he shouted words Richard heard and quickly forgot, the blue gem at the top of the staff grew bright. Waves of magic swept over the stacks of bodies. Slowly they began sinking into the earth along with the hundreds of poles stuck in the ground. When the high priest stopped chanting, all of the bodies were gone. 
 
    Peace came over the valley once more. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 – Silverton 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Mendera walked to the top of the rise overlooking the three-league-wide valley. Swiftmane was on her left with High Priest Rastan standing to her right. Aventi and the other elves in the patrol were spaced out behind them. She knew two more elves were somewhere to the front on the grass-covered plain below. Their camouflaged clothing kept them hidden from view. 
 
    I wish Rick was with us, or I with him. He promised he’d be back. He said a wizard scout always keeps their word. He’s going to be all right. I’ve got to believe that. He promised he was just going to scout, not fight. I’ll see him again. Once this is over, we’ll be together for the rest of our lives. I refuse to believe it will be any other way. 
 
    Forcing herself to concentrate on her surroundings, Mendera studied the southern end of the valley. The lush grass of the plain to the south gave way to a vast expanse of trees that seemed to stretch all the way to a high mountain range. The mountains’ white-tipped peaks disappeared into the clouds leaving her to guess at their actual height. 
 
    Mother’s home of Ivy Borough’s located somewhere in those mountains. I want to visit her home someday. William will be Onslow’s king after Boucher and the demon-giant are defeated. I’d just get in the way if I go back to Onslow. I must seek a place of my own to call home. Perhaps Rick and I can live in Ivy Borough after all is said and done. 
 
    An image of the wizard scout and her growing old together while living in the clean freshness of the mountains came to Mendera. It was a pleasant thought. Along with the image came a feeling of peace that made her hope for a future of happiness that had eluded her most of her life. 
 
    High Priest Rastan cleared his throat and pointed at the north end of the valley. “There lies Silverton. The sight fills my heart with joy every time I see her alabaster-granite walls.” 
 
    Following the high priest’s gesture, Mendera picked out towering white stone walls above groves of silver elms five or six leagues away. Despite the distance, the tops of four obelisks could be seen poking above the walls in each of the city’s four directional quadrants. Dwarfing both the walls and the obelisks were the outstretched limbs of a tree of gigantic proportions. Even from the top of the hill, the tree’s leaves glistened silver in the light of the sun. 
 
    “Is that the Tree of Light?” Mendera asked, knowing full well it was without having to be told. 
 
    Rastan smiled and nodded. “Yes, that is the home of the Lady I serve. I am told that my great grandmother many times over, High Priestess Shandristiathoraxen, planted a seed sent her by the Creator thirty-thousand years ago when Silverton was just a village called Silver. The Tree of Light has grown as the Lady has helped us follow the Creator’s will.” He made a gesture with his right hand that included everything to his front. “One day this valley will be filled with silver elms. We plant more of the Tree of Light’s seeds each and every year. As the stands of silver elms grow, so does the strength and vitality of the elves.” 
 
    “Not only the elves,” said Swiftmane. “Many of the inhabitants of the forest rely on the Tree of Light’s magic to give them strength. I daresay without the Tree of Light, we unicorns would soon cease to exist.” 
 
    “As I fear would the elves,” said Rastan. “But the Tree of Light is strong and healthy. It will remain so as long as breath is in my body.” He looked at Mendera. “We have won our race to beat the giant’s army here. Now we must see to the city’s defenses.” 
 
    Mendera nodded. She was more than ready to do her part to defeat the demon-giant, however little that might be. “I am ready. Only half of me may be elf, but I will protect the Lady and the Tree of Light in my mother’s stead.” 
 
    High Priest Rastan stared at her for half-a-dozen heartbeats. His eyes were hard to read. When he spoke, his voice was full of what might have been memories of happier times. “I see much of Melrose in you. Your mother was a good friend.” He glanced down at the ground before looking back into her eyes. “I will not lie to you, Mendera. You may face more than a little animosity when we reach the city. We do not get many visitors who are...err...” 
 
    “Half-elves?” finished Mendera, feeling a little on the betrayed side. “I’ve been discriminated against my whole life by both humans and elves. Whatever awaits me in Silverton will be nothing I haven’t experienced before. Lead on. I’m ready.” 
 
    Swiftmane pawed at the ground with his right-front hoof and whinnied. “Humans, and elves too for that matter, are fools if they do not accept you for who you are, Mendera, and not for how you appear on the outside. When I look at you, I see your strength and loyalty. Those are desirable herd qualities for unicorns.” He gestured at his back with a toss of his head. “Mount up. I would be honored to have you as my rider when we enter Silverton. If we encounter any animosity from those within, we will share it together.” 
 
    Mendera smiled in appreciation for the stallion’s support. Jumping onto the unicorn’s back, she settled in. She found her seat on the stallion surprisingly comfortable. The arm-length horn protruding from the unicorn’s head left little doubt the stallion was a lot more deadly than he was comfortable. 
 
    High Priest Rastan nodded his approval. “Elf Friend Swiftmane and his maiden rider the half-elf Mendera. That should go far in countering any elves’ natural animosity toward humans.” He locked eyes with Mendera. “Legend has it that only an elf with the purest of hearts can ride a unicorn.” 
 
    Mendera smiled. “My brother is riding a unicorn, and he’s not even part elf. After putting up with him for twelve years, I can also assure you that he’s definitely not pure of heart.” 
 
    The high priest returned her smile and shrugged. “I suppose that is the trouble with legends. They are sometimes more myth than fact. Still, there is no greater symbol of the Lady’s blessing than riding a unicorn. I am no seer, but I predict Elf Friend Swiftmane and you will give courage to our soldiers during even the darkest times of battle.” 
 
    Mendera had no desire to be in battle, dark or otherwise, but she was determined not to shirk her duty when the time came. 
 
    The high priest led the way down the hill and onto the plain that made up the floor of the wide valley. While Mendera didn’t claim to be a military strategist, she’d spent enough time around her father’s soldiers to know good ground for cavalry when she saw it. She said as much to the high priest. 
 
    “Yes, you are right,” replied Rastan. “This plain has seen many a battle during the years since the Tree of Light was planted. A lot of elven blood has been spilt on this ground over the last thirty millenniums. The forces of evil have tried often enough to destroy the Lady and the Tree of Light.” 
 
    “But they haven’t succeeded,” Mendera said. “You’re still here.” 
 
    The high priest walked next to Swiftmane for several steps before looking up at her. “Yes, we are still here.” He shrugged and gave a tightlipped smile. “Whether we will still be here two weeks from now remains to be seen.” 
 
    “You will be,” Mendera said more confident than she knew she had a right to be. 
 
    The peace of the morning seemed to take over, and they walked in silence for close to an hour. That’s when Mendera first began seeing signs of elves other than the patrol that provided security for the high priest. When the city walls were only a league away, she noticed a score of elves walking near a wagon. The elves had shovels over their shoulders. Every so often one of the elves stopped, dug a hole, and dropped something in before covering whatever it was up. 
 
    The elves’ actions were more than a little puzzling. Since High Priest Rastan had joined the point guards a few minutes earlier, Mendera turned to the medic Aventi who’d taken the high priest’s place at her side. She pointed at the elves. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “Those are foresters,” said Aventi. 
 
    “Foresters?” 
 
    The medic grinned. “I suppose that does not exactly explain what they are doing, now does it? The Tree of Light blesses us with seeds from time to time. The foresters are the caretakers of the tree. For the past thirty-thousand years, the foresters have been planting seeds to establish new stands of silver elms. Our hope is that one day in the far future this entire plain will be covered with silver elms.” 
 
    Mendera thought about how far they’d come over the grass-covered plain before encountering the first of the silver elms. “That’s going to take a lot of seeds.” 
 
    Aventi nodded and laughed. “That is why I said the far future. In the meantime, our foresters do what they can.” 
 
    As they drew closer to the city, more elves made their presence known. Some were working in the fields while others walked along the same white-stone road down which High Priest Rastan led. At first Mendera only noticed male elves, but as the city gates came into view, she noticed a few females and even a couple of children. All of the elves, whether male, female, or child seemed to stop what they were doing and stare as Mendera passed. 
 
    Swiftmane neighed what might have been a laugh. “I am a majestic beast, am I not, Mendera? See how everyone is staring at me as we pass?” 
 
    “I think they’re staring at me because I’m a half-elf,” Mendera countered. 
 
    Aventi cleared his throat. “Actually, I think they are staring at both of you. The word had spread far and wide before we left that High Priest Rastan was going to fetch Elf Friend Swiftmane. Our seers predicted the elf friend and his rider would save the city of silver from certain destruction. When we left, it was thought we would only return with the elf friend, and that the Lady would choose one of Silverton’s maidens to be his rider. That the high priest has returned with the elf friend’s rider already chosen is probably a bit of a shock.” 
 
    Especially since his rider is a half-elf, Mendera thought, although she kept it to herself. 
 
    Swiftmane snorted. “Humph. You elves can be as uppity as a colt rearing at the moon. You declared me an elf friend without asking first, and then you have the audacity to think you are going to select my rider instead of leaving the decision to me?” 
 
    Aventi laughed. “Perhaps we do think too much of ourselves sometimes, Elf Friend.” He shrugged. “Then again, perhaps we are only doing the Creator’s will. I suppose we shall see when the demon-giant’s army arrives.” 
 
    When they got closer to the city’s massive gate, Mendera saw High Priest Rastan speaking to a couple of elves wearing black robes and carrying staffs. One of the elves was a gray-haired elven male with skin so wrinkled it was hard to make out his eyes. The second black-robed elf was a female about Rastan’s age. The three elves looked as if they were in the midst of a heated argument. 
 
    Swiftmane stopped a dozen steps shy of the threesome. 
 
    “...but a half-elf?” growled the old male. “The prophecy mentioned nothing about that. I say we should go with the Council of Light’s original plan and select the elf friend’s rider ourselves.” 
 
    Rastan slammed the butt of his staff on the ground. Dust flew into the air around him. As the dust settled, the high priest stared at the old elf. “And I say we will accompany Elf Friend Swiftmane and his rider Mendera to the Tree of Light and let the Lady make the decision for herself.” He paused. “If it is the Lady’s will that the half-elf Mendera should be the elf friend’s rider, will you go against the Lady to naysay her?” 
 
    The old elf’s lips tightened. His eyes blazed bright. After a couple of heartbeats he shook his head. “You know that I will not. If the Lady says a half-elf, a dwarf, or even an orc is to be the elf friend’s rider, then that is how it shall be. I will not stand in her way. But the demon-giant’s army draws near. There is no time to waste. We must go straight away to the Tree of Light and get this matter settled while we still have time to choose another rider if needed.” 
 
    “Of course, high lord,” said Rastan. “It shall be as you say.” 
 
    Turning around, High Priest Rastan motioned Swiftmane and Mendera forward. Rastan gestured at the old man with his right hand. “May I introduce High Lord Wester, leader of the Council of Light and the Silvertine elves.” He smiled at the younger female elf. “This is my bondmate Starfire. Like High Lord Wester and myself, Starfire is also a lord of the Council of Light.” Nodding toward Swiftmane and Mendera, the high priest said, “This is Elf Friend Swiftmane, leader of the unicorns, and his rider Princess Mendera of Onslow, daughter of Melrose of Ivy Borough.” 
 
    The old elf nodded his head but said nothing. The black-robed female, Lord Starfire, on the other hand flashed Mendera a smile that held no sign of animosity. “Welcome, Princess Mendera. I knew your mother well. Like my bondmate Rastan, she was a distant great grandchild of High Priestess Shandristiathoraxen...as are you.” 
 
    “Me?” Mendera asked not sure she’d heard the female elf right. 
 
    Lord Starfire’s smile grew wider. “Yes, child. The blood of High Priestess Shandristiathoraxen flows in you.” She turned to High Lord Wester. “What more fitting rider could Elf Friend Swiftmane bear than a descendant of the high priestess who recovered the Creator’s seed from the demons and planted it thirty-thousand years ago?” 
 
    High Lord Wester pointedly ignored the question and looked at the unicorn. “Welcome, Elf Friend Swiftmane. It is an honor for these old eyes of mine to see one of the legendary elf friends. I would there was more time to make you welcome, but as I said, the demon-giant’s army draws nigh. We should make haste to the Tree of Light and find out what the Lady’s will actually is.” 
 
    Swiftmane snorted. “Thank you for giving both my rider and me such a warm welcome. Your hospitality will not be forgotten should you ever visit the lands of the unicorns. In the meantime, let us be off. It has been long since I have seen the Lady. I too am anxious to hear what she has to say.” 
 
    Without further ado, High Lord Wester led the way through the city gates and down a street paved with white stone blocks that led to the city proper. Like Silverton’s walls, most of the city’s structures were built out of white alabaster granite. The majority of the buildings were only one or two story affairs, but even the smallest was adorned with intricate carvings of grape vines, flowers, or heroes of old. None of the buildings showed signs of age. 
 
    Leaning down, Mendera whispered to Aventi who was walking beside her. “Are these the original buildings? They look as if they were built within the last year.” 
 
    The elf medic laughed. “Magic.” At Mendera’s questioning look he elaborated, “Our mages have kept preservation spells on the buildings since the day they were first constructed. The buildings closer to the city center like our library or the hall of the mages guild are nearly thirty-thousand years old. The section of the city we are passing through now is less than ten-thousand years of age.” 
 
    Mendera thought back to the castle where she’d grown up. Although it had been well constructed, at only four hundred years of age, parts of the castle were already in need of major repair. A sudden memory of the battle the night they’d fled the castle flashed in her mind. 
 
    After the damage it took during the attack, she thought, the entire castle will probably need to be rebuilt before it can be habitable again. Maybe William can get the elf mages to cast preservation spells on the castle once it’s built. 
 
    As they traveled through the city, elves began joining their procession. By the time they reached a large stand of silver elms near the city center, their party had grown to well over three hundred. High Lord Wester led the way into the stand of trees along a white path covered in what could only be miniature glow-stones. 
 
    “This is our city park,” said Aventi. “In the evening, every tree will be glowing with the Lady’s power. It is a beautiful sight to behold. Perhaps if we get time tonight you will let my bonded and I take you on a tour through the park. It is something you do not want to miss.” 
 
    Mendera smiled at the unexpected hospitality. “I would like that very much.” 
 
    High Lord Wester continued to lead the way ever deeper into the park. The glow-stone-paved path snaked through the trees and intersected similar paths leading in every direction. More elves joined the crowd. Mendera heard the laughter of elven children. She spotted several peeking around trees and pointing at her while giggling. It was not the teasing laughter of the elven children that had visited the castle in her youth. These children appeared to be laughing for the sheer joy of experiencing the sight of the elf friend and his rider. 
 
    After another ten minutes of walking, the path opened up onto a large clearing at least three bowshots across. At the exact center of the clearing stood a giant of a tree fully a hundred elves high. The tree’s branches spread out a half-bowshot to either side of its house-sized trunk. At equal positions just outside the tree’s limbs were twelve stone monuments as tall as an elf and half as wide. Beneath the limbs were two score of the foresters Mendera had seen earlier. The foresters were raking the ground beneath the tree’s branches and placing whatever they raked onto wagons. 
 
    “There was a Midnight Blessing last night,” said Aventi. “The foresters are collecting the Tree of Light’s seeds and loading them onto wagons for later planting.” 
 
    Mendera barely heard. All of her thoughts and senses were concentrated on the trunk of the massive tree. At its base stood the semi-translucent form of a green-skinned, green-haired elf. The green-hued elf seemed to be staring straight at her. The green elf gestured for Mendera to come closer. Without having to be told, Mendera instinctively knew who the elf was. 
 
    The Lady. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 – Mission Parameters Exceeded 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    For a full day after leaving Mendera and William, Richard followed the tracks of the armored vehicle. The torn up earth and downed trees made following the armored vehicle’s path easy enough. What slowed him down were the tens of thousands of human, orc, and goblin mercenaries that were also heading in the same direction as the vehicle. To make matters worse, the demon-giant’s army had more than its share of magic users scattered across the countryside. 
 
    “There, five hundred meters ahead,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “You do see that concentration of life forms don’t you? Based upon their Power frequencies, I calculate those are magic users. I will mark them in red on your heads-up display.” 
 
    “I see them,” Richard snapped, frustrated that he was going to have to take another detour. The score of red dots lined up across the green path he’d had his battle computer plot on his heads-up display meant another route change. “I’m picking up more life forms on my left and right with my passive scan. I think they’re also magic users. Where’d Boucher dig up all these mages? It’s like someone had a blue-light special at some super-saver discount store. I can hear the commercial now: ‘Come one, come all while supplies last. Free magic wand for the first ten customers.’” 
 
    “Doubtful,” replied Nickelo either failing to pick up on Richard’s humor or more likely just choosing to ignore it. “Plus, based upon their frequencies, some of those life forms are priests; probably orc shamans. I calculate the type of magic user does not matter though. Shamans can be just as deadly as mages.” 
 
    “Well, whatever they are, they’re beginning to piss me off. They’re forcing me to keep my best stealth shield up in order to avoid detection. It uses more Power than my natural recharge rate, so I’m not able to replenish my reserve.” 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “Then I guess it is a good thing Chief Instructor Winslow back at the Academy is always reminding you to be efficient with your Power usage. I calculate you should consider yourself lucky you were able to recharge your Power reserve back up to fifty-nine percent before you had to switch to your best stealth shield. My recommendation is to avoid a fight and stay out of trouble.” 
 
    “Staying-out-of-trouble’s my middle name.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure it is,” laughed Nickelo, apparently finding the situation a lot more humorous than Richard. “If I believe that one, I suppose you’ve got some nice swampland back on Velos that you would sell me real cheap.” 
 
    “You’re not as funny as you think you are, Nick.” 
 
    “I calculate we are going to have to agree to disagree on that point.” 
 
    Richard let it go. He’d learned a long time ago he couldn’t win an argument with his battle computer. “This is taking longer than I expected. All I want to do is get close enough to that armored vehicle to figure out what type it is so we can formulate a plan to destroy it before it reaches Silverton.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Nickelo. “You want to come up with a plan? What a novel idea. Usually you rush into battle with guns-a-blazing without taking time to listen to any plans I might have.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m growing cautious in my old age.” 
 
    “One can only hope. A little caution is definitely in order. I do not mind telling you that I am a little concerned over our current situation.” 
 
    “I don’t mind admitting I’m pretty concerned myself, Nick. The column with the armored vehicle we’ve been following has merged with two other columns. Now we’ve got mass formations of troops on three sides of us” 
 
    “That is a big ten-four, wizard scout. I calculate we now have over a hundred thousand of the enemy to our front, left, and right. Your battle suit is basically impervious to the run-of-the-mill swords, spears, and arrows the enemy’s standard line-soldiers use, but your passive scan is picking up more than a few magic weapons mixed in with the enemy formations. Some of the more powerful ones can probably slice through your armor like a meteor through the metal plating of a third-rate tramp starship.” 
 
    “Yeah, tell me about it. On top of that there are hundreds of magic users. Even low-level mages and priests can be dangerous if they attack me in mass with the weakest magic users feeding Power into the stronger mages.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Nickelo. “I feel it my duty to point out that you are forgetting the most dangerous of all. That is the demon.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m not forgetting,” Richard said as he moved to circumvent the magic users his battle computer had plotted on his heads-up display. “There’s time enough to worry about the demon later. My mission right now is to recon the armored vehicle. I’m planning on staying well clear of that demon-giant for now. There’ll be plenty of time to tackle him when I’ve got a dozen elf mages and priests to back me up.” 
 
    “Roger that, wizard scout. By the way, I am detecting twelve life forms headed your way. Based upon their frequencies they are not magic users. Nevertheless, I recommend you hide to avoid having them give your location away.” 
 
    Richard ducked between two fallen logs as a squad of orcs marched by. One of the soldiers looked directly at him as if sensing his presence. She sniffed the air a couple of times before shrugging her shoulders and moving on. 
 
    “The new built-in camouflage for your battle suit is working perfectly,” said Nickelo. “Your previous battle suit required you to wear an external set of camouflage over your armor whenever you wanted to blend in. Maybe you should be grateful that werewolf tore a hole in your other battle suit and forced you to summon a replacement.” 
 
    Richard remembered the claws of the vicious beast ripping gouges out of his battle suit with its steel-hard claws while its fangs tore at the armor protecting his neck. He had trouble summoning up any gratitude. 
 
    Once the orc squad was out of sight, Richard rose and began walking again, following the revised path Nickelo had plotted on his heads-up display. The weaving green path on the display shifted directions again before Richard could take his third step. 
 
    “Hey,” Richard said, becoming increasingly irritated at the constant changes in their route. “How about making up your mind? I can’t stay on the path if you keep moving it around all the time.” 
 
    “Do not blame me, wizard scout. The enemy movement is the unknown variable in the equation. It is not like they are checking in with me first before they shift their locations. With this many magic users in the area I cannot risk using the battle helmet’s sensors to supplement the information you are sending me. Your passive scan is virtually non-detectable, but the quality of the data deteriorates with range. I am forced to modify your route every few seconds based upon new data I receive from your passive scan. If you want to blame anyone for the lack of information detail then blame yourself. I am only able to use the data you provide me.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Richard said, ending the conversation. 
 
    Switching directions to stay on the revised path, Richard skirted between two company-sized formations. He kept a close eye on the red dots denoting the magic users. Since no one reacted to his presence, he assumed his stealth shield was doing its job. 
 
    “Oh, it is doing its job, wizard scout. You have one of the best stealth shields I have ever encountered if not the very best. My only concern is that some of the enemy’s magic users are operating with advanced stealth shields also. So far we have been able to detect them by analyzing supplemental data such as ground vibrations, odors, heat signatures, and movements of the non-shielded soldiers around them. I cannot guarantee your luck will hold.” 
 
    Richard gave a mental laugh. “You’re taking my luck into consideration? Don’t tell me my human qualities are starting to rub off on you.” 
 
    “There is no need for insults, wizard scout. Besides, my calculations indicate only a twelve-percent probability you will run into someone with an advanced stealth shield activated. I will admit we are taking a calculated risk. I suppose that is why you get paid the big credits.” 
 
    “I’m a cadet. I don’t get paid anything at all.” 
 
    “Not true. As a cadet, you get paid your old marine sergeant wages, but it is put in a special bank account so you cannot use it until after you graduate.” Nickelo laughed. “I calculate your TAC officers do not want cadets spending their credits on alcohol and loose wo—” 
 
    A gravely, deep-bass voice came from Richard’s right. “So, the wizard scout has finally made his appearance. I had a feeling you would try following the battlewagon to find out what it was. According to my avatar’s memories, you were always the fool.” 
 
    Richard spun to his right, prepared to fire his M63 lightweight assault rifle from the hip. He froze without pulling the trigger. There was nothing there to fire at. All he saw were downed trees from the passing of the armored vehicle and the footprints of thousands of booted feet. He pulled precious Power from his reserve and formed an active scan, sending it out in the direction whence the voice had come. He detected the barest hint of something above a downed tree trunk. 
 
    “Pathetic mortal,” laughed the deep voice. “Even at only thirty paces your vaunted wizard scout skills cannot detect me. Let me help you out.” 
 
    The air above the stump shimmered before solidifying into the form of a thickset man a full head taller than Richard. The man wore chainmail and held a sledgehammer in his right hand. His square jaw, pronounced brow, and leather-like skin made it obvious he was something other than human. He sat on the large tree stump with his legs crossed as if he didn’t have a care in the world. The hint of demon-scent appeared on Richard’s active scan. 
 
    “It is the demon,” came Nickelo’s thoughts. “He must have shrunk his giant form down for some reason. Be careful. I calculate he wants you alive, otherwise he would have attacked you before you detected his presence.” 
 
    The demon laughed. “Your wizard scout did not detect me, battle computer. He did not even know I was here until I spoke. But you are right. I do want him alive. He has made a lot of enemies in his short life. I know one who wants him very badly.” The demon-giant rose and grasped the handle of his sledgehammer with both hands. He grinned a not so friendly smile at Richard with his squared teeth. “Of course, if I cannot capture you alive, I know others who will be just as satisfied with your death.” 
 
    Richard dropped his active scan to conserve Power and made a sweep of the area with his passive scan. The red, orange, and yellow dots on his heads-up display indicated hundreds of life forms were all making haste in every direction except toward him. 
 
    The human-sized giant laughed again. “They know better than to get between me and my prey.” He made two swings in the air with his sledgehammer as if loosening up his arms. 
 
    Richard pointed the barrel of his M63 at the demon. “I don’t suppose you’d want to surrender now and save us both a whole lot of trouble.” 
 
    The demon let loose with a loud guffaw. “Ever the defiant one, aren’t you? I had hoped you would decide to fight. No one has given me a challenge worthy of my abilities since the last time we were together.” 
 
    That caught Richard by surprise. He tightened his finger on the M63’s trigger, almost but not quite firing the weapon. “Are you saying we’ve met before?” 
 
    Again the demon laughed, apparently in good spirits. “Before...after...now...then...you mortals are so enamored with time. Yes, we have met, but it is in what you would call your future and my past.” He gave a vicious grin with his squared teeth. “Of course, if I kill you now, then you will not have a future at all. Such is the paradox of the flow of events you mortals call time. I would explain it further, but you mind is too limited to understand.” He grinned. “Like I said. You were always the fool.” 
 
    Having been a space marine, Richard had no time or patience for word games. He especially didn’t like being called a fool, by a demon or anyone else. 
 
    “Now Rick, do not do anything rash,” warned Nickelo. “My nanosecond brain has come up with twenty-seven plans that have a small chance of getting you out of here alive. Let me—” 
 
    Richard pulled the trigger on his M63. As the nearly solid stream of plasma balls streaked toward the demon’s face, Richard charged forward, continuing to fire the assault rifle with his right hand as he jerked his phase rod off the left side of his hip. He activated the weapon in destructive mode with a single smooth motion. The meter-long-length of brerellium steel with its creallium core popped out of the handle as miniature lightning bolts of phase energy ran up and down its length. 
 
    An energy shield appeared to the demon’s front, deflecting the plasma rounds into the sky. At the same time, the demon shimmered and grew in size until he was a full ten-meters-high. His sledgehammer and armor grew in size along with his body. Taking a single step forward to meet Richard, the now giant-sized demon swung his hammer downward at Richard. 
 
    When the head of the massive hammer struck the ground, Richard was no longer there. The legs of his battle suit had kicked out without his input, sending him half-a-dozen meters to the side. Hitting the ground hard, Richard rolled and came to his feet still firing his M63 at the giant. 
 
    “Thanks, Nick,” Richard thought. 
 
    “I am a battle computer. It is what I am here for. I am assuming since you did not bother listening to my plan that you must have one of your own. Would you mind sharing your plan with me now?” 
 
    “My plan? My plan’s to kill the demon and rip his heart out. I’ll leave the details of how best to go about doing that up to you.” 
 
    The field of energy in front of the demon disappeared. The streaks of plasma energy from Richard’s M63 struck the demon-giant full in the face. The demon didn’t bother trying to dodge. The plasma rounds ricocheted off the giant’s thick skin, doing no harm. 
 
    “You are an even bigger fool than I remember,” laughed the demon. “Do you think I left the body of this pathetic giant I use as my avatar the way I found it? My magic spells have made his skin as hard as one of your star destroyer’s armor back in the physical dimension. I have hardened my avatar’s bones and nerves to the point where your psionic abilities cannot damage them. I have magic at my disposal that could kill you with a single thought, but I think I will play with you a little while first.” He swung his sledgehammer in a full circle above his head. “Come. Show me what you have got, wizard scout. I am waiting.” 
 
    Richard charged forward, aiming his assault rifle at the demon-giant’s eyes. The demon ducked his head slightly so the balls of plasma energy bounced off his forehead. Before the giant could look back up, Richard drew Power from his reserve and reached out with telekinesis for the base of the demon’s skull in an attempt to locate the giant’s spinal cord. 
 
    A flow of Power from the demon knocked Richard’s line of Power aside. 
 
    “Oh, you will have to do better than that, wizard scout,” laughed the demon-giant. “But then again, you are not really a wizard scout, are you? You are just a half-trained cadet. You cannot even self-heal. You were a fool to come here. I am going to show you the error of your ways.” 
 
    The giant lashed out with his sledgehammer. 
 
    Richard jumped to the side directly into the path of a kick from one of the giant’s steel-toed boots. Richard sense his battle suit’s legs shoot out as Nickelo attempted to counteract some of the momentum from the giant’s kick. The maneuver was only partially successfully. Richard flew through the air a dozen meters, hitting a downed half-meter-thick tree trunk hard enough to break the log in half as every trace of air was knocked out of him. Richard gasped for breath. Air came rushing back into his lungs through the battle suit’s tubes. 
 
    “Move, wizard scout,” said Nickelo. “Your suit is undamaged, but the demon is coming in for another attack. I am administering adrenaline to help you overcome the damage to your body. I calculate you are going to have your share of bruises in the morning. That is, if you are still alive come tomorrow. I am beginning to have my doubts.” 
 
    Richard rolled to the side as the head of the sledgehammer came down, shattering the log into a hundred pieces. Forcing himself to ignore the pain from the giant’s kick, Richard jumped to his feet and hit at the giant’s knee with his phase rod. He sensed Power within the giant’s body counteracting the rod’s microscopic explosions of phase energy. 
 
    The giant stomped down with a booted foot, barely missing Richard’s dodging body. 
 
    “You pathetic fool,” laughed the giant. “I told you I have hardened every part of my body. None of your pathetic weapons can stop me. Your psionic abilities are also useless as is your phase rod.” 
 
    “He is right, Rick,” said Nickelo. “I have run a hundred simulations against the demon. None of your wizard scout abilities is capable of penetrating his defenses. You might as well be fighting one of the Empire’s star dreadnaughts for all the good your attacks are doing. My recommendation is to disengage and run before he cripples you. Trust me. You do not want to become a demon’s prisoner.” 
 
    Logic told Richard that his battle computer was right. At the same time, Richard’s years in the space marines kept him from running while he still had the resources to fight. Something his battle computer had said tickled at his mind. 
 
    “Like I’m fighting a dreadnaught, huh?” Richard said as he sent an image of something to his dimensional pack. 
 
    As Power drained from his reserve, he pulled even more Power and formed a line of telekinesis, grabbing hold of part of the downed tree trunk the demon had smashed with his hammer. As the demon stepped forward to make another strike, Richard levitated part of the shattered log between the giant’s legs. Down the demon-giant went, face first onto the trampled earth. 
 
    As the giant hit the ground, Richard levitated onto the demon’s back and let his M63 assault rifle hang from its strap. Unslinging his dimensional pack off his back, he reached in and prayed what he’d summoned earlier was there. His gloved hand touched a metal handle. Jerking on the piece of metal, Richard pulled out a hundred-kilo funnel mine. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” shouted Nickelo in his mind. “That thing’s designed to penetrate dreadnaught armor.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Richard said as the slammed the bottom of the mine onto the left side of the demon’s back, right over the giant-avatar’s heart. He heard the distinctive click of the funnel-mine’s magnetics locking onto the giant’s chainmail. “Set the timer for five seconds, Nick.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Jumping off the demon-giant’s back, Richard ran using the battle suit’s leg assisters to get every bit of speed out of his suit as he could. He remembered his instructors at the Academy telling the cadets how a funnel-mine’s magnetics concentrated the force of the explosion downward in a concentrated blast of energy. He’d used a small funnel mine a couple of times, but never anything as large as the hundred-kilo model he’d summoned. 
 
    “Three seconds,” said Nickelo. “Two seconds.” 
 
    Without warning, the area around Richard started going in and out of focus. His vision began to dim. A voice Richard had learned to hate over the years sounded in his mind. 
 
    “Mission was to help the boy-king and the half-elf defeat the giant. You are attempting to exceed mission parameters. Algorithm must be modified. You shall be punished. I am ‘the One.’” 
 
    Then everything went black. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 – Counterplan 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The demon-giant tore at his chainmail in a futile attempt to remove it before the funnel mine went off. Even as he struggled with the armor, the demon knew he was going to be too late. 
 
    My giant avatar is going to be destroyed. My essence will be jerked back to the demonic plane. I will be punished and exiled for a thousand years before I can return to the magic dimension. My master will not be pleased. 
 
    The demon sensed the timer on the funnel mine go to one, then to zero. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Finally succeeding in pulling off the chainmail, the demon-giant rose to his feet and threw the bundle of mail as far away as he could. The funnel mine went along with the chainmail. It exploded in a blast of energy so powerful the demon knew without a doubt it would’ve penetrated the magic defenses that had been placed on the giant-avatar’s body. The giant had no doubt his heart would’ve been torn to shreds. 
 
    The demon sensed a previously unseen presence to his right. 
 
    “I told you the wizard scout was tricky,” said a male voice so calm that it sent chills down the spine of the demon’s avatar. 
 
    Looking in the direction of the voice, the demon spotted a man with long black hair and a thin mustache standing next to a tree stump. The man was dressed in knee-high leather boots, black pants, and a white shirt with a fluffy collar and cuffs. The man’s eyes glistened with a yellow fire. 
 
    “Master,” said the demon as it fell onto the giant’s knees and bowed his avatar’s head. “I...I did my best.” 
 
    “Yes,” said the mustached man. “I think that’s what disappoints me most. You did your best. Sometimes I wonder if I made the right selections when I chose my game pieces.” 
 
    “But master, it was not my fault. The wizard scout used his dimensional pack to summon equipment from the physical dimension. The magic shield around Portalis prevents anyone except time-commandos from summoning technology here.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” said the dark-haired man, maintaining the same calm voice while at the same time letting his displeasure at the demon’s failure be known. “My opponent and I placed the shield around Portalis to enforce the rules of the game. I chose to use demons and a limited number of time-commandos as my game pieces on Portalis. My opponent decided to use a few wizard scouts as his time-commandos, of which this wizard scout is one. Because they are supposedly less powerful than my demon game pieces, my opponent’s wizard-scout time commandos are allowed to summon limited technology to Portalis.” 
 
    The demon risked glancing up. “If I could be given the ability to summon technology from the physical dimension, then I would—” 
 
    “Then you would break the rules of the game and bring chaos where my opponent and I have maintained order. That will never do. I must win the game by playing within the agreed upon rules.” 
 
    Anger burned within the demon-giant, but he kept the emotion hidden as best he could. “Master, you are the greatest of the demons within the three dimensions. If you could but bend the rules enough to allow me to summon some technology, I could defeat the wizard scout.” 
 
    The man laughed. “You think your task is to defeat the wizard scout? You are more of a fool than I thought. I know one of my rivals bribed you to capture this wizard scout. You are fortunate I didn’t let the funnel mine destroy your avatar. As it is, I decided to alter the flow of events mortals call time to delay the explosion long enough for you to save your avatar’s body. Was I wrong to do so?” 
 
    “No, master. I serve only you.” 
 
    The dark-haired man who wasn’t a man laughed again. “Do not attempt to deceive me. I know your innermost thoughts. I warn you now to leave the wizard scout alone. Your tasks are to kill the boy, the half-elf, the unicorn Elf Friend, and to destroy the Tree of Light. Is that too much to ask?” 
 
    The demon-giant bowed his head once again. “I exist only to serve you, master. But if the wizard scout can use his pack to summon technology, how am I to succeed at my tasks? I need technology to supplement my army’s magic.” 
 
    “I have given you the battlewagon and the supplies the Dragars were forced to leave on Slyvrastra after the first great rebellion. Providing a limited amount of legacy equipment to you does not break the rules of the game, but I can give you no more. The battlewagon and the mines should be sufficient to aid you in completing your tasks.” 
 
    “But the wizard scout. If he summons more technology like the funnel mine, he could destroy the battlewagon.” 
 
    The dark-haired man rubbed his chin. “True. He could as long as his dimensional pack was working.” He smiled. “I am going to teach you a spell that is well within the rules of the game. When the time is right, you will use the spell. It will prevent the wizard scout from using his pack for one hour. Use the spell wisely. It will work one time and one time only.” 
 
    “I will do as you command,” said the demon. 
 
    “Yes,” replied the man that was not a man. “I know you will.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 – The Lady 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Mendera stared at the green-haired elf standing near the trunk of the Tree of Light. The semi-translucent elf gestured with her hand again in an effort to get her to come forward. Sliding off Swiftmane’s back, Mendera took a step in the direction of the tree. 
 
    The elf medic Aventi grabbed her shoulder. “No, Mendera! Only the Lady’s foresters may walk beneath the Tree of Light’s limbs. It is sacred ground.” 
 
    “It is not sacred ground,” said High Priest Rastan. “Legend has it that our children used to frolic below and in the tree’s branches as their parents held picnics on the ground below.” He shrugged and gave Mendera an apologetic smile. “That was ten thousand years ago, and things have changed. As a result, I am afraid Aventi is right in one respect. No one, not even I, the Lady’s High Priest, am allowed to walk within the area defined by the recharging stands.” 
 
    “The what?” Mendera asked. 
 
    The high priest pointed at the nearest of the twelve elf-high stone monuments arranged around the outside of the Tree of Light’s limbs. “Those are recharging stands. During bonding ceremonies between elves, they share Power with the Tree of Light. The tree returns some of that Power to us through the recharging stands. Any magic items placed on those stands during a ceremony between bondmates will be recharged.” He raised the blackened staff in his left hand. “Even the Staff of the Lady of the Tree needs to be recharged every so often.” 
 
    Mendera thought of the shelf of depleted magic items she’d seen in Master Yondo’s workshop back at the castle. “It must be nice to have a way to recharge an item’s magic.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” agreed Rastan. 
 
    Glancing toward the Tree of Light’s massive trunk, Mendera noticed the translucent green elf girl. She was once again motioning for her to come forward. Pointing at the elf girl, Mendera said, “Is she a forester?” 
 
    Rastan, Aventi, and even High Lord Wester looked in the direction indicated. The perplexed expressions on their faces left little doubt they were not seeing what Mendera saw. 
 
    The green girl placed her left hand on her hip and gestured more forcefully with her right for Mendera to come to her. 
 
    Not wanting to create trouble by ignoring the high priest’s admonition about not walking past the recharging stands, Mendera shouted, “I can’t come to you.” She waved a hand at those around her. “They won’t let me.” 
 
    The green-tinted elf girl seemed to smile. Shaking her head, she began walking in Mendera’s direction. 
 
    “Who are you yelling at?” asked High Priest Rastan. 
 
    High Lord Wester snorted. “She is a half-elf. She’s trying to trick you into thinking she sees the Lady or some such nonsense in order to make us accept her as the elf friend’s rider. I hope you are not going to fall for her tricks.” 
 
    The green-haired girl was close now, almost to the edge of the tree’s limbs. 
 
    Swiftmane whinnied. “Ah, now I see her. It is the Lady.” 
 
    “What?” said High Priest Rastan. “What are you saying? There is nothing there. If there were, I would—” Rastan gasped. He fell to one knee and bowed his head. “Lady. It is an honor. You have not chosen to appear to any of your priests in ten thousand years.” 
 
    High Lord Wester took a step toward the high priest. “What are you doing, Rastan? Are you part of the half-elf’s trickery?” 
 
    “There are no tricks, high lord,” came a feminine voice that reminded Mendera of tinkling bells. “I am always here, but I do not choose to make my presence known except through mind-talk with my priests and priestesses.” 
 
    The green-hued elf girl stopped walking just inside the circle defined by the Tree of Light’s limbs and the recharging stands. She waved a hand at her translucent body. “It takes Power to maintain even this manifestation of what I once was. I much prefer to use what Power I am given to create seeds for the foresters to plant.” She smiled. “More stands of silver elms are what the elves need, not a few glimpses of this poor excuse for a helper.” 
 
    High Lord Wester’s crinkled eyes grew wide. He fell to one knee and bowed his head. “Lady. I...forgive me.” 
 
    Aventi dropped to a knee as did others around him. Soon every elf in the clearing was down on their knees, even the children. 
 
    “Please,” said the tinkling voice of the Lady. “I am an elf just like you. Please rise.” 
 
    The elves rose; some more reluctantly than others. 
 
    The green elf flashed Mendera a smile. “That is another reason I do not go to the trouble of making myself visible. No matter how often I have told elves in the past not to bow, I have never been able to convince them not to do so.” She smiled again. “I notice you remained on your feet. I think some of Rick’s arrogance has rubbed off on you.” 
 
    Mendera started a belated curtesy before thinking better of it. “Rick? Do you mean my Rick?” 
 
    The Lady nodded. “I have met your wizard scout before, although he may not remember me clearly. The entity he calls ‘the One’ has a tendency to erase parts of his memory from time to time. Still, I remember him well enough. We were friends once a long time ago. I will always think of him as my friend no matter how many years come and go.” 
 
    Mendera forgot about those around her and the reason they’d brought her to the Lady in the first place. Her thoughts were all on the green-tinted elf. “Then if Rick is your friend, please help us. I fear ‘the One’ may take Rick back to his time and dimension when Boucher and the giant are defeated. Please help him to remain here. Tell us what we need to do.” 
 
    The Lady’s green eyes took on a heart-wrenching sadness. “I am sorry, child, but what you ask cannot come to pass. Rick is not for you no matter how much the two of you desire it. Destiny has chosen him for greater things.” 
 
    “But—” started Mendera. 
 
    The Lady raised her hand in a stopping motion. “There is no but. I have watched you from afar. Your heart is pure, and I can think of no one better suited to ride Elf Friend Swiftmane into battle than you.” She nodded at the unicorn. “With your permission, of course.” 
 
    The stallion pawed at the ground. “Finally, someone takes the time to ask me. The answer is yes. I too can think of no one I would rather have as my rider than Mendera.” 
 
    “Then it is settled,” said High Priest Rastan. He glanced at High Lord Wester. “Mendera is the elf friend’s rider.” 
 
    The high lord sighed. “So it would seem.” He turned to Mendera. “Please accept my apologies for my previous behavior. We...I...am honored to have you in Silverton.” 
 
    Mendera ignored the old elf. A hundred percent of her attention was on the Lady. “Rick does not deserve what ‘the One’ is doing to him. He has told me some of the things he’s been forced to do. It is not a life I would choose for my worst enemy. Rick deserves better. We could be happy together if only you would help us—” 
 
    The Lady shook her head. She wiped what might have been a translucent tear from her eye. “I wish with all my heart that I could help you, but it can never be. If Rick does not do what he is destined to do, it could well mean the destruction of three galaxies. He has his destiny, and you have yours. That is the way it must be. I am sorrier than you will ever know.” 
 
    The weight of the world seemed to drop on Mendera. She fell to her knees. High Priest Rastan and Aventi rushed to her side. The Lady dropped to one knee just inside the circle defined by the recharging stands. She looked at Mendera on the opposite side of the tree’s boundary a spear-length away. 
 
    “My blood flows in your veins, child,” said the Lady. “You have the blood of two great races within you; elves and humans.” 
 
    Mendera heard a faint gasp from High Lord Wester. 
 
    Ignoring the high lord, the Lady said, “In a few days’ time both Rick and you will be fighting for your lives on the plains in front of Silverton, as will tens of thousands of others. What you do then may well mean the salvation or destruction of the elves and all of Portalis. You must do your duty as must I, no matter the cost.” She smiled. The smile was accompanied by a feeling of peace. “Do not fret, rider of Elf Friend Swiftmane. The Creator has chosen a path for both Rick and you. Happiness may yet be yours. You will just have to wait and see.” 
 
    “What of us?” asked High Priest Rastan. “What do you want us to do?” 
 
    The Lady rose. She eyed High Lord Wester. “Prepare for battle and accept what allies come your way no matter what race they may be.” 
 
    The high lord nodded. “I take it you mean even if those allies are humans?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the Lady. “Even if they are humans.” 
 
    The high lord sighed. “Then so be it. But I doubt any human would be crazy enough to come to our aid against a demon and its army.” 
 
    The Lady smiled. “Oh, I know at least one human who is more than crazy enough to do that.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 – Tournament 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “Maybe I’m crazy,” Richard said, “but I swear all that yelling sounds like a crowd at the hover-ball championships back on Velos.” 
 
    “Oh, I have no doubt you are a little on the crazy side,” laughed Nickelo. “In this case though, I calculate your observation may be closer to the mark than you think. If you look at your passive scan, you will notice the area ahead has a high concentration of life forms. They are massed on the hillsides surrounding a valley. The valley floor itself has only a few life forms. It is almost as if the life forms along the hills are spectators to some kind of event. Considering Portalis is a medieval type society, I calculate a seventy-three percent probability we are witnessing some kind of tournament, possibly a joust of some sort.” 
 
    “A joust? You’ve got to be kidding. We’ve been walking for five hours ever since ‘the One’ teleported us to the north side of the river without giving us any hint where we’re at or what we’re supposed to do. Are you trying to say that we just accidentally stumbled onto a bunch of knights playing some kind of jousting game? Doesn’t whoever it is know there’s a war on?” 
 
    Since his battle computer didn’t bother replying, Richard concentrated on the life forms ahead. The more he looked at how they were spaced, the more he had to admit it really did look like a crowd in a hover-ball arena cheering on their favorite team. As if to confirm the appearance, a series of shouts came drifting through the air. 
 
    “All right, I’ll agree it looks like some kind of game,” Richard admitted. “The only question I’ve got is who’s playing? ‘The One’ said I was going to be punished. Maybe it’s a crowd of orcs or goblins or whatever, and they’ve got a big bonfire in the middle of that valley waiting for me to show up so they can cook me for their supper.” 
 
    “Doubtful,” laughed Nickelo. “There’s not enough of you to go around for that big of a crowd. If I had to hazard a guess, which you know I do poorly, I would say whatever is happening has nothing to do with you. I also calculate that ‘the One’ probably considered transporting you away from the land of the elves as punishment enough for whatever sin he thinks you did. Personally, I have been unable to come up with an algorithm that would explain why you killing the demon-giant would have been a bad thing. But then again, I am not ‘the One,’ so who am I to say?” 
 
    “It’s a good thing you’re not him,” Richard said. “‘The One’ has caused me nothing but pain and misery over the years. One of these days I’m going to find out who or what he is, and I swear I’ll make him, her, or it regret everything that’s ever been done to me.” 
 
    “Sure you will. Until then though, I recommend you concentrate on more immediate concerns. The first thing you need to do is find out what is happening over that hill. I calculate ‘the One’ did not randomly teleport you here, even as punishment. There must be a reason you came to this place.” 
 
    Richard wasn’t so sure. Based upon his experience, ‘the One’ tended to send him to random places in the past that had nothing whatsoever to do with his existence in the future. He’d never understood why, and he doubted he ever would. On the other hand, he had to do something. Waiting around watching moss grow on trees had never been high on his list of desirable things to do. Drawing Power from his reserve, he activated his best stealth shield along with his battle suit’s camouflage unit. 
 
    “I know it is dusk and that the sun will sink below the horizon in seventeen minutes,” said Nickelo, “but just remember your suit’s camouflage does not make you invisible. You will just be very hard to see.” 
 
    “I’m not some Newby fresh out of boot camp, Nick.” 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “Based upon your actions in the past, you could have fooled me.” 
 
    “Can it, Nick. Plot me a route to get to the top of those hills so I can figure out what’s happening. I need to know where I am so I can get back to Mendera. That demon and his army might already be at Silverton for all I know. I should be there, not where ever we are now.” 
 
    “For once we are both in agreement,” said Nickelo. “Just be careful. Getting yourself killed now will not help your half-elf any.” 
 
    “I’m always careful.” 
 
    “Liar,” laughed Nickelo. 
 
    Richard set a fast but careful pace toward the hills. Before long his passive scan began picking up squads of life forms on patrol. It was dark now, so they were easy to avoid by staying out of visual range. The north side of the river where he’d been teleported had more than its share of thorn trees interlaced with enough vines to make a virtually impenetrable barrier for the average person. 
 
    “At least your battle suit gives you an edge over the patrols, whoever they are,” said Nickelo. “The thorns cannot penetrate your armor, and your battle suit’s hydraulic assisters are strong enough to let you force your way through the vines. I will admit your movement is not exactly noise free, but I calculate the sound does not carry far in this thick brush even considering the night air. The patrols are staying in the less dense areas. You are lucky.” 
 
    Richard shoved his way through another patch of thorns. “Yeah, lucky me. How much farther do I have to go?” 
 
    “Why ask me? You can figure that out for yourself by looking at your passive scan. But since you asked so nice, you should be breaking out of these thorns at the base of the nearest hill in another hundred meters.” 
 
    Richard had been looking at his passive scan, but sometimes he just needed to talk. He glanced ahead and noticed something strange. “Either the night-vision filter on my battle helmet is acting up, or it’s getting lighter. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Your battle helmet is functioning within specifications. Based upon the energy frequencies surrounding the valley ahead, I calculate some magic users have cast light spells to illuminate whatever is going on. That will reduce the effectiveness of the battle suit’s camouflage unit.” 
 
    “That sucks,” Richard said as he realized his chances of sneaking close enough to see what was going on without being spotted had suddenly deteriorated. 
 
    A series of loud cheers filled the air just as Richard shoved his way through the last of the thorns. The base of a rock-strewn hill was fifty meters away with the slope of the hill going up another hundred meters. All along the rim of the hill were poles stuck in the ground with light-globes attached along with dozens of flags and banners. The light illuminated hundreds if not thousands of soldiers sitting or standing along the top of the ridgeline. A few of the standing soldiers had shields and spears at the ready as if they were supposed to be guards. The majority of the so-called guards appeared to be watching whatever was happening in the valley on the far side of the hill. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Nickelo. “That is interesting.” 
 
    “What’s interesting?” Richard asked, hating the way his friend had a habit of forcing him to ask questions when his battle computer could’ve just told him the answer in the first place. 
 
    “That flag at the top of the hill straight ahead. It is solid white with a black and brown boar’s head. Do you see it?” 
 
    Since everything had a reddish tint through his night-vision filter, Richard switched over to clear filter long enough to pick out a white flag with a black and brown boar’s head. “Yeah, I see it. It’s a flag with a pig on it. So?” 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “Sometimes I think you intentionally ignore what people say. Both William and Mendera mentioned Onslow’s flag is white with a black and brown boar’s head. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “Not really,” Richard confessed. “But if you’re saying those soldiers sitting near the flag are some of their father’s troops, then I’d say we’re in luck. We must’ve stumbled onto Duke Jordan’s army. William’s bound to be here somewhere. We’ve got to find him.” 
 
    Richard started for the hill in the direction of the flag. 
 
    “Whoa, Tex,” said Nickelo. “I calculate you’ll create quite a stir going up there with your battle suit fully activated. Only William knows you are an ally. Might I suggest a little less conspicuous attire?” 
 
    Seeing his battle computer’s logic, Richard deactivated his battle suit so it returned to its leather-like appearance. He raised his battle helmet’s visor to half mode so his full face was showing. Imagining the brown healer’s robe he sometimes wore when he wanted to travel incognito, he reached into his dimensional pack and pulled it out. Once he put it on, he reluctantly placed his M63 lightweight assault rifle in the pack. 
 
    “Your utility belt is causing some budges in your robe that might look a little suspicious,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “Let it. I’ll take that risk. I think those soldiers are more interested in what’s going on in the valley than they’ll be with a run-of-the-mill healer.” 
 
    “I calculate we will soon find out.” 
 
    Ignoring his battle computer, Richard made his way up the side of the hill. Some of the soldiers eyeballed him as he came, but no one challenged his right to be there. Each and every one went back to watching whatever was happening in the valley below. 
 
    Once he reached the top, Richard saw for himself. The series of hills surrounding the valley formed a natural amphitheater. At least twenty-thousand soldiers, maybe more, ringed the hills cheering on two knights on horseback. The knights were hacking away at each other with swords. One of the knights, a beast of a man in dark plate armor who was mounted on a black charger struck out with his sword and knocked the other knight off his horse. Most of the soldiers on the hillsides cheered. Richard noticed the troops standing and sitting near the white flag with the boar’s head did not. 
 
    Seeing an older man in chainmail leaning against the wooden post holding the white boars-head flag, Richard said, “What’s happening?” 
 
    The old man straightened and eyed Richard. Frowning, he said, “You a healer?” 
 
    “I’ve been known to heal from time to time when I ain’t drinking or chasing women.” 
 
    The frown left the old man’s face. He laughed. “Sounds like most of the healer’s I know.” 
 
    Just then, the big knight reared his black charger and rode toward the far end of the valley with his sword held high in the air. A company of soldiers standing below a black flag with a red griffon were cheering louder than any of the other soldiers. 
 
    Richard gestured at the soldiers near the black flag. “I take it those guys are on that knight’s side. Is that the Duke Jordan I’ve heard about?” 
 
    The old man snorted. “Where have you been, healer? That’s King Dristan from Bastillia, and he ain’t worth the sweat off of Duke Jordan’s brow, may he rest in peace.” 
 
    That got Richard’s attention. “Are you saying Jordan’s dead? Who’s in charge of the army?” 
 
    “Who’s in charge?” said the old man as if incredulous Richard didn’t already know. “What do you think we’ve been trying to figure out for the last three days? Whoever wins this next fight will be in command of the combined northern and southern armies.” He eyed Richard suspiciously. “Where’d you say you were coming from?” 
 
    Not wanting to get pinned down to answering a never-ending litany of questions, Richard said, “I didn’t.” He pointed at the white flag with the boar’s head flying above the old man. “Is that Onslow’s flag?” 
 
    The old man straightened his shoulders. Several of the soldiers sitting on the ground nearby rose to their feet. A couple of them placed their hands on their sword hilts. 
 
    The old man held a hand out to stay the other men. “Stand fast, boys. Maybe this is another one of those fools who thinks just because Boucher and his giant destroyed our castle that Onslow no longer exists.” He eyed Richard. “That’s where you’d be wrong. Onslow’s still capable of putting up a fight now that King William’s here to lead us.” 
 
    “William’s here?” Richard said, growing excited. “You’re talking about the boy William?” 
 
    “That’s King William to you,” growled the old man. 
 
    “Fine,” Richard replied. “Is King William here?” 
 
    The old man’s hand moved slightly to rest on the hilt of his sword. “Who are you, healer? And don’t lie. Anyone here can tell you that Old Jack can smell a lie quicker than you can get it out of your mouth.” 
 
    Not wanting trouble, Richard said, “My name’s Rick. I’m a friend of Wi...err King William. I’ve got to find him. His sister’s in trouble.” 
 
    Old Jack’s eyes widened. “Princess Mendera? Is she here?” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “No. She’s back in Silverton, at least I think she is. The giant’s on his way there with Count Boucher’s army. I’ve got to find William and let him know what’s going on.” 
 
    “That’s King William to you,” growled Old Jack. 
 
    Cheers went up around the hillsides. Even the soldiers sitting beneath the white flag with the boars-head rose to their feet and began shouting. 
 
    Old Jack pointed in the direction of the valley floor. “You want to see King William? Well there he is. This is the last fight of the tournament. The winner will take command of the army.” 
 
    Glancing in the direction the old man pointed, Richard saw a small figure wearing light chainmail riding a white pony. The obvious boy reared his pony as he raised his sword in the air. 
 
    Trumpets sounded. 
 
    The beast of a knight on the black steed charged forward with sword at the ready. 
 
    The boy and the white pony galloped to meet the knight as the hillsides erupted in shouts and cries of ‘King William’ and ‘King Dristan.’ 
 
    “William!” was all Richard had time to cry before the two charging steeds crashed together in a cloud of dust. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 – Dust on the Horizon 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The five days since Mendera arrived in Silverton passed quickly. There was so much to be done. When she wasn’t attending meetings with High Lord Wester and the Council of Light, Mendera found herself with High Priest Rastan as he and his priests reinforced the city’s walls with defensive spells designed to resist dark magic. After seeing her demonstrate some of the spells Richard and she’d created, the high priest had been impressed enough to lend her a high-level spell book from the library of the priest guild. With the help of the high priest and Elf Friend Swiftmane, she was definitely becoming more adept at offensive and defensive spells. 
 
    On the afternoon of the fifth day, Mendera found herself walking along the ramparts of the city walls with Swiftmane. The alabaster-granite walls were wide enough on top for six elves to walk side by side without touching one another. The thickness of the walls gave her hope that the defenses of the city would prove enough to keep the elves safe. As she gazed out over Silverton, her eyes lingered on the Tree of Light. 
 
    “Surely the Creator would not let this city fall,” Mendera told Swiftmane. “Something so beautiful does not deserve to be destroyed.” 
 
    The unicorn shook his mane. “I have seen many things just as beautiful destroyed during my life, rider. Deserve or not deserve has got nothing to do with it. I believe the Creator has given us all the helpers and weapons we need to defend the city. The only question is will we have the courage to use those weapons when the time comes.” 
 
    “What weapons are those?” Mendera asked, hoping there was something no one had told her about. 
 
    The skin along the unicorn’s back twitched. “I believe we are two of those helpers. As for weapons, I have my horn and you have your magic.” 
 
    “I’m just a novice when it comes to magic,” Mendera protested. 
 
    “Do not fool yourself, rider,” replied Swiftmane. “I have seen many magic users during my life. You may not have the depth of knowledge as the more learned of them, but the spells you do know are just as potent. Your friend Rick has taught you well. I believe he is also one of the helpers sent to us by the Creator, as is your brother.” 
 
    Images of Richard and William flashed in Mendera’s mind. “I wish they were here. Rick should have been back days ago. He must be in trouble. Maybe we should go look for him.” 
 
    Swiftmane whinnied. “I do not think the wizard scout needs anyone to search for him. He does not strike me as one who needs help very often. As for your brother, I am not optimistic that he will be able to convince the humans under King Jordan to come to the elves’ aid. To be honest, I am not completely disheartened with that. My son is with your brother. At least they will be safe as long as Duke Jordan remains on the north side of the Silvore River.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Mendera said. She patted the white rock of the wall’s rampart. “This is good stone. Perhaps it is all we will need. As long as the elves stay within the protection of the city walls, they should be able to withstand whatever Boucher and his demon ally can throw at them.” 
 
    “We can only hope,” said Swiftmane. 
 
    Mendera noticed two of the elf guards pointing to the east. She stared in that direction, seeing only a cloud of dust on the horizon. “What is it? Why do the guards look so concerned?” 
 
    Swiftmane turned to the east and reared. When he came down, he looked at Mendera. “It is time. They are here.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 – King William 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The white pony and the black charger came together in a crash loud enough to be heard above the shouts of the thousands of spectators. One would think a pony only half the height and a third the weight of the black stallion would go down at the first contact, but such was not the case. Both horses stumbled, although neither fell. Somehow their riders were able to remain in their saddles. 
 
    As the two steeds regained their footing, King Dristan slashed out with his sword at William’s head. The boy’s agile pony dodged to the side, keeping his rider from harm. William thrust out with his sword, but King Dristan deflected the blow to the side with his shield. 
 
    “This is crazy,” Richard said. “William’s no knight. He doesn’t stand a chance. We’ve got to stop this.” 
 
    “It’s King William,” growled Old Jack. “Don’t make me tell you again. And King William’s as good a knight as any in the southern or northern kingdoms. He and that pony of his have bested a dozen knights already. It’s King Dristan’s troops who’d best be thinking how to save their king from getting trounced, not the other way around.” 
 
    Disregarding the old man’s words, Richard pulled Power from his reserve. 
 
    “What are you doing?” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. 
 
    “I’m going to help William. What do you think I’m doing?” 
 
    A feeling of concern flowed to Richard from his battle computer. “What you are going to do is get the boy killed. Check your passive scan before you do something stupid. There must be a hundred spells around the floor of the valley. There are also a couple of hundred magic users in the crowd. Do you think you are the only one who would try and affect the outcome of the battle if there weren’t detection spells scattered all around to catch any attempt at cheating?” 
 
    Richard checked his passive scan. Sure enough, he sensed layer upon layer of spells around the valley. “So in other words, William’s got to win on his own.” 
 
    “That is correct, wizard scout. The boy stands or falls on the skills you have taught him. Well, that and the skills of the unicorn colt. That is a lot of magic packed into a small body.” 
 
    Releasing his Power back into his reserve, Richard stared at the battle below. He’d never felt more helpless. The young unicorn circled toward the backside of the black charger before reversing directions and slamming into the side of the larger horse. The black horse stumbled, throwing off the aim of King Dristan who’d been in the middle of a swing. Dodging the blow, William let go of his sword and drew a dagger from his waist. Richard noticed a glint of blue on the butt of the dagger’s handle. Before the larger man could react, the boy-king stood on top of the unicorn colt with both feet and leaped across the gap to the black stallion, landing directly behind King Dristan. Reaching up, William jammed the blade of his dagger into a weak point where the helmet met the knight’s chest armor. 
 
    Richard sensed the magic blade penetrate the chainmail beneath the plate and continue on into the flesh beneath. The big knight’s sword slipped from his fingers and fell to the ground as did he. 
 
    The soldiers beneath Onslow’s flag shouted and waved their swords in the air. The troops beneath the dark flag with the red griffon were eerily silent. 
 
    Down in the valley, William slid off the back of the black charger and ran to King Dristan’s side. The dagger had been jerked from the man’s wound when he fell. Kneeling beside the larger knight, William removed King Dristan’s helmet. A spurt of blood shot into the air. William covered the wound with both hands and pressed down. 
 
    “A healer!” William shouted, his voice somehow magically enhanced. “I need a healer. Now!” 
 
    “Well?” shouted Old Jack, looking at Richard. “Are you a healer or ain’t you?” 
 
    Richard was, but taking a knife wound in the throat for someone he didn’t know and who had just tried to kill his friend wasn’t something he was inclined to do for no reason. Besides, there were over a dozen men and women in white robes rushing in the direction of William and the downed knight. 
 
    “I calculate it would go a long way toward solidifying the boy’s victory if you were the one to heal King Dristan instead of one of Dristan’s own healers,” said Nickelo. “That is just an opinion based upon twenty-five thousand observations along with a hundred and seventy-three separate algorithm calculations. Take it for what it is worth.” 
 
    “Fine,” Richard said as he drew Power from his reserve and wrapped it around his body. “Just remember, I’m wasting Power this time because of you.” 
 
    Using telekinesis, Richard levitated himself down the hillside and onto the valley floor, passing up the white-robed healers below. Once on the ground, he used the speed of his battle suit to arrive at William and the downed knight a full dozen meters ahead of the nearest healer. 
 
    William looked up. His eyes grew wide. “Rick!” 
 
    Dropping to his knees, Richard shook off his right glove and shoved the boy’s blood-covered hands out of the way. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    William backed out of the way, and waved off the nearest healer who happened to be wearing an insignia of a red griffon on his sleeve. “Give him room. Your king’s in good hands. Rick is The Great Healer of the North. There is no better healer in all of Slyvrastra.” 
 
    Drawing Power from his reserve, Richard wrapped it around the downed king’s wound and deep into the man’s damaged flesh. As wounds went, it was a pretty straight forward affair. Richard imagined how the king’s body should be and compared that with how it was now. He drew the difference into himself. A fiery pain tore into his throat. He felt something hot and wet run down his neck. Richard sensed additional damage done by the magic of William’s blade. He drew that into himself as well. The magic and the Power from his healing reserve struggled against each other for three heartbeats. His healing Power won out. The gash in the big knight’s throat began to close together. 
 
    As soon as Dristan’s flesh was healed, Richard released his hold on the man and grabbed at his own neck, feeling hot blood flowing between his fingers. He gagged for breath. Within seconds, the flow of blood slowed and then stopped altogether. Richard sensed small hands holding him erect. Somewhere during the healing process he’d closed his eyes. Opening them, he stared into William’s brown eyes. He noticed a hint of tears. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Richard whispered. “Don’t worry about me. Do what you need to do.” 
 
    After nodding his head, William rose to his feet and walked over to King Dristan who was being checked out by his healer. 
 
    Upon seeing William’s approach, King Dristan pushed his healer out of the way. “I’m fine, I tell you. Now leave me be.” 
 
    When William stopped a pace away, King Dristan motioned at one of his men who’d picked up the sword he’d dropped when he was wounded. Once the big knight had his sword in hand, he knelt down on one knee in his bloodstained armor and presented the weapon with both hands. Although he was kneeling, King Dristan’s head was level with William’s. 
 
    Dristan bowed his head. “You bested me in battle. I pledge my sword to you.” He looked up. “I had the honor of fighting your father once. We ended in a draw. He was a good knight. I see a lot of him in you.” 
 
    William squared his shoulders, looking as regal as any king that Richard had ever seen. When the boy spoke, his words were amplified throughout the entire valley. “Rise, King Dristan. Keep your sword and let us stand as equals. All of Slyvrastra is threatened. There is no longer time for bowing or the saying of empty words. What we need are strong arms and hearts full of courage.” 
 
    King Dristan rose and sheathed his sword. “In this time of crisis, the banner of the red griffon will stand beside that of the boar.” He hesitated as if weighing his words. “Although young, you have proven yourself a formidable warrior. Still, you do not know the ways of war.” 
 
    “That is why I will have you and others like you who are experienced in warfare standing by my side,” said William. “You will find I am a good listener when it comes to the counsel of those wiser and more experienced than I.” 
 
    The big knight nodded. “Then listen well, King William. Since you arrived in camp a week ago, you have made it known that you want us to cross the Silvore River and go to the aid of the elves in Silverton. I tell you again as I have told you before that doing so would be a mistake. I was at the river when Duke Jordan fell. The metal dragon that fights with Boucher’s army is too powerful for us to defeat. I watched the spells of our most powerful mages and priests glance off its metal armor leaving not a scratch to show for their efforts. Duke Jordan’s sword was created by the ancients with their strongest magic, and it shattered in the duke’s grasp with a single blow against the metal dragon. The duke died beneath its metal feet. I tell you true, no one in our army has a chance of defeating it.” 
 
    “I can destroy it,” Richard said. 
 
    King Dristan eyed Richard and frowned. “I thank you healer for saving my life, but I suggest you leave fighting to warriors.” 
 
    “Rick’s the greatest warrior there is, aren’t you Rick?” said William as he turned to Richard. “Do you really think you could destroy Boucher’s metal dragon?” 
 
    “Now do not get their hopes up,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “The giant prevented us from completing our recon of the armored vehicle. We do not yet know its capabilities or what weapons we will need to penetrate its armor.” 
 
    “We’ll figure that part out when the time comes,” Richard said in his mind. “When we come into contact with the vehicle, you’ll just have to put that nanosecond brain of yours that you’re always bragging about into high gear and figure out its weak point. Then I’ll summon whatever kind of weapon we need to destroy it out of my dimensional pack. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “Nothing is ever simple, wizard scout,” said Nickelo. “I have told you that before. You are assuming ‘the One’ will have anticipated what weapon you will need. You are also assuming you will have sufficient Power remaining in your reserve to summon it. You have a nasty habit of using all of your Power during the first phases of combat and not leaving any for the latter parts.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Richard thought back, ending the conversation. He had more important things to do than argue with his battle computer. He looked William in the eye. “I give you my word as a wizard scout that I can and will destroy whatever that metal dragon is.” 
 
    William locked eyes with Richard and nodded. “That’s good enough for me.” He turned to King Dristan. “Ready your soldiers. We leave at dawn.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 – Siege 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    A dozen of the enemy trebuchets launched their fiery missiles at the same time. After three days of bombardment, Mendera should have been used to being on the receiving end, but she still found herself ducking below the wall’s rampart as one of the burning balls seemed to head straight toward her. She heard someone shouting words behind her that she quickly forgot. An explosion kicked dust up into the air, but the defensive shield thrown up by the elf mage held. 
 
    “Their missiles are getting closer every day,” said Swiftmane. “The elves’ magic users are being worn down. In a few more hours it may well be that only the wall’s alabaster granite will stand between us and the enemy’s weapons.” 
 
    The medic Aventi had been walking along the wall inspecting the defenses along with Swiftmane and Mendera. Since he’d also ducked down behind the battlement when the trebuchets launched their attack, Mendera didn’t feel so bad at having been spooked. 
 
    Aventi turned to her and grinned. “Do not fear. The Ecarian giants brought these alabaster-granite stones all the way from the Thandarhar Mountains. They are imbued with magic even the ancient Letians could not fully understand. They will hold if our magic users run out of Power in their reserves.” 
 
    Mendera rose above the battlement as did the elf medic. She looked out over the plain stretched out before the southern gate. What trees, brush, and grass had been there three days previously were long gone, having been trampled beneath the feet or more than two hundred thousand enemy soldiers camped in a ring around the beleaguered city of Silverton. Orcs, trolls, ogres, goblins, human mercenaries, and every kind of scum imaginable had seemingly combined forces with Boucher and the demon-giant to subdue the elves. 
 
    Directly in front of the south wall’s main gate could be seen a tent of gigantic proportions. No pendant flew above the tent to identify its occupant, but there was no need. The owner of the tent had been obvious on the first day of the siege as the five-elf-high giant had directed his army into their positions. Thus far the demon had not participated directly in the assault, but Mendera had no doubt the time would come when he did. 
 
    Nodding in the direction of the large tent, Mendera said, “Why doesn’t he attack and get it over with? I may be a novice when it comes to the arcane skills, but even I can sense the magic in that hammer he carries. The giant might well be able to break a hole in our walls. Instead, he allows his army’s magic users and siege weapons to wear us down a little bit at a time.” 
 
    Aventi laughed. Mendera thought he had a kind laugh. 
 
    “I may only be a medic,” said the elf, “but I think the sole purpose of a siege is to wear down a city’s occupants little by little.” He waved a hand at the thousands upon thousands of enemy soldiers. “Besides, I have yet to see the metal dragon that gave our defenders at the Silvore River so much trouble. I suspect the demon-giant is waiting for its arrival before beginning his attack in earnest.” 
 
    A glimmer of hope came to Mendera. “Maybe Rick destroyed the metal beast. Maybe it’s not coming at all.” 
 
    Aventi shrugged. “We can only hope. Although I daresay I believe your friend would have come back to us somehow and told us in person if he had done so.” 
 
    The hope that had blossomed in Mendera’s chest withered and died. She tried to think of all the reasons why the wizard scout had not yet returned. None of them were good. 
 
    No, Mendera thought. I will not dwell on the bad. Rick’s still alive. I know he is. He’ll show up when we need him the most, just like he did at the tavern. He’s got to. 
 
    The elf medic leaned against the battlement and gazed out over the trodden plain. Mendera noticed moisture in his eyes. 
 
    Aventi shook his head as if unable to believe what he saw. “All the work our foresters have done over the years has been laid to waste in three days. The giant’s army has cut down every tree we have planted in the valley over the last thirty-thousand years.” He turned away from the sight and looked at Mendera. “Has it all been for naught?” 
 
    A sudden urge came over Mendera to comfort the medic in his obvious misery. She pointed at the Tree of Light towering over the city’s buildings. “Do not give up so easily. As soon as we defeat the demon and its army, the Lady will provide your foresters with more seeds. The silver elms will again light up the night. As long as the Tree of Light stands, there is hope for the elves.” 
 
    The medic’s eyes focused on the Tree of Light. The wetness in his eyes disappeared. “Yes. As long as the Lady and the Tree of Light are with us, we will have hope.” He turned his gaze on Mendera. “I am glad you are here with us, rider.” 
 
    Swiftmane nickered. 
 
    Aventi smiled. “And you, Elf Friend Swiftmane. I...uh, the knowledge that the unicorns are with us also gives us hope.” 
 
    “I am sure it does,” laughed Swiftmane. “Although I must say I had hoped my mate and the rest of my herd would have joined us before the demon and its army laid siege.” He pointed his muzzle at the distant forests still visible in the southern reaches of the valley. “I suspect both my mate and my herd are somewhere in those trees waiting for the right time to strike.” He looked at Mendera. “When they do, I will need to leave the city and join them.” 
 
    “You will not go alone,” Mendera told the stallion. “I am your rider. Where you go, I go.” 
 
    “As will I,” said Aventi. 
 
    When both Swiftmane and Mendera looked at him, the elf shrugged. “You might need a medic. I may not be an emp-healer like your friend the wizard scout, but I am skilled in the ways of medicinal herbs. I might come in handy.” 
 
    Mendera smiled. “I am sure you would. Of course, you’d need a horse. I doubt it would be wise to ask the elf friend to charge into battle carrying double.” 
 
    “Definitely not wise,” neighed Swiftmane. “One rider will be plenty.” 
 
    Aventi gave a good-natured grin. “Then a horse I will find. I will tell—” 
 
    Shouts and cheers arose from the enemy camp. 
 
    Turning away from the medic, Mendera sought out the reason for the enemy’s shouts. On a distant hill well out of range of any spell or trebuchet was a glint of metal. She thought the words for a hawk-eye spell. As a bluish glow covered her eyes, she concentrated on what was at the top of the hill. The sight sent a shiver down her spine. A metal behemoth unlike anything she’d ever seen was atop the hill in a position that overlooked the city. A large hump and two smaller humps of metal were on the metal dragon’s back. A long tube sticking out of the largest of the humps was pointed directly at Silverton. The end of the tube flashed yellow followed by a large puff of smoke. 
 
    “What is that?” asked Aventi. 
 
    A whistling sound came through the air as something streaked overhead. With her vision spell still in place, Mendera tracked a chunk of glowing metal flying through the sky. It passed high over the city wall. She followed its path toward the city center. The chunk of metal struck the uppermost branches of the Tree of Light and exploded. Silver leaves flew into the air along with burning pieces of shattered wood. 
 
    “The Tree of Light,” shouted Aventi. “The dragon is attacking the tree.” 
 
    Trumpets blew as elves all along the wall began running for the stairs. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Mendera said. “Where are they going?” 
 
    Aventi turned to her, his face ashen-white. “We go to defend the Lady and the Tree of Light. Our standing orders are that if the tree is in danger we are to assemble at the southern gate.” 
 
    “But why?” Mendera asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    “We attack,” said Aventi. “What else can we do?” 
 
    Elf Friend Swiftmane looked at the elven medic. “You will not attack alone.” He glanced at Mendera. “Are you with me, rider?” 
 
    Mendera forced down a wave of fear. She was the rider of the elf friend. Fear had no place in her heart. “I am ready,” she said as she mounted the stallion’s back. 
 
    A sense of calm replaced Mendera’s fear. She drew the sword Richard had given her. Glancing out over the city she’d grown to love over the last five days, she knew one thing with certainty. 
 
    “I am an elf,” Mendera said, knowing it was true. “Let Boucher and the demon beware. I am ready.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 – Metal Dragon 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Count Boucher centered the crosshairs of the aiming device at the city’s main gate and fired another round. Three seconds later, the shell exploded in a blast of fire and magic against a shimmering shield of energy a few paces in front of the gate. 
 
    The mage sitting in the communication seat looked up from a head-sized sphere full of a swirling white cloud of gas. “Your majesty, the giant sends orders to concentrate our fire on the tree. He sends word that the elves will open the gate themselves and attack if they believe their tree’s in danger.” 
 
    Boucher laughed and fired another round at the city gate. Again the shimmering shield protecting the gate resisted the explosion. The potency of the spells defending the elves’ city was obviously stronger than the defensive spells he’d encountered before. Nevertheless, the count thought the shimmering wall of energy in front of the gate looked weaker. 
 
    “I am in charge of this battlewagon,” Boucher growled as he waited for the loader to insert another of the gas-filled, elongated cylinders into the main gun’s breech. “The elves aren’t stupid enough to charge. They’re lucky if they’ve got ten thousand troops in the city. With the addition of the soldiers I’ve brought with me, I have over two hundred thousand at my command. This battle will end today, and it will end with the destruction of the city’s gate. Then all of Silverton will be mine to sack. The wealth and magic of the elves will be mine and only mine.” 
 
    He fired another round. With the third explosion, the gate’s defensive shield wavered before solidifying again. 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time,” Boucher told the cannon’s loader. “Keep the rounds coming. The elves don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Perhaps it was because the communications officer was an older mage, but he shook his head at Boucher. “Your majesty. We are exposed here on the hill. We should at least wait for the demon to send troops to protect us in case the elves have some troops in the forest and decide to attack. We are—” 
 
    “We are invincible,” Boucher said, glaring at the impertinent mage. “I had our soldiers bury anti-personnel and anti-tank mines around us before they left to join the rest of the army. We have five hundred of my best mercenaries in front of the mines. Nothing can get to us. We will destroy the gate, and then we will destroy the elves’ vaunted Tree of Light. It is my destiny.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 – The Charge 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The milling soldiers gave way as Swiftmane and Mendera made their way toward the front of the formation that was lined up on the crowded street leading to the southern gate. Horses whinnied and reared in the air as another fireball from the metal dragon exploded against the energy shield protecting the gate. Swiftmane forced his way through a platoon of elven cavalry in time to see two mages run up to High Lord Wester who was mounted on a gray-dabbled steed at the front of the column. 
 
    “High lord,” panted the oldest of the mages as she came to a stop. “The dragon’s blasts are deteriorating our defensive shield faster than we expected. Those fireballs are something we have never encountered. It is as if they are not of this world.” 
 
    The high lord drew in a deep breath and glanced at the gate before returning his gaze to the old mage. “How long do we have before the gate’s defensive shield fails?” 
 
    The female mage looked at her male companion. The male mage shrugged before leaning forward and whispering in her ear. Turning back to the high lord, she said, “Five minutes; maybe less.” 
 
    A high-pitched whistling was followed by a loud explosion. The spell-reinforced gate shook as a couple of its boards cracked. 
 
    High Priest Rastan was on a brown mare on the opposite side of High Lord Wester from the mages. He glanced at the two mages before looking at High Lord Wester. “I have a feeling it is going to be less. The time has come to do whatever we are going to do, high lord. Should I do the honors or will you?” 
 
    High Lord Wester drew his sword with his right hand as he grasped his staff in his left. “I am not so old that I cannot lead the charge, my friend. I will lead the attack down the middle to draw their attention. Elf Friend Swiftmane and you will follow with an attack on their left flank with half of our infantry. Once you punch a hole in their lines, Lord Cyan will take a squadron of cavalry and attack the dragon up on the hill. After it is destroyed, we will all pull back inside the gate. Then we shall see what we shall see.” 
 
    The high lord turned to a middle-aged female dressed in a light-blue robe astride a magnificent white charger. Like the high lord, she gripped a longsword with a glowing blue stone in the pommel. The staff in her left hand had a fist-sized blue gem at the top which was glowing bright blue. 
 
    “Lord Cyan,” said the high lord. “Take half of our magic users with you. My soldiers and I will buy you as much time as we are able with our attack on the center. You must destroy the metal dragon before the Tree of Light and Silverton are lost.” 
 
    Lord Cyan nodded. “You can count on us, high lord.” She glanced at High Priest Rastan. “If you can create a hole for us, no matter how small, I promise you my troops and I will get through.” 
 
    Without waiting for Rastan to reply, Lord Cyan spun her horse to the rear and joined her squadron on a side street. 
 
    Swiftmane snorted, sending a spray of mucus onto the cobblestoned street. He twisted his head to look back at Mendera. “Well, rider, I suppose you did not get dressed in that fancy armor the high priest gave you for nothing. Are you ready?” 
 
    Mendera was anything but ready. She’d never been in a large-scale battle before. The shouts of sergeants and officers as they attempted to get their troops in order along with the neighs and whinnies of their frightened mounts were overwhelming. 
 
    A loud explosion against the gate sent fiery splinters from one of the higher timbers spraying down on the assembled troops below, adding to the confusion already on the street. 
 
    Swallowing hard, Mendera nodded at Swiftmane. “I think I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” She tightened her grip on the handle of her sword. “I won’t fail you.” 
 
    “I have the utmost faith you will not,” said Swiftmane. “Once we get past the gate, we must work as a team. Guard my flanks as best you can.” His arm-length horn took on a bright white glow. “I will handle anything to our front.” 
 
    “Open the gate!” shouted High Lord Wester. 
 
    “Get ready!” cried High Priest Rastan as he raised his blackened staff high in the air. He glanced at Swiftmane and Mendera. “Remember, we are leading infantry, so do not get too far ahead. Once the high lord’s column is through the gate, we will follow. Head toward the right once we clear the walls. We must force a hole in the enemy’s left flank for Lord Cyan.” 
 
    Trumpets blew as High Lord Wester and his cavalry charged through the opening. A blast of fire and metal landed in the midst of the tail-end of the column. The explosion sent pieces of torn horse and elf flesh spraying on the infantry behind. Mendera wiped a splattering of warm liquid away from her eyes as best she could. 
 
    “Now!” shouted High Priest Rastan as he urged his mare forward. “For Silverton and the Lady!” 
 
    Swiftmane bolted ahead, staying on the heels of the high priest’s mount. Two thousand elven infantry in chainmail armor shouted cries of “For Silverton!” and “For the Lady!” 
 
    “For Silverton and Onslow!” Mendera yelled, doing her best to avoid looking at the torn and burnt bodies of horses and elves scattered from one side of the street to the other. Then Swiftmane was through the gate and angling to the right. He passed High Priest Rastan’s mare and charged forward at a full gallop. 
 
    “Slow down!” Mendera shouted in an attempt to be heard above the noise of battle. “We’re supposed to stay with the infantry!” 
 
    If anything the unicorn ran faster drawing ever closer to the ranks of orcs, goblins, and humans that had formed into a virtual wall of shields and spears. 
 
    “No,” said Swiftmane. “We must make haste. Look ahead. We have allies.” 
 
    Barely able to see as the wind whipped hair across her face, Mendera made out a phalanx of white coming up fast behind the ranks of the enemy’s left flank. Squeezing her legs tighter to keep from falling off, she let go her grip of the unicorn’s mane with her left hand and cleared the hair from her eyes. Getting a better look at the phalanx of white bodies, she made out glowing horns protruding from the foreheads of a hundred white horses. 
 
    “Unicorns!” Mendera shouted. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Swiftmane. “It is my mate Morningstar and the rest of my herd. Hang on tight! This is it!” 
 
    Leaning forward, Mendera regained her grip on the unicorn’s mane whipping in the air. A hundred paces ahead stood the shield wall of the orc and human mercenaries. An ogre in plate-mail armor towered above the soldiers around him. As if sensing the ogre was the linchpin of the army’s left flank, Swiftmane headed straight for the elf-and-a-half-high monster. 
 
    When Swiftmane was only fifty meters from the enemy’s line, half-a-dozen orcs in robes and headdresses raised their staffs and released red balls of energy directly at Swiftmane and his rider. The unicorn’s horn glowed bright white as it formed a shield of energy to their front. The orc shamans’ spells exploded against Swiftmane’s defensive shield in blasts of fire and lightning. 
 
    Leaping through the smoke and the dissipating fire, Swiftmane jumped into the air and rammed his horn into the ogre’s chest. The monster’s plate mail split apart as the horn passed completely through the creature and out the other side. The unicorn twisted his head in a manner that allowed the ogre to slide off. Then Swiftmane turned to seek out another target. 
 
    Mendera barely noticed the stallion’s action. She was too busy swinging her sword and knocking away thrusts of spears aimed at Swiftmane’s exposed flanks. Desperate to keep the unicorn safe, she mouthed a two-word spell Richard had helped her create. Spear-long bolts of electricity shot out the spread fingers of her left hand, arching from the metal armor of one orc to another until a full dozen fell twitching to the ground. A part of Mendera’s mind registered the fact that her spell was somehow amplified by the energy coming from Swiftmane’s horn. 
 
    Mendera heard someone shout a word from her right that she quickly forgot. The shout was followed by a ball of red energy streaking directly at her head. A line of blue magic passed a hands-breath from her ear and knocked the red magic aside. Glancing over her shoulder, Mendera made out High Priest Rastan casting another spell as the two thousand elf infantry with him collided with the line of orcs and humans. 
 
    Soldiers on both sides went down, only to be trodden by the steel-shod boots of their comrades. Cries of anger and pain filled the air as bloody swords and spears found weak points in armor. 
 
    Not yet able to cast another spell, Mendera sheathed her sword and pulled the pistol Richard had given her from its holster. She pointed the weapon at the nearest orc and fired point blank into its face. The orc fell back to be replaced by one of its companions. Mendera pulled the pistol’s trigger again and again, each time watching an orc go down only to be replaced by another. She lost count of how many times she fired. She pulled the pistol’s trigger once more. Nothing happened except for the sound of a faint click. With no time to replace the weapon’s magazine, she shoved the pistol back in its holster and drew her sword. 
 
    Mendera sensed something coming at her throat. She managed to raise her sword just in time to deflect a thrust of a long-haired barbarian’s spear. Sensing her Power reserve was ready to give her more Power, she shouted a one-word spell. A blast of magic hit the barbarian in the center of his forehead. His fear-stricken eyes barely had time to widen before his head exploded. While her hasty spell was neither pretty nor an efficient use of magic, Mendera didn’t care. It had done its job. She swung her sword at another barbarian who thirsted for her blood. 
 
    Fireballs and lightning bolts combined with cones of sleet and hurricane-force winds as spell-casters on both sides of the fray sought to tear holes in the ranks of their enemy. Most of the spells were deflected by the counter-spells of the magic users on the opposite side, but some made their way through the scores of defensive shields. Whenever one did, burnt, frozen, or torn flesh and armor flew into the air, decimating entire squads and platoons. 
 
    As Swiftmane reared up to smash a troll’s head with his front hoofs, Mendera caught sight of white forms through gaps in the shield wall of the orc and human mercenaries. An orc flew forward with a glowing white horn sticking out of her chest. 
 
    The unicorn mare Morningstar shook her horn free as more white forms joined her. Suddenly Mendera found herself in the middle of dozens of unicorns striking out with hoofs and horns at the enemy. Orcs, goblins, ogres, trolls, and a dozen of the other dark races gave way long enough for High Priest Rastan to rally his elven infantry to form shield walls on both sides of the hole. 
 
    “Push them out!” shouted the high lord. “We’ve got to hold the gap long enough for Lord Cyan to get through.” 
 
    Just seeing Lord Cyan galloping forward on her white charger with a squadron of elven knights and close to a hundred mages and priests coming with her, filled Mendera with hope. She heard the whistling screech of yet another fireball from the metal dragon pass overhead as it made its way toward the city. With Morningstar at her side, she urged Swiftmane at a human mage who was attempting to cast a spell at Lord Cyan and her troops. The mage died screaming with Swiftmane’s horn in his chest and the tip of Mendera’s sword in his throat. 
 
    The sound of four hundred horses in Lord Cyan’s squadron galloping past told Mendera they’d succeeded in keeping the hole in the enemy line open long enough for the elven cavalry to pass through. 
 
    In the momentary respite, Mendera reloaded her empty pistol. She was just in time to put two rounds into an orc attempting to gut Morningstar with his spear. The orc’s spear dropped from his hands as Morningstar stomped his body into the bloody earth with her hoofs.  
 
    “Withdraw!” yelled High Priest Rastan’s magically enhanced voice. “Fall back to the gate. Take the wounded with us.” 
 
    “Fall back?” Mendera said as she fired a round from her pistol at a human mercenary and missed. She thought of the scores of elven bodies littering their part of the battleground. “We can’t fall back. Too many have died getting us here.” 
 
    “We’ve done our part,” said Swiftmane as he shot out a wall of white energy that stopped half-a-dozen humans in black chainmail in their tracks. “It is up to Lord Cyan now. We’ve got to get our infantry back to the protection of the city walls before the demon’s army cuts us off.” 
 
    For one brief moment, no sword, spear, or arrow was coming at Mendera. She looked around long enough to see massed formations of infantry and cavalry closing in as enemy reinforcements arrived. She glanced at the hill where the metal dragon stood. The end of the long tube sticking out of the large hump on the armored vehicle’s back blasted fire and smoke. A whistling screech sounded overhead as another fireball made its way toward the city. The dragon was no longer firing at the gate. The dragon’s fireball hit the top of the Tree of Light, sending smoke and flames into the sky. 
 
    Glancing back at the metal dragon, Mendera caught a glimpse of someone on a white charger leading a formation of cavalry up the side of the hill. Half a hundred balls of blue left the charging elves as their magic users sought to destroy the metal monster. Counter spells from orc and human magic users that were positioned to the metal dragon’s front deflected many of the elves’ spells into the air, but a few hit the dragon dead center, obscuring it from sight in a flash of fire and smoke. 
 
    “She did it!” Mendera shouted. “I think Lord Cyan has destroyed the dragon. Silverton is saved.” 
 
    Swiftmane and Morningstar had been in the process of throwing up walls of white energy to cover the retreat of the elven infantry. 
 
    For a couple of heartbeats, all fighting seemed to stop as soldiers on both sides turned to look at the smoke-engulfed hilltop. A breeze blew the smoke clear long enough to reveal the metal dragon standing whole. The long tube on the dragon’s hump and the smaller tubes located on either side of the larger hump rotated to point at Lord Cyan and her troops. 
 
    Then hell itself was unleashed on the charging elves. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 – A Good Day 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Count Boucher shook his head to clear the last of the ringing. 
 
    I’m still alive, he thought. 
 
    He glanced at the confused look of the mage serving as the loader for the battlewagon’s main cannon. 
 
    “Well, don’t just sit there, you fool,” yelled Boucher. “I told you this battlewagon was impervious to any magic the elves could throw against us.” 
 
    Although he would never admit it, Count Boucher had doubted the demon’s claim that no magic or Power created on Portalis could penetrate the Holy Metal infused armor of the vehicle. He doubted no longer. 
 
    Speaking into his helmet’s microphone, Count Boucher gave his orders to the battlewagon’s crew. “Fire everything we have at the elf cavalry. Concentrate on their magic users.” 
 
    “They’re too close to our defensive line,” said the communications officer. “The lead elves are already mixed in with our own troops.” 
 
    Looking to his right at the obstinate mage, Count Boucher growled, “I said fire everything we’ve got. And don’t ever question me again, or it’ll be the last thing you ever do.” 
 
    A sound like angry hornets filled the inside of the battlewagon as the mages operating the smaller antipersonnel turrets opened up with their weapons against the charging elves. Boucher sighted through the aiming device for the main gun. He frowned as streams of tracers flying through the air deflected off a shield of shimmering blue energy. Following the line of blue, he spotted an elven female on a white charger holding a staff with a glowing blue gem high in the air. 
 
    “That’s an elven lord,” said the communications officer. “Our weapons aren’t getting through.” 
 
    Centering the crosshairs for the main cannon on the elf lord, Boucher grinned “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    He pulled the trigger. The battlewagon rocked back on its heels as a loud blast echoed within the vehicle’s hull. When the smoke cleared from the gunsight, Boucher looked for any sign of the elf lord. There was none. Only a smoking crater remained where she and her charger had been. 
 
    Kicking the driver in the back of the head as he sat at his position in the lower-front compartment, Count Boucher said, “Move forward, you fool. We’ll smash the rest of the elves under our tracks. Don’t leave any of them alive.” 
 
    The driver twisted his head to look back. “But there’s a minefield between us and them. Some of them are anti-armor mines.” 
 
    “He’s right,” said the communications officer, sounding obstinate as usual. “The giant said they were created off-world. They aren’t magic. They’re something else. They might be able to penetrate our armor.” 
 
    “Well then, keep firing our weapons,” Boucher snapped. “Do I have to think of everything?” 
 
    As the battlewagon remained in place, every weapon opened up on the surviving elves. Without the elven lord to fortify the elven magic users’ defensive shields, the streams of tracer rounds tore through elven flesh. Scores of orc and human defenders manning the defensive line to the battlewagon’s front were cut down as well, but Boucher could care less. 
 
    There are plenty of replacements where they came from, Boucher thought. All that matters is destroying as many of these elves as I can so I can return to Onslow and reclaim my rightful throne. 
 
    Reaching out with his left hand, he patted an armor-piercing shell that he’d had secretly blessed with anti-demonic spells by his best priests. 
 
    Once the elves and their city are destroyed, I swear I’ll kill that demon and his giant avatar before this day is done. Then my battlewagon and I will reign supreme. 
 
    Taking another look through his aiming device, Boucher noticed a platoon of elven knights riding toward him with pendants flying and the tips of their magic lances pointing straight ahead. Although they were elves and they were the enemy, Boucher found the sight somehow beautiful and a little awe inspiring. 
 
    How courageous, he thought. And oh so foolish. 
 
    Boucher smiled as the first of the elves entered the minefield. 
 
    Explosions blew armored elves and their mounts into the air as blast after blast decimated the charging elven knights. As suddenly as it began, everything grew silent. Even the anti-personnel weapons on the smaller turrets stopped firing. 
 
    Boucher looked through his aiming device and laughed. No living elf remained on the hill. He rotated the turret until the main gun pointed at the city’s center once more. Aligning the crosshair on the part of the Tree of Light sticking above the city’s buildings and walls, he turned to the loader. 
 
    “Put in an incendiary round and keep them coming. I swear that tree is going to burn.” 
 
    He laughed again. 
 
    It was turning out to be a good day. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 – A King Arrives 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Richard walked out of the tree line at the end of the valley. William rode at his side. Or rather, Richard walked at the boy’s side. During the last five days, the boy had changed. He’d taken his role as king and commander to heart. When the fast pace of their march pushed both cavalry and foot soldiers to their limits, William was there urging them to persevere just a little longer. The natural leadership abilities the boy had inherited from his father came out in ways Richard had to admit he could never hope to emulate. The boy-king knew when to joke with his troops and when to be hard as nails. On the most difficult parts of the trek to Silverton, William dismounted his unicorn colt and walked up the hill or through the swamp at the head of a company of his infantry. Once he was past the obstacle, the boy would mount the small white pony that was the unicorn in disguise, go back to the start of the swamp or hill and walk through it on foot again with another infantry company. After five days, the soldiers of the combined northern and southern armies had grown to respect the boy-king in a manner a leader using fear alone could never have garnered. 
 
    Glancing at William, Richard watched him taking the reports from the scouts along with King Dristan and the leaders of the other kingdoms who’d provided troops for the army. Once the scouts finished, which didn’t take long, William rose in his saddle and surveyed the ongoing battle in the valley ahead. The demon-giant’s army was arrayed in a semi-circle from one side of the valley to the other with the largest concentration of troops in the center. A formation of about two thousand elven cavalry had driven a wedge into the enemy’s line in an attempt to reach the demon-giant himself. Their attempt had failed, and the elves were being forced back in the direction of Silverton’s main gate. Smoke poured over the city walls in several places as Silverton burned. The largest concentration of smoke came from the center of the city where the top of a tree of gigantic proportions dwarfed the city’s battlements. 
 
    “I calculate that is the elves’ Tree of Light,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. 
 
    A loud blast came from Richard’s left front. Glancing in that direction, he spotted a large, tank-like armored vehicle on the ridgeline lobbing a round from its main gun in the direction of the city. 
 
    “Nick, give me a complete analysis of that vehicle,” Richard ordered, using command voice. 
 
    “Unable to comply, wizard scout. The vehicle is shielded with spells that limits the amount of data your scans or the battle helmets sensors can pick up. I will give you what I can. It is a type of battlewagon, probably of Dragar design, so it will be a combination of magic and technology. It is an older model, but as you can see its main cannon is quite effective. I have analyzed the rounds it is firing, and they are a combination of magic and chemical explosives. The armor of the battlewagon itself appears to be embedded with flakes of creallium. That means you will not be able to shift into the void to get inside. In other words, you will need to take it out the hard way with anti-armor weapons.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Richard said, “as long as I take it out. Send me the specs for a weapon capable of penetrating that armor, and I’ll summon it out of my dimensional pack.” 
 
    “I do not have enough data to be one-hundred-percent sure what it will take to defeat that armor, wizard scout.” 
 
    “Then make your best guess. I trust your guesses a lot more than I do other battle computers calculations or people’s facts. Just do your best.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 – The Master’s Spell 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The demon-giant watched his army drive back the attempt by the elves’ high lord to reach him. The armored bodies of several hundred elves littering the ground were all that the city’s defenders had to show for their effort. 
 
    The fools should have remained behind their walls, thought the demon. They might have been able to hold out for another week if they were lucky. Now I will destroy them, their city, and that cursed tree before the day is out. 
 
    As the demon watched, what remained of the high-lord’s attack force rallied in front of the city’s main gate. Another force composed of mostly infantry that had attacked his army’s left flank was pulling back to join the high lord’s command. The demon noticed a group of cavalry flying the banner of the high priest of the Lady of the Tree of Light covering the retreating troops’ rear. The presence of the high priest bothered the demon not. What did bother him were the hundred-plus white horses fighting alongside the elves’ cavalry. 
 
    The demon-giant spat on the ground. 
 
    Unicorns! he thought. They can be trouble. I may have to take a hand in their destruction myself. 
 
    The demon gripped the handle of his sledgehammer. The magic in the hammer’s head was strong. The magic emanated good. The demon laughed. 
 
    The foolish giant I use as my avatar was too holy for his own good. The goodness of the magic contained within his hammer will allow me to strike the unicorns unhindered. Their defensive magic is targeted against evil. 
 
    He raised the sledgehammer and thought of all the creatures of light he had killed with it over the millenniums. 
 
    Using my avatar, I can wield this tool of light for my own ends. The unicorns and the Lady’s priest will fall before me like every other foe. Today the forces of darkness will resume their rightful place in the control of the three galaxies. 
 
    The whistle of another round from the battlewagon shrieked overhead. The demon-giant glanced at the hillside, smiling at the burned and broken bodies of the elves that had so foolishly tried to reach the armored vehicle. Returning his gaze to the city, he concentrated on the top of the Tree of Light. The upper branches were in flames as the ashes of its silver leaves blew into the sky on thermal-induced winds. 
 
    Boucher is a fool, but he has done what he needed to do today. Another hour of bombardment and the Tree of Light will be gone once and for all. The gate to the demonic plane beneath the tree’s roots will be opened. Then my brothers will pour out into the three galaxies and destroy every living thing they can find. 
 
    The demon laughed at the thought. Then something tickled at the edge of his mind, taking away all thoughts of laughter. Turning away from the city and the battlewagon, he looked back at the forested hills at the valley’s southern end. Lined up in front of the tree line were thousands of soldiers flying the banners of both northern and southern kingdoms. The demon spotted a white flag with a boars-head on it. 
 
    So, the boy-king has arrived. I should have killed him back in Onslow. His sister will not be far away. I will kill them both and eat them for my supper before this day is through. 
 
    The demon noticed a figure in black armor standing near the boy-king. Although his scan couldn’t detect the figure, the demon-giant had no doubt who it was. 
 
    I see the wizard scout has returned. I will make him wish he was back at that pathetic Academy as a cadet. There are those of my kind who want to capture him alive. He laughed. I am no longer one of them. I do not care what my master told me. Today the wizard scout will die screaming alongside the boy and the half-elf. 
 
    Glancing at the battlewagon still firing away at the city, the demon knew it was only a matter of time before the wizard scout attempted to destroy the armored vehicle. 
 
    Let him try. We will see what he can do after I strip him of his greatest resource. 
 
    With that, the demon chanted the words of the spell taught him by his master. As he mouthed the final word, a ring of Power rippled outward, sweeping through the entire valley. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 – Plan of Battle 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    A wave of Power invisible to the eye but easily picked up by Richard’s passive scan rolled through the valley, touching everything in its wake. 
 
    “What is that?” Richard asked his battle computer as he waited to see what would happen. 
 
    “Unknown,” replied Nickelo. “It was a spell of some kind, but I detect no change in our surroundings.” 
 
    “Maybe the spell was a dud or a misfire,” Richard suggested. “It happens. The end result is nothing has changed.” 
 
    “So it would seem,” said Nickelo. “Still, it seems strange nonetheless. Based upon the frequency of the magic, that was a very high-level spell. I calculate if the spell had misfired, we would have seen some indication of its failure. Since we have not, then logically the spell must have worked as its caster intended.” 
 
    A blast from the armored vehicle on the hill drew Richard’s attention away from the strange spell. “Whatever the magic was doesn’t matter as long as it didn’t affect our mission. I’ve got to take out that battlewagon. Send me the specs for whatever weapon I need to destroy it.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    An image of a crew-served antitank phase cannon appeared in Richard’s mind. 
 
    “What the hell, Nick? Can’t you come up with anything smaller? What do you expect me to do? Drag that thing all the way from here up the side of that hill? It would take me from now until midnight to get it there.” 
 
    “No it would not, so do not exaggerate. However, I do not expect you to drag it anywhere at all. Just wait to summon it out of your dimensional pack once you get close enough to use it. Since the battlewagon’s design is not in my databanks, I have to assume the worst case scenario as far as its capabilities and defensive armor goes. I cannot guarantee any of the more portable anti-armor weapons would be able to penetrate its armor. I calculate the crew-served antitank cannon specs I sent you will provide you with a weapon that will have a ninety-seven percent probability of punching through the battlewagon’s armor if you can get it within two-hundred meters.” 
 
    “What about another funnel mine like I used against the demon? It’s designed to take out starship armor. I’m guessing it would work just as well against that battlewagon.” 
 
    “I calculate you are correct, wizard scout. A funnel mine, or any decent anti-armor mine for that matter, would probably do the job. But in order to use a mine, you would have to physically attach it to the battlewagon. That would significantly increase your risk. With an antitank phase cannon, you can remain two hundred meters away in relative safety. Now which would you rather do? Climb on top of the battlewagon with a mine? Or stay at a safe distance and take it out?” 
 
    Eyeing the smaller turrets on the battlewagon and the barrels of the obvious antipersonnel weapons sticking out of them, Richard didn’t need to think long about which he’d rather do. “All right, you convinced me. The phase cannon’s the way to go. I’ve still got to get within two hundred meters though. That ain’t going to be easy.” 
 
    Richard checked the terrain between him and the ridge where the armored vehicle was located. The distance was over three kilometers, plus it had tens of thousands of orc and human mercenaries between him and the hill. Although normal spears, swords, and arrows posed no threat as long as he had his battle suit activated, he detected one hell of a lot of magic weapons on the battlefield not to mention hundreds of magic users. 
 
    “Rick,” said William as he pointed at the battlewagon with his drawn sword. “Can you take out that metal monster or not?” 
 
    Richard nodded. “I can. I’ve just got to get close in order to do it.” He waved a hand at the demon’s army. “My problem is getting from here to there with all those yahoos in the way.” 
 
    Turning back toward the battlefield, William gestured with his sword. “King Dristan, we need to link up with the elves. What if we did a full charge right down the middle?” 
 
    The burly king glanced at the field and shook his head. “That would suicide. My recommendation is let me lead a sweep around their right flank with our cavalry while you attack their left flank with our infantry. Their left flank is already unstable from that charge by the unicorns and the elves. If you hang close to the side of the hill where the metal dragon’s located, you will be out of its sight until you get closer to the elves with the unicorns. In the meantime, the majority of our cavalry and I can swing around their right flank and link up with the other elves. Between our two attacks, we might be able to keep the giant’s army off balance long enough to get everyone inside the city walls.” 
 
    After taking another look at the battlefield, Richard wasn’t hopeful King Dristan’s plan had an ice comet’s chance in a supernova of working. But then again, he was a wizard scout and not a large-scale tactician. Small-unit recons and one-on-one attacks was his specialty. 
 
    “Well, there is some good news,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “If the boy goes with Dristan’s plan, you can stick with the infantry long enough to get to the base of the hill with the battlewagon. Just make sure if you have to do any fighting along the way that you save enough Power to summon the anti-tank cannon out of your pack. The cannon is advanced technology, so I calculate you will need at least twenty-five percent Power in your reserve to do it.” 
 
    “That much?” Richard asked. He’d been told by his TAC officers back at the Academy that his Power reserve was the smallest of any wizard scout in the Academy’s history. Only being able to use seventy-five percent of that to defend himself wasn’t exactly inspiring news. 
 
    “Yes, that much, wizard scout. As I pointed out, the cannon is an advanced piece of Empire technology. Based upon previous missions, I calculate ‘the One’ will want you to succeed, so there is a eighty-three percent probability ‘the One’ will allow you to summon the cannon at a cost of only twenty-five percent Power. Under normal conditions, I calculate it would take more than you have in your reserve. You should feel lucky.” 
 
    For what he thought should’ve been obvious reasons, Richard didn’t feel very lucky. 
 
    “We will do as you recommend,” William told King Dristan. “I will keep my Onslow cavalry with me. That will give my column two hundred cavalry and twenty-thousand infantry. Take the rest of the three-thousand knights with you. Creator willing, we will meet at the city’s gate.” 
 
    King Dristan bowed his head. “It has been an honor to serve with you.” He laughed. “I never thought I’d be bested in a fight by a twelve-year-old, but after seeing you lead our army during the march here, I feel no shame. You are your father’s son.” 
 
    At William’s nod, the big knight turned and took command of his troops. The column of cavalry took off at a gallop along a path that would take them well around the enemy’s right flank. 
 
    Looking at the kings, dukes, lords, and officers in charge of the infantry, William gave his commands. “Form up in a phalanx behind Onslow’s soldiers. I will lead. With the Creator’s help, we will prevail this day.” Somehow William found the courage to grin. “We will prevail even without his help if we must. Now go. The time for flowery speeches is over. Only sharp steel and strong spells matter now.” 
 
    After his leaders headed off to take command of their soldiers, William turned to Richard. “Will you walk beside me, Rick, until we get to the base of the hill?” 
 
    “I will,” Richard replied as he took up position next to the unicorn colt. “I’ll be with you until this battle is won. I promise.” Although his battle suit was sealed with the red visor fully down, Richard grinned anyway. “Now let’s go find that sister of yours. It’s hard telling what kind of trouble she’s gotten into without us there to watch out for her.” 
 
    William laughed. “I can only imagine.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 – The Charge 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “We are in trouble,” said High Priest Rastan as he knocked a human mercenary out of his saddle with the end of his staff. “That regiment of orcs is swinging around our flank.” 
 
    Elf Friend Swiftmane spun on his hoofs and stabbed an armored ogre with his horn as Mendera thrust the tip of her sword through another mercenary’s visor. She fired her pistol at two orcs wearing leather armor, putting a hole in each one’s head. She fired at a third orc, but heard only a click when she pulled the trigger. Lunging forward with her sword, she plunged the tip of the magic blade into the orc’s heart. 
 
    “We can’t keep this up,” Mendera said. “There are too many of them. We’re being separated from our infantry.” 
 
    The high priest glanced around at the three-score unicorns and hundred plus elven knights that formed the covering force. Formations of orc and human mercenaries were forming a shield wall to cut them off from the retreating elven infantry. 
 
    “I fear you are right, rider,” shouted Rastan. “There is only one thing we can do now. We must charge.” 
 
    “Charge?” said Mendera, hoping she’d heard wrong. “Charge where? They’ve got us cut off from the city. We’d never get through. Those shamans are already fortifying their soldier’s shield wall with defensive spells. A charge in that direction would be suicidal.” 
 
    Swiftmane neighed a laugh. “Yes, in that direction.” He neighed again and tossed his head in the direction of the demon-giant four long bowshots away. “There are fewer troops between us and the giant than there are between us and the city. If we can kill the demon-giant, its army might scatter.” 
 
    A high-pitched whistling overhead announced the passing of another of the armored vehicle’s rounds. Mendera glanced back at the city to see a blast of fire and magic blow another limb off the burning Tree of Light. She thought about what the loss of the green-skinned Lady and the silver-leaved tree would mean for the continued survival of the elven race; her race. She turned back toward the enemy. The head of the demon-giant towered over the heads of his troops. He seemed to look at her and laugh. 
 
    Anger boiled up within Mendera. She took the time to replace the empty magazine of her pistol with the last magazine in her ammo pouch and chambered a round. Then she raised her sword high overhead. “For the Lady!” 
 
    “For the Lady!” came the shouts of those around Mendera. 
 
    Without waiting to see who would follow, Mendera thought the command to charge forward. Somehow Swiftmane picked up her thoughts, reared in the air on his hind legs, and came down at a gallop heading straight for the demon-giant. 
 
    A wall of orc and human mercenaries stood between her and the giant. They formed a nearly solid line of shields. Behind them were groups of orc shamans and human mercenary magic users chanting and waving their arms. A hundred plus balls of red magic came streaking toward Mendera all at the same time. 
 
    Sensing Swiftmane drawing Power from the universe, Mendera touched it the way she’d touched Richard’s Power when he’d first started helping her learn how to cast spells. The similarity in frequencies between the unicorn’s Power and that of the wizard scout was uncanny. The Power seemed to reach out to Mendera, beckoning her to use it as she willed. Remembering how Richard formed his defensive shields, she touched Swiftmane’s Power and formed it into a wall. More Power merged with that of Swiftmane as all sixty of the remaining unicorns joined the charge. 
 
    The spells of the orc and mercenary mages hit the shimmering wall of energy that Mendera had created with the unicorns’ Power. The spells either exploded against the energy wall or streaked harmlessly into sky. 
 
    Continuing her charge, Mendera heard the pounding of four hundred hoofs as the elven knights caught up with the charge. Glancing ahead, she saw the lowered spears and massed shields of the thousands of orc, ogre, troll, and human mercenaries as they readied to receive the attack. She saw no fear in their eyes, only hunger to see the charging elves and unicorns destroy themselves on the tips of their spears. 
 
    Something tickled at the back of Mendera’s mind. It was a feeling of peace. It was the same sensation of peace she’d felt when she’d spoken with the Lady. Only the feeling wasn’t coming from the direction of the Tree of Light. It was coming from her right, where High Priest Rastan rode at Elf Friend Swiftmane’s side. Ignoring the near-certain death ahead, she concentrated on the feeling of peace. It came from the blackened staff in the high priest’s hand. 
 
    The Staff of the Lady of the Tree, Mendera thought. Rastan told me it was made from a limb of the Tree of Light. Is the staff seeking me out? Is it trying to tell me something? The Lady said that she and I were of the same bloodline. Does the staff sense that? Maybe... 
 
    Forgoing further thought, Mendera reacted with pure gut instinct. Opening her mind to the Lady’s staff, she allowed the Power from the blue gem at the top of the blackened staff to flow into her. It came willingly as if knowing what needed to be done. She merged the staff’s magic with the Power of the unicorns and pictured the tip of a spear. She sensed the combined magic and unicorn Power changing shape into a point of blazing blue-white Power. Releasing the energy, the spell she’d created shot out in a streak of white and blue light at the enemy line. 
 
    Mendera caught a brief look as the eyes of the orc and human mercenaries changed from hate to fear a split-second before the spell blasted into their ranks. Bloody chunks of flesh and armor flew high into the air. The deafening roar drowned out all sound as Mendera was forced to raise an arm to shield her eyes from the brilliant light. When the light dimmed, she lowered her arm. A clear path passed through the enemy line all the way to the demon-giant. 
 
    The giant turned to face Mendera, raising the massive hammer in both hands. 
 
    “Now!” shouted High Priest Rastan. “It is now or never.” 
 
    Trumpets sounded from Mendera’s left. Out the corner of her eye she saw an ancient elf on a blood-soaked charger riding at the head of a thousand elven knights. It was High Lord Wester and what remained of his command. 
 
    “Lead the way, rider,” shouted the old elf as he raised his staff and sent a spell into the ranks of the enemy charging in from the flanks. “I have your back.” 
 
    Needing no further urging, Elf Friend Swiftmane charged forward straight for the demon-giant. The remaining unicorns followed along with the ever dwindling forces of High Priest Rastan and High Lord Wester. Ten thousand orcs and mercenaries of every kind swarmed in from the sides to fill the gap left by their fallen comrades. 
 
    Mendera paid them no mind. She only had one target in mind. 
 
    The giant. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 – Separate Ways 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    A blast of blue-white brighter than the noon-day sun was followed by a roar so loud the noise suppressors on Richard’s battle helmet activated. As the suppressors returned to normal, Richard glanced in the direction of the blast. He spotted a phalanx of white in the midst of a dark and tumultuous sea heading toward the demon-giant. Switching his visor to zoom mode, he made out a group of sixty-plus unicorns along with a thousand or so mounted elves charging through an opening in the enemy line. Companies of orcs and human mercenaries were rushing forward to fill in the gap as thousands more closed in to overwhelm the vastly outnumbered force of unicorns and elves. Looking closer at the lead unicorn, Richard made out the stallion’s rider. 
 
    “Mendera,” Richard said over the battle helmet’s external speaker. 
 
    “Sis?” said William. “Where? Where is she?” 
 
    Richard pointed at the charging phalanx of white. “She’s trying to get to the giant. Enemy reinforcements are moving to block her way. She’ll never make it before they can close the distance.” 
 
    William turned to his bugler. “Sound the charge!” 
 
    “No,” Richard shouted. “It’s too far for your infantry to get there in time. We’ve only got two-hundred hundred cavalry with us. A charge would be suicide.” 
 
    The glare William gave Richard was not that of a child. It was the righteous anger of a king who would not be denied. The boy straightened in his saddle. “Those two hundred cavalry are Onslow knights as am I. We will not leave a princess of Onslow at a demon’s mercy while strength is in our arms.” 
 
    The hard lines on William’s face told Richard any attempt to argue would be a waste of time. “Fine! Then if we’re going to do this let’s get it done. My battle suit can keep up with the horses. Make sure you stay close to me so I can protect you.” 
 
    A whistling came from overhead a split-second before an explosion erupted in the center of William’s infantry. Broken and torn bodies flew in all directions. 
 
    As the soldiers around him regained control of their horses, William pointed at the hillside to their left where the battlewagon was located. The barrel of the vehicle’s main gun was no longer aimed at the city. It was directed at the combined armies of the southern and northern kingdoms. A blast of fire and smoke shot out the vehicle’s cannon once more. A moment later a second shell exploded in the infantry’s ranks, taking out an entire platoon. Soldiers all along the line began milling about. Some in the rear took off running for the woods from whence they’d come. Screaming orcs swarmed forward, hacking the fleeing soldiers to pieces before they could make it a hundred paces. 
 
    “My troops are going to break and run,” shouted William, looking at Richard. “You said you could take out that vehicle. I need you to do it now. I’ve got to save Mendera.” 
 
    “No!” Richard said. “We’ve need to stick to—” 
 
    William pointed the tip of his bloody sword at Richard. “I am the king! I order you to take out that dragon.” He turned to his bugler. “Sound the charge!” 
 
    The soldier raised his horn to his lips. 
 
    Richard tried to reach out and snatch the trumpet away from the man, but the arm of his battle suit refused to move. 
 
    “No,” came Nickelo’s thoughts to Richard in a series of images and emotions. “You are not thinking logically. As soon as whoever is in command of the battlewagon realizes the demon-giant is being threatened by the unicorns, he is going to turn his main gun on them. You have to take out that battlewagon.” 
 
    “I need to kill the giant. That’s my mission.” 
 
    “No, it’s not!” said Nickelo. “It’s not always about you! Will you never learn you do not have to do everything by yourself? Your mission was to help Mendera and William defeat the giant. The best way to do that is by destroying the battlewagon. Nothing the elves or the unicorns have can penetrate its armor. You are their only hope.” 
 
    Richard hesitated for what might have been a nanosecond in his sped up mind. 
 
    “If you cannot see the logic in what I am telling you, then think about this,” said Nickelo, beginning to sound a little on the desperate side. “If you take out the battlewagon quick enough, you might be able to get back and help William and Mendera against the giant. I calculate if you can get within two-hundred-meters of that battlewagon, you can summon the phase cannon out of your dimensional pack and destroy the vehicle. If you hurry, you will have plenty of time to rejoin the battle against the giant.” 
 
    Richard felt control of his battle suit’s arm revert back to him. 
 
    “It is your decision,” said Nickelo. “You are the wizard scout. I am your battle computer. I will do my best for you no matter what you decide.” 
 
    Richard let his arm remain at his side, leaving the trumpet at the bugler’s lips. 
 
    The trumpeter puffed his cheeks and blew for all he was worth. The blood-stirring notes of the charge sounded for everyone to hear. Without waiting to see who would follow, William kicked the unicorn colt in the flanks. He took off at a full gallop in the giant’s direction. Horses neighed and knights yelled as they followed their boy-king to what appeared to be certain death. 
 
    The image of the two hundred knights charging forward with William at the lead burned into Richard’s mind. It was something he knew he’d never forget no matter how much ‘the One’ tried to erase the memory from his mind. The sound of the trumpet urging brave hearts to follow tore at Richard’s soul. A part of him wanted to forget all about the battlewagon and follow the boy-king and his knights. 
 
    For once, logic overrode Richard’s emotions. He spun on his heels and ran for the battlewagon as fast as the battle suit’s assisters could take him. 
 
    “Plot me the quickest route,” Richard said in command voice. 
 
    “Compliance. I should point out that the quickest route is not the safest. William got you close to the base of the hill, but as soon as you leave the infantry’s battle line, you will be on your own.” 
 
    Full of adrenaline, Richard laughed. “I won’t be alone. I’ll have you.” 
 
    Before his battle computer could say anything, Richard leaped over the shield wall William’s infantry had thrown up in a vain attempt to protect them from the battlewagon’s attacks. 
 
    An explosion erupted in the line of soldiers as Richard left the infantry behind. The blast threw him twenty meters forward through the air. He tucked his chin to his chest and rolled when he hit the ground. He came up on his feet, no worse for the wear. Not for the first time, he thanked the Creator he’d been issued the best armor the Intergalactic Empire’s technicians could devise. 
 
    Something large and hairy appeared in front of Richard. He caught a glimpse of a descending axe and fired a burst of plasma rounds from his M63. The axe fell to the ground along with whatever had been holding it. Richard didn’t take the time to see what it had been. Up the hill he ran, firing his M63 at anything and everything foolish enough to get in his path. 
 
    “Incoming!” came Nickelo’s warning along with an image of a ball of red energy heading Richard’s way. 
 
    Drawing Power from his reserve, Richard threw up a hasty defensive shield, angling the wall of energy to make the enemy’s spell ricochet into a group of orcs that were attempting to form up between him and the battlewagon. The spell exploded in a blast of electricity, sending bolts of lightning in all directions. The white-hot sparks jumped from one set of metal armor to another until a full score of charred orc corpses littered the ground. 
 
    “You got lucky with that one,” said Nickelo. “I am plotting the location of the magic users that cast the spell. Recommend you do not allow them to cast another.” 
 
    Richard noticed six blinking red dots on his heads-up display. Spinning to his left, he fired a burst of plasma rounds from his rifle. The red energy deflected off a wall of magic a dozen meters in front of six orc shamans. They were formed into a triangle with the most powerful magic user at the front.” 
 
    “Based upon the information I am receiving from your passive scan,” said Nickelo, “their defensive shield is attuned to energy only. I calculate a sixty-two percent probability you will be able to pass through their shield if you shift into the void.” 
 
    Richard thought back to his second mission for ‘the One’ when a pack of spirit-wolves had taught him how to shift into the void between dimensions. He rarely used the ability because it was so Power hungry, but it had saved his life on more than one occasion. He had the distinct feeling it was about to do so again. 
 
    Pulling Power from his reserve, Richard shifted into the void between dimensions. The world around him turned transparent. Gravity no longer affected him. There were no longer such things as air or earth or shields of magic. Wrapping himself with Power, he levitated forward using telekinesis. 
 
    The lead shaman cast a spell in Richard’s direction. The magic energy passed through Richard’s body without doing any harm. 
 
    “Power reserve is down to sixty-two percent,” said Nickelo. “Hurry!” 
 
    Richard hurried, moving ever closer to the magic users. 
 
    “Fifty-two percent,” said Nickelo. “Forty-two. Thirty-two.” 
 
    A split-second later Richard was through the shamans’ defensive shield. He had a momentary thought that his battle computer had been right about the shamans’ shield being attuned to energy only. Then he was too busy to think about anything. 
 
    As soon as he cleared the shield, Richard shifted out of the void to conserve Power. The world became solid again. He lashed out with his phase rod, bashing in the lead shaman’s skull. The surprised orc didn’t having time to scream. Two of the other orc shamans did manage to scream, but their terror-filled shrieks didn’t keep them from dying. After a flurry of swings with his phase rod, Richard stood among the fallen bodies of the six magic users as they leaked blood and brain matter onto the ground. 
 
    “All right, they are dead,” said Nickelo. “Now stop playing around and take out that battlewagon. William has almost linked up with Mendera. I calculate the battlewagon will be directing its fire away from the infantry and to the unicorns within twenty-two seconds. To be quite honest, I do not understand why it has not done so already.” 
 
    A squad of human mercenaries charged toward Richard with swords and axes raised. He cut them down with a burst of plasma rounds. Two ogres in plate mail came charging forward. Richard yanked a grenade off his utility belt and threw it in their direction. At the same time he released the handle of his M63, letting the assault rifle hang from its shoulder strap. He drew his .44 caliber AutoMag and fired twice. A brerellium steel slug struck each ogre right between the eyes. Their helmets did them no good as the J22 powered slug tore through their skulls and blasted out the other side. The grenade exploded sending pieces of their bodies into the surrounding orcs. 
 
    “I calculate we are close enough,” said Nickelo. “The battlewagon is two-hundred-meters away. Recommend you set up the phase cannon here and destroy the battlewagon before its commander decides to take an interest in you.” 
 
    Shoving his AutoMag back into its holster, Richard grabbed his M63 and fired a long burst from the assault rifle at the few orcs who remained. A full dozen of the enemy went down. Their companions apparently saw the errors of their ways because they began running down the hill in the opposite direction from Richard. He let them go. There were bigger pactar to fry. Letting his assault rifle hang from its shoulder strap again, he unslung his dimensional pack and sent it the specs for the crew-served antitank phase cannon Nickelo had sent him earlier. 
 
    No Power left his reserve. 
 
    A feeling of apprehension washed over Richard as he lifted the flap to his pack and reached inside. His gloved hand encountered only empty space. He looked inside the dimensional pack. It was empty. 
 
    “What the hell, Nick? What’s going on? Where’s the antitank gun? What’s ‘the One’ up to?” 
 
    “I do not know, wizard scout. Try it again.” 
 
    Richard closed the flap and sent an image of the antitank weapon to the pack a second time. Once again no Power left his reserve. With his hopes dwindling fast, he raised the flap and peered inside. It was still empty. 
 
    “Nick?” 
 
    “I do not understand. I calculate you have enough Power in your reserve to summon the weapon. Try something easier. Summon a replacement antipersonnel grenade for the one you threw. It is part of your basic load. ‘The One’ does not require you to use Power to summon your basic load.” 
 
    Richard imagined a replacement grenade. No Power left his reserve, but then again, he hadn’t expected it to. He reached inside his dimensional pack and felt around. There was nothing there. 
 
    “Try something else,” said Nickelo, sounding as if he was on the verge of panic. 
 
    The unfamiliar tone of his battle computer’s voice bothered Richard more than his dimensional pack’s inability to summon equipment. He removed the isotopic battery out of his M63 and checked the level. It was at thirty-seven percent. Dropping the battery into the pack, he closed the flap. No Power left his reserve. That didn’t matter. Like the antipersonnel grenade, the M63’s battery was part of his basic load. Raising the pack’s flap, he reached inside. His hand grabbed onto the familiar shape of an isotopic battery. Pulling the battery out, he checked its level. The gauge indicated thirty-seven percent. 
 
    “I calculate your dimensional pack is not operating correctly, wizard scout.” 
 
    “No crap. Figured that out all by yourself, did you? What I want to know is why.” 
 
    The memory of the wave of energy sweeping through the valley when they’d left the tree line came back to Richard. 
 
    “I sense your thoughts, wizard scout. I concur. That spell must have something to do with the malfunction in your dimensional pack. I am monitoring the spell’s radiation in the valley. It is deteriorating at a steady rate. Eventually the spell will expire. When it does, I calculate your pack will function again.” 
 
    “I need that phase cannon now. How long will it be before my pack starts working again?” 
 
    “Based upon the rate of deterioration in the spell’s radiation, I calculate your dimensional pack will start working again in twenty-seven minutes.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Richard caught a hint of something coming at him out the corner of his eye. He rolled to the left as a stream of red tracer rounds hit the ground where he’d been the blink of an eye before. 
 
    “The autocannons on the battlewagon’s smaller turrets are attempting to target you,” said Nickelo. “Recommend you take cover until your dimensional pack is functional again.” 
 
    The battlewagon’s main gun fired. The round passed overhead before exploding in the middle of William’s infantry. A score or more of the boy-king’s soldiers went down. The infantry’s shield wall wavered. A group of soldiers took off running for safety. There was none. They were cut down by orc and human mercenaries the moment they left their formation. Officers and sergeants began running up and down the line, shoving soldiers back into ranks. Somehow the shield wall of the northern and southern armies held. 
 
    “I calculate three more rounds from the battlewagon will break the infantry’s nerve,” said Nickelo. “They will run. When they do, the orcs will overwhelm them. I calculate the battle is lost. I am running multiple algorithms in an attempt to find an alternate plan with a greater than two-percent probability of success. Take cover until I can figure something out.” 
 
    Richard had a feeling his battle computer wasn’t going to find anything with a better than two percent chance. He didn’t care. He let his marine training take over. 
 
    “The hell with it,” Richard said as he slung his dimensional pack over his shoulders and shoved the isotopic battery back into the M63. “Like my old platoon sergeant used to say, when in doubt, charge.” 
 
    “With a philosophy like that, I calculate your platoon sergeant did not make it to old age, wizard scout. My recommendation is to wait and—” 
 
    Richard stood up and ran in the direction of the battlewagon, bobbing and weaving in an attempt to throw off the machine gunners in the vehicle’s smaller turrets. 
 
    Red tracer rounds kicked up dirt all around Richard. A round hit his right foot, knocking his legs out from beneath him. He was up in a flash, running as fast as the battle suit’s assisters would go. 
 
    “You are lucky those are light machine guns,” said Nickelo. “They do not appear able to penetrate your suit’s armor. You had best hope the crew does not turn their main gun on you. I calculate if it gets a direct hit on your battle suit, there will not be enough left of you or me to feed a hungry pactar. Oh, and by the way, you do know there is a minefield between the battlewagon and you, don’t you? I have plotted the locations of the mines on your heads-up display. I detect both antipersonnel and antitank mines. I calculate the antitank mines are capable of penetrating your battle suit’s armor. Just a little FYI.” 
 
    Ignoring his battle computer, Richard focused on the battlewagon. The main turret began rotating in his direction. 
 
    What am I doing? Richard thought. I don’t have any weapons that will penetrate that thing’s armor. Why am I doing this? I must be crazy. 
 
    Images of William and Mendera flashed in his mind, letting him know why. He had no idea what he was going to do when he reached the battlewagon, but one thing he did know. 
 
    Mendera and William are my friends. I’m not going to let them down. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 – Battlewagon 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Count Boucher fired another round from the battlewagon’s main gun at the human infantry. A sense of pleasure swept over him at the sight of a dozen broken and torn bodies flying into the air. 
 
    The fools are going to run. When they do, my mercenaries will cut them down. None of them will escape to tell the tale. 
 
    While he waited for the loader to shove another shell into the cannon’s breech, Boucher swiveled the aiming screen to look over the battle area. He spotted the white phalanx of unicorns tearing through a shield wall the demon-giant’s elite guards had thrown up to protect their leader. He spotted the white flag and boars-head insignia of Onslow. A brown-haired girl rode the lead unicorn. Next to her was a boy on a pony of pure white. 
 
    Boucher laughed. One blast from this battlewagon’s cannon could kill those two troublesome fools and stop the unicorn’s charge, but that’s not going to happen. I’m going to let the demon and them fight it out. If I’m lucky, they’ll kill each other. If they don’t, I’ll destroy whoever is left with my battlewagon. 
 
    Turning the aiming sight back on the enemy’s infantry, he savored the moment before firing another round. Victory was too sweet of a thing to let it happen too fast. 
 
    “Count Boucher,” came the irritating voice of the mage at the communications console. “We have a problem. The orcs and mercenaries protecting us are running away. Someone in black armor is heading straight for us.” 
 
    Rotating the main turret toward the base of the hill, Boucher spotted a lone figure in black armor running toward the battlewagon. Whoever it was carried some type of red sword in his left hand. A metal rod resembling one of the star weapons he’d seen in the battlewagon’s training videos was in the figure’s right hand. 
 
    “He has a star weapon,” said the communications officer. “I recommend we withdraw.” 
 
    “Withdraw?” shouted the count. “From a lone man? The battle is almost won. His star weapon won’t help him in the minefield. He’s as good as dead.” 
 
    The black figure weaved back and forth, somehow avoiding the mines. 
 
    A feeling of apprehension rose in the count’s chest. Forgetting all about the enemy’s infantry, Boucher rotated the main cannon at the running figure and fired. He caught a momentary glimpse of the black figure dodging to the side a split-second before the cannon round exploded. Secondary explosions from nearby mines threw dirt and smoke into the air. When the smoke cleared, the figure in black was through the minefield and running for a boulder the size of a large cart. 
 
    Count Boucher kicked the battlewagon’s driver in the back of the head. When the driver turned in his seat, Boucher yelled, “Smash the boulder with the battlewagon and crush whoever’s behind it under your treads.” 
 
    “No!” shouted the mage at the communication station. “We need to withdraw and get to another firing position so we can support the giant. We can’t let—” 
 
    Boucher drew the star weapon he’d found in one of the battlewagon’s lockers from its holster and aimed it at the bothersome mage. “I’ve had enough of you trying to tell me what to do.” 
 
    The mage’s eyes grew large. A split-second later the star weapon spit death in the form of a metal slug between the communication officer’s eyes. Blood and brain matter splattered the metal wall behind the dead man. The round ricocheted back and forth inside the battlewagon several times, narrowly missing Boucher’s head. 
 
    Pointing the star weapon at the driver, Count Boucher said, “I said crush whoever that is with your treads.” 
 
    The driver nodded. 
 
    With a roar of its engine, the battlewagon lurched forward, smashing into the boulder at a high-rate of speed. The boulder broke apart. No one was behind it. 
 
    “He’s to our right,” said one of the machine gunners.  
 
    “Well, don’t just tell me about it,” Boucher shouted. “Shoot him.” 
 
    As long blasts erupted from both of the smaller cupulas, Boucher rotated the main turret in the direction of the dodging black figure. He succeeded in aiming the battlewagon’s cannon at whoever it was, but by the time he pulled the trigger, the black figure was no longer there. When the dust from the explosion settled, the man had vanished from sight. 
 
    Count Boucher shouted into his helmet’s microphone. “Where’d he go?” 
 
    “He’s on top of the battlewagon,” came the reply from one of the machine gunners. “We can’t rotate our weapons far enough to get a bead on him.” 
 
    Glancing at the hatch above his head, Count Boucher made sure it was sealed. He relaxed. The demon had assured him no weapon created on Portalis could penetrate the battlewagon’s armor. In spite of the demon’s assurance, something told the count the black figure still posed a threat. 
 
    Rotating the vehicle’s external scrying devices, Boucher spotted the black figure beating at the main hatch with his red sword. The weapon glanced off doing no harm. The apprehension that had started to grow inside the count disappeared. He laughed. 
 
    “The fool can’t get to us,” Boucher said over his helmet’s microphone. “As soon as he gets tired of beating on the hatch, he’ll jump off and try to run. When he does, hit him with everything we’ve got. Then we’ll finish off the infantry before we destroy the unicorns.” 
 
    And the demon, thought the count, although he kept that part of the plan to himself. 
 
    “He’s off,” came the shout of one of the machine gunners. “He’s heading back into the minefield.” 
 
    “See? He’s a bigger fool than I thought,” Boucher told his crew. “He’s going to kill himself and save us the trouble.” 
 
    Rotating the main turret in an attempt to acquire the black figure in his sights, the count spotted the man down on both knees digging furiously at the ground with both hands. Plumes of dirt popped into the air all around the black figure as the battlewagon’s machine gunners fired a steady stream of tracers. A couple of rounds hit the man in the side, knocking him over, but he got back up and continued digging. 
 
    What does the fool think he’s doing? Boucher wondered. He laughed. It doesn’t matter. One blast from my cannon will let him join his elf friends in death. 
 
    The crosshairs on the aiming sight centered on the figure. Before the count could fire, the man jerked something out of the ground and began running back toward the battlewagon. A split-second later he was out of sight. 
 
    “Where is he now?” demanded the count. 
 
    The fear-filled voice of one of the machine gunners came over the headset in the count’s helmet. “He’s on top of the battlewagon. He’s got one of our antitank mines with him.” 
 
    Something made metal-to-metal contact with the top of the main turret. The count caught a flash of the black figure in the aiming sight. The man jumped off the battlewagon, leaped into the air as he twisted around, and fired the star weapon in his right hand. 
 
    The count’s brain registered molten metal burning into his flesh. Then he knew no more. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 – Desperation 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Richard lay on the ground where the blast from the exploding battlewagon had thrown him. No one needed to tell him that he’d gotten lucky. The antitank mine had been able to do what his phase rod hadn’t. After placing the mine face down on the main turret, he’d been able to jump clear and set the mine off with a burst of plasma rounds from his M63. The mine’s blast had easily penetrated the battlewagon’s armor. Secondary explosions from within the vehicle had sent the main turret flying a hundred meters into the air. For one surreal moment, Richard lay on his back watching the flaming turret spin end over end in the sky. 
 
    “Move, Rick! You’re in danger,” warned Nickelo. 
 
    The surreal moment ended. Reality set in as the burning turret headed straight down in his direction. 
 
    “Crap!” was all Richard had time to say before he was up on his feet and running for all he was worth.  
 
    The turret hit the ground in the middle of the minefield setting off more explosions. 
 
    With the battlewagon out of action, Richard ran back down the hill as fast as his battle suit would take him. He followed the green path Nickelo placed on his heads-up display to get him out of the last of the minefield. Once clear, he headed at top speed toward the demon-giant two kilometers away. He spotted William on his pony riding alongside his sister on Swiftmane at the head of the rest of the unicorns and the ragged remains of a formation of elf and human knights. 
 
    Zooming in with his visor, Richard spotted High Priest Rastan holding his blackened staff high. The blue gem at its tip blazed bright as a beam of blue magic shot out at the demon-giant. The beam glanced off an invisible shield into the air. 
 
    The demon-giant laughed. “Victory is ours!” came the demon’s shout, easily heard over the entire battlefield. The demon laughed again. His laugh was accompanied by a wave of fear and hate that made Richard want to fall to the ground in hopeless terror. He resisted the urge. He’d fought demons before. 
 
    “The giant is using his demon aura,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “Some of William’s knights are giving up.” 
 
    Sure enough, Richard spotted two score or more knights fall out of their saddles and hit the ground. Without their riders, the horses bolted away in blind panic. 
 
    The demon-giant howled with laughter. “Bow down now and worship me, fools. I will give you a merciful death. Continue to defy me, and your pain will be eternal.” 
 
    Richard gauged the distance to the giant. He still had a thousand meters to go. He fired a long burst of his M63 at a troll. The troll fell. Jumping over the creature before it could recover, Richard kept running. 
 
    “I’ve got to get to William and Mendera,” Richard told his battle computer. “I promised them I wouldn’t leave until the battle was won. I gave them my word.” 
 
    He gauged the distance again. Swiftmane and his rider were only a hundred meters from the giant. Desperation grew in Richard’s heart. 
 
    I’m not going to make it in time. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 46 – Price of Victory 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The giant was only a hundred paces away when Mendera sensed energy building up in Swiftmane’s horn. Touching the magic with her mind, she combined it with the Power of the gem in the Lady’s staff that High Priest Rastan held high overhead. 
 
    “This is it!” shouted High Lord Wester as he sent spell after spell into the ranks of the orcs, ogres, trolls, and human mercenaries blocking the way to the giant. 
 
    “For Onslow!” yelled William as he raised the pistol Richard had given him and emptied it at the humans and orcs attempting to form a shield wall ahead. 
 
    “For Onslow and Silverton!” Mendera shouted as she fired the last of the rounds from her pistol before letting it fall from her grasp. 
 
    The demon-giant raised his hammer and barred his squared teeth as if anticipating Mendera’s death. A wave of fear washed over her, striving to convince her that the only choice she had was to fall to the ground and beg for mercy. Some of William’s knights succumbed to the fear, but Swiftmane’s courage filled Mendera and those around her, overcoming the demon’s aura. 
 
    A blast of magic from High Lord Wester’s staff shot out, striking the handle of the giant’s hammer. The metal head broke off, spinning into the air and hitting the ground far behind the giant. The demon-giant lifted what remained of the wooden handle in his hand with hatred burning in his eyes. 
 
    “I will kill you and your brother,” came the demon’s thoughts in Mendera’s mind. “Pain eternal will be yours. You will beg for death before I am finished with you.” 
 
    All thought of fear left Mendera’s mind. Her only concern was for her brother’s safety. Picturing the giant’s left breast, Mendera sent the image to Swiftmane, hoping the stallion understood. 
 
    He did. 
 
    Jumping over the heads of two ogres in plate mail, Elf Friend Swiftmane drove his horn into the giant’s chest. The blazing-white horn tore through the giant’s chainmail as if it wasn’t there, going deep into the demon’s black heart. The giant’s scream was so loud soldiers on both sides fell to the ground holding hands over their ears to keep out the pain-filled shriek. The demon-giant twisted and fell back. 
 
    Mendera heard something snap. Then she was rolling on the ground. Her head hit a discarded shield, reminding her that she’d lost her helmet earlier. Then everything went black. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Richard heard the hate-and-pain-filled scream of the demon as it fell back. He caught a glimpse of a broken-off white horn in the demon’s chest. The ground within the entire valley trembled. 
 
    Richard fell to his knees. He tried rising, but his muscles wouldn’t work. Every cell in his body tingled as energy flowed through his body. His vision dimmed as the battle faded from view. 
 
    Realization of what was happening caused the beast within him to rattle its cage. Anger against ‘the One’ took over. 
 
    “No!” Richard shouted, unsure if anyone could even hear his cry. “Not yet! Let me see if the boy’s alive! At least let me say goodbye!” 
 
    “Mission success,” came the voice of ‘the One’ with no hint of emotion. “Return to training.” 
 
    A final image of the half-elf Mendera lying near a hornless Swiftmane flashed in Richard’s mind. Then the world around him disappeared as blackness became his universe. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Dazed but conscious, Mendera tried to rise. Two hands helped her to her feet. She looked into William’s eyes. 
 
    “The demon!” Mendera shouted as realization of where she was came flooding back to her. 
 
    William pointed at something over her shoulder. 
 
    Spinning around, she saw the demon-giant on its back with the broken end of a white horn sticking out the left side of its chest. Something white with splotches of red lay near the demon-giant’s feet. 
 
    “Swiftmane!” Mendera shouted as she struggled free of her brother’s grip. 
 
    Making her way to the dying unicorn, Mendera fell to her knees and cradled the stallion’s head in her lap. Morningstar and the unicorn colt came running up as did High Lord Wester and High Priest Rastan. 
 
    Blood flowed out of the spot on Swiftmane’s forehead where his horn had been, staining the unicorn’s normally snow-white coat. The stallion opened his eyes, focusing on Mendera. “Do not weep for me, rider. This has been ordained since before either of us was born. Someone must always make the sacrifice for victory. This time it was my turn.” 
 
    “No!” Mendera cried. “No.” She looked at High Priest Rastan. “You’re a priest. Do something.” 
 
    The high priest shook his head. “I cannot. He is a creature of magic. Elves cannot heal by magic.” 
 
    “Where’s Rick!” shouted William. 
 
    The boy-king turned in the direction of the hill where the metal dragon had been. A dense column of black smoke billowing into the air foretold the success of the wizard scout’s mission, but of the wizard scout there was no sign. 
 
    William pointed at one of his knights. “Ride to the hill. We need Rick. Only he can save the elf friend.” 
 
    Before the knight could mount his horse, Elf Friend Swiftmane shook his head. “Do not waste your time. Our friend Rick is no longer in this world. I sensed his presence leave at the death of the demon-giant.” The stallion’s eyes began to glaze over. Before they dimmed completely, they seemed to focus on Mendera almost as if begging her to heed his next words. “Take what remains of my horn to the Lady. The elves will need a weapon against any future attacks by the demons. Tell the Lady I give my horn freely for the future defense of Silverton. When that time comes, a hero will appear who will use my horn to save all of Portalis. Until then, my task is done.” 
 
    “No!” Mendera cried. “You cannot leave us. The elves need you.” 
 
    The stallion’s lips curled in what might have been a unicorn’s version of a smile. “No, rider. That is where you are wrong. The elves do not need me. Not as long as they have heroes and heroines like your brother and you.” 
 
    The stallion let out the last of his breath. His eyes darkened as the light within disappeared completely and forever. 
 
    Morningstar and all of the remaining unicorns reared in the air and neighed. 
 
    High Lord Wester and High Priest Rastan went down on one knee, paying homage to the fallen elf friend.  
 
    William and Mendera did the same. 
 
    Mendera cried, caring not who saw. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 – Family 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The next week passed more swiftly than Mendera would’ve believed. William and she spent uncounted hours roaming the battlefield, seeking any sign that would tell them of Richard’s fate. They found none. Only the blackened hulk of the destroyed battlewagon remained to let them know the wizard scout had kept his promise. He hadn’t left until they’d regained their kingdom and their parents had been avenged. 
 
    Standing next to what was left of the armored vehicle, King William of Onslow turned to his sister, Mendera, rider of Elf Friend Swiftmane. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll ever see Rick again, Sis?” 
 
    Mendera shook her head. She wiped something away from her eyes. She didn’t try and hide the sadness that had filled her heart for the last week. “The Lady told me that we will not see our friend again in this life. He will exist only in our memories. I spoke with the Lady last night. She said others need Rick more than us. She said he has important tasks to do just as we have ours.” 
 
    William wiped at his cheek with the sleeve of his tunic. “I’m going to miss him. He was my friend.” 
 
    Mendera wrapped an arm around her brother’s shoulder. “He was both of our friends.” She tried her best to smile for her brother’s sake. “He will never truly be gone though.” She touched the left side of her chest. “He will always be inside here with us.” 
 
    Her brother gazed out over the battlefield. The bodies of both friend and foe had been removed and the blood cleansed from the grass, but the burnt remains of the silver-elm trees could not so easily be made whole. 
 
    “What do we do now, Sis?” 
 
    Mendera sighed. She’d been wondering the same thing. “We must go on. We will place one foot in front of the other and continue doing our duty, just as Rick would want us to do.” She looked at her brother. “You’re Onslow’s king now. Your people need you.” 
 
    William’s eyes narrowed as he looked at her. “You mean they need us, don’t you? You’re a princess of Onslow. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it almost sounds like you’re not planning on going back home with me.” 
 
    Mendera held her breath a second before letting it out. She’d wanted to tell her brother what she’d decided to do, but had been putting it off. “I’m going home, just not the home you think. The people of Onslow need a king.” She smiled. “A princess would only get in the way.” 
 
    Her brother’s eyes took on a shine. “If not Onslow, where will you go?” 
 
    Mendera smiled. “I’m going to my mother’s mountains. Her home was in a village called Ivy Borough. That will be my home now.” 
 
    “What will you do there?” 
 
    Mendera sighed, thinking of the task ahead. “The Lady has given me instructions on how to turn Swiftmane’s horn into a weapon. The Tree of Light has given one of its branches to create a lance. High Lord Wester and High Priest Rastan have promised the cooperation of the elves’ mage and priest guilds in creating a weapon capable of defeating the most powerful of demons. Rastan says the prophecies mention a lance in a final battle against forces of darkness that will determine the salvation of three galaxies. I believe creating that lance from Elf Friend Swiftmane’s horn is now my mission in life.” 
 
    William sniffed. “Will I ever see you again?” 
 
    Mendera laughed and ruffled her brother’s hair. “Oh, you can’t get rid of me that easy. You might be king of Onslow now, but you’re still my little brother, and I’ll always be your sister. Anytime you want to come see me, all you have to do is order one of your mages to teleport you to Ivy Borough. High Lord Wester has promised his mages will do the same for me whenever I feel like visiting Onslow.” 
 
    William nodded, somewhat mollified. “That’s good. We’re family. Family sticks together.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Mendera smiled. “Family always sticks together.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    As the darkness gave way to light, Richard stumbled. The legs of his battle suit stiffened, keeping him upright. 
 
    “You’re back in your tent,” said Nickelo. “You’re back at the Academy.” 
 
    Already memories of the battle and who he’d been with were starting to fade as if waking from a dream.  
 
    Was it a dream? he wondered. He knew it wasn’t. 
 
    A man and two women wearing shorts and t-shirts were sitting on one of two cots in the tent. They were staring at him. Memories of who they were came flooding back into Richard’s mind. He knew them. They were his friends, Jared, Tam, and Telsa. 
 
    Richard collapsed on his cot and removed his helmet before looking at his fellow cadets. 
 
    “How long have I been gone?” Richard asked 
 
    The man, Jared, spoke. “About thirty seconds, Rick. Uh…, how long do you think you were gone?” 
 
    Richard looked at his friend. “Just shy of six months.” 
 
    The shorter of the two women, Telsa, rose from the cot were she sat and walked over to Richard. Patting his shoulder, she said, “You’ve got a screwed-up life, Rick. But I’m glad you’re back.” She waved a hand at Jared and Tam. “We’re all wizard scout cadets. The four of us are family.” 
 
    “Family?” Richard asked. 
 
    The man, Jared, smiled. “That’s right, family. And family always sticks together.” 
 
    “He’s right, Rick,” came Nickelo’s thoughts in Richard’s mind. “We are family too. No matter what missions ‘the One’ sends you on in the future, I’ll be there with you in one way or another.” 
 
    “Promise?” Richard thought back. 
 
    “It is not a promise, Rick. It is a fact. I am your battle computer. Whatever comes your way, I will be there with you. It is like Jared said. We are family.” 
 
    The ache in Richard’s heart lessened. He thought back to his years at the orphanage. He smiled. 
 
    He’d always wanted a family. 
 
      
 
    [End Transmission] 
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