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Death is an ugly visitor, sometimes ushered in by the loveliest of messengers.

The bored Guard of the King’s Chambers battled sleep. On this, the eve of battle, the King had left strict instructions that no one was to bother him. He wanted a good rest, in preparation for the chaos that would reign tomorrow.

A slight sound in the hall caught his attention.

“Lucieanne. You should not be here.”

He watched as the lovely young woman glided towards him. She held her heels between her delicate fingers. Her soft feet made no sound as she glided towards him across the stone floor, a smile playing across her pretty face.

“I am lonely, Darne. I want your company.”

She touched his chest with a dainty white hand, rubbing it while she kissed his cheek. The other hand withdrew a dagger from the top of her stocking.

A moment later, Darne slid to the floor, blood gushing from his slashed throat. She looked down at his body, now silent on the floor. She had completed her first task. She glanced at the door. Behind the entry lay her second task.

She turned the knob, being careful to turn it slowly. She stepped inside. A window above the bed admitted the soft light of the lamps in the courtyard outside. She could see, in the dim light, the sleeping form of the king. My, he was fat.

She laid her heels on the foot of the bed. She needed both hands for her grisly task. Quiet as the moon’s rays that stretched across her intended victim, she crept to the side of the bed. The King lay on his back, his eyes closed, deep in sleep.

Grasping the dagger in both hands, she drove it deep into his chest. His eyes fluttered open for a brief instant, his hand groped towards the wound. His silk nightshirt darkened in a widening circle as his life streamed from him. His eyes glazed. He was silent.

Lucieanne withdrew the dagger and wiped it clean on the bedclothes. She replaced the dagger in the sheath through the slit in her skirt.

She had struck the first blow. King Awl was dead. This would please Gault.

The darkness covered the mountains like a black ocean. The mountains regurgitated the men hiding in their recesses. They assembled in a valley, awaiting the arrival of their King. Finally, Bort arrived, and all was ready. The order came down. The great pirate army began its sweep south. Stef Marne rode behind Bort, the Pirate King, and watched as the miles swept by in the darkness. A trusted member of Bort’s inner circle, Stef had been with Bort since the beginning. He was riding as part of Bort’s bodyguard, which followed the army on this thrust into Torne.

By morning, the army would sweep into Cleery. Bort’s brother, Frak, would have the pirate fleet off the coast of Cleery. His task was to divert the Tornese from the real threat, this sweep down from the mountains.

They swept by many small hamlets that would be ripe for plunder after the battle. As they thundered through the darkness, Stef thought about the long road they had already traveled. Stef had been with Bort since the beginning on the Death Talon so many years ago, before Bort became the Pirate King.

Stef could see Bort’s sword at his side. It was the sword of a king, and its magic aided Bort on his rise. It helped him defeat Captain Jarn when he became captain of the ship.

Bort used the sword to assemble a fleet of captured Sylvanhaven ships. He gained enough strength to challenge Captain Blocke, the Pirate King, and take the kingship from him.

Bort’s strategy for gaining ascendancy of The Six Kingdoms had been flawless. One after another, five of the Six Kingdoms fell to the pirates. They enriched themselves on plunder and slaves from the kingdoms.

Only the debacle at Ghree stained the record. That disaster, caused by the wizard Tarque, Bort rectified later when they took the Kingdom of Ghrond.

The Barnish kingdom of Rhee fell next. Stef marveled at the plan Bort put together for this final push. He assembled an army in the Barnish Mountains and now this final mad dash through Torne to Cleery. Soon the pirates would be masters of five of the Six Kingdoms as Torne, the last kingdom fell. Only Sylvanhaven, now the realm of Gwaum, remained.

The hours passed, as did the night. The eastern sky began to lighten. They approached the hills that marked the small village of Jarna. This was the last town they would pass through before they arrived in Cleery.

That is when Bort’s plans went awry. Stef could hear, ahead of them, the sounds of conflict. The column slowed. Trumpets blared ahead of them and the sound of swords and men dying rang out in the early morning.

He glanced from one side to the other. Soldiers appeared in the tree line at the base of the hills that lined the road. The army had ridden into an ambush.

Stef and the bodyguard drew up and surrounded Bort, who began shouting orders. A flurry of arrows fell in amongst them. Several of the bodyguard fell from their horses, their screams punctuating the dawn.

Bort wheeled his horse around. Archers, guarded by pike men had surrounded them. They could see men waiting behind the archers, swords drawn. He could see one soldier who appeared to be in command of this body of troops.

Bort withdrew his sword and pointed at the body of troops on the west side of the road behind which this man rode.

“Charge,” he cried. “Ride them down.”

Stef spurred his horse, and the pirate force sped across the small meadow that separated them from their attackers. They hit the line of pike men, and many around Stef fell. However, they broke through. The commander of this unit moved to challenge Bort.

Stef fought a mounted swordsman and killed him. He turned to see Bort, now unhorsed, in combat with his challenger. He waited to see Bort strike the young man down.

He watched in disbelief as Bort’s sword flew from his hand. The challenger held the point of his sword at Bort’s throat. A second later blood spurted from the severed jugular and Bort fell.

All around him, he could hear his fellow pirates bellow in disbelief. Their leader had fallen. The tide turned against them and the Tornese pushed them back to the road. Stef saw an opening in the Tornese lines. He spurred his horse and galloped through.

Flooded with shame and terror, he fled the battlefield. He rode into the trees. Fear ruled him as he spurred his horse into greater speed.

He climbed higher and higher into the hills and finally reached the top of one. The top was clear, affording him a clear view of the surrounding countryside. He turned back towards the road. Below him, in the distance, he watched the final annihilation of the pirate army.

He rode down the hill and found a campsite. No one had used it in a long time. Rain had packed the ashes in the fire ring down. He dismounted and sat on a rock near the fire ring. The disaster he had just seen numbed his mind.

Bort was dead, the pirate force decimated. His mind ran to Frak, commanding the pirate fleet off the coast of Cleery. Helplessness overwhelmed him. The fleet was expecting to capture the Tornese fleet that tried to escape the fall of Cleery. The pirate army, after capturing Cleery, had planned to annihilate this fleet.

Instead, the pirate fleet would face the full strength of the Tornese armada. Stef was helpless to warn them.

The sun approached zenith before Stef’s mind registered his predicament. The army had traveled fast. They had not burdened themselves with rations. They had expected to dine that evening on the rich fare of Cleery.

Stef arose from the rock that he had been sitting on. His muscles were stiff from inaction and his throat burned with thirst. He spied a tree-lined valley just below him. There might be a stream there for him to replenish his water skin.

He tethered his horse and walked down to the line of trees. There was a stream there. He knelt by it and washed his face. He drank from its waters and found it to be sweet. He filled his water skin.

That slaked his thirst. His stomach gnawed at him. He needed food. He could see fish in the clear water of the stream, just out of his reach. His memory stretched back to his childhood. He was Barnish, though all allegiance to that race had left him many years ago. He remembered spearing fish in the mountain streams of his boyhood. He pulled his knife from his belt and cut a long pole from a small tree growing near the stream. He fastened his knife securely, using vines that grew along the trees.

He positioned himself on the bank of the stream and waited. The fish grew accustomed to his presence. One nice one approached him, finding small minnows in the pool to chase. His strikes at them disturbed the water’s surface, creating concentric rings that spread ever outward. At length, the fish approached close enough for Stef to strike. Stef thrust downward. He missed.

After several tries, he finally speared one. He walked back to the fire ring where he cleaned the fish. He laid the fish on a stone and gathered some firewood. He lit a small, hot fire that emitted little smoke. He cooked the fish and ate it as the sun went down.

With darkness, he decided he could keep the fire, as long as he kept it small. The ring of stones that surrounded it would hide it. His mind began to work.

There would be more refugees from the pirate army roaming these hills. He would use the darkness to search for others who survived the carnage.

Back to Table of Contents



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 2



[image: ]




From his vantage on the bridge, Frak could see the harbor of Cleery and the city beyond. The morning sun shone over the waves of the sea, reflecting the fire red hues of the orb as it emerged. Something was wrong. The pirate force should have been in the city by now. He should see signs of conflict. Instead, he saw the Tornese fleet approaching the sea chain.

“They are attacking us,” Gault shouted. “That is not part of our plan.”

Frak saw the ships pass over the lowered sea chain. The number of ships approaching worried him. The Tornese had almost twice as many ships as he had.

The attacking ships maneuvered to surround his fleet as they emerged from the harbor. Still, he waited. If the pirate attack on the city occurred as planned, these ships would hurry back into the harbor. They would need the troops to defend the city.

He studied the city, worry reflected in his face. There was no sign of attack. He glanced at Gault, then at the men standing near him, awaiting his command.

He looked again. The Tornese had now converged on three sides and threatened to surround his flotilla.

He shouted his command, “Turn and retreat to sea.”

His first mate glanced at him and protested, “We will be deserting Bort.”

“I know that, but the Tornese will surround us. There are too many. We must retreat and await Bort’s attack.”

The mate gave the command. The signal flagman relayed it to the other ships. The pirate ships turned and retreated. The command came too late for many of the ships. The Tornese wasted no time in attacking these ships. Frak watched, furious in his helplessness, as the assault consumed his ships. Almost half his fleet had engaged with the Tornese fleet.

In frustration and rage, he screamed another command, “Run up all the sails. Run at full speed.”

The remaining pirate ships fled, pursued by the Tornese fleet. The pursuers soon overtook and captured the ships. Only five ships now remained. There were still fifteen Tornese ships in pursuit.

“I can hide this ship with a concealing spell,” Gault said.

“What about the others?” Frak asked in a voice edged with fear.

“There are too many, I cannot hide them. We alone can escape.”

Frak looked at the ships behind him. The loss of his fleet was galling, but surely temporary. Bort would take Cleery. The Tornese fleet would find no refuge there when they returned with their prizes.

Frak spat his command, “Do it,”

Gault descended from the bridge, strode to the middle of the ship and extended his wand above his head. Frak could see a shimmering stream ascend from the wand, arc downward and encompass his ship. The ship was now invisible under a curtain of swirling air.

“Keep on our present course. Inform me when the Tornese ships are no longer in sight.”

He turned and stalked into his cabin.

Bort would be furious at the loss of the ships. Of course, when the Tornese found their city held against them, they would escape. They would be a nuisance to deal with later.

He sat down at his table and swept the charts out of the way. He pulled a bottle from a drawer and poured a glass of rum. He wasted no time in draining the glass.

Darkness blanketed the sea. The pirate ship lay at anchor outside the harbor, concealed by the wizard’s spell. Frak could see the lights of the city. The calm waters of the harbor reflected their light.

There were no raging fires of conquest.

“Sail in but be careful. It appears they have not raised the chains.”

The pirate ship entered the harbor and approached the wharf. Instead of screams, Frak could hear cheering and laughter. This was wrong. What had happened to Bort? Why was the city not in flames?

“It appears the attack has failed,” The mate said as he stood by Frak, studying the scene before them.

“It could not have failed. Bort has the sword. No one can withstand him. Something must have delayed him. They will attack tomorrow.”

“If they do, they will find that the Tornese are not distracted by our presence. The city will be harder to take, with the Tornese able to focus on them.”

“They will be unsuspecting and still besotted from their perceived victory. They will be easy pickings.”

Frak’s voice bore the taint of disbelief in his own words.

The mate returned his gaze to the city.

“We can accomplish nothing here. We risk discovery despite the wizard’s spell. We should leave the harbor.”

Frak gave the command. He stood on the bridge and watched the wharf recede. He was undecided what his next move should be. The ship could accomplish nothing here. He had one ship against a huge Tornese fleet.

As the ship exited the harbor and entered the sea, he could see lightning in the distance. A storm was approaching from the southwest. In that moment, he decided. He did not wish to weather a storm alone on this vast, unforgiving sea.

“Sail for Borr.”

At Borr, he could scrounge some more ships. There were still a few in the harbor, and maybe more had returned from other missions. He could outfit a new fleet and return to Cleery. He would hunt down the vagabond Tornese ships that would flee Bort’s attack. He would hunt them down and kill them all.
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Dawn eased over the hills. Stef had spent the night hunting the darkened lands. He found six more pirates. Two had wounds, one of them serious. They raided a farmhouse for food, slaying the inhabitants before ransacking the house. After the raid, they took to the hills to hide.

Stef led them back to his camp on the hill. They laid the stricken man on the grass to tend his wounds.

Stef finally stood up, saying, “These wounds are too bad. We can do no more for him.”

By the time the sun stood straight above their heads, he had died. They buried him under stones near the stream.

The pirates gathered around the fire ring.

“We cannot stay here,” Stef said. “The Tornese will search these hills, looking for survivors. They will find us.”

“What do you suggest?” Taresh asked.

“We must spend the afternoon hiding here. By nightfall, we should move north. We will not be able to cross the river, as they will watch the bridges. When we get to Flynn, we must go back to our staging area, cross into Rhee. There will still be some units there. We left some behind to guard our rear. We must gather them and head south to the Firth River, get a boat and go to Borr. Frak will be there. We must tell him what happened.”

“I could use some sleep,” noted Taresh. “As we all could.”

“We will rest. One must stay awake to watch in case any troops come looking here. Someone will know this spot.” 

Stef glanced at the fire ring and said, “I will not find sleep, so I will take the first watch.”

The others found spots to rest in the shade of the trees near the stream. Stef walked up to the top of the hill. He could see soldiers moving about along the road.

As he watched, he saw a unit stop and leave the road. He lost sight of them as they entered the forest, heading towards him.

He spent a few minutes deciding what to do. The others needed rest, but he was sure that the soldiers were coming here. He moved back down the hill and awakened the others.

“The Tornese are coming here. We must leave now.”

Taresh went to the fire ring and gathered their supplies. He scattered the ashes and threw water on them. Satisfied, he rejoined the others, who were hiding in the thicket above the stream.

The sun moved further to the west. They heard a disturbance on the other side of the hill. A mounted figure appeared at the crest. He studied the campsite, and then rode down the hill. In a few moments, more figures appeared at the crest and followed the soldier down to the campsite.

They stopped at the fire ring. One, the first who appeared, bent to feel the fire. Satisfied, he stood up.

“I know that man.” Stef whispered to Taresh, who lay near him. “It is the one who killed Bort. He has the sword.”

Taresh pulled an arrow from his quiver and fitted it to the bow that he carried. He aimed at the soldier. Stef saw what he was doing and pushed the arrow down.

“Have you lost your senses? There are fifty soldiers there. If you kill him, the rest will attack us. You will get us all killed.”

“He killed Bort.”

“Yes, and we will get our revenge. The important thing now is to get word back to Frak. Then we will plan our vengeance on the Tornese.”

Taresh put the arrow back in the quiver and slung the bow over his shoulder with a look of disgust.

“I have never put an arrow away before after I have drawn a target. I could have killed him. But I will do as you say.”

They watched as the soldiers milled around at the campsite. Several moved towards them and inspected the line of trees that concealed the pirates. At a command from their captain, they gathered into a line and rode back over the hill.

The pirates waited for a while, then came out of hiding.

“Tonight, we must move. We will not be able to rest until we get out of this country.”

“We may not even be able to rest then. If the Tornese decide to move on Borr, they may infest the lands around the Firth, also.”

“That is a chance we must take. We cannot stay here.”

When night fell, the pirates gathered the horses they had hidden in the trees and rode north. By morning, they reached Flynn. They skirted the town, remaining unseen by the soldiers that guarded the town.

They continued up the valley they had ridden through with so much enthusiasm two days before. When they reached the gathering spot, they found that the Tornese had beaten them there. The pirates they had left behind lay scattered around the camp, dead. Several had their hands tied behind their backs, lying face down on the ground. Or they would have been face down, if their heads were still on their bodies. The heads were stuck on poles a short distance away.

“The Tornese surprised them and attacked,” said Stef. “We alone have survived.”

Taresh looked at the bodies lying in the starlight. 

“They didn’t even bury them,” he said in revulsion. “They left them for vultures and animals to feast. They will pay for this insult.”

“Yes, soon enough they will,” said Stef. “But here is not safe for us to stay to bury them. Even now, they may be watching in the darkness. We must move on, into the mountains and seek our vengeance later.”

The pirates sought refuge in the mountains, climbing through the night in the darkness. Their progress was slow. By morning, they had reached the peak of the mountain they had been climbing. Stef watched the sunlight illuminate the mountaintops to the west. It then began creeping across the valley. On the other side of the valley, he could see their destination, the Mountain of Seven Rivers. Below him, he could see the source of the Firth River. Here it began its journey through the deserts before finally ending in the Kwauel Marshes. Borr lay on an island between these marshes and the sea, protected by land by the marshy land.

The others joined him on the summit. The sun was warm on the rocks at the peak. There were crevices in the rock faces of the rock that would provide shelter from sun or rain.

He gazed down at the Firth and said, “Here we will rest for until tomorrow morning. Then we will set out for the river. We have an outpost there. We can get a boat and drift down to Borr.”

“It should take only three or four days for us to get there,” replied Taresh.

“Then, with Frak, we will begin to lay plans to avenge our loss and humiliation at the hands of the Tornese.”

The men sat on rocks and ate from their provisions. After their repast, they each sought out comfortable places to sleep in the crevices of the rocks.

The sun found the five men readying themselves for their descent into the valley. One of the Ghronds approached Stef.

“It is time for us to part company. We Ghronds will return to our homeland. We will take the northern route to the Meroon River.”

Stef extended his hand, saying, “I thought as much. It was good traveling with you. I wish you had better news to take back to your homeland.”

“We are soldiers. The families of the slain expect the worst. It is the life we chose.”

“Farewell. May you get to your homes safe.”

At this, the men departed along their separate paths. The pirates Stef and Taresh traveled south, to the Firth River and the Ghronds taking the northern path and out of this tale.

It was a pleasant day, and the further they descended, the air got warmer. The trail was narrow and steep, threading through dense thickets of mountain shrubs and trees. By noon, they reached the bottom. They forded the Nonn River. Here it was still a mountain stream.

They crested a ridge and descended further. They could see the spring that was the source of the Firth River. It sprang from a small cave at the foot of a mountain. It cascaded into a pool, and then fell in a magnificent waterfall to another pool fifty feet below.

They followed the course of the river as it wended its way through the hilly country. As they crested the last hill, they could see the desert before them. The sun was setting in the west. At the base of the hill, beside the waters of the river, the buildings that marked the pirate stronghold stood.

The men spurred their horses and approached. The guards who looked down from the towers on each side of the gate challenged them.

“I am Stef Morne, member of the bodyguard of King Bort. My companion and I seek audience with your commander.”

The gate opened after a wait of a few minutes. Two armed men stood in the opening. One of them inspected Stef’s badge, then signaled admittance. He accompanied them to a small building that stood at the center of the compound.

“I will tell Commander Doone that you wish to see him.”

The man entered the building and returned in a few minutes.

“Commander Doone will see you now.”

The guard stood aside as Stef and Taresh entered the building. They walked over to the commander, seated at a desk that faced the door. His eyes fastened on Stef.

“What does a member of Bort’s guard want at our humble post?”

Stef and Taresh seated themselves on the two chairs indicated by the Commander.

“I have some bad news to report. “

The commander straightened himself in his chair, then asked, “What is the news?”

Stef placed his hands on the desk and clenched his fists, growling in anger, “The expedition into Torne met with disaster. The Tornese army ambushed us. They destroyed the army and killed Bort.”

The commander’s eyes widened.

“King Kairn is dead?”

“I saw him die.”

“That is bad news indeed.”

“We will depart in the morning for Borr. My hope is that Frak has returned to Borr, and I can deliver the news of his brother’s death.”

Commander Doone sat back in his chair and rubbed his chin, saying, “We have only one boat. I can prepare it and have it ready for you in the morning.”

“That will be quite satisfactory,” said Stef. “We would like to eat now, if possible. Then if you would find us some bunks, we need to rest. We haven’t had a good night’s sleep in days.”

“I can arrange that,” said Commander Doone. He stood and walked to the door. He opened it and walked out. A few minutes later, he came back in.

“I sent the guard to the galley to have some food prepared for you. There are quarters available in this building. You may sleep here. I will have the boat ready for your departure at first light.

“That sounds good,” said Stef.

The two men followed the guard to the galley, where they ate their first hot meal in many days. They returned to the command center where a hot bath was awaiting them. They undressed, bathed and went to bed.

The boat lay tied to the wharf in the morning sun. It was a flat-bottomed craft, more like a raft than a boat, well suited for the shallow waters here in the upper course of the river. Stef stepped on board and greeted the two crewmen assigned to take the boat downstream.

Commander Doone was standing on the wharf, his eyes squinting in the morning sun.

“What shall we do, now that Bort is dead?” 

He directed the question at Stef, who answered, “You will receive word soon, I am sure. Frak will take the crown and will send messages to all our outposts. This will be a temporary set back. He will work to keep all that we have gained.”

The commander saluted, and Stef returned it. They untied the ropes, the boat drifted out into the stream, and they began the last stage of their trek.

As they drifted out of earshot, Taresh glanced at Stef and asked, “Do you think that Frak will attain the kingship? The Pirate King has always gained his position by combat, by killing the King and taking the crown.”

“That I do not know. It is up to us to see that he does take the kingship. He has legitimacy as Bort’s brother and his chief man from the beginning.”

Stef next walked over to the oarsman.

“We need to make good time getting down to Boor. It is important that we get there as quickly as possible. How long before you can get us there?”

The oarsman pushed his hat up and gazed down river, saying, “The current is swift, until we get to the middle stretches in the desert. It gets lazy there and we will slow down. It usually takes three days to get to Borr from our outpost.”

“Can you get there any faster?”

The man scratched his head and answered, “The boat is light. I will search out the faster currents. By tomorrow night, we can be in the marshes. There is a small post there, on the road through the marshes and into the city. I can dock there. You can get horses there, and ride into Borr. You could easily be in Borr in a couple of hours, or less, from the outpost.”

“Then that is what we will do. Thank you.”

There was nothing to do now, except to sit at the front of the boat and watch the desert go by.

They made better time than predicted by the oarsman. By mid afternoon, they docked at the outpost. Stef arranged for them to ready two horses. In less than half an hour, they were astride fresh horses and galloping towards Borr.
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Frak paced back and forth before the empty throne. Problems arose like mushrooms after a rain. Where was Bort and what had happened to him? It had been days since the pirate’s army had marched and still, he heard nothing.

His attempt to scrounge together a fleet to return to Cleery had failed. He had too few ships, and if the pirate force did not occupy the city, then assault by sea was impossible.

He had sent some scouting ships out. Two had returned with disturbing news. The Tornese now sailed towards Borr with a large fleet. There intent was plain. They wanted to blockade Borr. Frak had no forces to oppose them. They had diverted all their resources to the army they sent to conquer Torne.

Frak still had hope. Something had delayed Bort. His chances of success were even greater now, with the Tornese on the sea. They would have loaded their army on those ships, leaving the Tornese homeland defenseless. Frak fretted. The rocky harbor had always provided defense in the past. No ship could enter without discovering the secret. Had they discovered the secret of the passage through the rocks?

He hoped that Bort would move soon. He needed to move before the Tornese fleet reached Borr.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw an aide appear. He turned to face him.

“You have a visitor, sir. Stef has come with news of Bort.”

Stef. He was on Bort’s personal bodyguard. This could not be good news.

“Show him in.” Frak seated himself on the chair to the right of the empty throne.

An aide ushered Stef into the room. He stood, his hat in his hand, before him. His stained and tattered clothing told a tale of hard use. He was dirty and unshaven. He looked like he had seen many hard miles with little food and rest.

“Leave us,” Frak said to the aide. Then he looked at Stef and asked, “What do you have to report, Stef?”

In a sorrow strained voice, Stef said, “Bort is dead, Frak. The Tornese destroyed the army.”

“What,” shouted Frak as he stood up, his eyes boring into Stef’s. “How did this happen?”

Stef related the disaster at Jarna and his journey back to Borr.

Frak walked to the door of the throne room. The aide was standing, facing the door.

Frak said, “Show Stef to a room. Have a bath drawn for him and get him some food.”

He returned to the throne room. He glanced at Stef, saying, “Leave me now, Stef. I have arranged quarters for you, and a hot meal. I must now grieve my brother. We will consult after you have rested and dined. We have much to discuss.”

Stef nodded and left Frak to his mourning.
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Gault stood on the veranda and looked over the city of Borr. Even with the improvements Bort had made, the city still stunk. It was a pirate haven and had always been a pirate haven. Nothing would change that.

His mind drifted to the return of what remained of the pirate fleet. What had happened? Lucieanne was still in Cleery. She would know the answer to his riddle. He desired to talk to her, look on her face and hear her voice.

Had she accomplished her mission? That he did not know. Bort’s plan had gone awry. That much he did know.

So, what was next? If Bort’s plan failed, then Torne was still free. If Torne was free, his own plan of using the magic of the Order of Solaun was also dead. It could not succeed without Torne.

Gault bristled at the thought. Twice events had frustrated his dreams of setting up a wizard kingdom. The memory of Tarque and Miralba entered his unwilling mind. They had foiled his first attempt and gotten him banned from the Hidden City. He hated Tarque and Miralba.

He had tried many times to reenter the Hidden City many times since then. But the ban was complete. His untouched hidden chamber beneath the Crystal Obelisk waited for him. But he could not get to it.

How could he get into the Hidden City? If he could get to his chamber, he could renew his old plan. He had probed many times for a weakness in Tarque’s spell. There was always a weakness. No spell, no matter how cleverly laid, was perfect.

He had yet to find that weakness.

Below him on the street, he could see two riders approaching. He recognized one as Stef, the Captain of Bort’s bodyguard. What was he doing here? If he was returning to Borr without Bort, there could only be one explanation. Bort had failed.

Minutes passed, and Gault walked back into his spacious suite. A knock sounded on his door.

“Enter,” he said.

A woman entered. With a glance at her nervous face, Gault asked, “What is it you want, Lana?”

“It is news about Bort and the army that was to invade Torne. Bort is dead, his army destroyed.”

Gault sat down and indicated that Lana should do the same. He studied the dark-haired witch. How far he could trust her was open to question. He had bought her loyalty with the pain of the torments. She had betrayed her Order under the threat of more torments. She had delivered the witch Zerena, the head of the Order of Solaun, to Bort. Bort’s son, Bortson, was the result of that unhappy union.

Zerena had poisoned herself rather than reveal her secrets to Gault under torture. Lana had provided much of what Gault needed to mimic the magic of the Order, but this knowledge had been incomplete. The results were unsatisfactory. Only Zerena would have delivered all the knowledge he needed.

His plan to use Bort’s Pirate Kingdom to set up his own Magic Kingdom was now unworkable. The death of Bort would throw the Six Kingdoms into disorder. This was the result of Bort tearing down the kingdoms and replacing it with his own inadequate system of governance.

Gault had studied the nuances of the spell Tarque had laid on the Hidden City. He believed he understood the weakness. He needed help getting into the city. A plan formed in his mind. She would help him. She would have to help him.

Then, she would become expendable.

Gault glanced at her, saying, “This changes everything. We are in danger here, now.”

Lana sat on the divan opposite of Gault. She looked into those cold, hard gray eyes.

She said, “The Tornese cannot invade. The rocks in the harbor will prevent them from landing.”

Gault shook his head in disagreement, saying, “Ah, but they will invade. I will see to it that they can. I know the secret of the pillars. After destroying the invading army and scattering Bort’s fleet, the Tornese will not take long to come here. They will burn this city and eradicate it from the Six Kingdoms.”

Fear etched Lana’s face as she asked in a quivering voice, “Where will we go?”

Gault stood and said, “The order has left the Oasis of Solaun deserted. We will go there.”

“What about the boy, Bortson?”

“We will take him. He will not be safe here. Go and get him. We must flee this city.”

“What about Granella? She will never allow me to take the boy away.”

“I will take care of Granella. Follow me.”

Gault strode to the door and went out into the hallway. Together he and Lana walked to the nursery where the two-year-old Bortson was playing in a playpen in the center of the room.

Granella appeared. She was one of Bort’s trusted inner circle. He had charged her with keeping a watch on Lana and his son. Tears stained her eyes.

“Have you heard about Bort? What shall we do?”

Gault looked at her and said, “We must get out of Borr as quickly as we can. The Tornese will come here and burn the city. Frak is powerless to stop them. We must take Bortson with us.”

Granella pulled her sword.

“I will not allow you to take the boy. He must remain here, with his Uncle Frak.”

Gault pulled his wand from his staff and snarled, “No, the boy will not be safe here. Frak cannot protect him.”

“You will not take him,” Granella protested as she advanced, brandishing her sword.

Gault pointed his wand at her. A spell, the legacy of his mother, a Mind Reader, came to mind. A thought flowed from his mind to the wand and passed through the space separating them. Granella fell to the floor, the cold stare of death on her eyes.

Lana cast a horrified glance at the dead woman.

“Was it necessary to kill her?”

“We can allow no one to slow us down. Now, get the boy ready and go to the stables. Have two horses prepared. I have a bit of business to tend. I will meet you at the stables and we will go.”

Lana nodded. She knew she should not argue with this powerful wizard. She glanced at Granella lying on the floor. The consequences of that were here, before her eyes.

Gault left the nursery. As he walked to the throne room, Frak occupied his mind. Frak would try to assume Bort’s throne. Nevertheless, Frak did not have the instincts of his brother. Nor did he possess the Sword of Vin. This pirate would be a nuisance. It was a problem best eliminated now.

As he passed his quarters, Gault paused. He would be better off spending his time fleeing the city. The Tornese would surely take care of this problem for him. They would kill Frak.

After some indecision, Gault continued his mission. He would not leave this to chance. Frak might somehow escape. If he did, he would try to rally the pirates who remained scattered around The Six Kingdoms. He would be a hindrance to his plans.

He descended the steps and turned towards the throne room. He could see Stef and his companion along with several of the court aides standing outside the closed throne room door.

“I wish to see Frak.” 

He swept past them.

Stef stepped in front of the door, blocking Gault’s entry.

“Frak wants to be alone. Bort is dead and he needs time to grieve.”

“I have tidings that will not wait. I must see him.”

Gault withdrew his wand.

Stef looked at the wand that was pointing at him. Stef remembered the wizard’s cold reputation. He stepped aside.

Gault opened the throne room door and stepped inside. The door closed behind him.

The throne room was empty. Frak had ordered everyone to leave. He needed time to manage his grief. Bort was dead. The pirate kingdom finished. He looked at the throne. A thought entered his mind. He was Bort’s brother. He was the next logical choice for Pirate King. He had assisted Bort and proven his worth.

He got up and sat down on the throne. He looked up to see the door to the throne room open, a figure stood framed in the door.

“Gault. What are you doing here? I left strict orders for no one to disturb me.”

“I shall not disturb you long.”

Gault entered the room and glanced around.

“I see it has not taken you long to assume your brother’s throne.”

“The kingdom needs me.”

“What kingdom? With the death of Bort, the subject kingdoms will rebel. Your forces are in retreat. The pirate kingdom is no more.”

“I can rebuild it. You will help me. I command it.”

Gault studied the man on the throne.

“You would presume to command a Wizard of the Golden Star?”

Frak stood, his eyes blazing as he shouted, “You would defy your king?”

“But you are not my king.”

“I am Bort’s successor. You will obey me as you obeyed him.”

A smile played across Gault’s face.

“As he thought I obeyed him. I used Bort. He was putty in my hand.”

Frak’s hand reached for his sword.

“I will see to your insolence, wizard.”

Gault glanced at the empty bottle on the table in front of the throne. The man was drunk. Drunkenness made him foolhardy. He would not be drunk and foolhardy long, now. Gault withdrew his wand from his staff.

“You would do battle with a wizard?”

Frak looked at the wand, now pointed at him. Fear etched his face.

“You would not dare.”

The alcohol Frak consumed was in his blood and his belly. Using a special spell that he had devised, Gault flicked his wand calling forth the forces of fire, causing it to ignite. Frak’s stomach exploded in flames and his blood boiled. He fell lifeless to the floor.

Gault looked at the body on the floor. The room stank of burned flesh.

He had much work to do. Things had not happened according to his plan. Now the real owner of the sword had emerged. The boy had the sword. Now he had to deal with the boy. He turned and left the room, closing the door behind him.

“The King will want to remain alone a while,” he said to the guards. “His grief is burning a hole in his heart.”

Gault left the throne room and walked out into the street. His steps turned towards the Royal Stables.

Lana was waiting for him when he arrived. Bortson was astride the horse in front of her. She was holding the reins to Gault’s horse. Gault mounted the horse and took the reins from her hand.

Together they rode along the street that led out of the city. Gault stopped beside the stone that controlled the rocks in the harbor. He dismounted and placed his staff on the rock. After several moments of intense concentration, he removed his staff and remounted his horse.

“We must go. When the Tornese arrive, the rock will do my bidding.

Soon the marshlands that surrounded the city, engulfed them. This road could only serve that knew the secret, magic markings. The bridge only responded to those that knew its secret. The pillage would be complete. There could be no survivors.
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General Lef Karne stood on the balcony watching as celebrants filled the streets. The revelers lit a huge bonfire in the Grand Square. Hundreds of torches and lamps illuminated the night beyond the Square. Music filled the city as dozens of minstrels played and sang. People were dancing and there was much singing and shouting.

Light from lanterns in the rigging and decks from the hips in the harbor glowed bright, as well. The army and the fleet had scored major victories. They had destroyed the pirate fleet. Most of the pirates died in the battle or fled into the mountains after the death of the Pirate King, Bort. Karne glanced down at the severed head of the monster, now displayed prominently on a pike in the city square.

His thoughts ran to the events of the morning. He had called on the king in the early morning to review his plans for the defense of the Kingdom. He arranged to evacuate the city in the event the battle went badly.

He waited the king’s pleasure in the King’s antechamber, this very room, when he heard the wails of terror. The King’s aide rushed into the room with the news that the King was dead, murdered in his sleep.

The General moved quickly. He sequestered the aide to prevent news of the incident from spreading beyond this room. He put him in his quarters, with two soldiers guarding the door.

He then returned to his headquarters to manage the complex operations of the fleet and the army. By noon the crises of battle had passed. The Tornese had defeated the pirate army defeated and neutralized their ships. They had performed a great feat.

The rest of the day he spent consolidating his position as regent.

Some ships of the pirate fleet had escaped back to Borr. He would deal with that haven of dirt and filth later. When the celebrations ran their course, he would ready the fleet and send it to the pirate capital. The harbor, guarded by rocks, was impregnable. His fleet could not enter. But they could mount a blockade. The depleted pirate fleet would be helpless. The Tornese could starve them out. Bort’s brother still lived. He could slip an agent into the city and kill him. Then the pirate threat would be over. He could then remake Torne into the master of the Six Kingdoms. Well, with the fall of Sylvanhaven, the Five Kingdoms it would be.

He had reached a decision. He would send his fleet now to confront the pirates.

The sound of his door opening interrupted his thoughts.

“When will you announce the death of the King?”

The General turned to look at the figure of the woman who had warned him of the approaching pirate army. She would make a fine Queen.

“Tomorrow. We will allow them to celebrate this victory. There is plenty of time to mourn the King.”

“You are not mourning.”

Myrna walked over to him, laid a white hand on his chest and rubbed it gently.

“The King was a fool. Because of his incompetence the pirates almost conquered us.”

“Who will now be king?”

Myna moved closer and the General put his arm around her and began rubbing Myra’s back. He inched his hand downward as he rubbed.

“King Awl left no issue. The only heir to the throne is his imbecile brother, Myre.”

“I did not know about this brother.”

“He is in isolation in a chalet in the mountains. Few indeed know of his existence.”

“This brother will need a regent.”

Her hands rose to encircle the back of the General’s neck. Her face upraised, she smiled as she felt the General’s hand finally reach the lower portion of her back.

“He will. I will make the announcement tomorrow morning that Myre is the new King. I will say that he is incapacitated and that I, the general that saved Torne, will serve as regent at the King’s pleasure.”

“Have you sent for Myre?”

“I will not even tell him of his brother’s death. His mental state is such that he would not understand anyway. I do not wish to upset him.”

“So, he is King and not even aware of his new status.”

“Nor will he ever know.”

“What of the boy who defeated the Pirate King? They say that he took the sword. It is the sword of a king.”

“The rumors say so. We will honor the boy tomorrow in a ceremony on the square.”

“What do you know of this boy?”

“I have made inquiries. He is the adopted son of a miller in Jarna. He purchased him about ten years ago from a slave dealer.”

“That is about the time when Sylvanhaven fell.”

“It is. I have had the slave dealer questioned. He purchased the boy in Borr from a pirate captain named Jarn. He came from a Sylvanhaven ship which was fleeing the calamity.”

“I have heard rumors of a Prince who escaped from that land. Could this be he?”

“That is what I am trying to determine.”

“What will you do with him, if he is?”

Karne pulled away from Myrna and walked back to the window. He studied the crowd below.

“I cannot allow the heir of the King of Sylvanhaven to live. Now that the pirates have are gone, the way is clear for Torne to assume its rightful position as the leader of the Six Kingdoms.”

“This boy, you think, could stand in the way?”

Karne turned back to face Myrna and whispered, “I cannot allow him to live. There is too much at stake.”

“You would kill the boy?”

“I must. He is a threat to Torne. Then, I will wield this Sword of Power.”

Myrna agreed, “You are right, General. You must eliminate him. How will you do that?”

“Tomorrow at the ceremony an unfortunate accident will occur. We have many pirates in our prisons. One of them has agreed to solve our problem, for a price of course.”

“So, you will have him killed at the ceremony that honors his deed?”

“We will, of course, give him a full military funeral.”

A smile played across Myrna’s face. 

“You have thought of everything, General.

Karne walked back over to Myrna and put his arms back around Myrna.

“Now, where did I leave off?’

He slid his hand back down the woman’s back.

Myrna giggled as she felt the new position of the General’s hand.

“So, you will serve as King in the stead of Myre, and eliminate your first threat?”

“I intend to serve as regent to the King for a long time.”

Myrna pulled the General towards the King’s chamber cooing, “I think it is time that you enjoyed your new bed chamber.”

The General allowed her to lead him. 

“I can think of no other way to christen the new bed I had put in there today.”

She waited until the sounds of lovemaking ended and she could hear the soft, regular breathing of sleep as it overtook them. She parted the tapestry that adorned the wall. In the soft light that came in the window, she could see them.

On soft, bare feet, she emerged from behind the tapestry and padded towards the door. The absence of light streaming under the door told her the chamber outside was empty. She eased the door open and stepped out.

Lucieanne cast furtive glances around in the soft lamp light. Her mission this morning complete, she had concealed herself in the palace. Gault had taught her some magic, with the promise of more to come if she completed her assignment.

Her eavesdropping of the conversation between the General and this other woman revealed much. The Prince of the Sylvanhaveners was here, in Torne, not in the Sylvanhaven sanctuary in the Barnish Mountains as Gault believed.

He had killed Bort and upset Gault's plan. Her job had been to kill King Awl and pave the way for one of Lana’s wenches to come here and extend Gault’s network into Torne. His plans were nearing completion. But they had not expected this. Gault would need a new plan.

This woman must be a member of the Order of Solaun. Gault had been searching for the location of this Order since they had abandoned their Oasis. Perhaps she could lead her to them. This would be a plum for her to return to Gault with, the location of the Order of Solaun as well as the location of this Prince of Sylvanhaven.

She left the General’s suite. The hall was empty. She knew the location of the woman’s apartment within the palace. She had been a consort of King Awl’s and now vied to be one of General Karne. She would have to watch her

She found the quarters of the woman. The locked door yielded to her opening spell. She entered. She hid behind the canopied bed and waited. In a couple of hours, the door opened, and Myrna entered. She lit a lamp on a table at the foot of the bed and sat on a chair. She sat silently for a moment, then lowered her face and placed her thumbs on the sides of her head, her fingertips touching. After sitting in this manner for a few moments, she placed her hands in her lap. She arose and pulled a cloak about her, then left the apartment.

Lucieanne waited a couple of minutes, and then emerged from her hiding place. She opened the door and entered the hall. She could see Myrna in the soft glow of the lamps that lined the hallway as she glided along. Then she disappeared down the stair that led to the palace garden.
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