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Chapter 1
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Gant stood near the window that had been so graciously opened for him by the massive tree where he and Dalphnia lived.  He thought about the magical way the tree, she called it Sprout, cared for them.  He wasn’t sure how old the huge oak was; certainly it had been hundreds of years since it was an acorn.  It had such a powerful intrinsic bond with Gant’s wife, Dalphnia, that it configured its limbs, branches and leaves into a comfortable home.  Seats, beds, furniture and even the window in front of him, were formed to suit the wishes of his wife, which wasn’t surprising since woodland nymphs held powerful symbiotic connections with trees, plants and the forest wildlife.  And the longer Gant lived with Dalphnia, the stronger the connection between the tree and Gant had grown.  It was as if the ancient oak could read his mind and then it did everything within its power to meet his wishes.  Unnerving at times but Gant wouldn’t trade this tree for anything.

Right now Gant stared anxiously out the window at the path that stretched away into the forest.  What bothered him was that the path was empty.  He worried that Pris had forgotten his promised visit.  Gant knew the Emperor was busy but that usually did not preclude him from making the trip.  Gant and Dalphnia had offered to come to the capital to celebrate Pris completing the next step in his magical training but the young Emperor wouldn’t hear of it.  It was so much easier for him to come to them now that his magical training had advanced to the point where he could transport himself.  Pris also admitted that he liked the freedom, no guards, no ministers, no advisors.

Gant stalked around the living room and then returned to the window to peer out toward the forest path.  He ran one hand through his shoulder-length, light brown hair, smoothing the tangles.  This morning, he’d been too anxious to comb it.  Waiting for his friend, Gant thought about how they’d met, how they’d joined forces to stop the demon Varg and his minions of darkness, and how they’d help close the portal to the dark realms.  Nearly four years had passed and the stalemate between the forces of good and evil remained.  If it weren’t for the Monolith Mountains separating the two, well, Gant didn’t want to think about the consequences.  

A loud knock at the door startled Gant.  He started toward the door and the interlaced limbs that meshed tightly to form the door slowly retracted. In the opening stood Pris, a childish grin on his face.  Gant remembered when they’d first met.  The Emperor was hardly more than a boy and barely up to Gant’s shoulder.  Now he was nearly a head taller and growing into manhood.  He’d put on muscle though compared to Gant’s muscular frame, the emperor was still thin and wiry. 

“Ha,” snapped Pris, stepping into the living room.  “Looking for me on the trail weren’t you?”

“Of course,” said Gant and hugged his friend. 

“I didn’t use the trail,” said Pris, obviously satisfied with himself.  “I know your home so well I just transported right to the doorstep.”

Gant waved for Pris to sit on one of the limbs that formed a chair.  “Isn’t that dangerous?”

“Only if you aren’t sure where you’re going.  Although distance is a limiting factor, I am getting better.  It only took four jumps this time and I managed it all in the same day.  The last one right to your doorstep.  I know your house nearly as well as my own.” 

“Four jumps in one day, I thought that was impossible,” and Gant noticed the deep bags under Pris’ blue eyes.  “You look really tired.”

Pris sighed.  “I am exhausted.  Four jumps is a strain for anyone, many can’t do more than three, so normally you’d be right.  But Abadis taught me a variation that reduces the strain.” Pris glanced around.  “Where’s Dalphnia?”

“Out in the orchard with Seth.  She likes to sit outside with him, says it’s important for his development.  She’ll be up soon.”

“And how is Seth?  He’s what, two now?”

“Two and a month,” said Gant, smiling.  He couldn’t believe he was a father.  It was a miracle.  And they’d had a boy, which was even more of a miracle.  He would have said more about his son but Gant noticed the weary look in Pris’ eyes. “You are tired.  Are things in the capital wearing you down?”

“It is a lot busier than here.  But I’ll tell you, it’s all mundane stuff.  People arguing about trade rights, building rights, police protection, corruption, family squabbles.  And they all think I should solve their problems.  I’d rather be off adventuring with you.”

“Doing what?”

“Taking back the Western Kingdoms.  As long as Varg’s minions and the religious fanatics in Scaltzland rule there, I don’t sleep at night.”

Gant retrieved the pitcher of sun tea sitting out and poured two glasses.  He handed one to Pris.

“What are you worried about?  They are a long way from the Empire.  And so far they haven’t tried to cross the mountains.”

“No, but they will.  The only thing holding them back is their own internal fighting.  There’s no leadership.  Two demons, one in Pogor and one in Ferd, who can’t get along.  As long as Gargash and Balgash keep feuding, we’re safe.  If they ever unite things will change.  Why wait for that?  I think we should attack.”

“With what troops?  Both of them have gotten reinforcements from the dregs of mankind. Where would we find enough manpower to attack them on their side of the mountains?”

“That is the problem.  On this side we have the strength to hold our positions but attacking them in their fortifications would be suicidal.”

“Then what are you suggesting?”

“I don’t know.  It just worries me.”

“Ah, but it’s good to see you again, nonetheless,” said Gant, raising his glass to salute his friend.  

Pris took a sip.  He sighed and held the glass up to the light to admire the tea’s color.  “I forget how delicious Dalphnia’s sun tea is.  What does she put in it?”

“Flowers and things.  I don’t know. It’s enchanted,” replied Gant, a reminder that Dalphnia was no ordinary woman.

They each took another sip.  Gant sat down in his favorite spot.  Pris leaned back in his chair.

“And how are your magical studies?” asked Gant.  “Rumor has it that you are doing so well one day you’ll sit on the Council of Five.”

“I wish that could be so.  I have a lot to learn yet,” he said with a grimace.  “I don’t think it’s possible to be Emperor and sit on the Wizards Council at the same time.”

“Why not?”

“Where would I find the time to do justice to either position?”

“I suppose you have a point.  So, get married, have an heir, turn the throne over to him and get on with being the wizard you want to be.”

“Hmm, there’s an idea.  Now to find a woman who’d have me.”

Gant laughed.  “Plenty of women would be happy to have you, as long as the throne comes with it.  You need a woman who is actually interested in you.”

“There is that.”

There were no footsteps on the stairs, no warning at all, but the door opened and Dalphnia entered.  She was tall, beautiful, her hair green-brown like her forest.  She carried Seth in her arms, the boy squirming to be put down.  Gant loved her more now than when he’d been under her spell and seeing his son brought a wide smile to his face.  Seth had caused quite a stir when he was born.  Woodland nymphs, like Dalphnia, seldom, if ever, bore sons.  They always had daughters to carry on the care of their forest.  Seth was an anomaly and Gant was all the more proud for it.

Dalphnia put Seth down and went straight to Pris.  She kissed him on the forehead.  “Wonderful to see you,” she said with a smile that always sent chills down Pris’ back.

“I need a woman like her,” laughed Pris and rose to hug Dalphnia.

“Glad you finally got here,” she said, her voice musical and joyous.  “My husband was about to wear a hole in the floor.  Will you be staying tonight?”

“I certainly plan to.  Even my meddling ministers can get along without me for one night.”

At that moment, tiny dots of golden light began to appear up near the ceiling.  The swirling pinpoints circled and coalesced into a writhing ball of iridescent particles that settled lower and lower until the sphere hovered midway between the floor and ceiling.  Suspended in the center of the room, the radiance congealed into a glowing sphere of cold, white fire. Inside the globe, a woman appeared dressed in white, so pure, so perfect, so flawless.  She stepped from the brilliance into the room.  Taller than even Pris, she was slender yet with a mystical strength about her.  In her blue eyes was a sense of timeless knowledge.  She wore a white gown so bright that they could not look directly at her.  It was as if the sun had entered the house and this woman stood directly in its center.

Gant regained his composure first.  “I know you,” he managed.

“Yes, Gant you do know me.  We met last in Pogor tower when I came for my son’s body.”

“What do you want?” asked Pris. 

She smiled, dazzling, radiant, marvelous.  “I do more than retrieve the dead.  I bring a warning.  A child will be born in Scaltzland.  A child of evil who will bring death and ruin to the world.  This child will unite the minions of darkness in the West and lead them into the East to bring destruction to all you hold dear.”

“Can’t you do something about it?” asked Pris.

“I have no power over such things.  I am limited in this plane.  Perhaps you can do something to prevent this.”

“How do you know this?” asked Dalphnia.

“I can see things that you cannot.”

“What can we do?” asked Pris.

“That is for you to decide.”

“Where will the child be born?” asked Dalphnia.  “How will we know it?”

“The child will be born on the next Night of Darkness to a scullery maid working in the temple of the Scaltzland priests.  She is not aware of what they did to her.  She was drugged and given to Balgash for pleasure.  Now she bears a child destined to destroy all that is good.  She will unite your enemies.”

“Do you know where the birth will take place?”

“Only that it will be in the main temple in Ferd.”

Gant knew of Ferd, capital of Scaltzland, a place that used to be the home of staunch allies, a proud warrior race and a dedicated religious order who were always willing to fight for justice.  Now the good priests had been nearly eradicated by the dark forces that had taken control.  A handful of the brave priests had escaped to the east where Pris had given them asylum within the Eastern Empire leaving only evil priests that worshiped darkness in control of Scaltzland.

Before they could ask her anything more, the shimmering pinpoints of light swirled, dimmed and dissipated.  The woman’s shape flickered and wavered and in a moment was gone.

Gant shook his head.  “Not much to go on.”

Dalphnia studied Gant and Pris for a long moment.  “How do you know this woman?  And why should we trust her?”  

Gant swallowed hard.  “She is Zandinar’s mother.  She appeared in the tower in Pogor the night we killed Varg to claim her son’s body.”

Pris nodded and then added, “We asked Uric about her and even he isn’t sure who she is.  Angel, goddess, or one of the Tirumfall Five.  But she has power.  She restored both of our swords in the tower that night after Varg had drained them of magic.”

Dalphnia pursed her lips.  “If we believe her, then what?”

“We have to do something,” said Gant.  “We can’t let evil unite against us.”

Pris sat down heavily.  “No we can’t.  It is my worst nightmare.”  His brow wrinkled in thought.  “Fine place to have a baby, that temple of scum.  With the High Priests hanging around and all the guards, how can we get in there?”

Dalphnia shuddered.  “You can’t be thinking about preventing the birth?  Of killing the child, can you?”

“Of course not,” said Gant.  “We don’t do things like that.”

Pris reddened slightly.  “I didn’t mean we should kill the child.  But we’ll have to get in there and do something.  Maybe kidnap it.”

“And do what then?” asked Gant.

“Raise it ourselves,” said Dalphnia.

Gant’s eyebrows lifted.  “Raise it?  Who?”

“You and me,” and Dalphnia smiled as if her idea was not only obvious but perfect.  “Seth needs a brother and you and I won’t be having more children any time soon.”

“Or we could take it to my castle and I could have nursemaids look after the child,” suggested Pris.

“I think we’ll need to nurture this child more carefully than nursemaids can do,” said Dalphnia.  “Remember his father is a demon and he isn’t likely to change easily. Gant and I are the perfect ones to do it.  Especially with Seth as a role model.  What better home could there be?”

“How about the Dark Elves?  They’ve got evil blood in their veins and they’ve been able to resist it.”

Gant paced to the table and leaned on it. “I agree with Dalphnia.  If we can kidnap the child and bring him here to her enchanted wood, the goodness that flows around here just might change him enough to change his destiny, his character, even his heart.”

“Okay,” agreed Pris.  “So all we have to do is sneak into the darkest, evil temple in the world, right past hundreds of armed guards, steal the child even with a crowd standing around watching it being born and bring it back here so you can raise it.  I certainly hope you’ve got a different plan than the frontal assault we used in Pogor tower.”

Gant laughed.  “No, I don’t have any plan right now.  But we’ve got time.  When is the next Night of Darkness?”

“Both moons will be new in about two and a half months.  Not much time,” said Dalphnia.  “We’ll come up with something.  In the meantime, I’ve got supper ready and I think food is just what we need.”

“When in doubt, eat,” said Pris.  “That’s the motto I use whenever anyone presents me with a problem that I have no idea how to answer.  Eating gives me time to think.  And no one has the guts to tell me I can’t eat when I want to so it always works.”

Eat they did, but the conversation was vastly different than what Gant and Dalphnia had planned.  The joy was gone, replaced by somber visions of evil overrunning their world.  Despite the marvelous food, despite the wine and dessert, despite Seth’s smile and enthusiasm for dinner, they could not bring themselves to think about anything but the evil child.  By the end of the evening, they still had no plan. 

They finally went to bed, weary and tired.  Sprout, the great tree Dalphnia and Gant lived in, pulled in its branches and tightened up the leaf canopy to shield them from the night breezes.  They still did not rest peacefully.
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Chapter 2
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Gant woke up the next morning and found Dalphnia already gone from their bed.  He jumped up and got dressed, his mind seething. How were they going to kidnap a child?  It just seemed wrong.  And yet they couldn't just let the boy grow up to unite the forces of darkness.  Kidnapping seemed the only acceptable choice.  But doing it was a different matter altogether.  They needed a plan and that made him think of Abadis.  The old wizard had been a welcome mentor in the past.  Perhaps his wisdom could guide them now.

Gant entered the living room and found Pris and Dalphnia eating breakfast.

“Ah, you finally decided to drag yourself out of bed,” laughed Pris.

Gant rubbed the sleep out of his eyes.  “I didn’t sleep so well.”  He sat down and poured himself a cup of Dalphnia’s flower tea.

“You should try being Emperor for a while.  Everyday begins to feel crappy if you let it.”

Dalphnia stepped over to her husband and rubbed Gant’s shoulder with one hand.  “Pris and I think that the two of you should visit Abadis. Get his input.”

Gant almost choked on his tea.  “How did you know I was going to suggest the same thing?”

“Didn’t,” said Pris.  “It just seemed like a good idea.”

“Well, when do we leave?”  Gant glanced at Dalphnia.  “Are you okay staying with Seth?”

“Of course. Just make sure you come back.”

“I’ll come back,” said Gant with a smile.  “I told you the first time I left that I’d be back and here I am.”

“I know.  It’s just that you are the only man who ever broke my spell and I worry that you’ll decide not to come back.”

Gant laughed and put one arm around her waist.  “Yes, but I am also the first man who loved you of his own free will.”

She leaned over and kissed him hard.  Gant held the kiss for a long moment.

Pris stood.  “Excuse me but we do have some important business.”

Gant turned towards his friend.  “You’re right.  So when should we leave?”

“This morning.  I’m rested enough but Abadis’ home is too far to go in one transport even though I know it well.  I’ve been there often enough lately.  And the only way I know how to get there is from my castle.  So, we’ll have to go to Malathon, rest overnight and then on to Abadis’ tomorrow.”

Gant sighed.  Traveling by magic was something he didn’t like.  He didn’t understand magic all that well and always had the sinking feeling that things would go wrong.  On the other hand, riding horses to Abadis’ house would take too long.  He’d just have to get a grip and go with Pris.  “Okay, let me eat some breakfast first.  Where’s Seth?”

Dalphnia set a tray of fruits and nuts in front of Gant.  “Sleeping.  I fed him earlier and he went back to sleep a little while ago.”

Gant glanced at Pris.  “Do you think Abadis will be home?”

“He usually is these days.  He doesn’t travel nearly as much as he used to.  Especially with his granddaughter living with him again.”

Gant noticed a twinkle in the Emperor’s eye when he mentioned Abadis’ granddaughter, Amelia.  It was clear that Pris had grown fond of her while he’d been training under Abadis. 

Gant grinned.  “Maybe you’ve found the woman for you.”

Pris gulped, reddened further.  “She’s too old for me.”

That brought a musical laugh from Dalphnia.  “Not that much older,” and she pointed at herself and Gant.

Pris stared down at the table.  “Okay, maybe not that much older but I’m like a little kid to her.  She has no interest in a boy emperor.”

“Are you sure?” asked Dalphnia.

Pris pursed his lips, was about to say more and then changed his mind. Instead he said, “We need to get going.”

Gant wolfed down an apple, a pear, some fairy grapes and a handful of ground seeds and some nuts.  One more drink of tea and he stood up.

“I guess if we’re going to do this we need to get going.  But first I’m going to say goodbye to Seth.”

Gant went to the boy’s room and studied his son, asleep, wrapped in a blanket Dalphnia wove from bark, grass and vines.  Seth looked angelic, his little cheeks plump, his face round and calm.  Gant caressed his head softly.  “Sleep well.  I’ll be home soon.”

Gant leaned over and kissed his son on the forehead and then returned to the living room just as Pris was pulling on his cloak.   

“I’m bringing my sword and armor, just in case,” said Gant.

“In case of what?” asked Pris.

“You never know,” and Gant went to fetch his armor and the sword Valorius Goodenkil. While he donned the magical armor, he thought about the sword.  His ancestor, the powerful wizard Bartholomew, had made it long ago specifically to defeat the demon Varg, and it had done that.  Gant hoped he wouldn’t need it again.

Pris said goodbye to Dalphnia and stepped outside.  After Gant retrieved his equipment, Dalphnia hugged him and they kissed gently at the door.

“I hope this doesn’t take too long,” said Gant, gazing into Dalphnia’s eyes.  “Abadis will want to think about it for a while before he makes any suggestions and while Pris and I probably won’t want to wait around while he’s thinking, I know Pris will need to rest between magic transports.  What I’m trying to say is that we’ll be back as soon as we can.”

“I know.  Do what needs done,” she said, hugging Gant once more.  “Seth and I will be okay.”

“That’s not it,” said Gant.  “I just would prefer to be here.”

She shoved him out the door.  “Say ‘hi’ to Abadis for me.”

Pris stood waiting on the stoop.

“We can start right here,” said Pris and positioned Gant in front of him.

“Take both of my hands so we make a circle, stand perfectly still and don’t say a word,” said the Emperor sternly.  “I wouldn’t try this if I didn’t trust you implicitly and if I didn’t know each destination nearly as well as I know my own castle. Even the slightest disturbance and we could both be gone.  It’ll take four jumps to reach my castle and I know you hate this but it’s the best I can do.  We can’t go straight across to Abadis’ house, it’s too far and I don’t know any intermediate locations that are safe to use.  We’ll take it one jump at a time.  First will be to the Rushon River ford.”

Gant gulped back his fears and clasped hands with Pris.  The emperor’s warning wasn’t what he wanted to hear, but given the magnitude of the problem and the lack of sufficient time for anything else, he held his breath and waited for the magic to work.

Pris got very still, closed his eyes and went into a state of intense concentration.  Gant closed his eyes, gritted his teeth.  The Emperor mumbled an arcane word or two and suddenly there was the sensation of falling.  It lasted only a split second but gave Gant an immediate case of nausea.  He held down his bile and looked around.  

They stood on the bank of the west branch of the Rushon River with the ford a little way off to their left.

“Don’t let go,” said Pris and started chanting again.

Gant’s stomach churned as they slipped again into that place between worlds only to reappear on the riverbank at a new location. 

“Where are we?” asked Gant glancing around.

“A wizard’s circle I left here so I could transport to your house.  Now hold still.”

A third falling into the void and they reappeared in a well-appointed upper floor castle room.  The door was shut but windows opened out onto a courtyard.

“Welcome to my personal suite,” said Pris.  He took a deep breath, let go of Gant, exhaled loudly and plopped down on the bed.  “I have to rest for a bit.”

Gant regained his composure and said, “I thought you said it was going to take four jumps.”

“I decided to stretch the last one.  I was getting tired and didn’t want to chance another spell.”

“You could have killed us.”

Pris’ grin unnerved Gant.  “I was pretty sure this would work.  I know this place better than anywhere in the world.  Helps make the jump easier and so I took the chance.”

“Okay, now what?”

“I’ll rest.  You know your way around the castle and the guards all know you.  Your usual room is always kept ready.  Get something to eat, enjoy a good night’s rest and we’ll be off tomorrow morning.  Tell the guards that I am not to be disturbed.”

With that, Pris recited a spell that enhanced rejuvenation and closed his eyes.  Gant left quietly.  In the hall he spoke to the guard so that Pris would not be disturbed and then went wandering the castle.

##
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The next morning, after a more than ample breakfast, Pris and Gant re-clasp hands and three times more Pris worked the magic.  After the third transport spell, Gant nearly threw up.  Once he regained his composure, Gant recognized Abadis’ beautiful cabin surrounded by tall pines and the shimmering dome of energy that served as protection from both intruders and the weather. 

“Abadis, are you in there?” yelled Pris from outside the energy barrier.

A bearded, old man with smiling crows-feet lined eyes peered out an open window.  “Pris.  Gant.  Come on in,” he said waving his hands and casting the spell that allowed visitors to pass safely through the shimmering blue wall of energy.

The front door burst open and Amelia, Abadis' granddaughter, stood there scrutinizing the visitors, her great round, brown eyes unblinking.  She was petite and slender with an inner strength that showed in the confident way she held herself.  She glided down the path toward them, her steps light and airy, her brown hair bouncing with each step, her ankle-length gown of white muslin swishing about her legs and the crystal in the middle of the black choker around her neck sparkling with a magic brilliance.

"How nice to see you again, Pris," she said and bowed with a mock flourish to the Emperor.  "And you too," she said to Gant turning and offering a handshake.

“Hello, Amelia,” said Pris coolly. “I like your necklace.”

“A gift from my grandfather,” she replied.  “It’s not really a necklace though.”

“It’s still nice,” he said and started for the house.

They walked the short distance to the cabin, Pris and Amelia keeping their distance.  Gant noticed Amelia and Pris eyeing each other surreptitiously and wondered why they acted so coy.

At the cabin, Abadis held the door open and ushered them in.  It was nearly as Gant remembered except there was a neatness that hadn't been there when Gant last visited.

"I see you've cleaned up a bit," he remarked, easing into the offered seat by the table.

Abadis laughed.  "You would bring that up.  Amelia is quite a help around here.  I'm glad to have her back though she’s a bit of a pain when she’s not working.”

Amelia went to the kitchen and put a pot of water over the fire.  "I love you Grandpa," she said over her shoulder.  “As soon as I can find a real job again, I'll leave you in peace.”

Pris smiled, "How about coming to my castle and being my bird handler?"

Amelia flushed red.  "Tempting, but I think not."

“Okay,” broke in Abadis.  “If you just came to offer my granddaughter a job you wouldn't need Gant.  What do you want?”

"We've got to kidnap a baby," blurted Pris.

Amelia and Abadis gasped in unison.  Amelia was still trying to catch her breath when Abadis said, "You want to do what?"

Gant nudged Pris.  “Real subtle” and then turning back to Abadis he said, “We had a visit from the Lady in White.  The same one we saw in Pogor tower.  She says an evil child is going to be born in Scaltzland.  A child who will unite the dark minions against us."

"And succeed," added Pris.

Abadis remained silent for a few moments.  “Yes,” he finally said, “I see that a leader is what the evil ones need to pull them together.  Right now they remain splintered groups without a common cause and without a unifying leader.  The evil priests now in power in Ferd are trying to change that.  A child of prophecy.  Yes, that could turn the tide.”

"That's the child you want to kidnap?" asked Amelia returning to sit at the table.

"Yes," answered Gant and Pris simultaneously.

"Why kidnap?" asked Abadis.  "Killing it would be much simpler."

"Grandpa," snapped Amelia, slapping the elder wizard on the shoulder.  "That's terrible.”

"Well, er, yes.  I was only throwing out ideas."

“You know we can't do that,” said Gant.  

Pris leaned forward.  "The question is how can we kidnap a newborn right from under the noses of everyone who is sure to be watching?"

Abadis leaned back and stroked the gray whiskers at his chin.  "Let me see.  There was the kidnapping at Summer Festival.  No, not the same.  Or the magical removal of – no, no.  That trick would never work here.  I don't know.  This is going to be difficult."

"You've got to help us," said Gant.  "We want to capture that child without rousing their armies.  And short of an armed assault, I've come up with nothing."

"You'll need help on the inside," suggested Amelia.  "Is there anyone in Scaltzland we can trust?"

"Not that I know of,” said Abadis.  “The evil priests control everything now.  The good priests who used to be in Scaltzland have all either been killed or escaped across the mountains to sanctuary here in the east.”

“Then how are we going to kidnap the child?” asked Pris.

Abadis squinted, thinking.  “I don’t know.  And even if you do succeed they will come after the child immediately if they know you've stolen it.  That will start a war.”

"We are not ready for war,” said Pris, resolutely.  

"Then we have to get away with the child without them knowing," said Amelia.

"And how would you propose to do that?" asked Pris.

Abadis sighed.  "Substituting another child might work but the minute they recognized the switch the war would begin.  And what child could we condemn to such a life?"

“We need to make them think we killed the child,” said Gant.  

Abadis leaned back in his chair so the wooden legs creaked in protest.  "That's it.  If things were reversed, surely they would kill the child.  So to them, that will be the natural course of action.  They'll think we would kill too.  But how can we make them think the child is dead and yet get away with it?  They'll want to see the body, no doubt."

“No, we don’t want them to think we killed their sacred child.  We need them to think it was an accident,” chimed in Amelia, “because if they think we killed it, then again the war begins.”

“It'll have to be a cataclysmic event,” suggested Pris.  “Something so terrible that they will not expect there to be a body left.”

"Fire?  Explosion?  Chopping beyond recognition?"  Amelia glared at the men.  "What are you suggesting?"

"Yes, but remember my dear granddaughter, we are not going to really subject the poor child to this horrible trauma.  We will only make it appear so."

Gant looked at the two wizards, Abadis and Pris.  "Can’t you cast some terrible magic that would appear to consume the child only at the same time protect it with some other magic?"

"Fire is always good," said Pris.

"I like lightning," said Abadis.  "But it might not be convincing enough to make them think the child had been utterly destroyed.  I need to look through the library for just the right spell."

Abadis got up and stepped toward his rows of books, a quizzical look on his face.  "This is going to be a complicated mess," he said, thumbing along the rows of dusty texts.

Amelia poured tea.  “The other thing is we need to do this without being seen.  If they even suspect we have been there it will make them suspicious and they'll likely dig into any accident much deeper.”

"What about the mother?" asked Pris.  "Maybe she'd help us if she knew the truth."

"Yes, what about the mother?" asked Amelia.  "Even if we can steal this child, what becomes of the mother?  Will you ever tell her?  Will you ever let the child see his mother?"

"Never," snapped Abadis.  "She can never know or we are all doomed.  And if that child ever suspects and goes looking for his real mother then he’s back in Scaltzland.  If we can pull this off, the child must never know."

Gant remained silent.  It bothered him to think he'd prevent a mother from knowing her son.  He remembered the day he had been forced to leave Netherdorf in disgrace with the prospect of never seeing his parents again.  "It's too early to worry about that," he said.  "First we've got to get the child out of Scaltzland."

Pris smiled.  "Getting the child out of Scaltzland is the easy part.  Abadis or I can easily pick the child up and transport him within an instant.  Doing it without being seen or implicated is the hard part."

Abadis turned around.  “And don't forget, getting into Scaltzland and especially into the temple undetected won't be easy.  No one I know is familiar enough with Scaltzland to transport into the temple so we'll have to get there by more mundane means.  That increases the possibility for discovery a thousand fold.”

“How close can you transport?” asked Gant, concerned about another magical journey.

“The closest I’d feel safe is Fort Baznol, on the road into Scaltzland.  Can you do better, Pris?”

“I couldn’t get that close.”

“That leaves us on foot for a long way,” said Gant.  “How are we going to do that?”

"We'll just have to figure that out, too," said Pris.

They sat quietly for a while sipping their tea.  Finally, Abadis set his empty cup on the table and said, “Why don’t you three take a walk and leave me to think?” 

Gant stood up.  "That's a good idea.  I need some fresh air."

Pris rose and started for the front door.  

“I think I’ll stay inside,” said Amelia, picking up the cups and going into the kitchen.  “I’ve got to get supper ready.”

Gant shoved Pris toward the door.  “Okay.  We’ll be outside.”

The two men wandered out onto the lawn.  Inside Abadis’ protective energy dome it was pleasant.  Gant felt the warm sunshine on his face.  Somehow a cool breeze whispered through the sentinel pines.  

Pris broke the silence.  “I wonder why she doesn’t like me,” he said, frowning.

“Are you talking about Amelia?”

“Of course.  I was hoping she’d take a walk with us.  Instead she goes into the kitchen to cook.”

“So you like her,” said Gant with a chuckle.  “Have you told her?”

“No, of course not.  She thinks I’m a child, too young for her.”

“How do you know that?”

“I can tell.  The way she acts around me is always the same, like an adult treats a child.”

Gant thought about it.  “I don’t think she sees you as too young but you’re right, there is some reason she’s hesitant to show her feelings.”

“Then what am I to do?”

“You’ll think of something.”

They strolled on in silence.  Gant wished the two of them could admit they cared for each other but there was nothing he could do about it, and really, he just wanted to go home and spend time with Dalphnia and Seth in the garden.  Realistically, unless they succeeded in this mission, a mission that seemed impossible, there might not be many more times in the garden.
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Two boring days passed and Gant was getting restless.  Abadis poured over various dusty tomes he'd taken down from his shelves while Gant practiced with his sword on the lawn.  Even that could only occupy Gant’s time for so long and then he’d go back inside and pace around the table.  Amelia came and went and Gant watched the reserved interaction between the young woman and Pris.  Occasionally Abadis would ask Pris his opinion of a passage or spell but so far the outlook was no brighter than it had been the moment they arrived. 

Finally, as evening neared on the second day, Gant could stand it no longer.  “Perhaps it's hopeless.  All this research has amounted to nothing and the day gets closer.  Maybe we should forget magic and just sneak in there and steal the child.”

At that moment, Amelia, who had been outside, marched in through the front door.  "I'm going to Scaltzland,” she announced with a finality that defied argument.

Pris' mouth dropped open.  "To do what?  You can't go there, they'll kill you the moment they see you."  His eyes widened.

"I can fly there and I doubt they'll care about one more bird circling the city."

Abadis groaned.  "I know you, child, and I know you'll do this despite anything I can say.  Don’t forget the dark flyers that still patrol the sky west of the mountains.  If it weren't for the dragons that fly on our side of the mountains we'd be in danger here."

"Grandfather, I will be careful.  I've done this before.  I can do it again. You’re no closer to a plan and in any case, in order to have any chance of success, we need to know a lot more about the temple in Ferd, about where exactly the child may be born, about who or what guards that temple.  And I'm the best one to get that information."  She crossed her arms over her chest and set her jaw waiting for Abadis' rebuttal.  

Pris gulped silently.  "It’s too dangerous," he said.

Amelia glared at Pris.  "I thought you'd be on my side."

"Can you out maneuver the dark flyers?" asked Gant.

"I can."

"Then how'd that one nearly kill you in Pogor?" asked Pris.

"I didn't see it coming.  And besides, I didn't know there were any dark flyers then.  Now I do and I know how to avoid them."

Abadis slumped into a chair.  "I'm afraid you are right.  We need to know a lot more about our enemy and about the child’s birth.  You can certainly get there quickest but you must be careful.  Put your own safety first.  Better you should come back with less information than you should not come back at all."

Pris reached out and took Amelia's hand.  "Yes, you must come back."

Amelia snatched her hand back, embarrassed by his touch.  She actually liked Pris a lot, as a person not as the emperor, but she had always been self-conscious around him, especially given the ugly scar on her shoulder.  She never felt pretty enough to be suitable for an emperor.  But right now there wasn’t time to dwell on her feelings for Pris.  She just needed to get going.

"Then I’m going now.  There isn't enough time as it is."

"How long will it take to fly there?" asked Gant.

"About four hours, I think, if I go as an eagle."

Abadis stroked his beard.  "An eagle may be a bit out of place in Ferd.  A pigeon would be better."

"If I could become a pigeon I would.  You only taught me two spells for changing, either an eagle or an owl.  And an eagle will be a lot less suspicious than an owl in the middle of the day."

"Okay, you know what you're doing.  I suppose the eagle's eyes will be an advantage."

"Yes, but I'll have to get into the temple to see what's going on inside.  Even an eagle can't see through walls.  For that I'll have to revert to my own form.  But I've also become pretty good at hiding in large buildings.  So a bit of snooping around shouldn't be very risky.  I'll be back in a day or two."

"Two days and we come looking for you," snapped Pris.

"Okay," said Amelia and slipped out the front door.

She walked deliberately down the path that led away from the house.  As she approached the ring of barrier pines, she noted that the force shield her grandfather kept as protection had been dissolved.  She smiled.  Whether he liked it or not, he was giving her permission to go.

She left the protective ring and stepped between two of the biggest trees.  With the trees blocking any view from the house, she said the single word, “raxie,” that triggered the crystal amulet on the choker around her neck.  From the bottom hem on her gown, a single silver thread appeared and peeled off her gown, unraveling the dress bit by bit.  The end of that thread, like a living thing, danced and swayed upward until it reached the crystal at her throat.  And then, as if sucked into the glittering jewel, the thread disappeared inside the crystal and wrapped itself into a tiny ball until the entire garment was held fast inside the crystal and she stood naked.  Thanks, grandfather, she thought, thankful for the magic gift he’d given her so that she’d never end up without any clothing at the end of a flight like what had happened after she’d been attacked in Pogor by a flying demon.  She looked at the ugly scar on her right shoulder from that attack and remembered the searing pain.  She’d been caught unaware and the scar on her bare skin reminded her that she would have to be more careful when she flew into Ferd.  There were bound to be more of the monsters in the skies over the capital of Scaltzland.  

She’d seen two versions of the creatures and thanks to her grandfather’s research she knew more about them.  Both had been brought through the portal from the dark realms before that portal had been closed.  The larger ones, called skulagles, had bat-like wings with claws at the wing elbows, a skull face filled with razor sharp teeth, fiery red eyes and huge talons at the end of scaly armored bird-like legs.  They were easier to outmaneuver than the smaller, more aerobatic vulturiats.  

Like the skulagles, the vulturiats had bat wings, bird legs and talons, but had a long, pointed tooth-filled beak that they used to spear or bite their prey.  The top of their head formed a tall, leathery crest.  These were nearly as agile as she was and would be the biggest threat.

Determined to get moving, she recited the spell that transformed her into a large eagle.  Her body shimmered, stretched and twisted, feathers forming as she transformed until finally she stood, testing new wings, as an eagle.  The magic amulet at her throat carrying her gown, shimmered and then shrank until the choker fit firmly yet comfortably around the eagle’s neck.  Despite the gown, Amelia knew she’d need a better disguise in Ferd, a problem she would worry about when she got there. 

Finding her wings fit as always, Amelia launched into the air.  Strong strokes took her up over the pines.  Her sharp eyes searched the skies all around, watching for signs of danger.  The sky was clear with only a stray cloud.  Nothing flew nearby and she let the joy of flying take her for the moment.  Wheeling in a tight circle as she cleared the treetops she turned and headed northwest toward Ferd, the capital of Scaltzland.  She wondered what she would find in that evil city.
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In Ferd, Wendler marched along purposefully behind his leader, Lom.  Both men, if they could still be called men, wore the dark purple, light-devouring armor of the Knights of Habichon.  Both had now worn that armor so long that they no longer could separate evil from good, justice from unjust.  They had lost their conscience, whatever that might have been.  The evil in that magic armor gave them uncanny abilities in battle, but the armor served another purpose, an evil purpose, and now their wills were bent to that purpose.  War and killing were the only things they desired, except in Wendler’s case where his thirst for revenge against Gant was nearly as strong.  Memories of the humiliation he’d suffered at Gant’s hands fueled his hatred, hatred that would only be quelled by Gant’s death. 

Lom turned to speak over his shoulder as they hurried down the corridor, "I wonder what the priests want now," he said.

"We will see soon enough, sire," answered Wendler.  "They have certainly been slow to put order to our cause.  We should be at war already.  If I only accomplish one thing, I swear I'll kill Gant.  I should have done it long ago, on the road when he left Netherdorf."

“Perhaps you’ll get the chance, or perhaps someone else will kill him.  But we will have war and the chance to kill those who oppose us.”

“Why did Gargash send us here to Ferd?” asked Wendler.  “We would be better used if he sent us to attack the legions that guard Chamber Pass.  War is what we are good for, not protecting fool priests.”

“It doesn’t matter.  We have our orders and as long as Gargash rules in Pogor, we will follow his orders.”

“Not all orders are worth following.”

“No.  But for now we cannot determine if the plans are worth following or not so we wait and watch,” replied Lom.  “We just do our duty and see where it leads.”

The conversation ended as they reached the massive oak doors leading into the temple's main hall.  Guards stood on either side, temple guards, who stepped in the way blocking their entrance. Lom hesitated only a moment before barging past them.  He pulled open the double doors and stamped straight into the main hall.  Wendler stuck close behind his superior.

As they entered, the priests who sat around the altar at the far end rose in unison.  The head priest, a middle-aged man in black robes that carried six red bands around each sleeve, folded his hands in front of himself and frowned.

"There is no need for such a noisy entrance.  We've been waiting for you."  As he spoke he motioned the lesser priests to sit.  They did so obediently.

Lom and Wendler stopped at the foot of the raised dais.  Even though they had to look up at the head priest, neither felt the least bit subjugated.  With their minds firmly in the grasp of the armor’s evil magic, they were incapable of judging relative station within any hierarchy.  And the magic purple armor they wore could easily fend off any of the weak spells the priests might try while their swords would easily fell any priest they chose to attack.

"What is it?" asked Lom, impatient to conclude the meeting.  “We are here under orders from our leader, Gargash.  We will not be treated as servants.”

"Ah, my good Lom," said the High Priest, spreading his arms in a sweeping gesture.  "Of course you are not servants.  And I assure you that your leader is fully aware of what is at stake and how important it is to all of us.  Trust me that your cooperation or lack thereof will be communicated to him.  We continue to need your help to assure the success of our holy war.”

"There is no war," spit Lom, tired of the posturing and promises that led to inaction and stagnation.

"Patience," said the priest, smiling.  "The war you want is coming but first we must assure victory."

"And how do we do that?"

The priest nodded knowingly to his cohorts.  "A child will soon be born to this woman."  

As he spoke he pointed to a bedraggled, sooty housemaid dressed in ragged clothing.  Wendler was surprised that he hadn’t noticed the woman who certainly was with child until the priest pointed her out.  Magic must have kept her hidden, he decided, and waited for the priest to continue.

“This child is our salvation.  It has a demon for a father and the fates smile on it.  It will lead us to victory.  We are promised that.”

"So we are to wait while a child grows up?" asked Lom, the disgust evident in his voice.

"Is that so long?" asked the priest.  "You whose armor protects your life force and grants you a life longer than mere mortals.  If we can wait, surely you can."

"If the child is your salvation, then you don't need us," growled Lom and turned as if to leave.

"Wrong.  We need you more than ever.  For it is also told that those from across the mountains will try to prevent this child from growing up to be our leader.  And if they succeed, then we are doomed."

"What do you want us to do?"

"Guard the child, of course.  Your enchanted armor and your magic swords are the perfect assurance that this child will live to lead us to the victory we've waited already too long to achieve.  You can assign men from the Knights of Habichon to protect the child day and night.  You are the one force strong enough to prevent our enemies from getting near it."

"And when will the child be born?"

"On the next night of darkness, when both moons are absent from the sky.  We will have the birthing right here in the temple, safe from our enemies."

It seemed a long time to wait.  And yet, even as the power within the armor clamored for war now, the one thing Lom knew was necessary for them to be successful against their enemies was for all the forces west of the mountains to rally to a single leader.  As it stood now, there were too many factions, too many leaders, and too many beasts and creatures who bowed to no leader.  Without a united front they could not hope to defeat the armies of the East, not now, not ever.  In fact, without a leader to bind them together, it was only a matter of time before the armies of the East grew strong enough to attack across the mountains and win victory.  Lom didn't like waiting, but he knew in his black, soulless heart, that it was the only way to win for the powers that controlled his heart and mind.

"Okay," he said.  "We will guard the child.  Perhaps we should start now.  The child is as vulnerable now as at any time."

"Good," said the priest, “I’d hoped you see the sense of it.  The woman will be taken to a set of specially prepared rooms in the apprentice dormitory wing.  We'll watch her closely and wait until you send men to guard her properly.”

"Done," said Lom, and waving Wendler to go with him, they turned and started for the exit.

As they passed back out through the double oak doors, Wendler whispered, "Do you think this child is really going to lead us to victory?"

"Who knows, but they believe it.  And believing in your success makes the success all the more likely."



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 5



[image: ]




Amelia circled high over the ancient city of Ferd, perennial capital of what once was the kingdom of Scaltzland.  Her eagle eyes studied the ruins that were left of the once spectacular home of the noble warrior-priests, now overrun with vermin.  Below her the main temple was unmistakable.  It was a huge building of white stone near the northwest end of the city.  Long three-story wings radiated out from a tall, circular rotunda like spokes from a wheel.  The temple remained unscathed, while nearby the central palace of the former king was in disrepair.  Between the two structures a lone gallows stood, a single body hanging there.  Amelia could see that the corpse had been picked over by scavengers.  It was hardly fresh.

Across a wide boulevard from the temple there was a large stockade.  Inside masses of people were crammed together, dirty, dressed in rags, like a refugee camp.  Slaves, thought Amelia, the good people who once lived here are now slaves.

If Amelia was right, then the mother pregnant with the child of prophecy, must be somewhere within the temple.  The trick was to land unseen and find a disguise before she was discovered.  She searched for an inconspicuous landing spot along the roof or near one of the many building wings that ran out from the central core.  

She wheeled higher, riding the updrafts created by the warm sun.  Off to her left, one of the horrible skull-faced skulagles launched from the palace ruins and flapped its way off to the south.  Amelia watched it go, wary for any sign that it had seen her.  It went on its way without paying her any attention.  Perhaps it had not seen her, or perhaps a lone eagle was not worth the creature's attention.  Maybe the beast concentrated on an errand that precluded chasing intruders.

As the black apparition faded out of sight, Amelia once again circled lower.  She dropped swiftly to an altitude that put her below the roofline of the nearest wing.  At the very end of the building was a single window.  Below it she saw a ledge that was fully in shadow.  

Gracefully she swooped along, hidden in the shadow of the building, curving around to the ledge.  She was happy to find the window open with only a thick curtain pulled part way over the opening.  Amelia maintained her eagle physique and peered in through the window.  She was looking down a long empty hallway.  It was dim inside with no exterior windows except the one she was looking through.  The faint sunlight that came in through her window was muted due to the position of the window in the shadow of the building.  She noticed that the hallway was lit by a set of candles spaced far apart along the wall.  The dim lighting made it hard for even the eagle's sharp eyes to make out much.  Nothing moved.  Amelia waited a few minutes to make sure the hallway was empty.

As her eyes adjusted to the dim light she began to make out a long row of identical, plain doors that lined either side of the hall.  They were spaced regularly along both walls all the way to the other end where a stairwell disappeared downward into the circular central part of the temple.  She was at the end of a hallway that dead-ended right in front of her. 

Down the hall on the left side from Amelia’s viewpoint, a door opened and a young priest stepped out into the hall.  He was covered head-to-toe in a gray robe with a hood that hung over his face so Amelia could not see his eyes.  His chin had only the faintest trace of unshaved stubble though by the looks of it he was hardly old enough to shave.  He turned away from Amelia and hurried quickly down the hall, his bare feet soundless on the stone floor.  Amelia watched as he went out of sight down the stairwell at the far end of the corridor.

From this she surmised that this must be the lodging area where the priests lived.  She waited a moment to be sure he was gone.  He better have a spare robe in his room, she thought, and glided in through the window and landed in the hallway.  She mouthed the familiar spell and shape-changed back to herself.  With the change, her choker shimmered and stretched until it fit perfectly around her human neck.  Her naked body shivered in the coolness of the hall.  She recited the word to again activate the amulet and magically the silver thread inside the crystal slithered out and, starting at her shoulders, spun her gown.  Less chilled now, she looked up and down the hall.  She needed a priest’s robe, not her white gown.  Better hurry, if someone came into the hall now there'd be no excuse that would get her out of here safely.

She stopped in front of the door to the room the priest had just vacated, her heart pounding in her chest.  If there was anyone in the room, she'd be hard pressed to escape.  She took a deep breath and opened the door.  The room was small, sparsely furnished with only a three-legged stool, a rough bed that was more a pallet with some straw and a blanket, a washbowl and a tiny table that held a single half-consumed candle.  Amelia stepped in and eased the door closed behind her.

The room was barren of anything useful.  There was no sign of additional clothing.  There were no wall hooks, no closet and no trunks or dressers.  Amelia shivered.  Now what?

She stepped over to the bed and stooped down to look underneath.  Ah, under the bed was a flat, lidless wooden box.  She grabbed it with both hands and pulled.  It slid out from under the bed easily.  And there, on top of a tiny collection of personal belongings were two spare gray robes just like the one she'd seen the priest wearing.  She pulled one off the top and shook it out to gauge the size.  It would have to do.  She activated the amulet once more and her white gown disappeared inside the crystal.  Quickly, she pulled the priest’s robe on over her head.  With her foot, she slid the box back under the bed.

Smoothing the robe along her sides, Amelia appraised the fit.  A bit too long in both the hem and sleeves but it would certainly be better than traipsing around the temple in a white gown.  She wondered about posing as a priest.  What if she were stopped?  She didn’t know how many young priests there were or if any were female.  Would they all be known on sight?  Amelia sighed and put those worries out of her mind.  She'd have to figure out what to do if the time came.  Right now she just needed to find the pregnant woman and the location of the birthing.

She pulled the hood over her head so her eyes would be in shadow and pulled the door open a crack.  She heard soft footsteps coming down the hall.  She pushed the door shut again and leaned back against it.  The footsteps passed.  Farther down the hall she heard another door open.  Probably a priest returning to his room.  She held her breath and waited.  No sound.  She pulled the door open a crack and looked out.  The hallway was empty.  She slipped out and started down the hall toward the stairs that she guessed led to the central portion of the temple.

At the end of the hallway before the stairway, Amelia came to a large open landing that looked out over the circular rotunda that she’d seen from the air.  All the other wings of the temple connected to this central hub.  She peered out over a low railing into the center room.  Pairs of ornate columns circled the rotunda supporting the domed roof that was high above her.  A stairwell led down to the ground floor.

While she paused to inspect her surroundings, she heard a door open behind her.  Quickly she hurried down the stairs hoping she hadn't been seen.

At the bottom of the stairs she stopped on the outer circumference of the rotunda.  Other hallways led off in various directions.  Amelia assumed they led to the other building wings.  To her left was a huge set of double doors that stood open to a large chapel filled with rows of pews and ending in a stark altar and stone table.  To her right were the double doors of the main entrance.  They were closed.  Daylight streamed in through the translucent domed roof so that the center of the round, high-ceilinged room was brightly lit.

Amelia slipped in behind the ring of columns to remain in relative shadows.  Several priests in black hooded robes walked purposefully through the rotunda headed for various other halls and who knows what.  As Amelia edged along behind the columns she noticed several other gray-robed priests sweeping and cleaning the floor, scrubbing the columns and the walls.  Trainees, she thought and looked around for something to use to become one of the cleaning crew.  Leaning against the wall behind a double set of columns she found a worn, straw broom.  She grabbed it and began slowly, methodically sweeping the floor.  As she swept she moved toward the next hallway around the circumference of the rotunda.

At that moment, a priest dressed in black came scurrying down the stairs and out into the central room from the wing where Amelia had just entered.  It had to be the one she'd heard come back to the quarters, who might have seen her going around the corner.  The priest stopped in the middle of the room and peered around, looking for someone or something.  Amelia kept a column between her and this priest.  Her heart raced.  She hoped he wasn't looking for her.
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