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   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   Around me the sound of the battle was overwhelming.  The pounding of hooves, the buzzing of the black flies and the ring and clang of metal on metal.  It all blended in to a single din that strengthened and faded in volume but never stopped.  
 
   The sounds I expected. The roar in my ears could be ignored but not the smells. Months of combat had acquainted me with their cause.  Too well, I knew the odor of spilt blood and opened bodies.  And then there was the unmistakable stench of the enemy.  It was all now being expressed on a scale that I had never before encountered.
 
   There was pain.  My body was splashed with blood, some of it was mine, some belonged to…them.  My wounds burned with agony but there would be no help for them until this was over.    I was tired to the point of exhaustion but I couldn’t stop.  If I stopped others would die so I pushed forward.  I lashed out with both hands.  I thought of her.  If we fell she would also die, a brutal and painful death.  So I pushed onward.  She was the only thing that was important.  The thought of her kept me going forward.  Blood loss made me dizzy but it didn’t matter.  Only she mattered.  Others crowded in.  I tried to protect them but they were dying all around me while crying out in pain.  Young people who should be living on for decades now lie dead in the dust of this alien world.
 
   We killed them by the thousands.  We climbed over their bodies to kill more of them.  And still they came.  There was no end to them.  They had become the nightmare of any soldier; the enemy that does not stop coming.  
 
   How many must we kill before it ends?  How many of us must die?  This isn’t right, it makes no sense.  They’ve lost too many.  They should turn and flee.  Their actions are…inhuman.  
 
   But no one said they were human.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE OLVION REALITY
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
    Taggart
 
    
 
   Have you ever wondered if you are insane? 
 
   I mean, think about it. Our reality is personal.  It is dependent upon what we perceive to be true.  The delusions of the mentally ill are as real to them as our experiences are to us.  Do they treasure their personal realities and yearn for them when they slip away into sanity?  I suspect so.
 
   So what is real?
 
   Trained professionals pass judgment on the sanity of others but they are just comparing the realities of the few against the realities of the many.  Who can say which is actually real?  
 
   These are the puzzles with which I occupy my mind nowadays.  
 
   My name is Jack Elbert Taggart. Friends call me Tag.  At least the few that still call me friend.  I’m an ordinary man who owns an extraordinary reality.  I’m told that my condition will benefit from recording all that I can recall of what my mind says happened to me.  So that’s what this document is all about.  It is to make me better.  It will help drag me away from what my mind tells me is true.  It will make me healthy and help me separate fact from fiction.  
 
   So I will record the events with as much detail as I can recall.  I will undoubtedly forget some of the smaller occurrences but the larger events I could never forget and they are recorded here with as much particularity as I can deliver.  In the places where I report the thoughts and words of others I have obtained those records from later conversations with those characters and other sources.  Believe what you will.
 
   A few facts about me:  When it all happened I was single, thirty years old and in total acceptance of the fact that I might be forever living a single man’s existence.  I lived in Clovis, California just east of Fresno.  It’s a small town, mild in the winter and brutally hot in the summer.  I am of above-average size standing an even six feet, six inches tall and weighing 225 lbs. Like my Dad and brothers I have blonde hair and blue eyes.   Even though I am larger than the average man, in my family I am considered to be the runt of the litter.  My father and both of my brothers are each six feet eight inches tall.  My grandfather, a legend in our family history, topped us all at seven feet.  Family lore (verified by an on-line genealogy site) has it that our line is descended from Vikings.  That fact is a matter of great pride to us and it even inspired both of my older siblings to have the word “Viking” tattooed on their arms.  I always meant to do the same but never quite got around to it.  I’m not that crazy about needles.
 
   Growing up my two brothers were always eager to exert the right of older siblings to make miserable the life of their younger kin.  Thus I was frequently subjected to head rubs, wrestling holds and the dreaded purple nurple.  I deduced early in life that I would need a way to blunt the advantages that they possessed from having the good sense to be born earlier.  So it was that I turned to weight training.  It took a few years but by the age of sixteen I was strong enough to hold my own with them.
 
   Honesty compels me to reveal that my compulsion to improve my physical condition was not inspired solely by the desire to avoid being tortured by my brothers.  I had also bought in to the ridiculous idea that women are attracted to men with large chests and arms.  I discovered too late that I should have spent my time improving my social skills instead.  I have yet to have a woman throw herself at me because of the size of my biceps.  
 
   See, one of the problems that I have dealt with for my entire life is extreme shyness.  I’m fine when I’m dealing with other guys or older women but put me in front of a pretty girl my age and my mind dries up. That effect is especially pronounced if the girl shows any interest in me.  I’m not a stupid man but in such a situation I give a really good impression of one.  I choke up and stare mutely at them while trying to think of something intelligent to say. I am rarely successful.   My doctors diagnosed the condition as Social Anxiety Disorder. 
 
   So it was that I limped through elementary and middle school with only a very few girlfriends.  Then in high school I discovered team sports.  I was as tall as I was going to get when I entered Lincoln Union High School and even though I had not fully filled out by then I was much larger than the others in my class.  The football team was a natural fit for me. My success on the field led to me having a few relationships because there were some young women who would approach the big, quiet running back that brought so many victories to our school’s team.  But all of those relationships eventually failed when those girls grew tired of always going to movies or watching television at home instead of attending school parties and other functions where lots of our peers would be present.  I didn’t blame them.
 
   So even though my prowess on the field brought me some female companionship I grew aware that those situations were becoming less and less common as graduation grew near.  My brothers were my exact opposites in this area.  Both went on to play on college basketball teams and were regarded by all as school legends.  There was no dearth of willing females in their lives.
 
   I don’t want to give the impression that I did not try hard to overcome my condition.  I read books on the subject and watched several videos trying to instill confidence in myself.  But my attempts to approach women that I thought were pretty always ended badly.  I grew more and more sullen and even my male friends slowly dwindled away.
 
   My lack of success with relationships led me to give up on having a normal life which would include a wife and family.  As I continued to withdraw into myself I made some stupid life choices.  I eschewed going to college on a full-ride football scholarship and joined the army instead.  I was no trained killer or anything like that.  I spent four years in Germany as a glorified prison guard at the U.S. Army Garrison in Mannheim.  But I was comfortable in that life and almost decided to stay in for a full twenty years.  But global peace and politics take a toll on all of the military branches and it was clear that I would not be able to stay in the army until I earned a pension.  So I got out and came back home to Clovis.  I converted my experience in the army to a full time position with the California Department of Corrections as a Prison Guard.  They titled the position a Corrections Officer.  Same thing.
 
   After passing my probationary year with CDC I applied for a spot on the R.E.A.C.T. Team.  The initials stood for Respond, Extract, And Control Team.  Placement on the team was highly sought after because it got you off of the routine prison guard duties and ensured that you would be participating in any action that might occur.  Prison duty is extremely boring and any excitement is welcome.  It took me a few years but I was eventually accepted.
 
   Members of the team tended to be of above average size because most of the time we were expected to go into an inmate’s “house” and drag him out.  People who have been institutionalized have nothing to do all day but sit around and think of the different ways that they are being wronged by society.  After stewing on it for a few days they sometimes convince themselves that they are innocent victims of a corrupt system and they act out.  These people have to be removed from their cells and taken to the Special Housing Unit (we called it “the shoe”) before they could inspire others to buy into their victimhood and follow suit.  After two years on the team the Sergeant in charge retired on a disability (blown kneecap) and I applied for and was chosen as the new team leader.  And there I still was when all of this craziness started to happen.
 
   Life got scary in my thirtieth year.  A fellow gym rat who was also an operating room technician saw a “thing” under my arm that he viewed as suspicious.   I knew there was something there but hadn’t concerned myself too much about it.  At my pal’s urging I coughed up sixty dollars and went to see a skin doctor.  Three days later the results of my biopsy confirmed I had stage-one melanoma.  Follow up x-rays showed two shadows on my lung that dictated a trip to the surgical center.  The skin cancer was an easy fix because we had gotten to it early.  The shadows on my lungs?  We would see.
 
   Sitting on my couch the night before the surgery I looked at my life and realized I’d squandered most of it.  Except for the four years I’d spent in the army nothing about my life really amounted to much.  I’d taken the job with the CDC with plans to use the job as a springboard to more exciting ventures such as a Parole Officer.  But the ease of the job and the excellent pay made me complacent.  I was still at the same position with no prospects for further advancement (unless someone died or retired), no wife, no kids.  And now, no guarantee of a future at all.  The doctors had warned me that the shadows could turn out to be bad news.  For that matter the procedure itself could be fatal.  According to my friend, the operating room technician, dying just from the anesthesia was not unheard of.  Not to mention the fact that I was going to have several large needles plunged through my chest and into the suspicious areas of my lungs.  
 
   As I huddled almost naked beneath the thin sheet of the operating room gurney being wheeled through hidden back passages of the hospital by an orderly I regretted having wasted my life.  Mostly I regretted the fact that I had absolutely no one who would notice my absence if things went badly.   I had a distant family that I had not informed of my surgery.  Why?  I don’t really know.  Mom died when I was twelve and Dad had recently moved to Sedona.  My brothers were both married and living elsewhere.  I guess I just didn’t want to interrupt their lives to have them come here and stand around a hospital waiting room.  If something bad happened they would find out soon enough.
 
   Julio, the all-too-happy orderly had cheerful quips for everyone we passed.  None for me.  I wondered if he even noticed there was a person on the gurney.  I was rolled into a big, cold room full of stainless steel and grey plastic.  Big machines surrounded a paper-covered bed in the middle of the room.  I was left there by Julio and ignored by others in the room until a bald man with a Haitian accent approached and called me Mr. Taggart.  He was trying to be reassuring but the lump in my throat did not go away. 
 
   I expected to be introduced to the surgical team with everyone smiling and assuring me of the safety of the procedure. (Don’t worry sir, we do this all the time and it rarely turns out to be anything serious.) Instead the Haitian man placed a clear plastic mask over my nose and mouth and told me to count backward from one hundred.  I think I made it to ninety-eight before everything in my life changed.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   Awakening
 
    
 
   Sun warmed my face and body.  It felt wonderful.  A light breeze brushed me like a dandelion puff.  Sleep receded even as drowsiness kept hold.  I slowly drifted up toward the edges of wakefulness.  Sounds and smells began to push through to my senses.  The fragrance of flowers.  The wind ruffling through the grass.  I felt rested, recharged.  I was content.  Comfortable.
 
   Consciousness pulled at me.  Was this a work day?  I knew it must be time to get up.  I always woke just before the clock went off.  The alarm would screech anytime now.  I could rise now and get an early start but I felt too good.  I’d wait for the alarm.  Maybe even have a session with the snooze button.
 
   Something worried at the back of my brain, fighting against the calmness to which I was still awakening.  It was like a little mouse pawing at a baseboard.  Something should be happening.  Something was important.  Something.
 
   Then awareness surged into me and pulled me back to reality.  I had just been through an operation.  I had had large needles pierce my chest and driven into my lungs.  I must move slowly and let my nurses and techs know I was awake. I would now be in a surgical recovery room.  I was momentarily amused at what I had thought were the feelings of sunlight and a light breeze on my body. 
 
   I cracked open my eyelids.  
 
   I saw sunlight and high grass and the sky.  
 
   I closed my eyes again.  I told myself to relax and allow myself the time needed to fully awaken.  Obviously I had pushed things too quickly.  I took a long, relaxing breath, held it a second, then released it.  Just wait.  Give yourself time.
 
   I slowly eased my eyelids open again.  
 
   “Okay, don’t panic,” I told myself.    There is sunlight here, it is warm and I do feel a breeze.  That could be from some innovative therapy like being taken to the hospital roof or a sun room after surgery.  Couldn’t it?
 
   I had been told that I would be taken to the recovery area immediately after surgery.  After I had woken up, answered a few questions and passed urine I was to be transferred to the “post op” unit for the night.  That was the plan.  Could this possibly be the post op unit?
 
   I laid still, closed my eyes again and tried to puzzle it all out but nothing was making since.  I was starting to notice other things now.  Instead of a mattress and sheets under me was something that felt, incredibly, like grass.  When the soft breeze blew I could discern individual blades moving against my ribs and thighs.  There was no sheet covering me and I was suddenly outraged that I was now naked and exposed to whomever might be near me.  Was anyone near me?
 
   I decided to risk opening my eyes again.  This time I resolved to keep them open until I could explain the odd tricks that my mind was playing on me.  
 
   The sunlight was real, it was bright and it was coming from behind my head.  There was a pinkish sky above me.  Odd?  Yes.  But maybe that was from the drugs I had been shot up with.  I knew I would have to take a better look around but that would entail moving my torso which should have some fairly serious wounds in it now.  I felt my chest, searching for bandages and sore spots.  Nothing!  I cranked my eyes down as far as they would go without moving my head.  I saw my chest, almost hairless as always, and the tips of my toes.  It all looked like me.  I decided to risk a slight shift of my body.  I expected reality to come cascading over me like a summer flash flood in the form of pain.  Nothing.  I moved a little more.  Still nothing.  No pain.  No bandages on my chest.  Just that gentle breeze and the prickle of grass blades on my back and sides.
 
   I needed answers and I needed them fast because my heart was beginning to drum loudly in my ears.  Frankly, I was rapidly moving from a state of anger into being frightened. 
 
   “Help”.  My voice sounded like a toad’s croak.  If someone was going to hear that they would have to be very close.  “Hey!  Anybody?  I need help.  And some water.”  My voice was stronger this time.  The result was the same.  Nothing.  Either no one heard me or no one was responding.
 
   There was just one thing to do.  I would shove myself into a sitting position.  I was certain that this would result in a flood of beeping alarms with concerned nurses telling me to stop moving and maybe a doctor warning me that I was foolishly harming myself.  
 
   I gathered my hands under my hips and slowly pushed upward.  Now sitting up, I had my first good look around.
 
   “Okay”, I told myself.  “Something ain’t right here.”  
 
   Mystery number one: I felt absolutely no pain.  That might be part of the reason I was outside.  For some reason the surgery had not been performed.  Okay, I get that.  Another quick exploration of my chest and back with both hands confirmed there was no incision and no stitches.  Fair enough. 
 
    Mystery number two:  Why was I naked, lying in a field of yellow grass under a darkening, salmon-colored sky?  Even worse, as I looked around me I saw no buildings, no people, and no sign of civilization anywhere.  I was alone and there was no one and nothing around me.
 
   No longer fearing pain I stood up.  What the hell was going on?  I turned around, carefully examining my surroundings.
 
   I was in the middle of a huge prairie with nothing but yellowish grass and little groups of blue flowers for miles in any direction.  Well, almost nothing.  To my right were several things that weren’t really trees but close to it.  They appeared to be about six feet high and were brownish-green in color.  Their trunks were egg-shaped with scraggly branches growing out of the top.  To my left, far off, probably four miles or more away I could see the topography rising and a group of rocks forming a hill.  Except for the hill and the squat trees there was nothing but sky and grass and one lone cloud above.  I cupped my hands over my eyes and turned to the source of the sunlight.  
 
   My throat tightened and my stomach churned.  This sun was not what I was used to.  It was a slightly pinkish orb, about the same size as the one I was accustomed to seeing but there was another glowing object near the horizon.  My heart sank.  There was no denying what that object was.  It was a moon, smaller than the one I knew.  And next to it was another moon, roughly the same size but a trifle dimmer.  Both were in crescent, both reflecting the pinkish rays of their sun.
 
   This was not Clovis.  This was not California.  This was not America.  And, it was not Earth.  This was something entirely different.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   Shelter
 
    
 
   I stared at the sky, the sun and the moons for what seemed to be an hour but was probably only a few minutes.  I willed what I was seeing to change.  Being a somewhat religious man I closed my eyes and prayed that I would open them and find myself in bed in the hospital, laughing at the effect the anesthetic had had on me.  No matter how many times I tried praying it didn’t work.  I added a little dose of humility by dropping to my knees.  No change.  
 
   But eventually I started noticing that the pinkish sun was getting lower in the sky and the two crescent moons were rising, growing brighter.  The breeze was also picking up, I could feel the longish blades of the grass tickling my calves.  It wasn’t cold, about seventy five degrees or so.  But night was definitely coming and I didn’t have any idea what would come with it.  Maybe when the sun went down the temperature would drop to freezing.  Or nocturnal predators might come pouring forth out of holes in the ground or flapping through the night sky.  I tried one last thing in desperation.  I put my hands to my mouth and shouted as loud as I could, asking, begging for someone to come to my assistance and tell me what was going on.  Nothing changed.  I was absolutely and undeniably alone.  And I began to accept my new and terrifying reality; this was not going to change just because I wanted it to.
 
   I found myself automatically searching for a stick or rock.  I didn’t recognize it at the time but I was displaying one of the more prehistoric impulses of my species; When one finds oneself alone and naked in unfamiliar surroundings one finds a weapon.  Fast.  Unfortunately there was absolutely nothing around me but grass.  I looked off into the distance at the rocky hill.  It was the only thing that looked like it might afford me a windbreak or, if nothing else, a good-sized rock with which to defend myself should that become necessary.  A cave seemed like too much to hope for seeing how my luck was going today.  With no other obvious options and the light growing dimmer I took off toward the hill.
 
   As I walked I pondered my situation from every angle I could think of.  Logic was obviously not going to help me here because nothing that was happening was logical.  In fact, everything that I had experienced since waking up was as illogical as it could possibly be.
 
   I started going over possibilities in my head as I hiked.  The scariest one was obvious:  I had not survived the operation and was dead.  Because of the sins of my life I was doomed to wander alone in a pink and yellow world for all eternity.  Had I had pants on I might have soiled them.  Thinking of the pink sky made me squint again at the sun overhead.  My thoughts were pulled to eighth grade science class when we studied the different types of solar systems.  I recalled that one type of sun was named a “red dwarf”.  Is that what I was seeing overhead?  Or was there something else…vapor, pollen, gas or whatever…that gave the sky here that unusual color?
 
   The other thought that came to mind was that I had somehow passed through some kind of dimension warp and this is what was on the other side.  This scenario was slightly less terrifying than the first as it held out the possibility that I would someday escape into death.  Funny how comforting that possibility seemed to me.
 
   In an attempt to be optimistic I tried to tell myself that I could still be unconscious and in the process of having my chest pierced in a Clovis hospital.  Though I would have given anything for this to be the case, even prayed that it was so, in my heart I knew it wasn’t true.  The grass, the wind, the sky, the moons, even my sore feet, everything was too real.  I was definitely somewhere else.  
 
   Laboring to keep myself just barely on the good side of panic I concentrated on other things as I walked:  The breeze felt really nice and I felt strong.  Even though I was setting a pretty fast pace I was not struggling at all.  My body felt lighter.  Much lighter than before.  My eyes scanned the horizon and I noticed that it seemed different somehow.  Smaller.  Closer.  Was it possible that this planet (if, indeed, it was a planet) was smaller than my Earth?  That would account for the closer horizon and feeling of lightness.  Smaller planet equals less gravity.  My increased stamina could be accounted for by that and maybe a higher oxygen content in the atmosphere.  Heck, it was as good of a guess as any.
 
   I reflected on the number of times I had sat alone in my small townhouse in Clovis with a beer in one hand and the television turned to mute while reading science fiction novels.  I devoured them.  Harlan Ellison, Edgar Rice Burroughs, John Scalzi, I loved them all.  I thought of the number of times I had caught myself daydreaming about finding myself in exotic situations like the ones of which I had read.  I always believed that living such an adventurous life in exotic worlds would be romantic.  What I wouldn’t give now to be back in good old boring Clovis with its tiny downtown area and numerous antique shops.
 
   After a few hours of walking through yellow grass I noticed the ground starting to rise.  As I got even closer I saw it was not really a hill at all but a collection of boulders piled upon each other.  I stopped, knelt and listened.  This looked like a good place in which a predator could lie in wait for its next meal.  I strained my ears but heard only the wind stirring the grass.  An examination of the nearby ground revealed no footprints or any other indication of animals being about.
 
   The top of the rock pile was approximately twenty-five feet high.  It looked like a good place from which to survey the surroundings.  I hoped I still had enough energy after my long trek to make it to the top.  To my surprise and delight the climb was almost ridiculously easy.  The theory of being on a smaller world with decreased gravity was strengthened by the manner in which I was able to hop from one rock to the next.  Were it not for my incredible circumstances it might even have been fun.  But reaching the pinnacle brought me back to reality.  I stood at the top and looked about in every direction.  There were no indications of civilization anywhere.  The yellow plains stretched off miles into the distance except in the direction beyond the rock pile.  There I saw other hills, more of the bushy trees and beyond those, about twenty miles in the distance, a forest.  
 
   A forest meant water and, hopefully, food.  It was too distant to make out any details but the trees looked normal if a little more brown than green.  It was the first thing I had seen since waking up that promised more than a lonely death from starvation and lack of water.
 
   But it was going to have to wait.  The sun was now halfway behind the horizon, shooting gorgeous pink and orange rays out over the sky.  Night was approaching and fast.  I needed a safe place to spend the night even though sleeping seemed unlikely under the circumstances.
 
   Looking around I was able to find a spot where two of the larger, flatter slabs had been pushed up together, the tectonic forces forming a V-shaped opening much like a small cave.  It rose up eight feet high but was very narrow, maybe two and a half or three feet wide.  There was only one open end, the other being closed off by a heap of smaller stones.  It was big enough to sleep in but years of wind had blown dust and dried grass up into the crevice.  The grass was useful as bedding but the dust was so dry and fine that it scattered like talcum powder if disturbed at all.  It would have to be scraped out if I was going to get any sleep at all.
 
   I tried scooping the dust out by hand, digging down to the hardened ground beneath it.  Bending over I used both hands to throw the dirt out through my parted legs much like a dog digs.  It worked but it was slow going and I was being covered by the settling dust.  I looked around for something to be used as a shovel and found a flat triangular rock.  The trouble was, it was larger than I needed and looked like it would be too heavy.  But I had no other options so I surrendered to desperation.  I grabbed one end and heaved to pull it out of the dirt.  To my surprise the thing came away with only minor resistance.  I held it up in both hands and examined it.  In the life and world that I was used to this stone would easily weigh sixty to seventy pounds.  In my hands it felt about like twenty.  Even more provenance for the smaller-planet theory.
 
   The work went much faster with the rock.  It was maybe four feet long and a foot wide at the broad end, shaped like a big arrowhead.  It would probably serve well as a defensive weapon also.  After fifteen minutes of work with my improvised tool I had cleared out most of the loose powder and had fairly decent-sized sleeping area which I covered with the dry grass.  I could only guess at how I now would look with a coating of powdery dust covering my entire body.  I didn’t have to guess at how I smelled because that had become obvious as soon as I began to sweat.  The damp dust had a slightly gritty feel to it where it gathered under my arms and around my neck.  Still, it was a minor triumph that I now had a place in which to spend the night.  One less thing to worry about.
 
   But as the darkness fell so did my mood.  The work of clearing the cave had kept me from focusing on my circumstances. The scariness of the situation came back to me now that I had nothing else to keep myself occupied.  Fear had a tight grip on my throat.  Death was not my biggest dread, it was never seeing another person again and facing a lifetime alone.  As I usually do when I feel powerless I started praying again.  Panic threatened to overpower me and I let the tears finally flow.  Outside, the world grew dark as ink around me.  I huddled in my makeshift cave and pleaded with God.  Why had he done this to me?  What horrible sin had I committed to have Him send me to this place? I begged Him to show me what I must do to be returned to my home.    Finally, exhaustion took over and I lay down upon my bed of grass.  I lay on my back staring up at where the two large stone slabs met above my head.  I wondered what would happen if they slipped and fell.  I didn’t care.  At least it would put an end to the fear.
 
   Then, just before I slipped away into sleep something miraculously lifted my fear.  One moment it hung heavy on my head and then... it left me.  My breathing smoothed out and the knots in my chest and stomach relaxed.  A welcome calm enveloped me.  Somehow I knew…I was where I was supposed to be.  And I slipped away into the sweet blackness of sleep.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   A Friend
 
   She had traveled long, away from her mountain home.  She missed the views from the mountainside of the valleys below.  This was not a journey that she had desired to make.  She missed her mother and her litter-mates.  But she was chosen so it was her place to make the trip.  
 
   She had been lying on a warm rock watching the shifting clouds and grooming her tail when the “Awareness” struck.  She fought it for a spell, thinking it could not actually be happening to her but eventually she accepted the reality of it.  She was the right age and the time would be now.  And besides, she needed a name.
 
   There had been no words because the Awarness communicated using feelings, emotions and images.  She and her kind had the ability to communicate with other species in this manner even though their way of interacting with their own kind was more direct.  She had been flooded with images of one of the human animals, a strange being with golden hair and eyes as blue as a mountain lake.  It was an odd appearance but not a troubling one.  There was a gentleness in the face and eyes.  Other than his hair and eyes the only difference between him and the other humans was his lighter skin.  All of the humans she had observed thus far had the same dark hair, eyes and skin.
 
   This would be a long journey and there would be much danger.  The Awareness had made that clear. She would not again see her home until the calling had been satisfied.  And maybe not at all. 
 
   Now here she was crouching at the bottom of a pile of rocks.  The ground was covered with dust and she felt small pebbles poking into her belly.  She sampled the air around her but smelled only dust and grass.  There were no other creatures prowling about.  She settled down lower into a depression under a bush.  She hated the fact that her fur was gathering dust and small leaves but she forced herself to ignore it.
 
   She relaxed and tried to open her mind.  It was difficult because she still longed for home.  But her mother had trained her and she had learned well.  Her eyes slowly closed as she took control of her senses.  Her hearing and sense of smell were reduced to the point that only danger would register.  Her other sense, the one that only her kind possessed, grew and took over her body and mind.  Her breathing slowed, as did her heartbeats.  
 
   She sought the mindscent.
 
   She reached out now, probing, searching.  He was there above her in the rocks.  But before she could approach him she had to establish the connection.  Only then could she be certain that he actually was the human that she had been sent to help.  The Awareness had gifted her with his mindscent so there was not much chance that she had followed false trails but caution was called for.  This was a dangerous tasking and she had no idea from which direction danger might emerge.  
 
   The world shrank farther from her notice as her mind ventured out and above.  She caught the mindscent again and followed it.  The trail it left was different from the humans she had read before.  His was a more difficult mind to connect with.  It had…strength.  And a complexity that she’d not experienced.  This was an unusual human.  She probed further until, finally, she was able to tap into his mind.
 
   Emotion immediately gushed into her, so much of it that she almost broke the bond.  She gathered herself anew so that she could so that she could continue and identify it. 
 
   Fear.  He was consumed by it.  It was overwhelming and beating down on him like a hot sun.  She searched for more but the fear was blocking everything else.  He was on the brink of a mental collapse.  This was not good.  Fear was expected but not to this degree.  Too much was expected of him.  Too much had been put upon him.  She reached out further, exploring different channels and mind-paths.  Was that something else?  Yes!  Fatigue, almost as overpowering as the fear.  Each was feeding the other.  That she could work with.
 
   Far down below where the human slept, at the bottom of this pile of rocks her little body was now motionless.  Her beautiful tail had wrapped around her, almost of its own accord.  She rearranged and redirected her thoughts from receiving to projecting.  She envisioned the human’s mind as a cavern.  She entered it crawling and shuffling and wiggling through shafts and tunnels.  Finally she arrived at the place for which she had been searching.  Here was the cavern in which his emotions were stored.  For convenience, she pictured those emotions as little balls of light in a nest of moss and leaves.  The orb that was projecting the most light was the repository of his fear.  She approached it and stretched her paws out to it.  She stood over it, close enough to feel the heat that was pulsing out of it.  From here she could examine it.  
 
   Though the fear orb was the brightest it was also the smallest.  Bravery was not lacking here.  But something was overpowering his natural courage.  She pushed deeper into the orb, seeking to dissect and examine it further.  The shell’s cover slowly dissolved, leaving the ball divided into different-colored sections and on top of those sections sat an ugly black lesion.  It was an anomaly, probably the result of a difficult birthing.  It was distorting parts of his fear emotion and amplifying his reaction to being alone.  And females?  That part was interesting and quite out of character with what she knew of the human males.  In time she could fully repair the damage but that was not the immediate problem.  Now he must relax and rest or he could do serious damage to his mind.  It was his being alone that was now tearing at him most.  His trepidation had to be eased.
 
   She went to work.
 
   She imagined her paws reaching out to touch the orb, lying like a glowing egg within the nest.  She located the kernel of anxiety within and sent waves of calm into it.  It resisted her efforts strongly at first. These circumstances were too unusual, too frightening.  She incrementally increased her emotional injections until finally she felt the panic start to melt like a snow patch in the sun.  In a few more moments she had calmed him to the point that he was drifting into slumber.
 
   Below him she shivered and wrapped her tail about herself more snugly.  The effort had been draining and she too, surrendered consciousness.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   Tinker
 
    
 
   I dreamed of the time that Dad, James and Bob came to visit me over Labor Day weekend.  I was back on my couch, my sofa table cluttered with beer bottles, both empty and semi-full.  I’d given up on trying to get my brothers to use the coasters.  We were watching football on television and I forgot which teams were playing but Dad was very much into the game.  We were all having fun, cheering when our team scored or did something right.  It was a comfortable feeling being there with my family.  I thought of Mom, now long ago passed away.  We all missed her and always started each meal with a prayer that included mention of her.  
 
   James got up to use the bathroom.  I had a half-bath off of the kitchen but he always used the master bath in my bedroom.  He had just left when I heard him call me.  I went to the hallway and saw that he was smiling and pointing to the floor.  It was not the beige carpet that was usually there but a trail of yellow grass with little pockets of blue flowers here and there.  James was laughing at the unexpected state of my hallway.  Bob and Dad came up behind me and joined him in laughter.  I started out amused also then slowly grew less so.  There was something not funny about this.  Dad leaned forward and pointed up at the ceiling.  The eggshell white color had deepened and went to a pale pink.  Dad and my brothers found this immensely funny.  As they watched the hallway faded into a dusty field with a pink sky above.  I wanted to tell them that this was not something to laugh at.  I tried to quiet them, to let them know that this was not right.  But when I looked at Bob and Dad they were both fading away, just like the walls of my townhouse.  I turned to see that James was already gone.  Dad and Bob were quiet now, growing fainter and fainter.  Their faces had no expression.  Then they just winked out, like stars at dawn, first Bob then Dad.
 
   I woke because of a hard pressure on my bladder.  I fought consciousness as long as I could, preferring the familiar surroundings of my dream.  As always, my bladder won out.  I opened my eyes and saw sunlight through the crevices between the rocks which made up my “cave”.  Specks of the powdery dust were dancing around in the beams like tiny fairies.  My back ached as I struggled to sit up and lean against the rock wall.  I was a little surprised to see that it was so bright outside and thought I must have slept a long time.  Under the circumstances I had not expected to sleep much at all.  I sat there a while gathering my thoughts.  My last hope was that I would awake and find myself back in my own bed in boring, old Clovis.  It seemed I would just have to deal with actually being here…wherever here was.  I raised and circled both arms to work the kinks out of my shoulders and noticed how the fine dust of the cavern now completely covered every part of my body that I could see.  
 
   Amazingly, the almost overwhelming fear I had felt the night before was now mostly gone.  That made no sense to me.  After all, my circumstances had not changed and I failed to see how a simple night’s sleep could have changed my emotional response to them.  
 
   A high-pitched squeak interrupted my thoughts, making me turn toward the entrance to my little excavation and there I saw a most curious little creature.  It was not remotely like anything I had ever seen before, and this fact served to further buttress my belief that I was no longer on my native planet, however amazing and unbelievable that might be.  It was an animal roughly the size of a housecat, maybe a tad smaller.  It was very fine boned with two arms, two legs and a beautiful tail that was as long as the rest of its body.  I held my breath, not wanting to move and scare it away as it was the first living thing I had encountered in my exile world.  I carefully studied the creature, amazed by how beautiful it was.  Covered in a thick layer of white fur, the face bore features that could have been combined from a cat and a fox. The closest thing I could compare it to was an otter, but whereas otters were brown, scraggly and sported thin tails, this animal had brilliant white fur like that of a Persian cat and its tail was long and full, much like a squirrel’s.  The tail seemed to have a mind of its own and kept itself in perpetual motion, dancing here and there.  The face was more foxlike than a cat or a dog. When I could no longer hold my breath I exhaled.  To my delight it didn’t move at the sound.  It stood in the entrance to my rock cave and watched me with curious black eyes that were larger than one would expect for a creature of that size.  It showed absolutely no fear.  In fact, as I watched, it took a few steps closer to me into the cave.  It did this using only its rear legs with the large tail held out behind.
 
   At this point my bladder reminded me that, creature or no creature, it was going to have to be emptied.  As soon as the thought entered my head the fox-cat backed out of the cave.  It moved something like a monkey but much more gracefully, walking on its hind legs and using the arms and tail for balance.  Even in the dimness of the cave I could tell that it was female.  It was so cute I couldn’t take my eyes from it.  Until my bladder resumed nagging at me.   I rose and followed it outside, squinting my eyes at the strong light.  A few steps from the cave opening it squatted and stuck one hind leg out to the side and relieved itself.  
 
   “You too?” I asked.
 
   There was no reaction to my words.  Done with its duty the animal dropped back on its haunches and resumed staring at me while wiggling her whiskers.  I took a chance and slowly moved to the cave entrance.  I then turned to the side away from the light wind and took care of my most pressing problem. When I turned back I could have sworn my new little friend was looking at me in an approving manner.  That, of course, was impossible.  Now that my most immediate personal need was taken care of my mind turned to my less demanding but still crucial requirements.  Thirst was my next most serious desire followed a close second by hunger.  
 
   Another squeak from my furry friend drew my attention.  When she saw that she had my attention she turned and walked several steps away from me and toward the distant forest.  She then paused and looked back me as if waiting for some reaction.  When I failed to respond she squeaked again, this time louder and more insistent.  The sound was something like a cricket but more musical.  She, again, turned and trotted in the direction of the forest.  Once more she stopped and looked over her shoulder at me.  She appeared for all the world like she wanted me to follow her.  I was certain that I was wrong about that but I had nothing to lose so I took a few steps towards her.  When she saw me coming in her direction she turned back around and continued toward the distant woods.
 
   Of course I followed her.  This latest happening just served to further confuse me about my new surroundings.  On the one hand I was happy because, even though she was just an animal, she was the first living thing I’d encountered on this planet.  I did not want to be alone again.  And her actions seemed to be intended to lead me somewhere.  That indicated a higher level of intelligence than I had first assigned to her.
 
   Or was it?  Was anything about my current situation real?  I decided to simply go with my instincts and follow the little ball of white fur as she headed in the direction I had intended to go anyway.  
 
   Before leaving my hill I took a good look around my current location.  With the morning sun peeking through a clear pink sky I was able to just make out distant mountains almost all around us.  The dust in the evening sky the day before had probably rendered them invisible to me.  I was apparently in a huge valley that stretched for miles and miles in any direction.  Ice-capped mountain tops were faintly visible in three different groups.  It would take months of walking to reach any of them.
 
   I put my arms over my head and stretched, the night’s sleeping accommodations had been adequate but not anything remotely approaching comfortable.  I had a sore back and a hitch in my neck.  The white powdery dust of the little cave I’d made for myself was all over me.  My hands, arms, legs and torso were coated with the stuff.  I tried to wipe it off but it clung to me stubbornly.  Only a bath would get it off entirely.
 
   For some reason the knowledge of my nakedness hung heavy on me.  There was no one around to see me in that state but I had been conditioned all of my life to avoid being seen naked.  With all of the other problems that I was currently dealing with I found it strange just how strongly this conditioning was affecting me.  Plus, the early morning was cooler than I had expected it to be, not cold, but the dew from the high grass sprinkled my calves and chilled my legs.
 
   I was also cognizant of the clear, amazingly fresh air around us.  It was almost as if my body was drinking it in, happy to be removed from the pollution with which it had contended for so long. 
 
    While in pursuit of my little guide I was again impressed by how little effort it took for me to cover ground in this world.  Though small, my new friend was fast, looking something like a Chihuahua running from a pit bull.  When moving rapidly she leaned forward and used all four appendages with her tail streaming out behind her like a furry flag.  I had to trot to stay within sight of her. 
 
    I continued to have the thought that she was purposely leading me somewhere even though I knew how unlikely that was.  But I followed her still because…where else would I go?  
 
   By midmorning we started to enter the forest I’d glimpsed the day before from the top of my little pile of rocks.  The terrain around us had changed from a flat grassy plain to a more rolling topography with small hills and depressions.  I began to wonder when or if my guide was going to stop.  My feet were not used to being bare and I was starting to feel a little soreness develop in the soles.  As the trees around us grew thicker I began to step on seeds, branches and twigs, all of which increased my discomfort in that area.  It was obvious I would have to fashion some sort of protective foot coverings if our journey was going to continue much longer.
 
   Then I detected one of the most wonderful sounds I’d heard since waking up in this place.  Water.  Lots of running water, sounding like a river or stream.  She took me over a large hill and there it was, a wide running stream of silvery water, rushing along the banks and flowing over rocks.  Small trees lined the bank throwing strips of shadow over the rushing brook.  My thirst had grown so serious by that time that I temporarily forgot about my new friend and ran headlong to the stream, dropping to my belly and plunging my head in.  It was cool, wet and wonderful.  I took an experimental sip and was delighted to find it pure and sweet.  I gulped until I could hold no more, then splashed it all over my self, washing away the sweat from my run.
 
   A squeak pulled my attention to my little white friend.  She was standing on the bank about three feet from me, water dripping from her mouth and whiskers.  Another squeak.
 
   I gave her a “thumbs up” sign (for what reason I don’t know), then said “Thanks, Squeaky”.
 
   Instead of another musical squeak she answered with a very rude sound which reminded me of a sea gull’s squawk.  As unlikely as it may seem, the little creature was expressing undeniable disapproval.  Her little face even reflected a change of expression.  I frowned.
 
   “What’s wrong, Squeaky?” I asked.
 
   The ermine face became more disturbed and I was subjected to another sea gull scolding, this one much louder.
 
   I turned and sat on the soft grass next to the brook, my feet dangling in the cool rushing liquid.  She was definitely trying to express displeasure.  What had I done?  Was it the name I’d given her?  That sounded wildly unlikely but, again, everything in my life was now wildly unlikely.
 
   “Okay,” I said, “If you don’t like Squeaky (at another mention of the name her luxurious tail became a spiky bottlebrush), what should I call you?”  Of course I got no reply. Feeling somewhat foolish, I thought of feminine names that might fit her.
 
   “How about Mary?” The bottle brush bloomed again.
 
   “Linda?”  Bottlebrush.
 
   “Donna?”  No change.
 
   I thought back to my childhood and the names of creatures found in fairy tales. What could be more appropriate?
 
   “How do you feel about Rapunzel?”  I asked.  If it was possible to be insulted by a non-human creature’s expression, the one exhibited by the little animal is exactly what one would see.
 
   I was beginning to get worried.  If I kept insulting her would I eventually drive her off?  I thought again.
 
   “Ariel?  Cinderella?”  She actually took a few threatening steps toward me.  
 
   “How about Tinkerbell?”  I asked hopefully.
 
   The bottlebrush softened but did not disappear completely.  She took two more steps closer.  I could have sworn she was encouraging me.  I pondered my next move.  Tinkerbell was the best so far but still wasn’t acceptable.  I was terrified of making the wrong move here and watching her scamper away.
 
   “Tinker?”
 
   Her cute little face appeared to light up.  She actually did a compete backflip, landing on her feet.  I was treated to three quick chirps, followed by her long tail going back to its former beautiful fluffy state.  Go figure.
 
   “Okay then,” I said, wiggling my feet in the water, “Tinker it is”.
 
   As I watched in delight she ran in a circle three times and sat up on her haunches.  She looked for all the world as if she were smiling.  Then, to my amazement, she came over and sat beside me, no more than a foot away.  She looked from me to the brook and back, her tail punctuating each movement with a twitch.  Again I was struck with the feeling that my newly-named companion was more intelligent than I had originally suspected.  She seemed to intuit that I posed her no harm.  We both sat there together enjoying the sun and the beautiful sound of the running stream.
 
   After about two minutes of resting by my side she squeaked and stood up.  Her head pivoted to me, then back to the water.  Faster than I could follow with my eyes she dashed into the water, stroking out to the middle then diving under.  I stood up watching, a little concerned.  She eventually emerged, water rolling off of her oily fur.  She looked directly at me while propelling herself forward through the water with a furious little dog paddle.  She emitted three beautiful little chirps.
 
   “Okay,” I said “I get the hint.”  I waded out until the water was over my waist then dove under.  The cool, silvery wetness felt delicious against my skin, refreshing me and I stayed under until my lungs were straining.  I came up to see her on the far side, grooming her luxurious fur with her tongue and tiny little fingers.  This was the first time I noticed that she actually had fingers, not animal-like paws.  They looked very human-like, even displaying two joints like ours.  I noted a few other details as well.  Beneath the finger tips jutted small claws.  She was too far away to see clearly but they appeared to be retractable like those of a cat.
 
   The soles of her hind legs were black but the pads of her hands were beige.  This indicated to me that she used mostly her legs for walking and her hands for other things, like humans.  She also had regular eyelids, augmented by transparent lids, much like a reptile.  As I watched they slid over her eyes several times.  She was almost dry already, most of the water having been shed by her fur’s lanolin-like coating.
 
   I decided to see how accepting of me she was going to be by approaching her.  I emerged dripping and slowly sat on the shore next to her.  She gave no indication of alarm or even that she had noticed me, still tending to her tail.  Being cooled by my time in the water I tilted my head to the sun, enjoying its warmth.  After checking on Tinker again I lay back on the bank and let the warm rays heat my body.  With my eyes closed, I could hear her scampering in my direction.  To my amazement she snuggled up into the crook of my elbow and closed her eyes.  I cracked an eyelid and saw she had wrapped herself in her tail and closed her eyes.  A few seconds later I heard what sounded very much like a slow purr emanating from her ribs.  “Not a bad idea,” I thought.  A minute later we were both asleep.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   ***
 
   TINKER
 
    
 
   The man finally slept.  She opened her eyes and took another long look at him.  His big chest rose and fell slowly and there was slight rattle coming from his open mouth.  After having enticed him into the water all of the white dust and sweaty streaks were gone from his body.  So was the smell that was beginning to worsen.  Her kind was sensitive to such conditions.
 
   After his thirst was taken care of his mind relaxed a bit more.  He had almost been to the point where his body would have shut down.  That could not be allowed to happen.  He was here for a reason and it was her task to ensure that he was alive and in the right location when that reason surfaced.
 
   She was amused by his size.  What undertaking had the Awareness sent them on that would require one of such strength?  When she had been assigned her duty there had been few details.  She was simply leading him on the path that had been set before her.  Whatever they would encounter would be as much of a surprise to her as it was to him.    
 
   But now that he was asleep she had more work to do.  His mind still retained some of the limitations imposed by the damage that had been caused by a small birthing complication.  It was not a major problem but it did affect his confidence.  And confidence was something that would certainly be required if they were to be successful.  Fortunately, repairing the damage was not difficult.  
 
   As she closed her eyes again in preparation for another projected exploration of his brain, she reflected on the name he’d given her. Tinker.  Her examinations of his thoughts had revealed it to be a shortened version of the name for a wonderful creature.  In the man’s world a Tinkerbell could flit through the air like a glowing dust bug while advising and protecting her friends.  It was a name that she could be proud of.
 
   ***
 
   When I awoke I had no idea how long I had been out.  I sat up, accidentally dislodging Tinker and earning myself a mild chittering rebuke.  She watched me stretch and yawn, then did the same.  I couldn’t help smiling.  My own little “Mini-me”.
 
   My body, now clean and having received the more critical need of water, began to crave its next most urgent requirement.  My stomach rumbled then twisted, reminding me it had been at least twenty four hours (in my time) since I’d eaten.  The night before my scheduled surgery I’d been denied any food.  So it was probably closer to thirty-six hours.
 
   Almost as soon as I began to think about my hunger Tinker got up and treated me to a soft tweet.  I’d begun to enjoy her little sounds by now, probably because they were the only ones I’d heard here that were made by another living creature.  She scampered to the stream and drank, then began to wash her hands like a little raccoon.  Done with that she relieved herself and took two or three steps towards the beginning of the forest, stopping to look over her shoulder at me.  
 
   “Okay, I’m coming”, I said.
 
   On the move again, we entered deeper into the woods with me trotting to keep up. I noted that these trees were a different type than those I’d encountered before, somewhat larger than those on the grassy plain, maybe twenty feet at the tallest.  They were heavily branched and leaved providing a lot of shade even though it really wasn’t that warm.  The ground was now covered with fallen leaves and something that looked like small walnuts.  I picked one up, intending to see if it was edible.  Tinker loudly discharged one of her sea gull squawks.  I turned and saw she was looking directly back at me.  Her tail had taken on the spiky bottle-brush appearance that I had come to equate with her being upset.  
 
   At the same time, in my mind I felt…what?  A pressure?  No, it was more like a deep and heavy feeling, sort of like when I was a child riding in the car with my Dad when he was angry with me.  The feeling, just like the atmosphere in the car, needed no words to be spoken.  But the thought that it conveyed was clear nonetheless.
 
   “What?”  I asked.  “You don’t want me to eat this?  Poisonous?” She continued to sit there on her haunches, motionless and glaring at me.
 
   As an experiment, I dropped the nut. Tinker hopped forward to sniff the fallen nut.  She picked it up in her little fingers and examined it.  Apparently satisfied, she tossed it deeper into the trees and I was rewarded with a squeak and a cricket trill.  She then turned and continued on her trek.  I fell in behind her.
 
   As I jogged along, my realization that there was more to this little animal than I had first determined was strengthened.  Looking back over the last few hours of my life I recalled several instances in which she had very possibly reacted to my thoughts.  I noted that in the first few seconds of my seeing her she appeared to understand that I needed to empty my bladder and had reacted by exiting the sleeping cave and doing the same thing.  Shortly after I began to experience extreme thirst she had led me to water.  Then there was the little drama with the nut.  She had been running along, seemingly unaware of what I was doing, until I decided to try eating it.  The moment I thought about it she had turned and fussed at me.  Could she read my mind?  Maybe the nut was poisonous.  Maybe all of these actions were coincidental.  But I told myself that I was going to keep an open mind about it.  After all of the things that had recently occurred in my life it seemed absurd to discount anything, regardless of how unlikely it might first appear.
 
   Approximately thirty minutes after the incident with the nut Tinker led me into a little grove of low bushes, different from the surrounding trees.  She stopped and looked over her shoulder at me again, then scampered up into one of them.  I approached them, marveling at how similar they were to the flora of my world or dimension.  The bushes had small reddish leaves and numerous bulbs, about the size of a silver dollar.  The bulbs were green, displaying golden streaks on the surface.  Tinker snatched one off of the branch and sniffed it.  She then used her teeth and nimble little fingers to begin stripping the green and gold cover from it.  I was amused to see how dexterous her little hands could be.  She had the bulb stripped in ten seconds, revealing a flat, tan disc which appeared to be covered with a thick layer of greenish substance about the same consistency as peanut butter.  Tinker looked at me and gave one of her happy chirps.  She then began licking at the greenish paste with gusto, obviously relishing the taste.  After finishing with the paste she devoured the disk underneath.  I could hear it crunching in her little teeth.  When she was done with the first one she picked another.  Halfway through peeling it she looked pointedly at me and gave a sound I’d never heard before.  In my head and stomach I felt the yearning for food inside me growing.  It was almost as if she had a direct connection to my mind and was asking “What are you waiting for?”
 
   Moving forward I plucked one and sniffed it.  Tinker, still paused halfway into the peeling of her second bulb, sat watching me, her mouth chewing and her little nose twitching.
 
   I stripped off the covering with my nails and sniffed it again.  Whatever this thing was it obviously wasn’t injurious to Tinker but what would it do to me?  I thought it very possible that something she could easily digest could prove deadly to another species.  But being poisoned was no more deadly than starvation so I took a small lick of the paste.  The taste was pleasant and mild.  I was reminded of avocado, maybe a touch of hummus.  Encouraged, I took a small bite of the disc underneath and was amazed to find it very rich in flavor, kind of like a mixture of cashew nut and tortilla chip.  At that point my hunger took over and I began to devour the things one after the other.  They were easily stripped of their outer coverings and one could make a meal of them without much real effort.  Each was attached to the bushes by a stem.  Once plucked one only needed to grasp the stem and bend it backward, the covering split in the middle and slid off easily leaving the prize exposed.  I lost count after twelve.  At some point I began thinking of them as “chips”.  Eating them was much like ingesting tortilla chips covered with guacamole.  For someone as hungry as I was they were delicious.
 
   After stuffing as many chips into my mouth as I could hold I sat on the leaf-covered ground and sighed with contentment, looking around for Tinker.  It was interesting that I no longer feared her running off.  She appeared to desire my company as much as I needed hers.  
 
   I finally spied her at the foot of one of the chip bushes, again tending to herself.  It was her tail that was getting all of the attention now.  It was definitely her prettiest feature and she took much time with it, combing small twigs and leaves from it with her fingers.  She seemed to notice me watching her.  She stood and walked over to me on her hind legs, her arms out to the side.  When she got to me she hopped onto my thigh and stood up as tall as she could, looking directly into my eyes.  She appeared to be studying me.  I remained as still as I could, enjoying the attention and wanting to allow her to accomplish whatever it was she wanted to do.  The light breeze ruffled her long fur.  Her eyes were beautiful orbs, so black that they appeared blue.  They seemed especially bright because they were surrounded by the snow-white fur of her face.  For the first time I noticed that her nose was a slightly pink color and that she had cat-like whiskers sprouting from her short muzzle.  Her mouth was slightly open and I could see delicate white teeth, sharp as needles.  The intensity with which she studied me was almost human-like.
 
   After several minutes I could no longer remain expressionless and gave in to my urge to smile at her.  She reacted to the change in my features by producing three squeaks.  It was as if she could tell that I found the sounds soothing.  Finishing her survey of my face, but remaining perched on my thigh, Tinker turned her attention back to her tail.  As she continued her grooming I took the opportunity to consider my plight anew.  
 
   I was still a little surprised to realize that I had not felt much fear today.  Certainly it would have been understandable if I had.  My situation was still dire, even though my little friend Tinker made me feel not quite so alone.  For the hundredth time since I woke up in this place I wondered if I would ever find other people.  Evidently I was going to survive.  There seemed to be plenty of water and edible plants.  So my sense of impending doom had lessened.  But the ball of ice that had taken up residence in my abdomen, though smaller, was still there.  It dawned on me for the first time in my life how critical it is to the human animal to be part of a community.  Even if one lived one’s life pretty much alone, just knowing that other people are there is critical to peace of mind.
 
   I surveyed my surroundings.  The trees around us seemed to stretch on for miles.  The temperature was a real blessing, hovering around seventy degrees Fahrenheit in the daytime and dropping only slightly at night.  At least that was how it had been on my first night here.  If not for the mild climate I might have frozen to death as I lay naked in my sleep-cave.
 
   The ground seemed to be gently rising in the direction we were heading.  I saw no mountains or high hills through the trees to use as landmarks so I really didn’t know if Tinker was taking me in a particular direction or in circles within the forest.
 
   The pinkish sky over my head was pleasant looking but still appeared alien.  Unlike yesterday I could now see thin clouds scattered about.   I was about to rise and get a few more chips from the bush when I saw a group of four deer-like animals stride boldly into our little clearing.  They each stood about four feet tall, walking on all four legs.  The one in front was the smallest but appeared to be the leader.  It was also the only male.  He was a beautiful grey color, mottled with green stripes down his sides.  He displayed no antlers or horns.  The females were a darker grey and bore no stripes.  The biggest difference between these creatures and their similar Earth cousins was that they had much larger eyes and shorter, sturdier legs.  They obviously noticed me.  The male raised his head from the forest floor where he appeared to be sniffing for something.  He looked directly at me.  We locked gazes for approximately thirty seconds.  I was surprised that he showed no fear at all. He just casually chewed on whatever it was that he had found on the ground.  The females tensed a little but they were taking their cues from the male.  After our brief examination of each other he turned his head and walked away into the woods followed by his little harem.
 
   So… another piece of information had been dropped into my lap.  Tinker wasn’t the only animal here.  I wondered; did that increase the chances that there could be humans here?  Certainly the deer-type creatures were very similar to the deer I had known in my previous life.  Might there be humans or maybe something very human-like with which I could join up?  The prospect filled me with hope.  
 
   The new world in which I found myself was pleasant enough.  I was thankful I hadn’t awoken naked in a frozen world, dying quickly from exposure.  The climate, though comfortable now, could change with new seasons which would certainly occur here.  And to be sure, the discovery of my little friend, Tinker, had been an enormous help.  Without her I would probably be well on my way to starvation or dying of thirst.  And she did have a way of making me feel as if she was communicating with me.  Not in words, of course, but she had an ability to understand my needs and address them.  It was really comforting and I couldn’t have been more thankful for her presence.
 
   But she was not a person.  And people need other people.  It was a need that had existed since we started walking the earth.  Except for the rare hermits and recluses who shunned human contact all other people craved to be among their own kind, to be part of a group, pulling together, living together.  It was a visceral desire.  And for me, in this incredible situation in which I found myself, it was what I most needed right now.  The most beautiful world imaginable would be a hell if I had to spend the rest of my life in it alone.  
 
   Though I fought it, I felt tears stinging my eyes.  Tinker, still in my lap, rose up on her haunches again.  As one tear escaped from my eye and rolled down my face she reached out to touch it with her delicate little paw.  She drew her hand to her nose and sniffed.  Her head cocked to one side as she studied me.  I could have sworn she wore a look of concern.
 
   “It’s nothing against you, little girl”, I said, wiping my face.  “I’m just afraid of being alone.  And of being here instead of home in my own bed.  I just want my life to be what it used to be.  What it should be.  And I can’t understand why this happening to me”.  
 
   Tinker hopped forward a little, snuggling into my chest, her little pink nose against my neck.  And, somehow, I actually felt better.  The fear faded like a mist in sunlight.  The despair also.  I felt better.  Much better.  And, like I had the night before as I lay praying, I felt, again, like I was where I was supposed to be.  It made no sense but it was how I felt.  And this time there was no doubt it was coming from my new friend.
 
   After resting for another half hour Tinker raised her head and squeaked.  She then dropped to the ground, her tail swishing as she swiveled her head in every direction.  She seemed to be deciding something.  She shot me a look and skittered off into the forest again.  Naturally I followed.
 
   As we traveled I noticed how Tinker would toddle forward on her hind legs about six or eight feet before dropping to use her arms for a few strides.  It reminded me a little of the manner in which chimpanzees ran.  But the actions of this little animal were so much smoother and more graceful.  Despite her size she moved at a pace that I could just barely keep up with.  When she was moving she rarely looked back to see if I followed.  So it was up to me not to fall behind.
 
   On this leg of our journey I was able to spy several additional animal species.  There were some large birds reminiscent of parrots flapping in the tree branches.  They were not as garishly colored as the Earth birds but were beautiful nonetheless.  Most were a muted yellow color, streaked with bright green to help them blend into the trees.  A smaller bird fluttered around them that reminded me of a cross between cardinals and sparrows.  Deeper in the woods we passed other small herds of the deer I’d seen earlier.  Each pack had one male leading three to five females.  I was surprised to see a creature very much like a lynx sitting overhead on a branch with one of the sparrow-like birds in her mouth.  This was the first sign I’d seen of any predatory behavior.  But I was not shocked.  The world in which I found myself was so similar to my world that I expected to see many of the same types of animals in it.  In fact I resolved to call the animals I’d seen by Earth names because I had to call them something and that made the most since.  So far, everything I’d noted on this world, except Tinker, had a cousin on Earth that would probably have had no trouble adapting to life here.
 
   It appeared to me that Tinker now had a purpose, or at least a destination in mind.  She set a brisk pace through the trees, traveling for hours at a stretch.  We stopped three times, twice at streams for some wonderfully fresh and much-needed water and once at another tortilla-chip bush for a meal.
 
   I experimented with the lower gravity on our trek.  Jumping was easier and the results were more impressive.  I could cover several additional feet more than I could have on Earth.  When we would pass rocks or fallen trees I would sometimes stop and lift them over my head, feeling powerful.  I would never have been able to lift similar sized objects back home.  I also tried throwing medium sized rocks at trees and other targets, delighted at the power with which they struck.  
 
   While I would definitely have preferred to be home it was nice to recognize that this new existence came with some benefits.  One that I was pretty certain of was a slightly higher content of oxygen in the air.  With the decreased gravity making my body less of a burden to move the small increase in oxygen seemed to give me increased stamina.  I would sometimes even start sprinting impulsively, passing Tinker and earning myself a sea-gull squawk of disapproval.
 
   As I once again saw the sun sinking and the shadows lengthening I noticed something peeking over the treetops in the distance.  It was a hill, the first really high hill I’d seen since my arrival here.  Tinker had led me all the way through the forest and we were now looking at a stretch of rocky ground spanning a distance of some five hundred yards.  The hill was just beyond that and had earlier been hidden by the trees.  It now loomed before us, distant but close enough to reach in a half hour or so.  
 
   As we came out of the forest I detected a glint coming from the top of the hill.  The small sun’s rays were reflecting off of something shiny.  My heart jumped.  If this was metal everything would change.  Metal meant people.  People meant I did not have to be alone.  Hopefully.  
 
   As distracted as I was I hadn’t noticed that Tinker had stopped.  I came up alongside her.
 
   “What’s the matter, Tink?” I queried.  “You run me through the woods for hours like a bear was on our tail.  And now that there’s something I want to check out you decide to take a break
 
   She ignored my question, rose up on her hind legs and watched the hill.  It seemed to me as if she was trying to come to a decision about something.  After some thirty or forty seconds she turned to me and trilled a beautiful sound I’d heretofore not heard her make.  She head-swiveled between me and the hill several times.  She then turned around and examined the sinking sun.  That act seemed to decide the issue for her.  She took off, moving laterally to the edge of the open ground and skirting the forest without re-entering.  
 
   I started to protest but thought better of it.  First, how do you argue with an animal, even one as special as Tinker?  Second, of the two of us she was definitely the one best suited for making decisions here.  For all I knew the night in this area would bring forth legions of gibbering zombies.
 
   I shadowed Tinker as she would scamper around for a spell then stop and sniff the air.  She was definitely searching for something.  The sun was falling rapidly now and darkness was very close.  The wind was picking up and the trees were swaying.  After some ten minutes of searching we came to a point where the foothills touched the edge of the forest.  They were low and rocky and stretched into the distance until they climbed to the larger promontory.  This area had bushes and smaller trees sprouting from the terrain.  These trees were not like the ones in the forest but shorter with thick trunks and huge, lush leaves.  They looked for all the world like giant cabbages with huge green leaves which swept upward to completely hide the thick upper stalks.  We were in the middle of a grove of about twenty of them.
 
   Tinker went to the closest one, one of the largest and sniffed.  She then executed an orbit around the plant and sniffed again.  She must have solved whatever mystery she was pondering because she turned to me and gave off three short peeps.  
 
   And for the first time since meeting up with my little animal buddy I felt an understanding for want of a better word, pass between us.  It wasn’t words in my head or anything like that but when she looked at me I knew without a doubt that she wanted me to climb the tree.  Not up the enveloping leaves to the top but up and into the large swelling bulb of leaves.  My little guide intended that we were going to be spending this night within the leaves of the cabbage tree.  
 
   Postponing the thought that this revelation definitely required, I noted that the sun was now almost completely below the horizon and the light was waning.  I went over to Tinker and asked, “Well now what?  Are you going to show me what you have in mind here because I’m kind of stumped?”
 
   With a speed I didn’t know she was capable of, the little creature skittered up the trunk and about halfway up the height of the swell of leaves.  She then wiggled her way in between two of the huge leaves and disappeared inside.  
 
   Okay.
 
   Not being nearly as nimble as Tinker I grabbed a handful of leaves which were the size of elephant ears and slowly pulled myself up.  My bare feet and naked torso made the climb difficult and slightly painful.  I had to repeatedly dig my toes into the bulb of the tree and then lunge upward to grasp a handhold.  By the time I was at the level where Tinker had disappeared I had a dozen scratches on my ankles and forearms.    
 
   I could see no natural opening in the foliage but I knew I was near the point where she had dug her way inside.  I poked a hand in between two of the leaves and was surprised to find that they parted rather easily.  Hooking my legs around some of the lower stalks I forced both of my hands and arms deeper into the hole I’d created. Eventually they met no more resistance which told me that the interior of the leafy swelling was hollow.  
 
   Before venturing any further I pulled my head back and looked around.  The cabbage tree was about thirty feet in diameter and the ‘head’ formed by the upswept leaves began about eight feet off the ground, tapering off to a point at about fifteen feet. It was surrounded by some smaller shrubbery.  The sky was displaying a beautiful sunset with streaks of pink, blue and orange. In the distance I heard a screech similar to the noise an owl might make.
 
   With no other option but to follow my guide I carefully stuck my head into the hole I’d made.  To my great surprise I saw light coming from within.  It wasn’t bright but it was definitely lighter than the darkness that was now enveloping our little grove.  It was a bluish glow, reminiscent of one of those plastic-covered glass rods one broke and shook to generate light.  Imagining a large beast waiting inside for me I wiggled and pushed until I was all the way inside except for my legs which still dangled in the cooler night air.  
 
   This far in I saw that the interior of the cabbage tree was hollow, all of the big leaves folded up and outward leaving a round space about ten feet across and three feet high.  The sides of the leaves which faced into the ‘room’ emitted the soft blue glow which illuminated the space quite well.  The floor of the space was spongy but dry, made up of younger leaves which were much smaller and less brittle than those on the exterior.  “Not bad”, I thought.  A natural refuge with a soft bed at the bottom and its own nightlight.  And we were protected from the night air and any nasty demons which may be prowling around.
 
   I pulled the rest of myself inside.  On my knees I looked around again.  The light-emitting leaves intrigued me.  I pulled one down and examined it.  The top of the leaf appeared normal but the bottom, which faced inward, was covered in tiny seeds. The seeds were the source of the bio-luminescence. When I released the leaf it slowly returned to its original position overhead.
 
   Tinker was already curled up on one side with her tail wrapped around herself. Her eyes were closed and her chest was slowly rising and falling.   I admit I felt a small pang of disappointment when she didn’t acknowledge my entry but I had to concede that it had been a taxing day.  I didn’t know how much distance we’d covered but it was certainly over thirty miles, all of it on foot.  I crawled to the side opposite of where she lay and stretched out the best I could.  My exhaustion immediately descended upon me and I felt myself drifting off.  Just before I faded away I heard little footsteps crawling toward me and felt a warm and furry body snuggle up into my armpit.  I smiled, happy to have a friend.  I dozed off to the sound of her gentle purr.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
   Discovery
 
    
 
   The next day I awoke to a rude squawk.  Evidently Tinker had awakened and decided I was oversleeping.
 
   “Yes Mother, I’m awake” I said, rubbing my eyes.  
 
   Sunlight was streaming into our little nest because Tinker was now peeking out of the cabbage-tree leaves.  I noticed that the incoming light killed the luminescent quality of the interior leaves when it struck them.  I stretched and yawned, squinting at the light.
 
   Tinker chittered and pawed her way out of the nest.  It was dark again now that the opening she had made snapped back together but the leaves around me again began to glow, slowly at first but getting brighter with each second.  I didn’t stick around to see them fully recuperate.  I thrust my feet out through the place where Tinker had gone and slowly extricated myself from the interior of the tree.  It was a little cooler this morning and the breeze on my backside reminded me that I was naked.  I climbed down to the ground carefully, trying to minimize the scratches from the larger exterior leaves.  I took extra care to protect my more tender spots.
 
   Tinker was on the ground stretching with her rear legs straight and her back arched.  A small wet spot next to her bore testimony to her already having relieved herself.  It sounded like a good idea so I followed her example.  That done, I shivered a little, wishing the sun would get higher and warmer.  There were small patches of an evaporating morning fog hanging on and dew dripped from surrounding leaves.  The air was brisk and amazingly clean and refreshing.  
 
   I couldn’t avoid noting the difference between my new surroundings and the air in Clovis.  The Fresno/Clovis area was notorious for having some of the worst air in California.  Farm dust and factory emissions from all over Northern California drifted down to our area and hit the wall of the Sierras where it would linger.  It was the first thing I had thought of since arriving here that I did not miss.
 
   Surveying our surroundings I could see the hill but the sun was not yet right for me to see the reflection I had spied on it the day before.  In the opposite direction stood the forest we’d crossed.  Two separate herds of deer were grazing nearby.  They paid us very little attention.  I began to fantasize as to how one might taste if it was roasted on a spit over hot coals.  
 
   The ground leading up to the hill was a tan color with darker spots where grey rock poked through.  Little sprouts of weeds and patches of the omnipresent blue flowers decorated the area here and there.  I saw my first reptile dash across one of the nearer rocks.  It was about eight inches long and as grey as the rocks themselves.  I was no herpetologist but it looked like any lizard one might see back home.  Small white insects the size of gnats buzzed around my head.
 
   “You ready to try that hill today?” I asked Tinker.
 
   She replied with a peep instead of a squeak this time and took off toward the high ground.  I followed as fast as I could.  Evidently my muscles didn’t warm up as quickly as hers.  But it wasn’t long before the sun came fully over the horizon and the temperature rose to a more comfortable level.  Tinker hit the rise of the knoll without slowing and skittered quickly upward with me hopping along behind her, enjoying the effects of the light gravity.
 
   About forty-five minutes later we crested the mound.  The summit was a large depression, much like a dish mesa or a small volcano that had filled in with dirt and rocks.  We climbed over the lip of the encircling walls and slid down some twenty feet into the bowl.  We were mostly on sand that was hard packed and easy to walk on.  The walls surrounded us at all points except one where they seemed to have collapsed, leaving a cleft that was even with the bottom of the mesa bowl.  Being down in the depression put us in shadow and it was somewhat cooler at the higher elevation. All around us was more sand and grey rock.
 
   I began searching for whatever had been the cause of the reflection I’d seen the day before but saw nothing.  I wasn’t too surprised because, after spotting it, we had moved around the hill while Tinker searched for our nocturnal accommodations.  
 
   Thinking of Tinker, I took notice that she was heading for the cleft in the wall so I fell in behind.  It took only two or three minutes to cross the bowl.  We came up to the break in the encircling wall and I could see back in the direction where we had crossed the forest.  This would definitely have been the area where I’d seen the glint that I’d hoped was metal.
 
   Tinker sat back on her haunches and busied herself with her tail, seeming to understand that I needed to search the area.  I walked around, kicking sand away from projections, desperately looking for whatever had caused the glint of reflected sunlight.  I discovered rocks, dried grass, spiky thistles and just about everything else except what I was searching for.  I was rapidly losing hope when my search took me to the edge of the cleft in the rock wall.  This part of the wall faced in same direction as the sun sets on this world so I deemed that direction to be the west.  That would have been the most likely location of whatever it was I’d seen the day before.  I knelt low and scanned the ground before me.  After a few moments of searching my eyes locked onto something projecting out of the floor of the bowl.  It was more golden-colored than the sand around it.  I approached it slowly, not being in a hurry to end my hopes by finding only an odd-colored rock or some other useless object.  
 
   A small half-circle was sticking out of the sand.  It looked like metal.  Though dull and covered with a coating of dust I could still see a shine to the surface.  With trembling hands I touched it.  It was cold.  I wiped the dust from the object.  It was shiny.  Scarcely breathing I put my thumb and forefinger on it and pulled.  It resisted only slightly before coming free.  It was a perfect oval.  It had a leather strap attached to it which was also buried in the sand.  I pulled the entire thing free and almost cried.  It was a belt and buckle.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   Skeletons
 
    
 
    Astonished by my discovery I yelled and began jumping up and down.  The buckle was made of a material very much like brass.  The leather belt was thick and black, a little dried and rough by exposure to the weather but still useable. If I had pants they could have benefitted from my new find.   It had the look of something that had been there a long time.  When I settled down I searched for Tinker, fearing that my outburst may have scared her off.  It hadn’t.  She sat nearby, casually continuing to groom herself and giving no indication that she even knew I was present.
 
   I looked around for more objects.  Surely this couldn’t be the only thing here.  As I searched my mind worked furiously.  This was irrefutable proof that there were humans here.  The buckle indicated they were advanced enough to have discovered metallurgy and that they wore clothing.  The meaning took root deep inside my consciousness:  I was not alone.  My next thought was obvious; I must find them.
 
   I went over to Tinker and gestured in the direction where I had found the belt.  She looked at me, then sniffed the air and wiggled her whiskers.  Instead of heading out of the bowl and down the side of the hill like I was hoping, she turned and scampered away in the opposite direction. She drew up about thirty feet away from me near a group of rocky projections that made up the eastern-facing part of the wall and looked back at me.  By now I could interpret her actions to mean that I should follow her.  I was a little upset, being anxious to get started on my search but I could not get angry with my little companion.  I indulged her desire, following her even though everything in me screamed that we should be leaving and searching for other humans.  
 
   Just as I approached her position she disappeared around one of the rocky spires.  I followed her through a natural rock arch and stopped dead.  Leading into the mesa wall was a tunnel-like opening.  It was about four feet tall and the darkness within showed it not to be shallow.  Tinker stood by the entry, tail twitching.  
 
   “Hey Girl, what did you find?” I asked.  Immediately I ‘understood’ that this was not a recent find by my little friend.  She’d known about its existence for a long time.  Was this what she was leading me to all along?  Were there people inside the cave?  My heart quickened.
 
   As I pondered those questions Tinker turned and entered the cave opening.  Standing on her legs and with her arms to her sides for balance she walked more slowly than I’d ever seen her move.  Naturally I crouched down and followed her.  The light of the cave entrance ended quickly as we advanced deeper inside.  The ceiling also grew higher and I was able to walk erect.  The air was cool and had a moist smell to it as if there was water somewhere nearby.  The tunnel took a winding path we appeared to be spiraling downward inside the hill.  Then we turned a corner and suddenly it was lighter.  Ribbons of pinkish sunlight streamed into a large cave opening from cracks in the rocks above.  The space we were now entering into was oval in shape, and wide as a barn.  The roof was ten feet or so overhead.  Even with the shafts of sunlight it was dim inside and there were spots that the light did not reach.  I stopped and waited for my eyes to adjust as Tinker continued on inside.  
 
   Because she was white it was easier to see Tinker than anything else in the cavern.  I could now see her sitting next to a pile of rocks.  As my eyes adjusted the rocks on the floor of the cave resolved themselves into smoother, whiter objects.  The floor was littered with them.  I took a few steps nearer and almost cried out.  Tinker was squatting next to a pile of bones.  As I looked around I saw them everywhere.  Polished white bones, skulls and femurs and ribcages.  Human.  
 
   Or were they?  I knelt down and examined the pile next to Tinker.  This was definitely the skeleton of a humanoid.  But I saw some differences too.  The biggest was the skull.  The cranium was higher in the back than normal and kind of peaked instead of domed.  The mandible was oversized compared to the rest of the skull.  Thick bony projections were formed over each eye socket making for prominent eye brow ridges.  There was a caved-in hole over the right eye orbit.  This fact gave me a case of the willies and I instinctively looked around myself, afraid of suddenly being set upon by dozens of semi-human cannibals.  Seeing nothing to fear I returned to my examination of the bones.  I’d seen human bones in books and on the internet.  These appeared to belong to something that was somewhat shorter and thinner than the average human.  Arranged around this particular pile were the remnants of clothing, torn and weathered almost away.  Another belt, similar to the one I’d found outside, was still wrapped around the middle of this skeleton.  At the feet were scraps of thick leather soles, the upper portions of the footwear having long worn away.  
 
   My heart sank.  After finding the belt I had assumed it was proof of the existence of people here.  Now it appeared that the article had been crafted by a Neanderthal or some type of sub-human.  
 
   Hearing a brief chirp I looked up from my examination to see Tinker squatting in the center of the cavern.  She was watching me and looked like she was patiently waiting for me to complete my study of the first skeleton.  When she saw me looking at her she emitted a soft trill and I was struck by the understanding that she wanted me to approach.  She was waiting by another pile of bones.
 
   I crossed the cavern to where she waited and quickly grew excited.  This skeleton was definitely human.  I knelt down beside it and examined it more closely.  The skull and bones were exactly like I’d remembered of the examples I’d seen.  Oddly enough, it was still fully dressed and the clothes were in astonishingly good condition.  The legs were covered with black trousers that appeared to be made of a light, tough cloth like linen and closed by a drawstring.  There were metal shin guards around the lower legs which had been stained a dark bluish color.  The ribs were covered with a sleeveless shirt made from the same material as the pants.  That was, in turn, covered by a thick black leather vest.  The vest bore several large star-shaped panels made from the same metal as the shin guards. The steel-like panels appeared to be strategically placed on the garment to protect vital areas such as the heart, lungs and abdomen.   The arm bones were bare from shoulder to elbow.  Encasing each lower arm was a metal forearm guard that fastened with leather straps and buckles.  Pits and gouges on the arm guards made it clear these were used to parry blows from edged weapons.  
 
   There was a light metal helmet, not on his skull but placed seemingly gently on his chest.  The entire arrangement of the remains gave the appearance of reverence and respect.  It was as if the body had been placed here as part of a ceremony designed to honor him.  To its side rested a large sword, a mace with a heavy spiked head and a spear with a savage-looking metal point.
 
   I looked longingly at the skeleton’s feet, seeing a pair of soft black leather boots with thick hard leather soles.  The boots looked like they could be pulled on easily and worn all day.  They looked to be in excellent condition.
 
   Under the skeleton’s skull was a medium-sized black leather satchel, sewn shut.
 
   I stood and looked around, careful to inspect every skeleton resting in this cavern.  The only true human in the space was the one in the middle.  I was in an underground crypt which contained the remains of one human and twelve human-like beings.  And my inspection had revealed evidence that most of the humanoids had not passed away peacefully in their sleep but from violent attacks.  Some had limbs sheared in half, others caved in ribcages.  Most displayed head wounds ranging from merely fatal to conditions of over-kill such as skulls being completely demolished.
 
   “Well Tink,” I said as I stood and stretched.  “When I prayed for humans I got humans, all right.  And the violence and mayhem that they carry with them.  And I seem to have gotten a bonus too.  A completely different species, apparently.”
 
   I walked back out of the cave into the mesa bowl.  Tinker stayed inside.  I wanted to think things over.  This was a bittersweet find.  I was, of course, overjoyed to discover evidence that others of my kind existed.  There was nothing that could ruin my delight at that discovery.  But the presence of these other beings worried me.  I recalled joking about zombies the night before.  Was that idea now not so much of a joke?  But then, there was really nothing that showed that these beings were savage.  In fact, their remains were the ones which had obviously suffered violent deaths.  Did that happen because they were passive creatures unable to defend themselves against bloodthirsty humans?  I saw no weapons other than the ones next to the human skeleton.  But someone had obviously arranged the body of the human in burial.  He or they could have removed the weapons of the ‘others’ for whatever purpose.  I finally came to the conclusion that I didn’t yet have enough information to figure all of that out. 
 
    My next conundrum almost made me ashamed.  I was naked.  I needed clothes. My back and shoulders were already feeling the effects of days walking unprotected in the sun.  And boots.  My feet and legs were almost raw from days of walking unprotected.  And now it appeared possible that I might need weapons to defend myself as well.  All of those things were waiting and available back down inside that cavern.  But they all belonged to a dead man.  I had no desire to strip and rob a corpse.  
 
   Another thought.  What if I was to take the clothing and weapons and later be discovered by fellow humans while wearing the duds of their deceased and beloved hero?  The human interned below was obviously revered by whomever had placed it there.  If I was seen strolling through the forest wearing his clothing would they not be inclined to roast me over a slow fire?
 
   I looked at the sun.  It had now risen to a position that I would compare to ten thirty or eleven o’clock in the morning, Earth time.  I had no desire to spend the night in a mausoleum.  I needed to make a decision about the clothes and get out of here in time to put a lot of distance behind me.  I kicked at a small rock and watched it skitter across the mesa bowl.  It was an action that came from habit.  I often kicked at small stones and other objects whenever I hiked in the foothills around my hometown of Clovis.  It was a way of breaking up the boredom of a long walk.  But back then I was always wearing my light brown Army hiking boots.  Kicking the stone now with an unprotected foot shot a flash of pain into my toes.  Such a small action but I could see the bruised skin on top of my foot that had come from it.
 
   I made my way back down to the cavern and stopped at the entrance.  Tinker was sitting on the ribcage of the human skeleton, gazing at his fleshless face.  There was something sad and respectful in her manner.  I wondered if it was possible that she had known this warrior.  She emitted a faint trill that was musical and sad to my ears.  She leaned forward and placed one small hand on the forehead of the skull and stayed that way for several minutes.  I stayed quiet, respecting her moment of reflection or reverence or whatever she was experiencing until she noticed me.  She slowly climbed down.  Then she looked at me and trilled again.  She picked up the helmet in her tiny hands and held it out to me.  I accepted it.  The meaning of the gesture was plain to me.  The clothing was mine to take.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   Dwan
 
    
 
   Dwan awoke and the first thought she had was whether or not she would die today.  The sun was peeking over the ridge of low hills, its faint warmth trying to displace the night’s chill.  The unbearable pain in her shoulders had been chased away by a blessed numbness.  The leather braid holding her hands behind her back had not been removed or even loosened in two days.  The lack of circulation and movement had reached the point where it was impossible to not cry out in agony.  That action had previously earned her a vicious backhand across the mouth, adding to her misery.  After that she bore the pain in silence.
 
   She looked to her left and saw only one warrior left of the three that had been captured with her. The remains of one could be seen by the fire and the small pit where her captors had thrown their trash and relieved themselves.  The remaining warrior was named Vynn.  He and she had whispered back and forth to each other on the first day and into the night.  All of the captives had made quiet and desperate plans with each other about escaping.  They tried to stretch the braided leather bonds which held them but the ligatures were too strong.  They had been staked out just far enough from each other that it was impossible for one to help the other untie the cruel knots which bound them.  
 
   Their communication grew less frequent as they saw what was happening to them.  The screams of the other two prisoners still rang in their ears, not to mention their souls.  Through the last night Dwan and Vynn spoke hardly at all.  All hope had been drained away from them by then. They both knew what the morning was bringing.  The only question was who would be next.
 
   Dwan was a healer and, despite her age, was one of the best in Olvion.  She was so effective in her craft that she’d caught the notice of advisors to King Zander.  She’d been offered a position at court and had accepted on the condition that she’d also be allowed to administer to the warriors returning from battle.  With battles and skirmishes with the invading Greys occurring more and more frequently throughout the sprawling kingdom, the surviving wounded were stabilized and transported back to the walled city for more involved treatment. Dwan knew her skill was badly needed in those efforts and she was determined to participate.  The healer felt she owed a debt to those who fought for the kingdom, for her, and treating members of the royal court gave her access to the returning wounded.
 
   After two years of treating the horrible wounds of those warriors she felt the need to do something more.  Other healers, mostly men, had followed the warriors into the field, saving hundreds by treating their wounds on the battlefield and keeping them alive until they could be transported to safety.  As stories of these heroic healers flowed into the kingdom Dwan felt less and less like a healer and more like a fraud.  Her oath was to go wherever the sick and wounded most needed her help.  Though she was serving a purpose in the royal court she knew she could save more lives at the actual battle sites.  She was discouraged by many including the king’s mother.  But Olvion was a free democracy and Dwan was resolute.  As long as she was not weakening the kingdom no one would stop her.
 
   Few were surprised by her decision.  Dwan was a person that naturally drew attention to herself.  In a world where the average man grew to a height of five and a half feet she was at least three inches taller.  In addition to her unusual stature she was considered especially beautiful.  Her long legs and athletic build was the object of many a young man’s dreams and hopes.  But she’d had very few romantic relationships in her twenty five years, none of them serious.  For a reason she did not understand most men simply failed to attract her.  She was more drawn to the Warriors than others but she could not tell if that was because she was really attracted to them or that she simply admired those who put themselves in harm’s way in order to protect the less able.
 
   Dannis, the king’s mother, had hugged her on the day of her departure and gave her a beautiful riding jacket as a parting gift.  Dwan had been surprised at the gesture.  Then Dannis leaned in to whisper to her. “I have always hoped that you might one day take my place as Queen.  Zander would be well served by such a decision.”
 
   The statement amazed Dwan.  She knew that Dannis had frequently invited her to royal functions but Dwan had always demurred because she would feel out of place.  Now the reason for the invitations was revealed.  Like most citizens of Olvion, Dwan had enormous respect for Zander.  But she had never harbored aspirations to join the royal family.  Her life was pledged to healing.
 
   So it was that she’d left five days ago in the company of thirty warriors and ten wagons of food and medical supplies destined for one of the kingdom’s outposts.  The nearest battle line was a tenday’s travel.  On the second morning they had been set upon by Greys.  Some twenty of the creatures had evidently spent the night slowly crawling through the surrounding waist-high grasses and sprang just as the warriors were rigging the wagons to the burden-beasts.  
 
   Though they were outnumbered by the humans Greys were much stronger and had the advantage of surprise on the Olvion fighters.  It was accepted doctrine in the kingdom that it took two warriors to successfully defeat one Grey in battle.  Even so the warriors in Dwan’s caravan fought fiercely and slew half of their attackers before the fight was lost.  Dwan had been rushed into one of the wagons and protected valiantly by her fellow Olvionis.  She was finally dragged from the conveyance and tied by the neck to Vynn and the other two warriors, all of whom had been captured only because they had been knocked unconscious in the battle.
 
   The Greys abandoned their cruder weapons in favor of those taken from their vanquished enemies.  Olvion had the best arms makers on the continent and such treasures were never left on the field.
 
   Then the real horror had begun.  Greys were cannibals.  Some disputed this designation, claiming there was nothing human about the creatures and, thus, they were not really eating their own kind.  Dwan tended to side with that line of thought.  Though they had a human shape they also had much about them that was…less than human.  The fact that they were generally stronger than a normal person was one difference.  The lust for killing and consuming human flesh was another.  Physically the biggest difference was the grey skin and the swath of black hair that started low on the forehead and grew all the way down their backs almost to the waist.  They were shorter than the average human but more powerfully built with stout limbs and barrel chests.  And their eyes were entirely black.  Looking one in the eyes was said to be like staring into the pits of hell.
 
   Greys usually didn’t consume humans that had been killed in battle.  Whether this was out of respect or some prohibition of custom was unknown.  The burden beasts that had drawn their wagons had no such protection.  All were slaughtered even though there had been no time for a leisurely meal.  Hunks of raw meat, still dripping blood, were torn away and gnawed on.
 
   After the battle Dwan and the warriors were stripped, bound and tied together at the neck, then kicked and prodded away from the site of the massacre.  This area was still largely under the control of Olvion and the raiding party was careful to keep moving after their ambush lest they be discovered by human patrols.  The prisoners were dragged along for hours without food or water.  When they stumbled their overseers struck them with spear shafts to the amusement of the onlookers.  They pushed on into the night, their captors obviously wanting to put as much distance as possible from the site of the attack.  They finally halted some four hours after darkfall. 
 
    The last two hours had been spent traveling over rocky ground that would not show a trail to anyone stalking them.  The unprotected feet of the prisoners were shredded from the sharp rocks.  The prisoners were untied from the neck then had their arms drawn and tied tightly behind them.  A stake was then pounded into the ground and a thick leather braid was tied to the stake and to each prisoner’s ankle.  They were left that way all night with no food or water.  The four spent most of the time whispering escape plans amongst themselves before falling to exhaustion.  
 
   The next morning started with hope when they were approached by one of the smaller Greys carrying a bucket of water.  Dwan, Vynn and one of the other warriors were each given a dipper of the liquid.  The man who had not been served was jerked roughly to his feet.  The bindings to his ankle were cut and he was shoved, stumbling, over to the fire where the other Greys were waiting.  Dwan looked on in horror as the largest of the creatures came up behind him with a huge cleaver.  The warrior heard him approach and turned to see the Grey and the weapon.  He then looked back at his comrades.  
 
   In the instant before the cleaver fell he smiled at them, realizing and accepting his fate.  He stood tall and squared his shoulders.
 
   What followed was a scene that one would have expected to see in hell.  The warrior had been butchered like a goat, parts skewered on sharpened sticks and cooked over the fire.  Dwan and the other two captives looked away, unable to bear the horror.  She realized through her sorrow that she’d never even learned the brave warrior’s name.  
 
   After their horrific meal the Greys kicked the remaining humans to their feet.  They were retied and dragged along for another day of travel.  Adding to the horror they’d already experienced, they watched as the remains of the butchered warrior were packed into animal skin bags and placed over the shoulders of the captives.  Another gruesome meal was obviously planned for the evening.
 
   Dwan’s feet were bleeding and her legs trembled as she staggered forward.  She was too numbed and shocked by what she had witnessed that morning to care much.  Now she thought only of death.  Death was a welcome prospect, a relief from her unending pain and exhaustion.  It would be a cessation of the terrifying realization of what was to come every morning until it was her turn.  She wanted death.  She prayed for it.  She wanted to be next, to have her consciousness simply stop, not having to bear witness to the imminent savagery of the coming days.
 
   That had been two mornings ago.  Now there was only her and Vynn.  She hadn’t wanted to know the name of the other murdered soldier but he said it was important to him that she hear it.  He was called Towen.  The next morning when they saw the Grey approaching with the water bucket he asked her to say his name out loud.  She did.  When the Grey got close enough Towen kicked him hard in the knee, striking out as hard as he could, striking with his heel.  The sub-human screamed in pain, dropping the water and falling backward.  Some of his companions watched unmoved but about half seemed to find it amusing.  One stood, hefted the big cleaver and approached them.  But the injured grey hopped over to him and snatched it from his hands.  He then limped his way painfully over to where Towen stood, staring directly into his eyes.  As the creature raised the weapon back over his head the warrior spit at him and shouted “The people of Olvion will feed your body to pigs”. 
 
    The cleaver fell over and over, spattering Vynn and Dwan with blood and gore.
 
   Dwan had never seen such bravery in her life.  The man had done what he could to make certain she and Vynn would live another day.  She wished she had told him the night before that that was something she did not want.
 
   It was now the third morning.  She had whispered to Vynn in the night that she was going to do something to make them take her next.  He had argued but she was resolute.  She explained over and over that this was what she wanted.  She could not tolerate another day of walking over sharp stones while the blood of another of her comrades seeped from the load she carried and dripped on her shoulders.  He finally accepted that she was telling the truth and not simply telling him that in order to protect him.  She made him promise not to interfere.  “I’m tired, Vynn, so tired.  I just want it all to stop.”
 
   As the sun roes the next day, unlike the previous mornings, the Greys all gathered around one of the two fires and began arguing with each other.  Dwan watched.  She wasn’t sure but they seemed to be weighing their options of where to go and what to do. They sat in the morning heat and swatted at the tiny insects which buzzed around them, attracted, no doubt, by the smell. The discussion took most of the morning and there were several instances of raised voices followed by answering blows.  In the end the largest of the pack made a chopping motion with his hands and stood.  That seemed to be the end of the debate
 
    Dwan tensed, her heart raced and drummed in her chest.  The time had come.  The smaller Grey was once again walking, limping actually on his injured leg, toward them with the water bucket in one hand and the dipper in the other. The big Grey that appeared to have control over the others bent and picked up the cleaver and handed it to him.  He motioned toward Dwan and her companion.  The other nodded and continued on in their direction.   Dwan decided she would try her best to give the water-bearing Grey’s injured knee another kick.  If she was successful enough she might even damage this beast to the point that his fellows would kill or abandon him in preference to letting him slow them down.  It would be something to die for at least.  She braced herself as he drew near.
 
   The water-Grey stopped to speak with one of his companions along the way.  Dwan took deep breaths, ignoring the stifling heat and steeling herself for what she knew she must do.  She used her two bound hands to wipe the sweat from her eyes.  Her entire life came down to this and she was not going to her death without inflicting at least a small amount of damage on her tormentors.
 
   Then she noticed movement.  
 
   The Greys slept in the shelter of crude skins propped up by sticks they had gathered from the surrounding area when they stopped for the night.  These skins were then wrapped around their waists in the morning and comprised the bulk of their clothing in warm weather.  Some wore vests made from the thick fur of ursos.  Several of the Greys, after the earlier meeting, had crawled back under their skin lean-tos, escaping the heat of the sun.  
 
   Again Dwan saw movement behind one of the shelters.  And then a flash of white.  She checked to see the water bearer still engaged in conversation and looked back.  A small face was peering around the structure.  Her heart almost stopped as she realized what it was she was seeing.  The stories were true.  She had hoped for proof all of her life while not really expecting to see it.  Now, on her last day, in the last seconds of her life she was actually looking at one.  There was no doubt in her mind.  It was a Child of the Mountain.  And it was here to escort her to the afterlife.
 
   Another motion drew her attention.  From behind a large rock in the same direction as the little animal stepped the largest man she’d ever seen.  Dwan’s breath caught in her throat.  He was a giant, with pale skin burned red by the sun.  His hair was yellow and his eyes had an odd appearance.  He strode forward without hesitation, his brows creased and his massive shoulders squared. The Greys were up now, noticing his presence, shouting and gathering weapons.  
 
   Dwan felt her hopes of salvation rise and then fall heavily just as quickly.  He was a large man, surely, but not really a giant as she first thought.  He would certainly be a formidable fighter but there were a tenfold of Greys gathered here.  Why did the man not run?  Surely he could see the odds that were being marshaled against him. 
 
   Dwan then realized something else.  The clothing he wore, the armor and the weapons he carried.  They were exactly like the stories and the drawings.  It all made since now even though logic screamed against it.  The Child of the Mountain, the armor, the huge sword and shield, heavier than any normal man could lift, much less use.  It was him.  And he was real.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
   Armored
 
    
 
   After making the decision to use the clothing I began the onerous task of undressing a cadaver.  I was glad to see that all flesh had long since dried out and most had crumbled away with time.  The leggings and vest were in remarkably good condition, probably owing to the dry and desert-like climate and the fact that this body had been placed carefully away from the vent holes and the damaging effects of the sun.  The cavern had also helped shelter the material from rain and wind.  But the job was still anything but pleasant.  The trousers came away easily when the leg joints separated.  The vest was more involved, the ribcage was not easily denuded.  I finally wound up snapping the vertebrae, though such was not my intention.  Once free of the bones I turned each article inside-out and shook them over and over until no dust or other more sickening particles clung to it.  The boots almost fell off on their own.  I banged them against the floor of the cavern until it appeared all of the particles within had been purged.  The satchel that pillowed the skull was a treasure.  Remarkably preserved inside was what appeared to be thick socks, (three pair) and a one-piece thing that had to be underwear.  It was made from very light fabric and covered my male parts as well as a portion of my torso, kind of a combination undershirt and boxers.  Like the socks the bag contained two extra sets.  I donned the underwear and socks after a vigorous shaking then pulled on the pants.  There was a laced portion running from crotch to waist.  I cinched the leather thong up tight and did a deep knee bend.  It was comfortable enough and seemed to fit me fairly well.  The sleeveless shirt went on next.  I noted that it, as well as the other parts of my new-found treasure, was remarkably free from odor. The vest looked heavy with the thick leather and protective metal embellishments but it really wasn’t.  Again, this was probably due to this new world’s lower gravity.
 
   It felt good to be clothed again.  Only now did it occur to me how depressing the state of being unclothed can be.  I am not a small man but being naked had made me feel unprotected.  I swung my arms back and forth then stretched them over my head.  The outfit looked to be made for maximum freedom of movement.  I welcomed the fact that the clothes would shield me from the constant sting of being exposed to the sun.
 
   When I was done with the clothing I went back to the skeleton and rearranged the bones in their original configuration.  To do less seemed ungrateful.  With my task completed I looked again at the skull.  What had this man been through?  Were the bones of the human-like creatures arrayed around him his friends or the reason for his demise?  I yearned to know the story of this person who had so long ago perished.  I felt a strange, strong kinship with him that I could not explain.  There was a connection to him that my heart felt even though my head protested otherwise.
 
   Tinker, in the meantime, was sitting in a ray of sunshine within the cavern and seemed to be totally bored and unconcerned with my actions.  She was spending her time in her unending effort to keep herself properly groomed.  Her point of concern now appeared to be cleaning dirt from the spaces between her toes.
 
   I looked at the weapons.  My first thought was to leave them.  If and when I was able to find people on this world it seemed silly to have dangerous devices on my person.  Certainly anyone seeing me so equipped would immediately see me as a threat.
 
   But was it wise to simply leave them behind?  What about the other skeletons?  Were they from other humans who just looked differently from myself and the honored human skeleton?  Or were they a savage tribe of Neanderthals that would view an unarmed man as an easy target or even a bit of sport?  I reminded myself that the remains of those ‘others’ all showed signs of a violent end.  Had my deceased benefactor been involved in their death, I pondered once again?  Maybe they had attacked him and he had to fight for his life.
 
   I finally decided to be pragmatic.  If I encountered a situation that called for a weapon it would be stupid to have left them behind.  If I discerned a situation in which it was prudent to prove my lack of evil intentions I could simply drop them.  
 
   I hefted the sword.  It was a bluish silver and still extremely sharp, showing no sign of rust.  I pondered a convenient way to carry it before recalling that my leather vest had two holes crossing diagonally from my right shoulder to my left hip.  The holes were reinforced with some hammered metal.  I felt back with my left hand and could feel the top hole over my right shoulder.  Experimentally I grasped the sword by the two-handed hilt and slid it over my back.  The tip of the blade passed easily into the hole.  I then slowly pushed the blade deeper across until the tip bottomed out near my left hip.  The vest had been designed with a sheath sewn into the garment.  I drew it out again and re-holstered it several times, impressed with how well made the entire arrangement was.  
 
   The leg and arm guards were thin but sturdy and held in place by leather straps and silver buckles.  They would take some getting used to but if a bear or wolf decided to make a meal of me it would be helpful to be able to shove an armored limb into its mouth while reaching for a weapon.  Whether this world had any bears or wolves was another question entirely.
 
   The spear was about six feet long, the last foot being a wickedly sharp, double-edged blade.  It was obviously intended for piercing an opponent’s armor and it looked more than capable of that purpose.  Like the sword it was deceptively light in my hands.  The other object in the pile was a mace. The moment I lifted it I knew I was handling a weapon capable of causing great bodily injury.  It had a wooden handle that was wrapped in leather and a metal head studded with spikes.  This weapon had some serious weight to it and also sported a leather wrist strap.  I gave it a few experimental swings.  I would not want to be on the receiving end of such a device.  
 
   The mace slid into a loop on the wide and thick leather belt that I found in the satchel.  I was about to turn to Tinker and suggest we get on our way when I saw the shield.  It was leaning against the cavern wall nearby.  It was round, about three feet across.  It had only two features on it.  One was a vicious four-sided point in the center.  Anyone trying to push back the bearer of such a shield would find the exercise uncomfortable to say the least.  The other was a thick knife blade which had been affixed to the rim.  When I held the shield by slipping my left arm through the two leather straps on the inside, that knife blade pointed forward.  This struck me as a particularly deadly feature that I’d never seen on any shield before.  The purpose was obvious.  If an opponent left a part of himself exposed while avoiding the sword hand, he could be opened up by a short swing of the shield.
 
   With all of my new garments on and my weapons in their various holsters and loops I picked up my shield in one hand and took the spear in the other.  I strode back and forth in the cavern feeling a little foolish.  But I had to admit I felt safer.  And the entire combination of clothing and weapons was surprisingly comfortable.  The boots were a wonder, soft yet offering great support and padding to my feet.
 
   I picked up the satchel and the articles within, slinging it over my shoulder by the strap.  Searching for Tinker I saw her by the passage leading back up to the top.  She had evidently decided it was time to leave.  I agreed.  I had no desire to spend the night surrounded by the dead.  
 
   Tinker led us out of the cavern and down the face of the hill.  It was easy for her but I slid most of the way.  The shield made it a little difficult but I managed.  On level ground again she started off in a direction leading away from the forest and the cemetery hill.  I just followed her.  By then I had accepted the fact that Tinker was much more than a cute little animal.  She definitely had some type of telepathic abilities.  She communicated realizations to me.  Not words of course but she was definitely telling me things in very general ways through emotions and feelings.  At that point I was still only two days past waking up to find myself in a strange new world.  I should be in a state of constant fear.  Instead, this little animal was telepathically projecting a since of calmness and serenity to me.  She was also reading my thoughts, knowing when I was thirsty, hungry and had other needs.  I thought our recent visit to the cavern of skeletons was motivated by her intuiting my desire for clothing.  My little friend was again leading me somewhere, a destination from which she thought I would benefit.  And at this juncture I trusted her completely.
 
   I used the length of our journey to try out my weapons.  Instead of simply walking along behind Tinker’s erect tail I put in a certain amount of time testing each one.  The spear was way too much fun.  I would pick out an object in the distance such as a tree or a mound of dirt and hurl the weapon with all of my might.  Initially I overshot all of my targets as the low gravity made the missile travel much farther than I expected.  But after a few hours I began to get used to it, figuring out the proper effort one needed to expend for better control.  The spear was a devastating weapon and it pierced deeply into the unlucky trees we passed along our way.  Eventually I tired of the spear and discovered I could hold both the spear and the shield with one hand, the shield being mainly supported by my left forearm.  With my right hand free I drew my sword and chopped at small plants and saplings.  Trees as thick as my wrist would give way to the blade with very little effort.  The sword was wonderfully balanced, allowing one to perform many actions and maneuvers without becoming unduly fatigued.  
 
   Finally done with the sword I hefted the mace.  With the wrist lanyard wrapped around my hand I took experimental swings back and forth.  Though the sword and spear were both deadly in their own right, this bludgeon was particularly daunting.  I could imagine an opponent in full armor being bashed in the head by the weapon.  I didn’t think any helmet could significantly reduce the transfer of energy that this thing was capable of.  And the spikes would penetrate pretty much any armor.
 
   Tinker took good care of us along our journey.  She led me to streams when I was thirsty and introduced me to a delicious fruit that grew on sparse little trees.  They were the size of grapefruits but the flesh tasted very much like cherries.  The high sugar content was much appreciated for the boost in energy it delivered.  I gorged on them.  Afterward she would always lead me to water so that she and I could wash ourselves.  Cleanliness was an obvious priority to my little friend.
 
   The landscape was slowly changing.  We’d come through a yellow grassy plain, then a thick forest and, eventually to the rocky, sandy desert.  Now we appeared to be entering an area of softly rolling hills covered with short greenish-yellow grass.  Small bushes and trees were becoming more plentiful.  Besides the types of trees we’d seen dominating the forest through which we had passed we now saw tall palm-like sprouts which were a beautiful blue-green.  Also abundant were magnificent large trees, big as some of the ancient oak trees I’d seen in my trips to Florida.  Their branches reached out in every direction for impossible distances.  I noticed monkey-like creatures living in them by the hundreds.  There was a noticeable increase now in the number of birds spiraling in the air above our heads.  There were numerous different types and colors displayed including one that was very much like a hummingbird only smaller.  The beautiful little creature was almost as small as some of the insects which now swarmed around us.  I wanted desperately to get close enough to one to get a better look at it but they were much too swift.
 
   After cresting one hill my heart stopped.  Fifty feet away from us stood a creature that was very similar to a hyena.  But hyenas on Earth never grew as large as this beast.  He (it was obviously male) had a bright yellow pelt streaked with green.  His ears were black and so were the orbits surrounding his eyes.  He was dragging some poor beast in his jaws.  The unfortunate animal was short and squat, looking much like a wild boar, even displaying huge tusks.  They’d apparently done him no good because his enemy showed no signs of battle injuries.  The hyena dropped his kill and watched us.  I mimicked tinker who had stopped moving and was gazing silently at this new monster.  I realized that my right hand had involuntarily tightened on the mace.  After a few minutes the beast apparently decided we were not going to challenge him for his prey.  I would actually have cut it up and fed it to him if that were the price of passage.  He picked up his prize and resumed dragging it towards a stand of trees.  Tinker watched for a few more minutes then continued on.  I wiped the sweat from my brow and followed.
 
   Right about the time the sun was directly overhead Tinker suddenly stopped still.  Her nose tested the air and her head swiveled left and right.  She bent forward and sniffed the ground, then rose high on her legs and sniffed again.  For the first time since I’d encountered her, she actually emitted a sound very much like a growl.  It was so high-pitched that few would be threatened by the noise but it conveyed to me for the first time that she was either afraid or angry.  Without as much as a glance at me she suddenly darted off across a set of low hills directly in our path.  I ran as fast as I could but I was outpaced and she went out of sight over one of the more distant mounds.  I almost dropped my shield and spear in order to keep up with her but her actions indicated they might be needed for this situation, whatever it may be.
 
   As I topped one of the larger heaps of grass and dirt I was greeted with a sight that stunned me into immobility.  Spread out before me and slightly below my position was an incredible sight.  Several people were milling about on the hillside.  No, wait.  It was not immediately clear if, in fact, they were people.  They had numerous similarities to humans but there was no missing the deep greyish tint to their skin.  Most were either unclothed or wearing animal skins wrapped around their lower torsos and each displayed a wild spray of black hair that ran from their brow all the way down their backs.  There were two fires going and some were huddled around these.  
 
   I eased my way lower on the hill, concealed by the leafy branches of a large tree which was between myself and them.  I searched with my eyes for Tinker but she was not in sight.  I chanced leaving the cover of the tree and ran the short distance over to large rock around which I could keep watch on these new arrivals.  I saw that they communicated with each other through language and gestures though I had no knowledge of what they were saying to each other.  From my closer point of observance I noted they moved more like apes than humans.  I also detected their odor even though I was still a good distance away from them.
 
   My heart thumped.  This was it then.  Tinker had led me to others who were at least similar to humans no matter how unattractive they appeared.  My next move was obvious: I had to make contact with them and, through my actions, assure them that I posed them no harm. 
 
   I was about to lay my sword and spear aside when I happened to glance to the right of the main body of these beings and saw two obviously human people.  They had been stripped, tied and staked out.  My fear level shot to the top of the scale.  The situation was a very simple one to read.  These shambling grey beasts, while looking something like humans had captured these two.  I now noticed one was a woman.  This was not good.
 
   I finally saw Tinker, hunched down inside the camp, behind some sort of tent or lean-to.  She did not appear to be frightened.  Rather her little features managed to express rage.  She was staring directly at the two prisoners, unconcerned that she may be observed by their captors.
 
   Things then quickly deteriorated.  One of the grey beasts had stopped conversing with another and was now walking toward the two captives.  He held a bucket in one hand.  In the other he grasped a large and deadly-looking meat cleaver.  
 
   A flash of intense anger surged into me.  I looked to Tinker and saw her gazing directly at me.  I knew she was feeding me this emotion.  But I was still unsure of the situation.  Yes, the grey beast that was heading toward the two humans was holding a weapon but he was also holding a water bucket.  Also, I was a newcomer to this world.  What if I were misreading the situation as obvious as it seemed to be.  There was only one way to be sure and it had to happen now.
 
   The man-things, ten of them by my count, saw me step out from behind the rock.  They were slowly spreading out and arming themselves as they went.  Two were coming directly at me while the others moved to encircle me.  It looked as if they thought they were being clever about the maneuver even though it was painfully obvious to me what was happening.  I was struck with a realization.  The urge to fight was overpowering.  I looked at Tinker and saw she was looking directly at me still.  The anger that had engulfed my mind was now swelling into a state of rage.  I had no doubt she was prompting me to action.  But what could I do?  I was no medieval soldier with sword-fighting skills. Plus, even with the anger I was feeling I was scared out of my mind.  The man-like creatures that were advancing on me were hideous beings that deserved the term “monster”.  They were showing signs of hostility and carrying deadly weapons.
 
   Still, I was not fully convinced that this situation was out of control.  Maybe if I tried to demonstrate a lack of aggression they would leave me alone and let me lead the two humans safely away from their camp without conflict.  I was not trained in the art of fencing and had little confidence that I could handle ten armed man-beasts even if they were smaller than me.  The largest one stood about five-feet, six inches tall.  I was encouraged by the lack of musculature in their limbs, at least compared to mine.  But still, ten to one were odds I did not want to test.  Each passing moment the chances of getting myself and the other humans safely away seemed less likely. 
 
    And there was no way I was going to abandon the two people being held prisoner.
 
   My course of action was ultimately decided for me when the closest beast began to sprint forward while raising a hammer.  I tried to speak to him, to assure him I meant no harm.  Before the words could escape me he lunged, snarling like a dog and swinging the hammer at my head.  I swiveled my hips catching the hammer strike on my shield.  Though certainly significant, the impact was nothing like what I expected it to be.  The shock was well-absorbed by the shield and my forearm with no pain at all.  My attacker seemed momentarily mystified by the lack of effect his strike had caused. He tried again and again, leaping forward, trying unsuccessfully to breach my defense.  At this time I was still clinging to the belief that I might just be able to defuse this whole thing.  Maybe by showing him and his friends that I was not returning his aggression they would understand I was not a threat.  I was relieved to notice that he was not as quick as one would expect.  Avoiding his blows or catching them with the shield was not that difficult.  But I saw the others moving into position to encircle me and they wouldn’t have to be all that fast or even strong to simply overwhelm me with numbers.  I knew I had to change my position to one more advantageous to me. 
 
   When my initial attacker lunged forward to strike again I jumped forward rather than backing up as I had been. My action caught him off guard and I was able to take advantage of his being off balance.  I shifted my shoulders, moving my shield to the side and swinging the butt of my spear into his ribcage.  His cry of pain surprised me a bit because I didn’t think I had struck him all that hard.  But he dropped to the ground and rolled, clutching his side.  That was when all of the remaining beast-men charged. 
 
   In my head I heard an actual word explode in my consciousness:  “Fight!”
 
   I didn’t know if I was being guided by panic, instinct or Tinker’s subconscious instructions but upon hearing that word in my head all doubt about what needed to be done vanished.  I drew back my spear and threw it as hard as I could at the next-nearest man-beast. The distance was still such that he should have been able to leap out of the way.  As it was he raised a small shield in an attempt to deflect it.  Instead the sharp metal blade of the weapon penetrated through the shield and skewered the beast behind it. He dropped immediately screaming in agony.  I was sickened by the fact that I had killed what resembled another person but I had no time to dwell on it.   
 
   His companions showed no reaction to their felled comrade and continued their stalking of me.  It was now obvious that they intended to either kill me or add me to their collection of prisoners.
 
   I reached up and behind my shoulder and felt the comforting hilt of the sword.  It fairly leapt into my hand just as one of the things reached me.  I parried a slash by a battle axe with the sword and pivoted to push him away with the shield.  As I did the wicked knife blade that was attached to the front edge of the shield caught him in the throat.  Blood sprayed in every direction including into my face.  This attacker fell back but was replaced by two more both with short stabbing swords.  I had no time to wipe the blood from my eyes but I gained some distance by swinging at their heads with my own sword.  They had apparently now gained some respect for my abilities and recoiled from my attack.  
 
   I took advantage of the brief respite to sprint away to a nearby low hill.  Though it was small, holding the high ground was something I instinctively sought.  The remaining beasts would now have at least some disadvantage when attacking my position.  The delay in action allowed me time to clear my eyes but sweat was now dripping down from my brow from exertion.
 
   The first of my antagonists was now recovered from his swat with my spear butt and he now limped over to join his band.  They were communicating with each other with shouts and grunts.  It didn’t require a battlefield genius to understand what they were saying.  They had been surprised by my abilities at first and lost two men because of it.  They now moved more slowly and with much more respect.  As they approached my hill I was able to take a brief glance at Tinker.  She had moved from her spot behind the lean-to and was dragging something that could have been a dagger over toward the two captured humans.  I could spare no more time to watch her.
 
   The group of eight remaining man-beasts had now reached my hill and had spread out around it.  I positioned my shield to cover most of my torso and rested my sword on top of it.  Though they had more swords mine was much heavier.  Its length would give me twice the reach that they had and the heft of the weapon would add power to my slashes. However, I still had no illusion that I was going to survive this day.  There were simply too many of them for me and I had no experience in this type of combat.  I was fortunate to have a small tree at my back which would keep them from mounting a direct rear assault. 
 
   It appeared that my attackers had arranged themselves into an order of attack that suited them.  They were now slowly edging up the little rise toward me.  From my position I could see their lips drawn into disconcerting semblances of smiles.  I noted they all had canine teeth which were longer and sharper than those of humans.  I was waiting for the inevitable charge when I again heard the word “Fight” in my head.  Like a light coming on it occurred that I was doing exactly the wrong thing.  By waiting for the attack I was taking away my advantages of greater strength and speed and allowing them to execute their plan of attack.  Though I was loath to surrender my high ground I suddenly burst out of my defensive position and attacked the two on my left side.  My move caught them off balance and I was able to take them both, one with a forehand sword slash and the other with a returning backhand.  The damage from my attack was vivid and a little sickening, too.  The first victim caught my blade across the shoulder near the neck.  It penetrated diagonally a foot into his body, probably carving directly through his heart (assuming they were constructed similarly to us).  The other was able to land a shallow stab to my side though it was a feeble attempt and I felt no pain.  He lost the arm that he’d used for the blow and fell screaming in pain.  The sight made me want to throw up but I simply had no time.
 
   I let my momentum propel me farther down the hill and turned just in time to catch another hammer attack on my shield. This time I responded with a direct overhand cut, putting all of the strength I could muster into the move.  The blade struck my adversary on the crown of his unprotected head and continued downward until it lodged in his sternum.  He was dead before he dropped.  But my sword was now stuck fast within the body and I could not immediately extricate it.  The other five were recovering from the shock and confusion of my attack and were now almost upon me.  With no other options I abandoned the sword, kicked the closest attacker in the gut and yanked my mace free.  
 
   Seeing me with no sword emboldened the rest of the pack but I could not understand why they were pressing their attack.  Half of them were now dead or dying yet they still persisted.  An intelligent creature would have fled by now.  Not these things.  The largest one, the only one wearing a vest and carrying two swords, snarled at the one closest to me.  With a shout he obeyed his commander and rushed forward.  To my surprise he dropped his war hammer and simply wrapped his arms around my shield.  Before the sheer weight dragged it from my arm I was able to swing my mace into the top of his head.  He went down but so did my shield.
 
   I was now down to my last weapon and had no shield.  Considering what I was facing I thought I’d done fairly well.  I’d taken down six out of ten Neanderthal attackers while having almost no prior experience in this type of combat.  But the loss of the shield was a big disadvantage.  And I still had four of these ungodly-looking creatures coming towards me, determined to see me die.
 
   I saw only one possible chance now.  With speed and strength in my favor I wrapped both hands around the hilt of my bludgeon and sprang forward screaming like a wild man.  The first one I came to raised his sword to parry my strike.  He may as well not even have bothered.  The heavy mace met the blade and never slowed as it continued on, smashing into his clavicle with a sickening thud.  A hammer blow caught me in the side, somewhat blunted by the protective metal pieces sewn into my vest.  I swept the mace in a backhand and grazed my attacker’s shoulder.  He stumbled backward and I hopped close enough to deliver a second, killing blow to the head.  I paid for it with a knife wound to my thigh from behind.  My leg buckled with the pain and I dropped to a kneeling position.  The man who had stabbed me had the knife in one hand and a sword in the other.  He had the sword over his head in preparation for the kill stroke.  Behind him the largest man-thing, the one who appeared to be calling the shots, was also advancing, both of his swords over his head.  I did the only thing I could do at the time, knowing that it would not be enough.  I threw my weapon with all my strength at the smaller and closer attacker.  The savage spiked instrument struck him in the neck with a meaty thud.  He dropped like the proverbial polled calf but now I was weaponless and at the mercy of the last grey-skinned beast and I could see that mercy was not in his nature.  
 
   The bigger beast had dropped one of his swords.  He now leapt forward with his weapon raised and in position to deliver a killing blow.  I raised my forearms intending to take the blow on my armguards, thus extending my existence for another second or two.  
 
   The blow never came.  
 
   Instead the largest meat cleaver I’d ever seen split his head from crown to eyebrow from behind.  His evil black eyes rolled upward like he was trying to see what had struck him.  Then they glazed over.  The body stayed upright for an instant, as if it was striving to continue on without the assistance of the brain.  It was unsuccessful.  He dropped to his knees then fell forward at my feet.  Behind him stood the woman that had been tied up to the stake.  Her eyes were wild.  She looked from the dead beast-man, to me.  Then she fainted away.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
   Companions
 
    
 
   Limping, I carried the woman over to where her fellow captive still sawed at his bonds with the dagger I’d seen Tinker dragging.  The braided leather that had bound the woman were lighter and thinner and she had been able to cut them much quicker. This small fact had saved my life.  The wound to my thigh burned like a hot poker but I was able to bear it until I got her out of the sun.
 
   Her companion finished cutting through the braided leather rope before we got to him.  He rose and came over to us trying to help me with her weight.  He could barely manage to keep himself   upright.  I indicated that I needed no help and he stepped back, watching.  As I laid her in the shade of a scrubby tree he started talking to me in a language that I could not understand.  I gave what I hoped to be the universal gesture: a shrug.  He seemed to grasp my meaning.  He looked around then spied something and went to retrieve it.  It was one of the skins that the grey people had used for a night blanket.  He pulled it over and gently covered the woman with the garment, concealing her nakedness.  He glanced at me and I nodded, hoping he recognized the gesture as one of approval.
 
   I stood and looked around me, examining the remains of the camp.  My hands were still trembling and my heart was only now starting to slow.  I have had some close calls and seen some nasty fights in the prison but never had I been in the position of having to kill multiple attackers by hacking them to pieces.  It would take me a long time to recover from the shock of what I had been forced to do.  My hands, face, chest and shoulders were still spattered with drying and crusted blood.  The sight of it raised the gorge in my throat.
 
   And yet I felt a surge of incredible exhilaration that I was certain came from me and not Tinker.  I was alive!  I had fought for my life against impossible odds and I had prevailed.  The feeling was indescribable.  
 
   Then the fatigue hit me.  I had just engaged in several minutes of all-out physical effort.  In truth, I was able to recognize that I was not as exhausted as I should have been considering the effort I had just put forth.  I thanked God for the low gravity and high oxygen content of this world.  With them I might have collapsed from the effort and been dispatched by my attackers.  I leaned against one of the small trees which were proving shade to the woman to catch my breath. 
 
   A few minutes later, with my savior in obviously good and tender hands, I set about inspecting the camp the grey people had been using.    Recovering my spear and using it as a makeshift cane I hobbled through the area.  There was not a lot to inspect.  Each of the brutes had owned at least one garment of skin or fur.  Several of these were still spread over the branches of low bushes having been utilized as night shelters as well as clothing.   Apart from the weapons that were strewn about, there were several wooden buckets, a ladle and a few leather pouches with straps that appeared to be designed to be carried over the shoulder.  The pouches contained spices, some sort of herbs, extra knives and various objects that could be used to make life on the trail more convenient.  
 
   One of the buckets held water that I assumed had been drawn from the nearby stream.  I carried it over to where the male was attending to the woman along with a ladle and a patch of soft suede I’d found in one of the pouches.  I dipped the suede into the water bucket and squeezed out the excess then wiped away some of the grime from her and offered it to the man.  He smiled his understanding and accepted it, continuing the task of cleaning her face and shoulders.  I watched him for a brief time, eager to gain some understanding of these people.  
 
   My new male companion was about five feet, six inches tall, had short brown hair and olive skin turned darker by the sun.  He was muscular but thin and had dark brown eyes.  I assumed his lack of bulk came from the low gravity on this planet because he was obviously strong and, except for the ordeal he’d been through, in good health.  From the accumulated dirt and dried sweat on his body I calculated that he and his female friend had been captives for several days at least.  I noted that all of the man’s attentions were focused on the young woman, ignoring his own needs.  
 
   Continuing my inspection of the camp, I followed a small trail from the biggest fire pit to a spot about a hundred feet away from the camp.  There was a drop off leading down into a kind of natural ditch.  That’s where I got my first glimpse of the horror the two captives had endured.  The ditch had been used as a garbage dump and toilet.  At the bottom of the depression rested human remains.  There was a pile of viscera, feet, hands and, most disturbing, a human head.  The top of the skull had been sawn open and the brain pan was empty.  This time I was unable to fight the urge to vomit.
 
   Limping back to the camp I saw a large bag made of nicely-cured soft leather stashed in one of the lean-tos.  I scooped it out and rummaged through it.  The articles inside were more in keeping with human production than the crude articles I found in the other pouches.  There were pieces of women’s clothing, gloves, soft slippers and dozens of small bottles stoppered with cork.  There was also a fine collection of delicate cutting tools such as one would expect to be owned by a physician or veterinarian.  A little packet that was secured by ribbon held an assortment of needles and several different types of thread.  Something told me these were for stitching wounds, not darning socks.
 
   I took the bag over to the man who looked surprised but happy at its presence.  By now he had fashioned himself a kilt from one of the skin robes.  He pointed to the bag and tried to speak with me again.  I smiled and shook my head, subjecting him to another shrug.  He gave up and was about to return to his fussing over the woman when he spied something behind me and froze.  
 
   By now I was so paranoid of the newly discovered dangers in this world that I immediately swung around and raised my mace to confront whatever he had seen.  Tinker was squatting about ten feet from us.  She had apparently stepped in one of the many pools of blood surrounding us and was busily trying to sop it up with a handful of soft moss.  She paused in her actions when she noticed us watching her.  She then gave us a squeak, wiggled her nose and resumed her efforts.
 
   I looked back to the man and saw he was mesmerized by my little friend.  He smiled thinly but tears were gathering in the corners of his eyes.  His lips trembled.  He looked to me and asked an incomprehensible question, then back to Tinker.  Of course I did not understand him.  But his reaction to Tinker was one of obvious reverence.  I ambled over toward her.  I could tell this worried him, probably because he thought I would scare her away.  Instead, with some difficulty, I sat next to her on the short yellow grass.  She hopped into my lap and nuzzled my face, emitting the soft purring sound that I had come to identify with her being happy.
 
   I would say my human friend sat down but it was really more like he collapsed in a heap.  Obviously these creatures were known to the indigenous people.  He seemed as if he was witnessing a miracle.  Hell, for all I knew he might have been.  I still had no idea what was normal on this world.
 
   I decided we should get moving in case our unfortunate adversaries were expecting company but I didn’t want to move the young woman who was still unconscious.  Considering the fact that she had saved my life it seemed that waiting for her to recover was the least I could do.  To pass the time I figured I would start at the basics with my new companion.  Imitating the immortal scene between Tarzan and Jane in the old movies I pointed to my chest and said “Taggart”.  I then pointed back to him.  
 
   He immediately grasped my meaning and answered.
 
   “Vynn”.
 
   “Vynn”, I repeated.
 
   He then pointed back to me.  “Tag-gar.”
 
   I shook my head.  “No.  Taggart” I said, carefully enunciating both syllables.
 
   “Tag-gar”.
 
   Okay, I decided I would work on this later.  For right now I was Tag-gar.  I absently began to pet Tinker, prompting another soft purr.  This put my new best buddy Vynn back into a renewed state of wonder.  He leaned slightly forward and spoke, not to me but to Tinker.
 
   In my head I experienced another of what I had come to refer to as a ‘realization’, which seemed to happen each time Tinker reached out to me and my subconscious mind.  I heard no clear words like just before the battle with the grey people but I did get a feeling that I should explain who I was and how I’d gotten there.  I knew Vynn could not understand me so I really didn’t get the point.  But what the hell, it couldn’t hurt anything and we were going nowhere until the little lady revived anyway.
 
   I looked at the man and said “I really don’t know how I got here.  I woke up one day and found myself here.  I am from another place, maybe even another world.”
 
   It seemed that a nod of the head meant the same thing here as back home.  Vynn nodded and looked pensive.  The only reason for that action would be that he had received a realization from Tinker.  As if my life hadn’t been confusing enough lately, it now appeared that my little Tinker was capable of interpreting thoughts as well as transmitting them. 
 
   I would have enjoyed pondering longer on this latest development but the woman behind us moaned and began to move her legs.  Vynn went to her and offered her a drink from the bucket, lifting her head gently.  She accepted, draining the ladle and indicating a desire for more.  When she finished she exchanged words with the young man by her side.  Eventually she must have asked him something about me because he made his reply and inclined his head in my direction.  I heard the name Tag-gar being used.  She raised herself up on one elbow to look at me, then spoke.  I confess that I was more interested in what was exposed when she raised up than her words.  When I could not reply to her questions she beckoned for me to come closer.
 
   I picked Tinker up and struggled to my feet, favoring my wounded leg.  This earned me raised eyebrows from the young woman.  I carried my little companion with me as I approached.  My index finger scratched Tinker under the chin and she loved it, purring loudly.  When I was close enough I knelt stiffly on one knee beside her.
 
   “I hope you’re feeling better.”  I said.
 
   Instead of indicating that she did not understand the language I was speaking she shot an astonished look at Tinker.  There was a mixture of fear and wonder in her eyes.  Vynn laid a hand on her shoulder and said something to her that calmed her.  She was obviously pondering something.  Then she looked at me and smiled.  That was when I realized how beautiful she was.  Her hair was long and dark brown, almost to the point of being black.  Her complexion, though somewhat sunburnt, was like a dark tan, and she had high cheekbones and a beautifully dainty jawline.  Her eyes, like those of her fellow survivor, were a deep brown.  She conferred briefly with her friend again, then turned to Tinker and spoke.  In my mind the words formed very clearly:
 
   “Are you the legend?”
 
   As you might imagine, my reactions to that occurrence were many and varied.  First, I was now absolutely certain about Tinker’s psychic abilities.  What little doubt I had been harboring was washed away completely.  There was simply no reason to continue denying the obvious.  Second, what the hell did she mean by her comment?  Legend?  What legend?  Third, I was delighted that I would be able to communicate with these people with the help of my incredible little pal.
 
   But under the circumstances I would have preferred to leave this blood-spattered camp, putting distance between us and this bloodstained place.  My unease at possibly being found by friends of the grey-skinned beasts was still very much in my mind.  But the two people I had discovered did not seem to be eager to move.  Surely if there were any great urgency to run and hide they would be trying to do so.  Especially after what they had evidently been through.  So I calmed my fears a bit and decided to get a better grasp of my new circumstances.  I tried to squat down next to the young woman again but the pain in my thigh was becoming too great.  The man, Vynn, came over and helped me lower myself to the ground.  I was a little embarrassed to need the help.  Call it manly pride.  Once settled I turned back to her.  Vynn had now sat beside her and was listening intently to us.
 
   Tinker seemed to realize my need to communicate further.  She crawled out of my lap and stationed herself between us, raised up high on her rear legs.  Her head swiveled in my direction.
 
   “I don’t know what you mean by legend,” I said. Seconds later she smiled and looked in my eyes. She spoke and in my head I heard a voice, an actual woman’s voice as Tinker shifted her gaze back to the female.
 
   “Forgive me,” The woman’s voice said.  “I had forgotten.  The legend appears with no recollection of past or knowledge of purpose.”
 
   The manner in which I received these psychic emissions from Tinker was astonishing.  When the woman spoke my ears heard her actual voice using her language.  But simultaneously in my mind I was able to hear the same voice using my language.  It was mindboggling.  And wonderful.
 
   “Well that’s almost my situation,” I answered, “I remember my past but I sure don’t know my purpose here.” 
 
   Vynn leaned over to whisper something in her ear.  She smiled again, putting her hand up to cover her mouth.  It was a very shy and endearing action. I couldn’t help but notice how pretty her exposed shoulders were as she held the skin pelt in front of her with one hand.  She spoke again.
 
   “Forgive me again, I have not offered names.  I am Dwan Ca’ Ayla.  I am a healer.  This is Vynn Da’ Olinn, warrior of Olvion.  I…we… are in obligation to you Tag-Gar.”
 
   Two days ago I was naked and kneeling in the dust alone and crying.  Now I was crouched before a beautiful woman, having survived a medieval sword fight and having a conversation through the telepathic services of a little white animal.  My head was swimming. Once more I started to correct her over the pronunciation of my name.  But then I stopped.  It really didn’t seem that important at the moment.  Besides, I was in a different world, maybe I needed a different name.  
 
   I made a waving away motion.  “There is no obligation.  I’m just happy to see other people.  I was beginning to think I was here all by myself.  But if you really feel obligated maybe you could answer some questions for me?”
 
   I got another look at that dazzling smile.
 
   “I will answer all that I am capable of, Tag-Gar.  But first, let me obey my oath and treat the wounds you have suffered.”  She opened the leather bag I’d found and began removing some of the small jars.  “We can talk while I work”.
 
   Dwan took the clothing from the bag and mimed for Vynn and me to turn around so she could dress.  I admit I was hard pressed not to sneak a peek but, with great restraint, I conducted myself as a gentleman.
 
   When she was done Dwan began the task of acquainting me with the realities of my new home.  While we spoke back and forth through Tinker she worked on my wounds. With Vynn’s assistance she removed my vest, tunic and belt.  I’d gotten a shallow slice on my side along the ribcage.  It was not serious but it bled a lot. She stitched it using a needle from the packet in her bag while I tried to bear the pain in silence. There was a bruise on my back where the war hammer had struck.  There was not much to do there except rub a kind of salve on it.  The pain began to ease almost at once.  The only wound that approached being serious was the one in my thigh.  The knife blade had penetrated several inches and the pain in that area was significant.  Dwan pulled my trousers down with no trace of embarrassment to examine the injury.  She stuffed some jellied concoction into the lips of the wound then stitched it closed.  She definitely had a delicate touch.  She pulled a soft woven cloth from the bag and used it like a bandage.  After helping me pull my pants back up she used another needle and thread to repair the tear in the trousers.
 
   While we talked Vynn began gathering objects from the camp, putting them into a pile.   He seemed to have overcome the exhaustion he had been showing earlier.  He armed himself with a sword and lance, looking at me with an expression that seemed to be asking permission to do so, as if I might resent the action.  I smiled to reassure him.  He found a sheath for the sword and tied it to his waist.  He then started dragging bodies away from the camp and over to the trash dump.  I started to rise as if to help but he motioned that I was to remain seated.
 
   The story Dwan told was amazing and scary.  Olvion was the name of this world and also the name of one of four large kingdoms on the continent of Maltania.  The kingdom sat in a huge valley between the Hounds Teeth and Kneeling Warrior mountain ranges.  This location made it the most remote of all the kingdoms and also the most important.  The other three kingdoms were all on the coast of a huge ocean.  The only way to reach them was to go between those two mountain ranges.  So Olvion was the protector of the ‘Lion’s Road’ as it was called.  Any force intending to attack the Coastal Kingdoms must first attack and overcome Olvion’s defenses or approach them from the ocean which had never happened.  No one knew what, if anything, lay beyond the sea.  An enemy might be able to fight their way around the Olvion stronghold but no military commander would leave such a dangerous fortification behind it, inviting a rear assault.  
 
   Olvion was protected by its own troops and those of the other three kingdoms, Aspell, Archer’s Gate and Northland.  All of these troops were under the command of Olvion’s King Zander.  Zander was in the eighth year of his second ten-year term.  Theirs was a complicated system of government with monarchs actually being elected by the people and a Parliament to represent specific areas of the kingdom.  Once elected, a good king could serve for his entire life if he had the people behind him and kept being re-elected.  Dwan strongly suspected this would be the case with Zander.  He was smart, kind and an excellent politician.  
 
   I would note here that, when I use terms such as ‘year’, ‘king’, ‘mountains’, etc., I am using the names by which I knew them in my former life,  their “Earth” names.  The local population had their own terms for things such as the complete rotation of the planet around their (presumed) Red Dwarf sun.  But to use the Olvioni names in a document such as this would be confusing and meaningless.
 
   Anyway, there are two major species in this world, Humans and what are referred to as Grey Ones or simply Greys.  The Greys were regarded by some as human and by others as less than that.  I could see the reason for the confusion.  This species wore little clothing, used weapons and were obviously more intelligent than other animals but their apparent lack of empathy and cannibalistic tendencies indicated an absence of humanity.  They did not appear to have a soul.  According to Dwan, they had first appeared over two hundred years ago with huge raiding parties coming over a third huge mountain range at the eastern edge of Olvion’s territory.  These were called the Grey Mountains, obviously because they were the home of the sub-humans.  They set about slaughtering and devouring the occupants of the outlying Olvion farms and settlements.  There was a great war that stretched many years. Ausloe, the reigning king of Olvion at that time, supported by troops from the other three kingdoms, fought valiantly but humans eventually found themselves on the edge of genocide.  Then, The Legend had appeared.  No one knew from where he had come, but he was always accompanied by a Child of the Mountains which interpreted his odd language.  He was a giant of a man and a powerful warrior whose presence and effectiveness on the battlefield gave other warriors courage.  Slowly the tide of the war began to change.  The invaders were driven back to the mountains.  In a final great battle, King Ausloe was killed but the Legend rallied the warriors.  Shouting the words “Ausloe” and “Olvion”, the newly energized warriors drove forward slaying thousands.  The rest of the invading horde eventually lost heart and escaped back into the mountains.
 
   No one recalled what happened to The Legend after that.  He was asked to be King of Olvion but refused.  There were stories that he simply disappeared, walking out into the wilderness.  Others said he took a beautiful woman as his mate and lived out his life peacefully by the shore in the kingdom of Northland.  But it was said by the old ones that he would return if he was needed.
 
   No more was heard of the Grey Ones until five years previous to my arriving here.  Once more they poured out of the mountains, razing villages and slaughtering man, woman and child.
 
   King Zander gathered his people behind the walls of The Stronghold.  This was apparently an impressive and ancient construct that ran between the mountain ranges and blocked the center of Lion’s Road.  He then rode out with a thousand warriors to confront the invaders.  Attempts at negotiation were ended before they began. There was a battle.  Zander’s forces prevailed but it was a costly victory.  The ferocity of the Greys was terrible to behold.  The human forces, true to their training and pride, engaged the Greys one-on-one.  They paid an expensive price to learn that these bestial killers were stronger and more ruthless than any human adversary.  
 
   After the battle Zander established outposts leaving soldiers there to keep watch for more of the Greys descending from the mountains into Olvion territory.  It wasn’t long before signal fires announced the arrival of new raiders.
 
   And so had begun the war that had lasted some five years.  Olvion, reinforced by warriors from Aspell, Northland and Archer’s Gate, had so far been able to hold the Lion’s Road.  They had scored small but important victories over the grey aggressors.  The beasts usually did not usually attack in great numbers, preferring to engage in smaller attacks and ambushes.  But that was changing and there appeared to be no end to them.  They flowed over the mountains into Olvion’s green and yellow valley by the thousands, breaking up into smaller raiding parties.  The king was forced to divide his forces and seek out the individual groups of attackers.  The rate of attrition for Zander’s warriors was now becoming a concern.  If the flow of intruders into the valley did not diminish soon there could be real disaster ahead.
 
   At this point in the dialogue Dwan looked at me with an expression of confusion on her face.
 
   “Tell me, Tag-Gar,” she asked, “How did you do it?”  When it was obvious that I did not understand the question she continued.  “The Greys.  How did you defeat them?  It is now accepted that the best way to overcome them is by engaging them two-to-one.  Only a few of our strongest warriors, Zander among them, are able to stand against them alone.  Yet you walk into their camp without fear and slay a tenfold.  You saved my life and that of Vynn.  If you are not The Legend, how was this possible?”
 
   I was embarrassed at the question.  To be honest I didn’t know how I’d done it.   I tried to explain it to her as best I could.
 
   “To me, the things you call “Grey Ones” were not very strong or quick.  More importantly, they were not very smart, either.  But even with all that they were very close to doing me in.  You say I killed a tenfold.  I didn’t.  I killed nine.  You saved my life by killing the tenth.  You are the reason I am still alive.  Don’t forget that.”
 
   Dwan smiled and looked down.  Tinker had moved closer to her now, squatting by her foot.  Dwan slowly extended her hand and tentatively touched the little animal.  Instead of retreating, Tinker moved closer, nuzzling the woman’s delicate hand.  The delight was obvious on Dwan’s face.
 
   “What can you tell me about her?” I asked, nodding at Tinker.
 
   She looked up from stroking the white fur with her finger.
 
   “She is a Child of the Mountain.  Some think they do not exist but my mother told me she saw one once.  They live in the same mountain ranges that the Grey Ones cross to invade our kingdom.  We have been told by our old ones that they have magical powers.  I know now that this is true.  I hear your words in another tongue with my ears, but my mind hears them in my language.  I’m not sure this is magic.  But it is certainly wonderful.  And unlike anything I have ever known.”
 
   “She seems much more intelligent than any other animal I’ve ever seen,” I observed.
 
   Dwan nodded.  “Stories say…at least some stories… that they are as intelligent as we are.  Others say they have only as much knowledge as our children.  That is why they are called Children of the Mountains.  When The Legend appeared he spoke to our people through one of them.  A white one”
 
   “Aren’t all of them white?” I asked.
 
   Dwan shook her head.  “In the entire history of our people the Children that have been seen were all brown.  Only the Child that spoke for The Legend was said to be white.  Which is one more reason for me to believe that you are he.”
 
   I didn’t really have an answer for that.  As the back-and-forth waned Dwan began poking into the leather satchel I’d found.  Apparently it had been hers and was purloined by one of her captors.  She pulled out some of the jars and small clay vessels, uncorking them to sniff the contents.
 
   When she became distracted by taking inventory of her medical supplies I hefted myself up, favoring my wounded leg and stretched.  Tinker looked content to stay with Dwan so I started helping Vynn drag the bodies of the fallen Greys to the trash heap.  It was unpleasant work but he had already finished most of it by the time I joined in.  Vynn then involved himself in digging a grave for the remains of their fallen comrade.  I decided to make another inspection of the camp, picking up the few things I thought would be useful to us.  I found an especially evil-looking dagger that I slid into my belt.  Also discovered was a smaller sword which was held in a beautifully-carved wooden sheath.  The steel was of an excellent quality, not the lumpy, greyish type exhibited by the weapons of the Grey Ones.  I slung it over my shoulder, intending it for Dwan.  I didn’t know what to expect in the coming days but I would feel better knowing we were all armed.
 
   When we were done Vynn and I returned to where Dwan and Tinker were still sitting in the shade.  Somewhat to my delight, Tinker leapt from her lap and scampered up my leg and onto my shoulder.  I gave her a scratch and she purred.  I turned to Vynn.
 
   “So, Vynn, you’re the warrior.  What should we do here?  Should we put some distance between us and this place in case there are more of these Greys about or should we rest here tonight and get an early start in the morning?  For that matter…where should we go?”
 
   Tinker chittered in Vynn’s direction.  He nodded and spoke with me hearing Tinker’s interpretation in my head.
 
   “This group is what we call a “tenfold”.  They are spread out all over the valley.  They act as saboteurs and keep our warriors harassed.  It is rare for two groups to be anywhere close to each other. That is what happened to our wagon convoy.   But I would council we rest here tonight then take a short trip toward the rocks over there”, He nodded over in the direction from which I had come.  “If we get into the heights we can travel over stones and leave no prints.”
 
   It made sense to me.
 
   “And the other matter?” I asked.  “Where should we be heading?”
 
   Vynn turned to Dwan and gestured for her to respond.  She stood and looked around, trying to get her bearings.  I noticed the clothes that she was wearing from the bag I’d found.  A belted tan tunic covered a set of tight leggings that reached to her ankles.  Her feet were covered in soft leather moccasins.  The outfit allowed an easy look at her figure.  It was definitely a pleasant sight.  She apparently made up her mind and spoke through Tinker.  Her idea was to find a safe place in which to fully recover from their ordeal and my wounds.  A couple of days should do it.  Then we would head toward an outpost that she and Vynn were aware of.  She guessed it would take three days of travel to get there.  She also cautioned that the outposts moved frequently and may no longer be there.  If that were the case we would strike out for Olvion itself.  On foot that would take eight or nine days, total.
 
   That being decided I busied myself gathering the loose pelts and skins from where they were scattered and dragged them over to where Dwan still sat.  She started to rise and help but I urged her to rest and recover from her ordeal, saying she would need all of her strength for the next day’s travel.  By the time I’d gathered everything that looked useful Vynn had started a small but cheery fire using flint and steel.  The sun was receding now and night was not far away.
 
   I was a little concerned about the fire leaving us vulnerable to discovery but Vynn and Dwan seemed to think we were safe enough.  I deferred to their experience in these matters.  I went to the garbage dump and relieved myself, my actions copied by Tinker.  By the time we returned to the fire night had engulfed us completely.  I took off my vest, then my leg and arm guards and piled everything by the helmet I’d stashed before.  My shield made a passable pillow when covered with a layer or two of furry pelts.
 
   Dwan was lying on another pile of furs, covered to the waist.  Her hair was swept back over her ears and looked black as ebony in the firelight.  I’d never seen a prettier woman.  I smiled when I thought that this made her, in my estimation, the prettiest girl in two worlds, leaving her eligible for the title of Miss Universe.  I suddenly realized that I had been able to be near her for hours and speak to her without any of the debilitating shyness from which I normally suffered.  I pondered how this was possible.  I remembered how Tinker had been able to soothe my fears when I first came in contact with her and wondered if she had somehow helped me with my personal affliction.  In light of all that had happened I did not regard anything as being beyond her capabilities.
 
   Vynn interrupted my reverie by coming out of the dark with a smile on his face and a stitched water skin in his hands.  Tinker was sitting near my foot engaged in the never-ending mission of grooming her tail.  Vynn spoke to her, the translation appearing instantaneously in my head.
 
   “Are you a man that enjoys spirits, Tag-Gar?”
 
   At first I did not understand but Vynn smiled more broadly and held forth the skin.  I got it.
 
   “Why yes, my warrior friend, I have been known to raise a glass or two in my time.”
 
   “I found this, it was obviously taken from our ambushed caravan,” Vynn said.  He sat cross legged next to me and offered the skin.  I pulled out the wooden plug and sniffed.  It smelled better that I expected, kind of like a wine that had cinnamon in it.  Vynn urged me to drink with a gesture.  I threw caution to the winds and sipped.  The taste was a delightful surprise, like a strong, spiced merlot.  I followed the sip with a gulp.  It was incredibly refreshing.  Vynn laughed.  I handed him the skin and he copied my actions.  We shared another round before I heard Dwan’s voice in my head.
 
   “As the only healer present I should have been given the opportunity to test this beverage for safety purposes.”
 
   By this time the alcohol had begun to make its potency noticeable.  My head swam lightly and the incredible stresses of the day started to drift away, leaving me relaxed and a little drowsy.  I smiled and held the skin out to her.  She scooted nearer to me, still wrapped in her furs.  Her hand lightly touched mine as she took the wine and I enjoyed the sensation more than I would have thought possible.  Once again I marveled at my ability to be so near to a beautiful woman and still be in control of my faculties.
 
   Dwan tipped the skin up and took a small swallow.  Vynn laughed and gestured for her to take more.  She did.  Soon a pink flush began to spread on her cheeks and forehead.  I got the feeling she had not had a lot of experience with alcohol.  She pushed the skin back into Vynn’s hands and fanned herself with her hands.
 
   At this time I became aware that Tinker had stopped working on her tail and was standing as tall as she could, her nose wrinkling and pointed at the wineskin.  I stretched over to the pile of objects I’d gathered from the camp and retrieved a shallow clay bowl that looked like it had been created in some elementary school art class.  I took the skin and poured a small splash into it.  Tinker sniffed it, looked at me, then Vynn and Dwan in turn.  Vynn was grinning, Dwan seemed intrigued.  My little friend sniffed again then lowered her head to the bowl and took an experimental lap with her tongue.
 
   We all jumped as she leapt some four feet off of the ground, emitting a withering squawk. When she landed she put her paws under the lip of the bowl and flipped it over, still loudly fussing.  The fur on her shoulders and tail stuck straight out.
 
   Dwan, Vynn and I all exploded into laughter which only seemed to increase her anger.  She scampered onto my thigh and looked directly into my eyes and subjected me to even more of her chattering rebuke.  Vynn, who had had a bit more of the drink than I, fell over backwards laughing. Dwan put her hand to her face to hide her reaction.
 
   Finally done with her reprimand, Tinker turned away, shot her tail up straight and stalked away from the fire into the darkness.  A second later she walked quickly back, struggling to retain a look of dignity while shivering from the night chill.  She got as close as possible to the fire, curled her tail around herself and closed her eyes.
 
   Dwan and I were able to restrain our amusement but Vynn was not.  As he laughed I saw Tinker open one eye then close it again.  Vynn suddenly leapt to his feet clutching his sword.  When neither Dwan nor I reacted he asked if we too had heard the roar of a beast nearby.  I looked at Tinker again and saw the edges of her mouth turn up very slightly.  Dwan giggled and pulled Tinker closer to her saying something about the females of this group needing to stick together.  I convinced Vynn that he had been the victim of Tinker’s wrath.  Once he realized what had happened he laughed heartily.
 
   As the night grew darker the stress of the day made our eyes heavy.  I gestured to Vynn that I would take the first watch but he shook his head (I guess some gestures are universal).  I didn’t have the energy to argue and besides, I really needed the sleep.  So I nodded my thanks and stretched out on a pile of furs.  The fire felt great.  I soon passed out.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   Learning
 
    
 
   He was enormous in size, much larger than any human she had ever encountered. The color of his eyes and hair was different from what she was accustomed to but she also found it pleasing, especially the eyes.  Heretofore, she had only observed humans from hiding and had noted that, boringly, all had the same complexions and hair color. 
 
   In the past few days she had led him to food, water and clothing.  At night while he slept she continued her exploration of his mind.  She was mostly pleased by what she learned.  There was much kindness and more than a little sadness there.  Her attempts to repair the birth anomaly regarding his fear of females were succeeding.  He would be encountering many human females in the coming days and such an affliction was simply too distracting.  She had also been successful in reducing the fear he had been experiencing at his current circumstances.  She did not understand how he had arrived in Olvion and neither did he.  The Awareness had not yet seen fit to make any revelations to her on that subject.
 
   Learning his language had been an engaging exercise.  Every night while her body rested her mind would examine his speech.  Her kind was uniquely equipped for absorbing and understanding languages.  She did not know why this was so but it was an ability that she enjoyed.  She had already been acquainted with the language of the Valley Humans, having acquired it from her mother.  Though she was still learning her new human’s tongue, she knew enough to enable him to communicate with the two Olvionis.  
 
   The location of the clothes were revealed to her by the Awareness.  She had followed the images in her mind to the hill and the burial cavern within.  The cave had an aura that was almost overpowering.  The bones of the human warrior emitted a potent energy that she was unable to identify.  Being there in that crypt, seeing the skull of that long-dead warrior and absorbing the energy it emitted inspired feelings in her that she had never before experienced.
 
   Once the human’s most critical needs had been met her next task was to put him in contact with other humans.  After leaving the cavern she had cast about for mindscent and eventually detected an especially strong one.  It was from a female and she had been near.  It was only when they were almost upon them that she had detected the odor of the beast-people.
 
   These creatures lived on the other side of her beloved mountain home and frequently encroached upon the territory inhabited by her kind.  They were savage, killing and eating any living thing with which they came in contact.  It was not in the nature of her kind to hate but they did recognize the danger that this species presented.  
 
   In his encounter with the beast-people her human had performed adequately.  He was still being limited by his lack of familiarity with his new existence and a conditioned reflex to avoid conflict.  She found this trait appealing but it was one that she would have to help him control if he was ever to reach the mindset needed to accomplish their task.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   Communicating
 
    
 
   I awoke to bright sunshine and warm air.  Sometime in the warming of the morning I must have kicked the furs off of my body.  I allowed myself the small luxury of remaining on my back and stretching.  The sky over my head was cloudless, looking like a pink ocean.  I was very much aware of a feeling of contentment.  The surrounding trees had a scent that reminded me somewhat of pine.  It reminded me of the numerous camping trips I had taken with my father and brothers in the Sierra Nevada Mountains.  I reluctantly roused myself.
 
   Though I had expected to be awakened to take my share of watch duties Vynn and Dwan had evidently decided that I needed my rest more than they did.  I started to ask about it but they were both busily preparing for us to depart our little camp so I let it pass while feeling a little guilty. The wound in my thigh felt tight and was a little more painful than it was on the previous day.  I limped to the trash pile smiling and nodding at both of my new friends as I passed.  They were both stuffing supplies into bags made from animal skin.  With both of them standing I was surprised to see that Dwan was considerably taller than her companion.
 
   As I relieved myself at the ditch I noticed that the human remains had been removed.  A patch of freshly turned dirt bore witness to a more dignified burial.  This told me something new about my new friends.  They honored their own kind and bestowed upon them what dignity they were able to provide.  I was thankful for this realization because it meant that they felt much like myself in those matters.
 
   When I returned to the camp I started to don my armor and other articles of clothing.  Dwan came over to me shaking her head. Tinker was nowhere to be seen but I got the message that she was determined to tend to me.   I allowed her to inspect my wounds.  The ones on my back and ribs felt much better but she applied more of the analgesic salve to it.  I experienced another slight case of embarrassment when she yanked down my pants to examine the more serious stab wound on my leg.  Rooting through her bag Dwan eventually found a small jar containing a red paste and scooped a portion onto her finger.  I stopped her and took a quick sniff.  It smelled like garlic.  She applied the stuff to my injury and the pain immediately stopped altogether.  I smiled my thanks.  She smiled back.  That smile was killing me.  I saw that the same stubborn lock of hair was, again, hanging in her face and brushed it back behind her ear without thought.  I was quickly beginning to think of this action as endearing.  I could feel my affection for this beautiful woman growing.  But I cautioned myself.  Surely a woman so attractive and spirited would have a man waiting for her somewhere.  Maybe she and Vynn were an item.  Whatever the case I told myself that it was not good to set my hopes high.
 
   With my wound treatment accomplished we all picked up items we intended to take with us.  Vynn handed me a patchwork of skins that had been fashioned into a crude backpack.  It was filled with water skins and a few furs.  I noticed the half-empty spirit skin on top as he passed the load to me.  He saw what I was looking at and grinned.
 
   Dwan was struggling to shoulder another pack.  I stepped over to help her get it situated more comfortably on her shoulders.  I made a gesture for her to wait then returned to the spot where I had stashed objects from the camp.  I found the little sword I had confiscated and took it back to her.  The ornate wooden sheath had a belt attached to it.  I stepped close to her and buckled it around her waist.  Even with the ordeal that she had been through the scent of this woman, when I was up close, was unsettling.  She had obviously taken some time to clean herself as best she could because I saw that the greasy smears that had been on her shoulders were gone.  As I knelt to close the buckle our faces were even with each other and she looked directly into my eyes.  For the first time in my memory I was able to return the direct stare of a beautiful woman without feeling faint.  She finally dropped her eyes and smiled as if she was shy.  
 
   When we were all mostly done with our departure preparations Tinker came trotting out from the direction of the trash ditch.  Apparently she had forgiven me for the wine incident.   She scampered up my leg and onto my shoulder, nuzzling my ear in greeting.  I gave her a quick smooch on her twitching nose.  She drew back as if deciding whether that action was something she was going to permit.  She apparently concluded that such was to be the case because she leaned forward and nuzzled the same ear again.
 
   We struck out across a grassy stretch of land heading in the direction of the distant hills.  As we walked Vynn, showing his military training, took a position as advance scout keeping about a hundred yards ahead of us.  This gave me a chance to get more information from Dwan about the new world in which I found myself.
 
   The planet I was now inhabiting, like Dwan’s home city, was named Olvion.  All of the members of the four kingdoms spoke the same language.  Dwan said the Greys spoke a different language from her people but some of them also spoke Olvioni.  She surmised that this ability had been learned from people who had been taken prisoner.  I imagined that a captive would have much in the way of incentive knowing that the stewpot awaited him or her if they did not do a good enough job teaching.  As far as Dwan knew there was only one continent on this world.  She imagined the rest of the planet to be ocean but she acknowledged that no one was really certain.  The valley floor on which we now walked was huge and was once home to numerous villages and farming communities.  The last five years had reduced these to a very small number owing to the danger of the invading Greys.  Still there were a few left, protected by military outposts that were manned by warriors from Olvion much like the Army cavalry had protected settlers from renegade Indians in our old west.
 
   Dwan advised me that the city of Olvion was massive and that a high wall surrounded the entire city.  The city was provisioned by the surrounding farming communities and by contributions from the three coastal cities.  Water was provided by numerous community wells within the walls.  She opined that Olvion could withstand a siege indefinitely as long as they had a supply line from the coast.
 
   Dwan held an unshakably strong allegiance to her home city and its king.  She displayed obvious pride when speaking of both.  I detected a little hero-worship when she was talking about King Zander.  I must admit to a bit of jealousy there.  I was fast becoming infatuated with this woman.  
 
   As we filled the day with conversation I was surprised to discover that I was picking up a few words from Dwan’s language.  As I earlier stated, when Tinker was interpreting for us I would hear Dwan’s voice in my ears and simultaneously her voice in my head in English.  More and more I would hear a word or two in her language that I understood.  I wondered if one of tinker’s many amazing abilities was to help one more easily learn a new language.  It didn’t seem entirely impossible, especially when one considered what she was already demonstrably capable of.  
 
   When the sun was high we stopped by a stand of scruffy trees and refreshed ourselves.  I handed Dwan a water skin and she surprised me by saying “Thank You”, in English.  My face must have registered the surprise I felt because she smiled broadly, showing pretty white teeth.  She looked at Tinker and spoke.  In my head I heard her say that she, too, had been noticing an ability to pick out a few of the words from my language.  We sat for about an hour rehydrating ourselves and snacking on some of the berries we had recovered from the Grey’s satchels.  Dwan rechecked my injuries.  The thigh wound had started to ache again and she poked another dollop of the red paste onto the stitched edges of the cut.  Once again the pain immediately waned.
 
   After our break we resumed marching.  I indicated to Vynn that I wanted to take a turn at the advance position.  He reluctantly agreed.  I strode ahead, enjoying the fresh air, the silence and the pink sky.  We were some two hours from where the hills began.  I strolled leisurely but still kept a careful lookout for danger.  Aside from the Greys I was still concerned about the local fauna.  I searched the horizon on all sides for movement or smoke but saw nothing.  I couldn’t get the thought of that hyena-like beast out of my mind.  Tinker rode on my shoulder, holding on to my ear lobe with one small paw while using her teeth to comb her tail. 
 
   We had, at last, begun to see more insects around us.  They were many different types.  Most were tiny like gnats yet others were the size of houseflies.  Thankfully the flies avoided us.  I put that fact in my ‘plus’ column for this new world.  I recalled a summer I spent in Florida.  I loved the sun and surf but got tired of engaging in combat every night with hordes of ravenous mosquitos.
 
    Before long we reached the hills and climbed up.  I looked but could not see the hill from which I had recovered the clothes I wore.  When we began climbing Vynn again took the lead.  He was obviously an experienced scout and he found us the most easily traversed paths through the rocks.  I was glad that Dwan had altered one of the animal pelts with which he had been clothing himself into a garment which was very much like a pair of shorts.  Being below him on the climb it was less embarrassing for all of us.  After we had ascended and descended several hills he stopped and looked back at us with a big grin on his face.  He spoke rapidly to Dwan while pointing to the summit of the rise we were currently climbing.  Dwan nodded and sat, indicating for me to do the same.  Vynn set off again in the direction of the high point of the hill.
 
   “Vynn thinks he has been here before”, Dwan said through Tinker, “These hills are riddled with caves and he is fairly certain one exists up ahead. It has been used by our warriors as an emergency shelter.   He wants us to stay here while he makes certain that it is unoccupied”.
 
   “Should I not go with him in case he needs my help?  What if the cave is occupied and he is attacked?”
 
   She smiled as she sat and stretched out her legs.  “If Vynn does not wish to be seen, no one will see him”.
 
   I found that information to be comforting.  Evidently Vynn had skills that would be extremely helpful in our bid to make it back to civilization.
 
   After a half hour or so Vynn came sliding back down the hill, gesturing for us to follow.  It was a difficult climb and I brought up the rear as we struggled up the steep rise toward the crest.  At one point Dwan slipped and started to slide backward.  I reflexively put out a hand to stop her and my hand made contact with her rear.  I was immediately embarrassed and pulled it back but then she resumed her slide so I put my hand back again, stopping her fall but resuming my embarrassment.  Dwan shifted her feet and regained a good purchase on the rocks.  When I looked up she was laughing, as was Vynn.  It was then that I noticed my hand was still on her backside.  I could actually feel the flush rising on my face as I pulled my hand away quickly.  
 
   About twenty feet from the top of the rise there was a level area about ten feet across.  Beyond that was a hole in the face of the hill.  It stretched about eight feet in height and was just wide enough to allow one person at a time to enter.  Vynn led us inside.  It was noticeably cooler inside the cave. We all filed in to find the narrow opening extended some twenty feet back into the hill.  It eventually turned abruptly left, then right, then left once again.  At the end of this final turn the passage widened into a comfortably large and somewhat round hollow.  The overhead was nine feet above us and the cave itself was about thirty feet in diameter.  There was a small hole in the ceiling that was blackened around the edges from smoke.  A large fire pit in the middle of the cavern floor bore witness to frequent past usage by others.  Crude benches had been erected from raw wooden branches and were pushed against the sides of the cave.  The wall held four stout posts cradled in holes.  The posts were covered with congealed animal fat and had been previously used as torches.  In one corner was a barrel under a slowly dripping stream of water.  Lights, beds and running water.  All the comforts of home.
 
   We spent the early evening talking, using our little friend as a translator.  She did not seem to require paying much attention to us to accomplish this task.  In fact, she appeared to be focused intensely on the important mission of removing every last speck of dirt from her fur.  Despite the grime of our trek she was once again beautifully white and silky.  Her fur reminded me of that of a Persian cat.
 
   While Dwan and I talked, Vynn kept himself busy refreshing the fire from a pile of dry wood, bringing us water and basically running the camp.  He would pause periodically to answer questions from Dwan but he seemed to enjoy keeping himself active.  I was actually beginning to feel guilty at letting him shoulder the entire load but Dwan insisted that I give my injuries at least another day to improve.
 
   As the light from the smoke hole overhead turned from bright to dim and eventually to inkiness, Vynn finally sat and leaned back against the cave wall.  All of us were sitting cross-legged around the small fire.  The warmth was refreshing and the flickering flames drew our attention as the day’s struggles expressed themselves as a somewhat comfortable minor exhaustion and drowsiness.  Dwan handed out heaps of berries on soft cloths and three objects about the size of potatoes.  I sniffed mine suspiciously.  Vynn attacked his, devouring it in huge bites.  I took a cautious nibble.  It tasted like a cross between a yam and a regular potato.  I immediately engaged in a race with Vynn to see who could get their potato down the fastest.  It was that good.  Dwan sat watching us with an amused look while she ate hers with feminine restraint.
 
   After dinner we took turns leaving the cave and finding private spots in which to relieve ourselves.  I was last.  When I came back into the cave my two new companions had scattered soft animal skins on the floor in preparation for the night’s sleep.  Vynn offered to keep watch for the entire night, a notion that I immediately squashed.  He finally agreed to wake me midway through night so I could pull my own watch.  Dwan argued for a turn but we both urged her to get a good night’s sleep.  She was not happy but she was smart enough to see that we were not going to wake her anyway.  She dressed my wounds again, remarking that they were healing well.  She also examined a few cuts on Vynn’s hands, apparently deciding they needed no further attention.  My leg wound was feeling tight but the red gel kept the pain almost unnoticeable.  I finally lay down on the skins and stretched.  Dwan kicked off her footwear and I did the same along with my vest.  I was very much aware of how close she was.  Vynn headed out through the tunnel entrance to find a spot outside from which to keep watch.
 
   Tinker skittered around the cavern sniffing at our gear and climbing on the rustic furniture we’d found there.  Once satisfied with her inspection she hopped onto my pallet of furs and snuggled into the place between my shoulder and neck.  She was growing fond of that particular spot and seemed to find it comfortable.  From where I lay I was looking directly at Dwan.  She still looked great, even with slight smudges of dirt on her face and arms.  Her dark hair had fallen over one eye.  I guessed her to be in the neighborhood of five feet, nine inches tall and wonderfully proportioned and athletic.  I was now almost to the point that her beauty was having less of an unnerving effect on me.
 
   Right after I had that thought Dwan opened her eyes and rose up on one elbow.  She spoke in her language, the mental translation coming to me from Tinker immediately: 
 
    “Oh.  Thank you,” she said.
 
   “Excuse me?”  
 
   She sat fully up and crossed her legs.  “I said thank you.”
 
   Now I sat up.  “I’m sorry,” I said, “Did you just thank me?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “For what?  I didn’t say anything”.
 
   Dwan drew her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them.  Her smile never faltered but her eyes dropped shyly.  “You said I am beautiful.  That was a very nice thing to say”.
 
   I could always tell when I was blushing and right then I was certain that I had to be bright red.  I looked accusingly at Tinker who had shifted from my neck to my lap when I sat up.  Her head was against my thigh and she had one eye open.  She gave a twitch of her mouth and whiskers which I could swear was a smirk, then closed the eye.
 
   I swung my gaze back to Dwan.  My mouth opened and closed several times but I was unable to think of what to say.
 
   “Have I upset you, Tag-Gar?” she asked.  “You seem uncomfortable”.
 
   I shot Tinker a glare but her eyes were still closed.  
 
   “Well,” I began, “I didn’t really say that.”
 
   Her smile faltered.  I saw a look of disappointment on that pretty face. And perhaps a little bit of hurt.
 
   “Oh.  I am sorry.”  She turned her face away, leaving me to wonder if she was disappointed or simply embarrassed.
 
   “Oh no, don’t be sorry.  I do think you’re beautiful, I just …didn’t say that…out loud.”
 
   Dwan turned back to me, her face wearing a mischievous half smile.  “I thought as much.  I did not hear you speak in your language yet I heard your voice in my head.  I think perhaps your little friend has decided to get even with you for our laughter at her last night regarding the spirits.”
 
   Tinker turned over onto her back and gave a big stretch and yawn, looking as innocent as a lamb.  Dwan leaned over and scratched her belly eliciting a soft purr.
 
   “There is no need for you to be embarrassed about finding me attractive, Tag-Gar.  I think you are attractive,” she said with lowered eyelashes.  The effect was mesmerizing.
 
   “You, uh…you do?”  I could think of nothing else to say.
 
   She raised her eyes to mine.  “Of course I do.  I find you to be powerful and courageous, of course, but mainly I love looking at your beautiful blue eyes.  No other man on this entire world has eyes like yours”
 
   “Wow!” I answered lamely.
 
   “Wow?” Evidently Tinker had been unable or unwilling to provide an adequate translation for that expression.
 
   “Oh, uh…that means...well, it means that I am so thrilled at knowing that you are attracted to me that I can’t think of anything else to say.”
 
   We continued to chat for a while with no more hijinks from Tinker before sleep tugged at us.  Dwan fell asleep first, me shortly thereafter.  I was awakened a few hours later by Vynn.  He looked beat.  I patted his shoulder and sent him off to bed.  Tinker scrambled up my leg, perching on my shoulder.  It seemed she wanted to share my watch.
 
   We felt our way through the dark tunnel, emerging from our refuge into the slightly chilly but still comfortable night.  The starlight was very bright and the two small moons made the landscape below us visible.  I stretched and yawned then found a rounded rock upon which to perch.  Tinker moved down to my lap, standing on her hind legs and looking up at the stars.  I studied my little friend thinking how fond of her I had grown.  So many times during our brief association I had noticed an intelligence in her, much stronger than any animal I had ever encountered.
 
   I decided to try something.  Using just my mind and thoughts I reached out to her, calling her name.  She didn’t look at me but I saw one ear twitch.  I continued on, speaking to her in my mind.  “Tinker, I know you can read my thoughts.  I know you understand what I am thinking.”  Another ear twitch.  “Can you speak to me?”
 
   She crouched down and used her hind leg to scratch behind her neck like a dog.  I persisted.
 
   “Tinker.  We both know you are more than just an animal.  I don’t know why you have decided to help me survive here and allow me to communicate with the people here. I would probably be dead if not for you.  Can you speak to me, my friend?”
 
   She stopped scratching.  Slowly, she turned in my lap and raised up on her rear legs until she was looking directly into my eyes.  Her eyes projected the kind of intelligence that only a sentient being could.  She reached out gently with one forepaw and touched my cheek.  
 
   My mind was flooded with…something.  There were no words, just realizations.  I knew that she was my friend and that she loved me.  That was the only word for it.  The emotion was much like the way a human loves a friend.  I was struck by the understanding that she would be my companion for as long as she was needed.  She was here to help me.  And I would need that help.  Because we had a huge task in front of us.  An enormously important task. And a dangerous one.  And Tinker would give her life if such was needed in order for me to succeed.
 
   I was a little stunned as this surge of awareness poured into my mind.  It took no time at all, being an instantaneous delivery of knowledge.  I continued to study my little companion.  I saw that her eyes twitched back and forth from one of my eyes to the other, just like a human would do when speaking with another person.  I mentally sent other questions to her.  What is the nature of this task?  Why is it dangerous?  Could I be killed?  Will I ever get back to my old life and world?  She did not answer.  She took her paw away from my cheek and lay down on my lap, wrapping her tail around herself.  Apparently that was all of the information that I was going to get out of her tonight.  But it was enough.  It answered my biggest question.  Besides her incredible ability to translate and relay thoughts from one person to another Tinker was as intelligent as any person.  I stroked her fur along her back and she responded with her purring sound.  As she slept I continued my watch.
 
   About three hours after my sentry duty had begun the sky began to lighten off to my left.  It started as a deep purple and slowly faded to a pinkish-blue color.  I was enjoying the color show when Tinker startled me by jerking herself up to all four legs. She was obviously on edge and alert, the fur along her spine sticking straight up and her tail spiking up like a bottle brush.  She gave a high-pitched growl, staring in one direction.  An awareness of impending danger gushed into my mind.
 
   Immediately on alert, I picked her up and stood, staring into the direction that she was gazing.  The sun had still not emerged from behind the horizon and it was very dim.  But as the light grew I was able to pick up something in the far distance.  Movement.  Something was moving out there.  Several things, in fact.  Tinker’s body grew tense in my arms.  For the first time since I had found her I felt the small, sharp claws emerge from the hidden pockets on the tips of her fingers.  Her growls became more intense.
 
   Finally, the sun peeked over the horizon giving me enough light to see the things that were moving in our direction.  It took another moment or two before I could be certain.  It was a group of humanoids.  And they were grey.
 
   ***
 
   DANGER
 
    
 
   Vynn and Dwan joined me, all of us squatting behind a large rock as we surveyed the valley floor in front and below us.  The sun was higher in the sky now and we could clearly see the danger that was approaching.  A ‘tenfold’ of the savage Grey Ones was jogging directly toward our elevated hiding spot at a brisk pace.  They were heavily armed with spears, swords and clubs.  As we watched them their leader would occasionally stop and crouch down, examining the ground in front of himself.  
 
   Tinker, perched as usual, on my shoulder, continued making her low growling sound.  It was obvious she had no kind feelings towards the brutish group.  
 
   Vynn pointed at the leader. “He follows our footsteps.  We will hide here and see if they can track us over the rocks.  If they can we will have to fight.  If we tried to run now they would see us from the high ground and chase us down.”  The warrior looked about himself.  “This is a good place to defend.  They must climb up the same way we did, one at a time.  It will keep us from being surrounded.”  Vynn looked at Dwan and me and smiled.  “And there is always the chance they will not see us.”  From his expression I deduced that he considered such a chance as not being likely.
 
   Vynn led us back into our cave and had us start carrying weapons outside.  He and I each had a sword, a spear and a knife.  Additionally, I had my shield, helmet, shin and forearm armor and my mace.  Dwan had the slender sword I’d found for her and a wicked-looking dagger.  She had both of them belted around her waist.  I saw her swinging the sword with both hands, testing its heft.  She obviously meant to fight alongside us.  While I could appreciate her spirit, I had serious doubts about how much she could add to our efforts and, really, I didn’t want her hurt.
 
   Fully armed, Vynn and I resumed watching the horde of sub-humans as they grew closer to our perch.  We were well concealed but they were frequently casting looks upward as if expecting their prey to be hiding in the high ground.
 
   I asked Vynn about battle plans.  I figured he was the warrior and had faced these beasts before.  He pointed to the level area about ten feet down the hill from the entrance to our cave and a little below.
 
   “There is enough room for all of them to gather there.   If they are skilled fighters they will do that.  If they are like most of their kind they will attack us one at a time as soon as they climb up to this level.”  He turned to look toward Dwan and back at the ascending Greys.  There was a troubled look in his eyes.  
 
   “What is it, Vynn?” I asked.
 
   “It was my duty to defend Healer Dwan before.  I failed.”  He walked to the space that was just beyond the level clearing below our cave.  “I will meet them here and hold them as long as I can.  Any that I kill will be fewer for you to defend against. When I fall you can keep the rest from getting to her.  She can wait in the cave.  I’ve seen you fight, Tag-Gar.  I know you can defeat any who make it past me.”  He said it like the logic was unassailable but I wasn’t buying it.  I checked the path leading up to us and saw that the Greys were definitely on to us.  They would be climbing up to our level within ten minutes.  
 
   Something rubbed against my ankle and I looked down to see Tinker.  After getting my attention she climbed up my leg to my shoulder.  She wrapped her tail around herself and chirped softly to me.  I briefly forgot the advancing danger and allowed her to flood my mind with calmness and tranquility.  It washed over me like a gentle warm fog.  The fright and worry that had been draining me since the moment I’d seen the Greys began to fade.  I first started feeling calm.  Then confident.  Tinker’s small hands touched the side of my cheek.  In my mind I felt her communicating with me in her way, with images and emotions.  I saw a vision of me standing in front of the entire pack of Greys.  I was particularly aware of the way I towered above them.  I saw how my thighs and arms dwarfed those of my attackers.  I also saw them struggling to climb up the path to our cave.  I saw in my mind’s eye how difficult it had been for Vynn, Dwan and myself to make that same climb.  A recognition dawned in me of a way to meet this threat.  Tinker was filling my head with something else too.  I fought the feeling briefly then surrendered to it.  I stood as tall as I could, squared my shoulders and put on my helmet.  I picked up my shield and drew my sword, marveling at how right they felt in my hands.  At least right now, in my own mind, I was The Legend of Olvion and this was what I was here for.
 
   I turned to Vynn and Dwan.  “Do you both still think I am The Legend?”
 
   Dwan smiled.  Vynn looked over the edge again, then nodded.
 
   “Then you must trust me.  Vynn you have no need to prove your courage.  That is not in doubt.  You will now prove your intelligence and help me to protect Dwan.  We will fight as one, all three of us.  If you trust me then do as I ask.  I promise you, we will prevail.”
 
   Dwan showed absolutely no hesitation.  Vynn just a little.  We laid our lances on the ground just outside of our cave.  I leaned my shield against the wall then we all stepped to the edge of the overlook.  We no longer had any doubts that our presence was known to the stalkers.  Some thirty feet below we saw the advancing horde scrambling up the rock face.  The one in the lead saw us and growled a triumphant snarl.  The others responded in kind.  They seemed to think us incapable of escape or defense.  
 
   At my urging we quickly started gathering rocks.  It was unfortunate that this particular location had few of the size that we needed but after a few minutes we had amassed a fair number.  I was also successful at dislodging a few larger stones that were buried in the sandy soil.  These we carried to the lip of the overlook.  Our stalkers were now only twenty feet below us.  I stepped fully out into the open, letting them see me.  The sight of me spurred a blood lust or hunger in them, encouraging them to double their efforts to reach us.  I kicked sand over the edge at them and laughed.  They howled in rage.  I let them advance another ten feet then signaled to my companions.
 
   While I kept their attention on me by kicking sand at them, Vynn approached the edge holding a large rock over his head.  The Grey in the lead looked up just in time to dodge the stone but the beast behind him took a painful blow to the shoulder and roared in pain as he pin-wheeled down the hill.  Dwan and I joined in, tossing rock after rock down at our adversaries.  Vynn landed one directly on the head of the Grey in the lead.  The unfortunate creature was stunned and fell some ten feet down the hill.  He lay there until two of his followers pulled him behind an outcrop, protecting him from additional harm.  Each time the Greys would stop climbing and seek shelter from our missiles I would stand on the edge of the cliff and laugh at them.  They would then become so infuriated that they would leave their protected places and continue their climb.  Then we would treat them to another barrage.  Seeing that one of the beasts was being especially brave (or stupid, depending upon your point of view), I recovered the largest of our rocky weapons and hoisted it above my head.  Even with the lower gravity it was all I could do to lift the thing.  Thus armed I staggered to the edge of our position.  The lead Grey was now only eight or nine feet below and had no cover.  He looked up just in time to see the boulder hurtling down at him.  He was able to turn his back to it but the action did him no good.  The rock smashed into his spine right below the shoulder blades.  The impact made a sickening crunch and the monster fell like a broken rag doll.  The stone continued on making the others jump out the way as it continued crashing down the hill.  The Grey that had been struck slid downward until his companions grabbed him.  But there was no help for him, the big stone had done its job well.  The beast had slaughtered his last human.  The others howled and roared in fury.  
 
   We had been fortunate so far.  Our actions had delayed their advance and taken one of them completely out of action.  But we were running out of stones and the ones we had left were too small to have any really damaging effect.  And something was going on below.  Three of the remaining Greys were behind a protective outcrop having a discussion.  I wanted them to remain an unthinking mob not a calculating team.  
 
   To my surprise and dismay the Greys separated into three groups of three.  Each cluster started taking different paths upward.  The different routes would take longer for them to obtain our position but the result would be the same.  We would soon be facing assault from three different points.  That threw a wrench into my plans.  It was my fervent hope that they would continue to mindlessly climb up the easier path, eventually exposing themselves one-by-one to the thrusts of our spears.  I hadn’t counted on it but I sure wanted it to happen that way.  We would now have to fall back on plan ‘B’.
 
   We used our remaining stones to inflict as much injury on the climbers as possible.  We didn’t knock any more off of their perches but we were successful at scoring a few blows that had to be painful and slowed their progress.  But eventually all three of the groups were near the top and preparing to charge over the lip.
 
   At my signal we all took up positions at the mouth of our cave.  I stood in front with my armor, shield and sword.  My war mace was in my belt along with my knife.  Behind me Vynn and Dwan held our two spears with their swords and knives stuck into the ground within easy reach.  My gut tightened as the man-beasts began to pull themselves over the top to our level.  
 
   As the first head appeared I charged. The Grey saw me coming and scrambled to get over the top.  He didn’t make it.  I caught him with a sword slash between the head and shoulder and he went screaming back over the edge.  To my left Vynn skewered another beast through the eye with his lance.  Dwan tried to intercept the leader of the third group but he was able to swat away her spear thrust and pull himself over the top.  He then pushed her backward and raised his sword. Vynn and I both rushed to her defense.  I blocked his sword strike aimed at her head with my shield and Vynn buried the head of his spear deep within the beast’s chest.  He then planted his foot on the beast’s chest to free his weapon and send the Grey back over the edge.
 
   We had now whittled our attackers down from ten to six but our actions at rescuing Dwan had given the others time to reach the level clearing.  We fell back to the cave entrance again.  I briefly wondered where Tinker had gone but had no time to ponder the question.  The six brutes were now cautiously closing in on us.
 
   “Remember our plan”, I shouted, hoping Tinker was close enough to relay the thought.  My two fellow defenders were behind me on either side.  Any attacker would have to get through me to reach them.  With my shield and armored forearms and shins I was the most protected.  I also towered over and greatly outweighed the Greys.  
 
   The stalkers were talking to each other in their language.  I didn’t want them scheming.  I wanted an angry and mindless mob so I stepped forward and kicked loose sand in the face of the closest one.  He reacted exactly as I’d hoped.  Shaking the dirt from his eyes he screamed in rage and charged.  
 
   I had experienced similar charges on multiple occasions in my position on the prison REACT team.  Through time and repetition I had learned to meet charges of enraged inmates by absorbing the brunt of their attacks with my Plexiglas shield then pivoting my hips to redirect their energy and put them off balance.  My backup officers would then swarm onto and overpower them. 
 
   When this first beast attacked me I reacted from instinct, catching the swing of his large battle axe on my shield, turned my shoulder and then smashed the shield into his face.  The action drove him to the ground and his momentum landed him slightly behind me.  I heard a sound that told me that Vynn or Dwan had finished the job with a spear thrust but I didn’t turn to make certain.  By that time the remaining five got smart and charged as one.
 
   We had chosen our position well.  The area near the cave entrance was narrow and did not allow more than two of the creatures to approach at one time.  I hacked and jabbed, blocking their attacks with my shield while Dwan and Vynn dealt savage killing thrusts from behind me with the lances.  At some point my sword was wrestled away from me and I had to snatch my mace.  There were now only three Greys left.  It was here that I learned I was much more effective with a blunt instrument than a sword. I swung the mace with all my might back and forth.  My forehand and backswing pummeled our attackers and drove them back.  Only one of the three had a shield and it was a thin copper-looking affair.  He tried to use it to deflect one of my blows and had his arm shattered for his trouble.  Vynn rushed forward and rammed his spear through the unfortunate beast’s neck.
 
   And then there were two.  If it had been me and I had watched my group of ten be whittled down to only two I would have turned and ran.  But the Greys seemed to have only one mode and that was to attack.
 
   We had driven the remaining two back to the wider part of the clearing.  Vynn now came forward to my right side with Dwan on my left.  Both held their spears ready.  I started to advance but then had a flash of insight.  I held both hands up to signal my comrades to back up.  We retreated a few paces watching the sub-humans as they prepared for what was coming.
 
   I turned to Vynn. “Take a warrior’s vengeance,” I said.
 
   Vynn looked at me then at Dwan.  He smiled grimly and drew back his spear, throwing it directly into the chest of one Grey.  The monster died on his feet, falling backward over the cliff edge.  Vynn then drew his sword and charged, raining blow after savage blow upon the last remaining beast.  I could see the rage on Vynn’s face, spawned by what he had seen happen to his fellow warriors.  He hacked with furious anger, the sword wielded in both hands.  By sheer force he beat the Grey back to the edge of the cliff and down to his knees.  He countered a desperate sword strike from the beast by slashing off the hand that held the weapon.  Vynn then raised his own sword high over his head with both hands and drove it through the light chest armor of the beast and down into the sandy ground beneath.  The Grey struggled, his eyes on the sword, showing that he was aware of his imminent death.  Vynn gave the sword one last shove pushing it deeper and added a vicious twist to the blade.  The Grey struggled, twitched, and then died.
 
   I came up behind my warrior companion, putting my hands on his shoulders. 
 
   “Tell me again how it takes two warriors to fight one Grey.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   Journey
 
    
 
   After the battle we quickly gathered our gear and left the area.  I was a little disappointed to be leaving the relative comfort of the cave.  Strangely, I was now considering a cave and fur pelt as something of a luxury when, only days before, I was living in a carpeted apartment with a fully functional kitchen and bathroom, not to mention central heating and air conditioning.
 
   Vynn and Dwan had a brief conference in their language then set out in the direction that I had decided to call ‘West’ because it was the same direction in which the sun would set.  Once again Vynn took the lead, setting a brisk pace.  All of us wanted to be far from the scene we’d just departed.  While walking Dwan and I talked and she continued filling me in on more of her world’s history and geography.
 
   No one really knew if Maltania was the only continent.  As she had previously stated no visitors from the sea had ever appeared.  The mountain ranges on either side of Olvion had been explored but the traversable paths in both directions took long, looping arcs that eventually ended up on the edge of the ocean.  
 
   The mountain range to the ‘East’ was not explored in recent history because of the existence of the Grey Ones there.  
 
   Sometime way back in their past the four kingdoms had fought against each other.  There had been shifting alliances, two against two, one against three, etc.  That was the reason each kingdom still had a warrior sect when the Greys first came down from the East in the war that spawned the arrival of The Legend.  After the defeat of the beasts two hundred and some years ago (again, I am using English terms for clarity), it was decided that the warrior caste would be enlarged.  There was also much emphasis put on the need for better weapons and other equipment.  I gathered from Dwan that things such as gunpowder or other chemicals that could be used in the creation of firearms had never been developed.  Whether this was by chance or the fact that this world was devoid of the elements needed for such weapons was anyone’s guess.  
 
   When Dwan mentioned missing hot showers I questioned her further and found that, in plumbing at least, the humans of this world were much more sophisticated than I’d thought.  She made reference to hot water heaters, steam rooms and even flushing toilets.  
 
   Food was not a problem for Olvion either, but the supply of fighters was.  Once again war was using up the young men and veteran warriors.  King Zander had scored numerous important victories against the grey invaders but each came at a price.  The Greys died by the thousands but they were reinforced by the thousands too.  Unless the seemingly limitless supply of raiders began to dry up the war would soon reach a critical phase.  Already large patches of land had been ceded to the beasts as Olvion’s troops fell back closer and closer to the city stronghold.  Outposts which, from Dwan’s description, were much like the cavalry forts of our old west, were now being attacked with greater frequency.  It was beginning to feel as if the tide was turning against humankind once again.  The Greys were a vicious and determined enemy and they were extremely difficult to plan against.  They would appear in some locations in just the tenfold groups for which they were known but in other areas the human warriors might find themselves surrounded by hundreds or even thousands.  
 
   As we were discussing these events Tinker was riding in her preferred location, perched upon my shoulder with one delicate hand clutching my earlobe, transmitting her translations while outwardly appearing to study the passing scenery.  She seemed to like Vynn well enough but she was growing especially fond of Dwan.  Whenever we would take a break for a meal or to slake our thirsts at a lake or stream she would always take the opportunity to get close enough to her to get stroked and scratched.  Dwan loved the attention and never failed to give her whatever affection she was seeking.
 
   On the few occasions when Dwan would be allowed to take the point for our group, Vynn and I would get to know each other better.  He reminded me a lot of the men on my prison REACT team.  He was smart, tough and had the stamina of an Arabian stallion.  I was a little surprised to learn that he was considered tall by his peers.  For that matter he related that Dwan was especially tall for a woman.  
 
   As part of the warrior caste Vynn had begun training when he was young.  I’m not really certain yet about how to calculate the seasons and ‘years’ of this new world but I think he was somewhere around twelve years of age.  The physical conditioning that his caste demanded was brutal but necessary.  Warriors were all that stood between the grey savages and his people.  Only the most athletic boys and girls were chosen to be warriors and it was considered a great honor to the initiate and his family.  After the equivalent of two years of preliminary training the new warriors left their family homes and were housed in a military barracks.  They were still able to see their families when off duty but life changed a great deal for them.  Every morning started with running and calisthenics, then a quick meal followed by the day’s assignment.  This usually meant some sort of guard duty or physical endeavor such as digging defensive moats or building walls.
 
   With no hint of bragging, Vynn explained that he was one of the most experienced warriors, having survived dozens of battles with the Greys.  A person with that type of history was well regarded because he or she had been able to gather a considerable amount of battle knowledge.  Other warriors strove to have themselves placed in his chain of command.  I was surprised to learn that he was not an original member of the caravan that had been attacked.  Rather he had been assigned there as a special favor for King Zander’s mother, Queen Mother Dannis, to watch over Dwan.  Good healers were highly valued and Dwan was one of the best.  After failing to dissuade her from going into the field to work, the king’s mother had asked for a personal guardian to be appointed.  Vynn, being one of the best, had drawn the appointment.  I now knew why Vynn had felt so responsible for what had happened to Dwan and the rest of their caravan.
 
   When they had been attacked the wagon train had been heading to one of the outposts that still existed near the front lines.  Some of these were large forts that were heavily defended.  When warriors fell elsewhere in battle they were taken to the outposts and treated by battle healers.  This dangerous work was what Dwan had insisted on doing.  My respect for her, upon learning of this, grew considerably.
 
   Vynn told me he had a woman and a son.  He smiled when I asked about Dwan’s romantic status.
 
   “Healer Dwan has many who seek her attention.  Healers make good mates.  And, even if she is too tall for most men, she is one of the most beautiful women in Olvion.  She has put many warriors and merchants into a state of frustration by rebuffing their advances.  Why do you ask, Tag-Gar?”  Another smile.  “Are you seeking a mate?”
 
   I scratched a non-existent itch and coughed an unnecessary cough.  “Just asking.  I’m curious about both of you.”
 
   Vynn’s gaze swept from me to Tinker and back.  His smile broadened and I wondered if my little friend was now making small embarrassing comments to my new comrades without my knowledge.
 
   We made a good twenty miles that day and spent the night inside one of the hollow cabbage trees near the edge of a beautiful lake.  We were all tired and happy to be off of our feet.  Vynn took the first watch promising to wake me halfway through the night.  This ignited another argument with Dwan about her doing her part in standing watch.  Vynn finally convinced her that our lives may depend on her being well-rested and clearheaded should we need her services as a healer.  She finally agreed after we consented to call her if we felt we needed relief.  After Vynn slithered out of the cavity inside the tree we both fell asleep under the glowing blue luminescence of the overhead leaves.  Vynn nudged me later that night and I climbed out and shimmied down the trunk.  
 
   The night was gorgeous, the stars shining brightly and the temperature a comfortable seventy degrees or so.  The starlight flickered and twinkled on the surface of the lake.  Tinker climbed down after me and scampered to the lake for a drink.  The lack of streetlights and traffic noise was incredibly relaxing.  For the first time I began to consider the fact that I might enjoy spending the rest of my life here.  And even though there were many things that I would miss (especially pizza and the Clovis Rodeos) I just couldn’t feel all that bad about the prospect.  Having left no special person behind certainly made it easier.  Sure, I would miss my two brothers but they were both married, living in different parts of the country and enjoying their own lives.  I hadn’t seen either of them in several years.  It was the same with Dad.  He was living the life of a widower and trying to find love again.  They would miss me but it would eventually be like it was with Mom.  The hurt would ease over time and I would be talked about with fondness at family gatherings.
 
   I inhaled a deep breath of air, marveling at the freshness of it, the smell of the trees and the lake.  Insects and amphibians serenaded the night with pleasant noises. The twin moons, though small were very pretty and furnished just the right amount of reflected sunlight.  Yeah.  I could get used to this.
 
   I experienced a small flash of fear as I recalled the shadows that had appeared on my chest x-rays.  Did I still have that affliction, whatever it may have turned out to be?  Was the problem left behind in my old life and world?  Or would I grow sick and die of cancer or some other lung problem?  I pondered the subject for a while then finally gave up.  Whatever was going to happen would happen.  Worrying about it would change nothing and, if my days were limited, I determined that I would enjoy each minute to the fullest.  More and more I found myself including Dwan in my dreams of that future.
 
   Down at the lake I could see that Tinker had finished her drink and was washing her face and hands.  To her left I saw a ripple which I took to be a small floating branch.  I started to make my way down to the lake to get myself a drink.  As I headed that way I noticed the ripple again.  It seemed to be heading directly towards where Tinker was washing herself.  My internal alarm bells began to ring as I watched.  The ripple now sped up and I could see a small object peeking out of the water in front of it.  I started to jog, then run.  Just as I shouted a warning the head of a snake rose out of the lake.  It looked just like any snake from my world, about five feet long and propelling itself through the water with lazy and sinewy silence.  The head was raised out of the water and the mouth was open.
 
   I felt real terror.  Tinker was my only real link to this world.  She was my translator, my interpreter and my friend and I could not bear the thought of losing her.  But it seemed destined to happen.  Even as I sprinted toward her shouting I could see that I would not get there in time.  The serpent was just too close.
 
   Tinker heard my shout and swiveled her head toward the approaching danger.  “Run, Tinker” I shouted again.  But she didn’t.  She waited.  And crouched.  And just as the serpent struck Tinker went from a ball of soft angora fur to a tornado of claws and teeth.  She moved like a mongoose, leaping straight up into the air letting the snake’s head pass below her.  She then came down just behind its head and unleashed a fast-motion series of claw slashes, slicing away portions of the snake’s flesh.  The reptile attempted to ensnare her in its coils but, again, my little friend was too fast and the coils ended up closing on nothing but air.  Tinker darted left, then right and dodged another strike, delivering additional slashes with her claws and sinking her teeth deep into the back of the thing’s head.  My heart stopped as I was certain the reptile would now wrap her in its coils but she shook the snake like a dog shaking a toy and leapt away again.  By now I had stopped running and was simply watching in stunned silence as what I had expected to be a disaster was turning into a surprising display of the physical abilities of my delicate-looking companion.
 
   The snake now decided to seek easier prey elsewhere and slithered back toward the water.  Tinker was not in a forgiving mood, however, and grabbed it by the tail, dragging it back onto the shore.  Once she had it back on dry land she dodged another strike and delivered another dozen or so claw strikes in the space of an instant.  I saw small clumps of snake flesh flying in the air.  Finally I ran forward yelling at her to stop.  I had no reason not to think that this particular reptile was not poisonous and I didn’t want to risk Tinker getting bitten.  
 
   She finally appeared to hear me.  She gave the snake one last slash leaving long gouges in the scales then hopped casually over to where I stood and began inspecting her tail for dirt.  The miserable snake took the opportunity to slither back into the water at what I was certain was his top speed. I knelt and checked her for injuries in the dim light.  Finding none I picked her up and sat her on my knee.  I took her little head between my thumb and forefinger, lifting her head so that she had to look at me.  
 
   “Tinker, my little friend, you have to promise me to be more careful.  I can’t lose you.  I would feel terribly alone here without you.”
 
   Her black eyes looked into mine.  In my head I sensed a wordless reassurance that she would be careful but, also, that an attack by a snake was not really something that she considered dangerous.  I smiled and stroked her back with my finger.  The entire incident took less than thirty seconds.  My shouts had not even woken my human friends.  We passed the remainder of the night with far less drama.
 
   At first light we were all up and moving on, shivering against the morning chill and carrying our weapons and satchels of gear.  It was to be another long day of putting distance behind us.  Vynn said we might be able to reach the outpost which was our destination by tonight.  It all depended on the terrain and how quickly we could cross it.
 
   With Vynn in the lead I passed the time making small talk with Dwan.  I told her about the event involving the snake.  She was as astounded as I had been.  As she had previously told me, not much was known of the mysterious ’Children of the Mountains’.  
 
   We made good time, the topography that we were traversing was an easy mix of light forests and long grassy plains.  I was still not used to the bright yellow-green color of the grasses or the pinkish tint to the sky but that didn’t stop me from enjoying the sight.  As the morning warmed we moved quicker but we always kept one of us in the lead watching for trouble.  I was somewhat more at ease when we were crossing the prairies because one could see for miles around, decreasing the chances of ambush.
 
   We stopped twice to take advantage of fresh water from streams and to partake of a small meal.  Food was running low now.  Then, just as the light of the early evening was beginning to fade, we saw a sight that dazzled me.  
 
   By now I was used to seeing animals that were similar to those found in my world, just a little different.  But ahead of us in the distance I saw what was, unmistakably, a horse!  Not some alien version of a horse but a real horse.  It was slightly smaller and leaner than the horses I had been used to in my world but that was to be expected in this light gravity.  In Clovis I had spent some time at a friend’s ranch and had enjoyed riding the large Quarter horses up into the foothills around the little city.  These horses looked to be more like the Arabian type.   Though leaner and a bit more skittish than most breeds, Arabians were highly prized for their stamina.  The animal I saw ahead of us was jet black in color and appeared to be all alone.  From my limited experience with the animals I knew them to be herd animals and it was unusual for them to be seen wandering around alone but no others were present.
 
   Vynn and Dwan were as excited as I was and we headed toward the animal with renewed eagerness.  When we were within fifty yards of the horse we stopped and Vynn pointed out something that could not be seen when we were farther away.  The animal had a bridle on it and a small, light saddle on its back.  The horse’s dark coloring had hidden those items from our sight until we had gotten closer.  Vynn cautioned us to remain where we were as he approached it.  He took the last of our dried fruit, which amounted to one small handful, to use as a lure.
 
   Dwan and I knelt low and looked on breathless as he got closer and closer.  The horse, which had been grazing on the nutritious grass raised his head and watched Vynn, still chewing.  I didn’t know that I had been holding my breath but when Vynn offered the handful of fruit and the horse came to him and ate it from his hand I felt myself exhale.  Vynn gently took the closed loop reigns in hand and patted the animal’s neck, then led it back to where we stood.  I could swear the horse looked relieved to be among humans.
 
   “There is no good reason for this charon (Olvioni word for horse) to be out here by itself, fitted out for a rider,” he said.  “We’re close to the outpost, let’s get there as soon as we can.”  We transferred all of our gear and most of our weapons onto the horse/charon then took off again, this time at a faster pace.  None of us said anything but, after finding the horse, we were dreading what we might find upon our arrival.  After another hour or so of traveling through the trees we crested a slight rise and there it was.
 
   The outpost was larger than I’d expected, oval in shape and made up entirely of de-limbed trees stuck into the earth.  I felt an icy stab in my abdomen when we saw bodies littering the ground around it.  There had definitely been a battle there and recently.  Two or three other horses were wandering around the area outside of the outpost walls.  I scanned the top of the fortification and could make out several people manning the elevated walkways within.  To my relief I saw that they were human.  
 
   We made our way closer, watching the wooded area off to our right because that was the only direction providing dense cover where someone could hide.  When we were about a hundred yards away we were seen by a sentry.  I could hear some shouts from the compound but Tinker did not translate for me.  Then I saw the sentries’ gesture for us to come to them.  And they seemed to be indicating that we should hurry.  Vynn reacted without delay and lifted Dwan up onto the saddle of the horse we’d found and slapped it on the flank.  It took off with her on its back, toward the fort.  He then waved me on and we both sprinted after her.  Shortly thereafter the outpost gate was swung open and Dwan rode inside.  Several warriors gathered outside the open gate urging us onward.
 
   From off to our right I heard a shout then saw several Greys burst out of the wooded area.  I quickly shoved Tinker into my vest and put on more speed, trying to catch up to Vynn who was easily leaving me behind.  I was thankful for the light gravity and unpolluted air as I put on as much speed as I was capable of. Back in Clovis I made a habit of jogging on a city trail four times per week just for the exercise.  The activity increased my stamina but I never won any medals for speed.
 
   Vynn continued to open the gap between us.  The Greys saw me lagging and diverted toward me.  It was now certain that Vynn would make it inside but my success was still in doubt.  The warriors at the gate could have closed it and guaranteed their own safety but, instead, they drew swords and hefted spears, prepared to defend us.  I could hear Dwan’s voice urgently calling to me from the ramparts of the fort.
 
   The Greys got uncomfortably close but I just beat them to the gate.  We ran inside to the cheers of other warriors in the outpost and the gates were slammed shut and secured with sliding metal bolts.  The attacking Greys were met with a barrage of spears from the warriors stationed above.  Three were slain before they retreated back to the trees.
 
   I was doubled over just inside the gate sweating and gulping air.  I saw Vynn doing the same.  Another soldier walked up to him and punched him in the shoulder.  Vynn turned his head seeming a trifle miffed at the blow.  He then saw the originator of the action and his face broke into a grin.  Both men embraced, talking to each other at the same time.  Tinker was still not translating for me but the time I’d spent with Vynn and Dwan had enabled me to pick up certain words and phrases.  I heard mention of ambushes, family and, of course, Grey Ones.
 
   After a few minutes Vynn used my name, or his version of my name, and nodded to where I stood behind him. The warrior turned to greet me and his eyes were even with my sternum.  He slowly looked higher and higher until he met my eyes.  I smiled.  Vynn laughed and rattled off a string of Olvioni words that I could not decipher.  
 
   As if the poor man was not surprised enough at my size, Tinker chose that time to peek her head out of my vest.  Vynn’s friend literally took several steps backward, a look of shock and disbelief on his face.  Tinker climbed fully out and scampered up to my shoulder, grabbing my ear with one hand.
 
   Vynn’s voice, speaking English, sounded in my head.
 
   “Yes, Mag-Gan, it is a child of the mountain.  And a giant.  And both are friends.  I have much to tell you, old friend.  But first, some water if you please.”
 
   A few hours later, after having fed and refreshed ourselves we gathered (me, Dwan, Vynn, his friend, Mag-Gan and, of course Tinker) in a hut within the palisade.  The room had log walls, a dirt floor and a heavy canvas roof.  It was lit by some device I’d not yet seen in this new world.  There were glass globules placed in several strategic areas of the room and they were filled with glowing leaves.  The light was quite adequate and one could have read a book with it.  My mind went back to the nights I’d spent on this world and the wonderful trees to which Tinker had led us for the purpose of spending the night.  The interiors of the hollow trees were lined with these same glowing leaves only these glowed much brighter.  I surmised that these had to either be different plants or that they had somehow been enhanced.  At any rate the effect was quite pleasant and serviceable.
 
   Another surprise were the toilet facilities.  My time on this planet so far had led me to believe that its development was somewhat equivalent to the middle ages of earth.  Of course I had not taken into account the details of my appearance here or the dire circumstances under which I had met Vynn and Dwan.  When I indicated my need for relief I was directed to a lean-to construction which was affixed to the interior of the palisade.  Inside were two stalls, separated by an interior log wall.  Each stall held a clay or porcelain-like toilet.  Each had a flush tank hung above it and clay pipes running to the commode itself.  It was extremely similar to the facilities I was used to in my old life.  It flushed with a long lever attached to the side and I surmised that there were pipes running under the ground and outside of the fort.  Emerging from the stall I saw pipes rising out of the ground leading to a larger reservoir from which the flush tanks were obviously refreshed. 
 
    There was a large well in the center of the garrison and above that was a windmill.  The entire arrangement was lined by smooth river rocks the size of oranges.  It appeared that plumbing was well-developed indeed on this world if even a rustic fort, such as this, sported such modern facilities.
 
   At the meeting I sat on a chair fashioned from some type of hardwood and canvas, as did the others.  Mag-Gan stood and spoke while Tinker translated for me.
 
   “I command this outpost.  We have been here two seasons and were to be relieved two days hence.  My friend and brother-at-arms, Vynn, has informed me that the relief party was ambushed and is not coming.”  
 
   Mag-Gan paused and went to a shelf and poured a porcelain cup full of hot red liquid.  I surmised that the liquid was the Olvioni equivalent of coffee.  Vynn and Dwan had downed several cups after first entering the hut, both expressing deep sighs of pleasure.  They now nursed additional mugs of the liquid as they listened.  I was provided with a serving but it tasted like black licorice, not a taste I particularly enjoyed.  Mag-Gan continued.  “Earlier today I sent a mounted patrol to see if they could spot our relief column as the men were starting to get anxious.  They were attacked shortly after entering the tree line.  Of the ten warriors in our party only five made it back to the outpost.  
 
   “The original attacking force we estimated to be around thirty in number.  The patrol survivors say they took down six before being overwhelmed.  Add the three we killed at the gate when you arrived and we still have about twenty or so outside.  But they hide in the tree line and there may be many more.  I had only twenty warriors to begin with.  We now have fifteen.”  He smiled and pointed to Vynn.  “Of course we now have the fierce warrior, and my close friend, Vynn among us.  His experience and abilities will be extremely helpful.  Of the tenfold of Charon this outpost kept, we now have only six.  One was returned to us when the Healer Dwan rode it through our gate.  The others still roam about the outpost.  We have been trying to entice them close enough to bring inside but they are spooked now and shy away.  I fear they will be killed and butchered by the Greys after night falls.
 
   “Normally we could stay here, surrounded if need be, for another season.  Our food supplies are adequate for such a siege.  But as fate would dictate, our well is drying.  It pumps less each day.  I have no expertise in this area but my engineer tells me we may have five days, more or less.  My heart tells me I must decide on action within three days.”
 
   Mag-Gan refreshed his cup.  Tinker watched him, whiskers twitching.
 
   “The biggest problem we have right now is lack of information”, Mag-Gan continued.  “If I knew how many Greys we face I could better plan.  Also, having our full complement of charon would help even the odds.  Even if we are fifteen against twenty, a cavalry charge with all ten Charon would be effective enough to at least let some of our number break through.”  Mag-Gan looked at Vynn and shrugged.  “It is of the utmost importance that we let Olvion know what is happening out here.  We have been used to tenfolds harassing our outposts and supply convoys.  Seeing two and three tenfolds together this far out and attacking fortified positions is unusual.  Something is afoot.”
 
   Vynn stood and stretched.  He walked by me, tickling Tinker’s head as he passed.  Her eyes closed in brief ecstasy.  “I can make one suggestion”, he said.  “The other four Charon are grazing close by on the side of the outpost farthest from the tree line.  We can mount four of our remaining Charon and make a run for them out of the gate on that side.  If fortune smiles they will not run from us and we can snatch their reigns and lead them back inside.”  He shook his head.  “If only we had archers”
 
   Mag-Gan nodded.  “I fear the charon are too far away for us to reliably catch them and reach the outpost again before the Greys can cover the distance.  They will attack in full force.  Four warriors leading Charon with one hand and managing the reins with the other could not hope to fight their way back through.”
 
   I started to speak then thought better of it.  I was new here and the last thing trained warriors needed was my uninformed input.  Vynn saw my indecision.
 
   “Have you a plan Tag-Gar?”
 
   I shook my head.  “I know nothing of your tactics or abilities.”
 
   Mag-Gan laughed.  “Our tactics are to stay in our outpost and try to make the Greys attack our fortified position.  If their leaders were foolish enough to do so we could inflict serious losses upon them.  We can usually entice them to do such a thing but we’ve not been able to this time for some reason.  They now have settled into a siege.  That is an unusually thoughtful strategy for their kind.  I fear they are learning from their failures.”
 
   I thought about the height of the palisade, the charon (the word was apparently the same for individuals and the plural form) and the location of the trees in which the Greys were hiding and waiting.  The tree line that was concealing the Greys was over on the side of the fort that I called the East because that was the direction in which the sun rose.  The spooked horses were on the West side with the outpost palisade in between.  There was a gate on either side.  Mag-Gan was probably correct that horsemen could not reach the grazing charon and return in time to avoid being overtaken by the grey brutes.  With the landscape laid out as it was the Greys could run from the trees to the west side of the outpost in an arc, avoiding the fort’s defenses and overtake the returning warriors and their prizes before they could complete their task.  What was needed was a plan to lure them far enough out of position to the point where they could not attack our charon riders without passing close to the fort.  I stroked Tinker’s fur as I thought.  Something about the height of the fort was nagging at me.  Then it crystalized.
 
   “How about this?”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
   Lured
 
    
 
   An hour later the outpost east gate opened.  I walked out of the fort in full battle armor, carrying a large canvas bag instead of my shield.  The tree line came alive with movement and sounds.  Twenty pair of black eyes peeked out at me over slavering mouths.  I started walking toward them.  I could feel them straining to hold themselves back from charging.  I went twenty, thirty, forty paces away from the security of the fort.  I stopped at fifty.  I heard shouting.  I could not understand the words but it sounded a lot like the Grey commander warning his troops not to attack.  It should have been obvious, even to these undisciplined brutes that I was trying to entice them out of the trees.  At least one of them had some sense.
 
   I drew my sword and swung it back and forth in their direction.  I turned back to the warriors in the outpost, pointed in the direction of the greys and laughed.  The warriors lining the tops of the palisade walls laughed along with me.   Their laughs sounded forced to me but I didn’t think the beasts would be able to tell the difference.  I was able to see Dwan among them.  She was watching.  She was not laughing.  I stuck the point of my sword in the dirt then backed up five paces.  I pointed at the sword and raised both hands in an inquiring gesture.  I hoped it was conveying the message: “What do I have to do to make you fight me?”  When there was no reaction I turned back to the fort and shrugged.  The warriors behind me again roared like it was the funniest thing they’d ever seen.    I then backed up another five paces.  Several angry shouts came to me from the trees but there was no attack.  There was another barked command from the tree line.
 
   Turning my back on the enemy again I put both hands behind my back and took a short circular stroll around my sword, whistling as loudly as I could manage.  Again the warriors in the fort laughed riotously.  Still no attack from the trees.   I was beginning to think my plan wasn’t going to succeed.  Now desperate I pinched my vest at the chest between my thumbs and forefingers and pulled out the leather making it look as though I had breasts.  I shook the imaginary boobs from side to side and pointed at the trees again.  Even to the dull-witted Greys it was obvious that I was calling them women.  The laughter from the fort grew louder and sounded more real now, less forced.  One of the beasts roared and burst from the woods, waving a bludgeon.  An angry shout stopped him and he slowly and reluctantly returned to the trees, shouting at me and waving his club.  I pantomimed shooing him back to the trees.  But now others were losing their composure also.  Several stepped out of the forest cover and into the short grass of the field surrounding the outpost.  Their commander shouted warnings which they disregarded.
 
   I knew I was close to getting the reaction I wanted.  The greys were still a hundred yards away from me but inching closer.  I turned to face the fort.  I saw Dwan on the rampart, now laughing at my antics but a hint of worry still on her face. 
 
    I’ll admit here that my subsequent antics were inspired by the desire to amuse Dwan further.  With my posterior now facing the greys I bent over, loosened the drawstring of my leggings and dropped my trousers and wriggled my butt enticingly.  
 
   The sight of my naked hind-parts broke the enemy’s resolve.  Two grey beasts screamed in rage and charged at me.  I didn’t see them at first because my back was to them and I was mugging at Dwan.  Then I saw her frantically pointing and spun around, clumsily pulling up my drawers.  I had plenty of time, maybe a full thirty seconds before they would reach me.  I waited to make sure they would not be joined by their brethren.  Then I casually walked back to my sword and pulled it from the ground.
 
   The two greys were short, about five feet and four inches tall, broad at the shoulder and chest with thick arms and thighs.  One held a lance, the other a sword.  By the time I recovered my sword they were upon me.  The grey with the lance thrust it at me savagely.  I jumped to the side putting him between me and his sword-bearing buddy.  The lance slid under my arm leaving a thin red streak on my ribcage.  I felt nothing and was actually unaware that the weapon had made contact.  I answered his attack by raising my sword over my head with both hands and bringing it down with all of the strength I could muster.  The sharp and heavy blade sliced cleanly through leather, arm bones and clavicle, stopping midway into the beast’s torso.  The light blinked out of his eyes and I placed my foot on his chest wrenching my weapon free.  
 
   The sword-wielding grey tried to take advantage of my preoccupation with his buddy.  He jabbed at me over and over, trying to plant his blade into my belly while keeping his eye on my much larger sword.  I hopped backward each time he tried.  On the fourth try I hopped forward instead and kicked downward right on his knee joint.  The leg bent in backward.  The grey screamed in agony but I cut it short by removing his head.  The warriors on the wall yelled in triumph and stomped on the ramparts.  I felt my actions were nothing to be overly proud of since I towered over both of my attackers and heavily outweighed them.
 
   The warriors cheering behind me were unaware that I was barely keeping myself from throwing up.  The Greys may not have been fully human but they looked enough like us to make the sight of one lying decapitated at my feet was extremely disturbing.  I kept reminding myself that this was war and these beasts would gladly butcher and feast on our bodies if they were to prevail.  I looked back to the trees, disappointed that even this action had not provoked the hoped for all-out attack.  As a last ditch, albeit distasteful effort, I picked up the detached head by its stiff and matted mane and spat in its face.
 
    That, finally, was too much for the other greys.  All of the remaining creatures, including their commander, came running and screaming from the trees with revenge and hate in their plans.  I sheathed my sword over my shoulder and unslung the cloth bag.  As they got closer my hand slipped inside.  One grey was faster and closer than the others.  When he was twenty feet from me I withdrew from my sack a heavy river rock the size of a grapefruit.  I drew back and put all of my power into a throw.  Even on Earth the thrown rock would have been deadly.  Here my natural strength aided by the low gravity of Olvion combined to make it lethal.  The stone smacked hard into his naked chest and he dropped like the proverbial polled calf.  The others were some thirty feet behind this unlucky fleet fellow.  I was able to launch four more missiles before having to turn and frantically flee for the safety of the gate.  Two of the stones were dodged but one scored a direct hit on a grey skull.  A fourth sank deep into another beast’s ribcage.     
 
   Once again I found myself running for my life toward the outpost.  Ahead of me the gate swung open a crack.  A warrior peeked his head out and beckoned me forward as if I did not know that I had to hurry.  From behind a spear passed high over my head and skipped harmlessly over the dirt in front of me.  Another flashed by my head leaving a notch in my ear.  Something else was thrown, probably a club or war hammer. It hit me square in the back but the thick leather vest and metal embellishments on it buffered the punch.  It still knocked some breath from me and I staggered a bit.  I was close to the gate now.  A third spear passed well to my left and lodged deeply into the log wall.  The warrior that was urging me onward disappeared back inside. Then I was through the gap and the gates were slammed and barred behind me by two warriors.  The others were on the walkways above raining spears and rocks on the heads of my pursuers.  Following their customary behavior they were in full attack mode and disregarding the danger of getting too close to the fort’s defenses.
 
   I dashed up to take my place next to Dwan who was joining in the bombardment of my attackers.  I picked up two large stones from a pile at her feet and hurled them at the brutes below.  Then I turned and ran around the elevated walkway of the stockade to the gate on the opposite side.
 
   Unbeknownst to the Grey raiders, while I was engaging in my antics on one side of the outpost, Vynn, Mag-Gan and two other warriors were busy on the other.  When the greys converged on the front gate to attack me it put the fort directly between them and the area to the west behind it. That was the location in which the lost horses had been grazing.  The height of the structure kept the Greys from seeing the four mounted warriors streak through the rear gate and ride quickly out toward the animals.  From my place on the rampart I could see that all four of the horses had already been recovered and were now being led back into the outpost.  
 
   A roar of unintelligible language from below drew my attention.  Some of the Greys had detected the deception and were running toward the rear of the fort trying to head off the horsemen.  Their problem was that they were still too close to our defenders on the walls.  Several had been felled by spears and rocks already.  By the time they saw our returning warriors they had two choices:  One, they could stay close enough to the fort to reach the other side before the small detachment of warriors got back in.  That exposed them to the murderous rain of rocks and spears.  Option two, they could detour far enough around the outpost to avoid our weapons but that took them too far away to reach the back gate in time to accomplish anything.
 
   As it turned out both options were chosen.  The group that veered around the palisade avoided further injury but were unable to stop the recovery of the charon in time.  The other group took their chances in an effort to reach the rear gate in time.  They died.
 
   By the time the rear gates had been secured with all of our charon and riders safely inside I saw only six surviving greys running for the trees.  Instead of dismounting, Mag-Gan shouted orders to his warriors.  I couldn’t tell what was being said because I had left Tinker in Dwan’s care before venturing outside of the walls.  But it was fairly obvious what was happening.  All ten horses were quickly mounted and the front gate was opened.  The cavalry then rode down the escaping Greys before they reached the safety of the woods.  No mercy was shown.  All of the beasts were pinioned by lances or struck down by sword and mace.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   Traveling
 
    
 
   With the siege broken, Mag-Gan decided to abandon the outpost in favor of striking out for Olvion.  In his opinion the overriding concern now was getting the information to King Zander that the greys were massing for something big, probably an invasion in huge numbers and the inevitable attack on the walled city.
 
   I found that my actions had earned me a measure of esteem in the eyes of the outpost warriors.  As is common among soldiers everywhere, bravery, mixed with recklessness, was well-appreciated.  When you added in the fact that I was huge compared to the average male and had my own personal Mountain Child, and a white one at that, I was regarded as something special.  Most did not know just how “special” I was, being from a different world and all.  
 
   Only Dwan was less than pleased with my actions.  As we started out from the outpost she caught up to me.  Tinker saw her coming and sent her out a soft trill.  I saw her approaching and foolishly expected her to give me a compliment.
 
   “Your actions were certainly brave, Tag-Gar, one might even say to the point of foolishness.”  I turned to search her expression thinking she might have been joking.  She turned her head away quickly from my glance.  
 
   Now, as I have said, my experience with women was really limited.  Before recently I rarely had the ability to hold a conversation with one.  But even I could tell when a woman was pissed.
 
   “Are you angry with me?” I asked.  
 
   She shot me a quick look then returned her gaze to the path ahead.  There was a darkness to her expression that was impossible to miss.  She looked down at her feet when she spoke.
 
   “I don’t think you should be so quick to place yourself in danger.”  She looked up at me again and I thought I might have seen a little moisture gathering on her lower lids.  “The threat that we have seen gathering out here is extremely important and must be delivered to Olvion.  We will need your sword to get us back.”
 
   My heart climbed a little way up into my throat.  Was this beautiful woman really having feelings for me?  I certainly was attracted to her in a big way but I thought, if she was going to take a liking to anyone, it would be someone from her world. She had told me once that she thought I was attractive but that was not the same as having a romantic interest.  But there was no mistaking the clues I was seeing in her expressions.   In a fashion that was absolutely uncharacteristic of me I decided to explore the issue further but in a playful manner.
 
   “Why, Healer Dwan, do I detect a concern for me that goes beyond a professional level?”
 
   I have done some really stupid things in my lifetime, especially when it comes to interacting with females.  My decision to try being cute with Dwan regarding her feelings for me ranked up there with the best (or worst) of them.  She turned her head toward me very slowly and gave me a look that could only be described as “glacial”.  She then turned away and strutted quickly forward, leaving me behind.
 
   Tinker chittered and squeezed my earlobe.
 
   “Yeah,” I said.  “I know, I blew it.”
 
   The trip to Olvion was a long one.  Two soldiers that had been injured in the attack on the outpost rode while others walked.  One mount was used by whomever was riding point in front of us to scan for ambush.  Should one occur he was ordered not to engage but instead to ride hard for Olvion and warn the city of the coming danger. The remaining horses were being used to carry the equipment and supplies we needed to make it to the stronghold.  Dwan had been offered a horse but she refused, preferring to walk with the men.  She busied herself dressing small injuries from falls or blisters.  Surprisingly, when she was not so engaged she spent much of her time with me, obviously now having forgiven me for scaring her with my antics outside the outpost on our first day there.  
 
   We continued to exchange information about our respective home worlds.  Dwan was fascinated by the possibility that I had come from an entirely different planet.  The long walk afforded her the opportunity to make speculations on my situation.  She would pose several different possibilities each day and, together, we would discuss, dismiss or keep them for later discussion.  One of her favorite theories was that The Legend was a figure brought to her world at least once before by sympathetic higher powers when the need arose.  She had long suspected that The Legend may have come from a different time, a different planet or even a different “plane”, a phrase I took to be referring to a dimension.  I was surprised to learn she was even aware of such possibilities.
 
   The longer we spoke the more I realized that my initial impressions of this world were not entirely correct.  The technology was definitely more advanced than the Iron Age, as demonstrated by the advances in plumbing and sanitation that I had witnessed.  Dwan’s batch of medicines were also much more effective than the roots and berries used by early man.  The injuries I had received in my fight to free her and Vynn were already healed, even the deep thigh wound.
 
   I asked about firearms, cannon and explosives.  Dwan had no knowledge of any of them.  Nor did she know of anything like an internal combustion or steam engine.  I asked Vynn and Mag-Gan but no one knew of anything similar to flammable fluids such as oil or gasses like propane.  I had to conclude that the naturally-occurring chemicals and elements which made our industrial revolution comparatively easy on Earth were either non-existent on this world or in such short supply that they could not be gathered and exploited in any usable amounts.
 
   For her part, Dwan was intrigued by my description of airplanes and automobiles.  She would watch me intently while I spoke, probably searching my expressions for hints of dishonesty or making a joke.  The concept of huge airplanes flying hundreds of people thousands of miles in the space of a few hours was fascinating to her. She would bombard me with countless questions as we hiked along.
 
   The journey was long but not unpleasant.  The weather continued to be mild and the insects were rarely much of a problem.  We had opened the larders at the outpost and packed plenty of meat and vegetables on our mounts.  Streams and brooks were abundant and we had no shortage of clean water.  Tinker would ride the whole day on my shoulder, her eyes scanning the surroundings as if she enjoyed the sights.  Sometimes when Dwan walked by my side she would scamper from my shoulder to hers, holding onto one of her ebony braids.  
 
   The pink sky continued to amaze me.  When the sun sank low to the horizon we were treated each night to an amazing display of deep colors and pale pastels.  When the night loomed thousands of birds would explode simultaneously from the trees seeking their evening meal.  I also saw a rich variety of mammals that had heretofore stayed hidden from my eyes.  One large brute that looked very much like a grizzly bear watched us from a den of rock and branches as we passed.  Dwan identified it as an urso and we all watched it nervously until we were far enough away to feel safe.
 
   Each night I would watch as Dwan would gather her thin sleeping mats and search for a suitable location in which to bed down.  Several times I could have sworn that she was casting inviting looks my way but even though my social anxiety was now mostly gone I just couldn’t make myself believe that this beautiful woman would consider me to be mating material.  After all I was not of her kind or even of her world.  So I would always divert my gaze and pretend to find something interesting elsewhere.
 
   About six days into the trip I found that my interactions with my new friends, aided by Tinker’s extra-sensory abilities, had combined to help me build a fairly sizeable Olvioni vocabulary.  More and more I was able to respond to simple questions without relying on Tinker.  More complicated discussions still required her help, of course, but each day I got more comfortable with the language.  And Dwan was getting better with her English.  She had an incredible mind which relished any challenge.  She would walk beside me for hours trying to ask questions and make statements in English.  Here, again, tinker was helpful, providing the English translations to her Olvion questions when I could not.  She was now saying things such as “Be careful” when I was about to step on a bed of biting insects or sharp rock.  We had an unstated competition going between us, each trying constantly to outdo the other.
 
   At night Dwan’s attention was in high demand by the warriors.  She was the only female in our group and her position as a healer served useful in getting her attention for the treatment of small miseries, real or imagined.  
 
   After twelve days into the journey we were camped for the night along a beautiful spring, with rushing silver water. The sound of the brook was hypnotizing.  I had just come back dripping from bathing in it and was preparing to make my bed.  I still had some of the thick fur cloaks taken from my first encounter with the greys.  They were very soft and made great pallets so I carried them with us in an improvised backpack even though they were heavier than the canvas sacks used by the warriors.  I was a fairly good distance from the main fire because it was still warm.  I heard someone approach me.  It was Dwan.  Tinker was riding on her shoulder with one tiny hand entwined in her long brunette hair.  I noted that she was also sporting damp hair.
 
   “So that’s where you went off to”, I said to Tinker.  “Abandoning your old friend for a softer shoulder?”
 
   Tinker worked her whiskers up and down.  One side of her mouth tweaked upward.  I had learned to recognize this as her version of a smile.  My mind was suddenly flooded with a vision of Tinker and Dwan, both bathing in a wider part of the stream somewhere.  In the vision, Dwan was naked.  I choked a little on the dried meat I was consuming.
 
   “Are you well, Warrior?” 
 
   I recovered quickly.  I nodded to Dwan and sent a quick frown to Tinker who was pretending to groom herself.
 
   “What…uh…what have you two been doing?”  I barely noticed that we were now conversing entirely in English without the benefit of tinker’s help.
 
   Dwan smiled and stretched, arching her back and thrusting her breasts outward.  I almost choked again.  Must have been the dried meat.  
 
   “We took a walk to a place where we girls could have some privacy.  It is in small supply lately.”
 
   She came over to my pallet and sat on the edge.  She smelled like flowers.
 
    “I had forgotten how soft these furs were.”  She pulled one up and touched it to her face.
 
   I suddenly felt like an unchivalrous bum.  I had failed to notice that she had not brought her furs.  
 
   “Well you no longer have to resort to memory.  They are yours.”  I started to stand.  She grabbed my hand and pulled me back down.
 
   “I was not asking for your furs, Tag-Gar.  Besides, it gets cool at night.  We can simply share.”
 
   This time when I choked I had nothing in my mouth.  I knew I had a foolish expression on my face.  Dwan laughed.
 
   “What is it?  Do you not wish to share your bed?”  Her eyebrow lifted.
 
   I looked left, then right, up, then down.  I almost got up again, then sat back down.  Tinker had abandoned her grooming and was staring directly at me.  That lip of hers was curling up again.
 
   “I, uh, I…” I stammered.
 
   Dwan turned her head to Tinker for a few seconds.  They were obviously engaged in a private exchange of information to which Tinker gave me no access.  Dwan laughed, wrapped her arms around her knees and laughed again.
 
   “Funny?” I asked, a little miffed.
 
   She shook her head from side to side, the laugh evolving into that beautiful smile.  Her dark eyes reflected the light of the distant fire.  Somewhere in the surrounding forest an animal called out.
 
   “It seems that some customs of your world and this one are different, Warrior.”  Tinker had again began to translate for us as Dwan shifted back to Olvioni.
 
   I checked her train of thought.  “Why do you call me warrior?”
 
   “If you are not deserving of the title then no one is.”  She lay her head on the tops of her knees, her head turned to face me.  “Now, back to our discussion.  Here we are open about our…attractions.  But we are not crass.  I would never engage in coupling with all of these other warriors about.  We would need privacy.   It would be more than crass.  It would be very bad behavior.”
 
   I felt the red creeping up around my face. “I didn’t say you wanted to…uh…couple”.
 
   Another smile, this one more mischievous.  “Relax.  I...,”she shot a knowing look at Tinker, “…we, are having a little fun with you.  But I was serious about sharing your bed.  It is a custom of our people that people who desire and are attracted to each other are permitted to do so.  It allows us to share our warmth and also to tell all of these very young, very masculine young warriors that their attempts are not going to be successful.  I’m growing a little tired of the constant requests for attention to non-existent pains.”
 
   I felt kind of like I was hit with multiple water balloons at the same time.  She was telling me she was attracted to me, that she “desired” me, that she knew I felt the same way, that we could spend the night together cuddled in my furs and that, at some point, she expected us to “couple”.
 
   I almost reacted in my customary way, stammering and denying what I actually felt.  But sitting here in this beautiful world with the sun setting, the stream gurgling and stars just beginning to emerge, I felt a sense of calmness.  I checked Tinker but she was stalking some type of insect in the grass so I was pretty sure my relaxed state of being was not her doing.  I looked at Dwan, entranced by her beauty yet again.  I was not about to lose this opportunity.
 
   “Sharing my bed with you would be one of the greater pleasures of my life”.
 
   This time it was Dwan who blushed.  But she smiled too.  She scooted over closer to me and draped one edge of the upper fur over her shoulder.  Then she looked up at me.  Waiting.
 
   It suddenly dawned on me that I did not even know if the people on this world kissed.  Maybe that very action was considered the worst insult one could offer to another.  Then I thought that a kiss seemed to be a very human impulse.  And Dwan was definitely human.  Very human.  
 
   I put my hands on both of her shoulders and drew her closer.  Our first kiss was brief, soft and barely touching.  The second was deeper.  And longer.
 
   ***
 
   The Next day I rose early.  The sun was barely up and it was chilly.  Dwan still dozed.  Tinker had moved from my side to hers when I got up.  I pulled the top fur over them both and went to relieve myself.  Several of the warriors were moving about.  They met my looks with knowing smiles.  The new sleeping arrangements for Dwan and myself must have been observed by the night watches.  Some of the glances seemed just a tad resentful.  Oh well!
 
   After taking care of my personal needs and washing my face in the stream I came back to where Dwan still slept.  Or so I thought.
 
   “I’m cold”, she said. 
 
   “Sorry.  The new day has begun and I’m curiously energetic.”
 
   Dwan pulled the furs away from her face so she could see me.
 
   “If simple kissing and sleeping gives you energy I look forward to future private times.”  She smiled up at me.  Tinker squawked as if to say “Be quiet, I’m trying to sleep.”
 
   “And the cuddling,” I reminded her.  “Don’t forget the cuddling.”
 
   She covered her head again and waved me away.
 
   I left Dwan in her furs and wandered over to where Vynn, Mag-Gan and another warrior stood by a small fire.  They interrupted their conversation when they saw me approach. I was suddenly acutely aware that Tinker was not with me to provide translations.  To my surprise I was able to get most of what was being said.
 
   “Two more days, I think”, Mag-Gan said.  He shaded his eyes with his hand while observing a distant line of hills.  “Those look like the Griffin Heights.  It’s been a while since I’ve seen them” He turned back to us.  “We need to be especially watchful until we top those hills.  With any luck we will be seen by some of our patrols.”
 
   I looked in the direction he had pointed.  The hills were about five miles away.  The topography between our camp and the hills was sandy and dotted with small trees, none large enough to hide behind.  To me it did not appear to lend itself to an ambush but I was still inclined to take Mag-Gan’s suggestion.
 
   Vynn clapped me on the back.
 
   “How was your night?” he asked.  He included a smirky kind of smile with the remark.
 
   I decided to play along.
 
   “Not as good as the night before.  I kept feeling as if I didn’t have as much room as I am used to.”
 
   All three laughed.  It was apparent that my new arrangements with Dwan were not resented by these men, at least.
 
   Vynn nodded.  “I am happy for you Tag-Gar.  Dwan is known for being especially resistant to the overtures of would-be suitors.  It was a source of some discussion around the castle courts.”
 
   A shout interrupted our discussion.  A warrior on lookout pointed toward the distant hills.  Far away I could just make out the outline of a group of riders.  They were on horses and were kicking up dust which was being reflected by the early morning sun.  I could tell they were human though I would have been unable to explain why.  
 
   There were shouts around the camp.  Mag-Gan and Vynn were rousting the sleeping warriors, making sure all were armed.  Even though the Greys did not use horses for transportation it appeared that Mag-Gan was not taking any chances.  I went back to my pallet where Dwan was pulling a shawl made of blue fabric about her shoulders.  I told her about the approaching riders.  She gave me a quick kiss and left to clean up.  She had Tinker in a leather pouch that she had slung over her shoulder.  The animal’s head was peeking out of the top.
 
   I gathered my sword and mace.  As an afterthought I pulled on my leather vest.
 
   About half an hour later the troop of riders entered our camp.  Vynn and the others had long since identified them as Olvioni and the atmosphere in the camp had become more relaxed.  I was standing next to Vynn and Dwan was next to me.  Mag-Gan walked out to greet the warriors.  They wore the same green and red colors as the warriors from the outpost but theirs were in much better condition from not having been worn for almost two weeks.  As Mag-Gan spoke I saw concern settle onto the face of the troop leader.  Mag-Gan was in the midst of an animated explanation when he suddenly turned and pointed at Vynn, Dwan and I.  He gestured for us to join them.
 
   The cavalry leader was named Ruguer Da’ Malik.  He was huge by Olvioni standards standing maybe six feet tall.  I was later to learn that he was a minor celebrity in Olvion based on his combat successes.  He had a scar over his right eye which was pale in comparison to the surrounding brown skin.  The imperfection did not ruin his handsome looks.  He had the same dark coloring of all Olvionis.  His very appearance gave the impression of strength.  I’ll admit I was impressed.  When we were introduced he smiled engagingly, especially when he saw Dwan.  That got me to feeling a little less impressed.  But the man’s personality was powerful and soon we were all smiling and discussing the events of the past weeks.  When Vynn told the story of me rescuing them Ruguer was obviously intrigued.  He asked to see Tinker.  Dwan opened the pouch which was still over her shoulder.  Tinker sat up quickly, swiveling her head in all directions.  She saw Ruguer and chittered.  A mild feeling of pleasure and tranquility ran through me and I was able to identify it as coming from Tinker.  She was letting me know I could trust this man and that was good enough for me.
 
   After delicately touching Tinker’s head Ruguer turned to me.  
 
   “By the stars, Warrior, I have never seen a man your size.  I have no trouble believing you bested a tenfold of Grey Ones.”  He spied the sword across my back.  “And that blade.  It’s enormous.  May I heft it?”
 
   I drew the sword from its sheath and handed it to him.
 
   Upon taking it into his hands it dipped suddenly until he could get its weight under the control.  
 
   “Stars!  This blade is heavier than it seems.  How do you wield it?” he asked.
 
   I shrugged, embarrassed.  I searched quickly for a way to take the focus from me.
 
   “Actually, I need to correct your information.  I did not best a tenfold of Greys.  I killed nine of their number and was just about to be struck down by the last one when the healer Dwan saved my life by burying a cleaver into his skull.”
 
   Ruguer looked from me to Dwan.  He laughed loudly and put his hands on top of Dwan’s head.
 
   “A good sized woman to be sure, but to think a person of such beauty capable of downing a Grey One.  It gives a man courage.”  He looked more closely at her, his eyes lowering to fully appraise her.  “And other feelings.”
 
   Dwan looked away quickly.  Vynn glanced at me.  Ruguer read the situation quickly.  He flashed another big smile.
 
   “My apologies, Healer.  It seems those other feelings are not appropriate.”  He looked to me.  “The two of you together must make a daunting combination.  I almost feel sorry for the Grey Ones.”
 
   After the initial introductions, Ruguer met with me, Dwan, Mag-Gan and Vynn.  We gathered at the edge of the stream.   He soaked his feet in the water as we discussed the situation.  
 
   Ruguer, Vynn had told me, was the Sword of the King.  That meant he was in charge of all of the defense forces of Olvion.  I would later be told that he was beloved by his men, especially since he was not the type to lead from behind.  That was why he was out leading patrols on this day when they found us.  He had been hearing rumors of more aggressive movements by the greys for months.  The ambush on Dwan and Vynn’s caravan, followed by the attack on Mag-Gan’s outpost was strong evidence of the need for concern.  He told us of the reports he had been receiving from his mounted scouts.  Large numbers of the enemy had been observed descending from the Grey Mountains.
 
   As the King’s Sword, Ruguer was higher in rank than Mag-Gan and Vynn but I was impressed by the way he treated them, showing respect and admiration for what they had come through.  As he listened to the last of their reports he withdrew his feet from the stream and dried them with a cloth.
 
   “King Zander has been expecting something like this.  It has never been a matter of if, only when.  We must head back to Olvion immediately.  I have thirty riders in this troop.  I will leave twenty with your people as reinforcements.  In the meantime, I would like you,” nodding to Mag-Gan and Vynn, “to ride with me.  It is urgent that we get there soon.  My second will assume command of both units.”  Mag-Gan nodded to indicate that he had no objections.
 
   Ruguer turned to Dwan and me.  “I would appreciate it if you would also ride with us.  Zander will want to hear your reports from you directly.  Will you come accommodate me?”
 
   Dwan nodded.  So did I.  The prospect of getting to civilization quicker was an inviting one.
 
   With the arrangements made we all mounted and struck out at a trot for the Kingdom of Olvion.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
   Olvion City
 
    
 
    With our progress no longer being slowed by warriors on foot we reached the outer observation stations of Olvion at near-dusk.  These were comprised of dozens of small defense stations manned by four warriors each.  They stretched far out to either side of our party and were the first line of defense for the castle/city.  Ruguer pointed out their locations and explained that they were mostly expected to keep enemy patrols from getting too close.  We stopped at one of the emplacements briefly to refresh ourselves.  Ruguer made a quick inspection of the facility and ended it by clasping the arm of each warrior.  Jokes were exchanged for a minute or two which Tinker declined to translate.  A minute later and we were off again.
 
   Once we topped those bluffs the city and castle stronghold of Olvion was visible about a mile away. To say that the sight was awe inspiring would be an understatement.  
 
   The kingdom’s capital was located in a massive flat valley that was bordered on both sides by the foothills of low mountain ranges.  I assumed that the path between the two ranges was what I had been told was the “Lions Road”.  This part of the topography stretched way off into the distance.  Dwan had advised me that it went all the way out to the coast where the other three kingdoms were located.
 
   As we sat in our saddles observing the city the setting sun was directly in our eyes so I marked that direction in my head as the West.  Looking over my shoulder I saw another larger mountain range far off into the distance.  From my conversations with my new friends I knew those to be the Grey Mountains.  It was that collection of heights that was home to the invading Grey Ones.
 
    The city of Olvion was a massive collection of buildings, shops and cobbled streets spanning an area that I estimated to be a square mile, more or less.  By far the most impressive feature of the city was the high stone wall that encircled the entire thing.  In the center of the wall facing the bluffs where we were was the castle proper.  It was an enormous structure bearing the appearance of a combination of an old-Earth medieval castle mixed with more modern architecture.  From my vantage point I was able to make out three distinct defense levels which were stacked one upon the other.  There appeared to be thousands of sentries patrolling all three levels.  At even distances around the wall were fortified projections which were manned by male and female archers.  The wall rose some forty feet into the air.  It was built in such a way that it protruded outward at the top making the use of ladders less effective as a means of overcoming it.  
 
   There was an enormous deep trough which was dug along the front of the wall.  It was wide enough to swallow a semi-truck and trailer and spanned by four bridges. The purpose of the ditch was obvious; any army intending to attack the fortress would have to either use the bridges or make a long detour around the defensive construct.  The trough stretched very nearly to the beginnings of the mountain ranges on either side of the city.   Passage across the trough was, of course, accomplished by use of the four bridges.  Beyond each bridge was a gate leading into the city.  Two of the gates, the ones nearest to the center of the wall, were huge while the gates on either side of those two were half their size.  Though I could not see them I was certain there were other gates located in different sites around the city.  I was surprised to see numerous windmills peeking out over the skyline and guessed these would be for the purpose of pumping water.  
 
   On either side of the city were mountain ranges which diminished and descended into the enormous valley within which the city was located.  Seeing the entire structure I was able to appreciate the effectiveness it would have as a protector of the other coastal city kingdoms.  Fighting their way around fortifications such as these would be a major undertaking for any invading army.  The loss of men and material involved in such a task would be enormous.
 
   In front of the city, that is to say, the side that faced us as we approached, was another series of battlements and defenses.  Hundreds of trenches were lined with fences sporting sharpened stakes.  Warriors and cavalry were everywhere.  Mixed in among them were hundreds of civilians in workshops, markets and lean-tos.  Some were working with wood, others metal, still more were baking bread in large clay ovens.  There were corrals which enclosed goats, pigs, and cattle.
 
   Let me stop here for a moment to state again that I will, from this moment forward, use the Earth name for the animals and some other things I describe.  Certainly there are Olvioni names for goats, pigs and cattle as well as for bears, dogs, wolves and other beasts and objects.  Please understand that most of the animals and objects that I encountered were similar enough to those animals or objects found on Earth that using the familiar term will make understanding this document easier.  In the times in which I encounter a beast or object that is unknown in our world (like the Grey Ones or Tinker) I will take the time to describe them for the reader and use the Olvioni name when they are referred to.
 
   As we drew nearer to the towering walls shouts began to reach us.  Ruguer was being hailed by his subordinates and the passing citizens.  Cheers were raised.  He responded by waving back, leaning over in his saddle to share jokes with his men as he passed.  I got the impression any one of them would gladly charge into Hades behind him.
 
   Moving through the collection of battlements and shops we eventually arrived at the entrance to the bridges.   By now darkness was almost upon us.  I saw that glass globes bearing the glowing leaves were strung all around the area outside the walls providing light.  The bridges were also lit with the strung globes.  
 
   We clattered over the wooden bridge.  I was impressed at the size of the thing, thinking it was a remarkable feat of engineering.  I wondered if they had a way of securing it in case of an attack.  If nothing else the overpass required any attacking force into four bottlenecks, each of which could be effectively defended.  At the end of the bridge we followed a short cobblestone road and entered a large gate.  Once we were all inside Ruguer called a halt.  Dozens of warriors rushed out to take our horses as we dismounted.  I gingerly climbed down and flexed my knees to return feeling to them.  It had been a while since I had ridden such a long distance.  I patted the noble beast which had borne my considerable weight for the entire day. I was impressed with the animal’s strength and stamina.  
 
   I turned to help Dwan down from her horse but she had already dismounted.  Everyone was slapping dust from their clothes and hair.  Ruguer was speaking with some of the soldiers from the castle.  He turned and pointed at Dwan and me.  One of the men nodded and hurried off.  A group of women and younger males approached us bearing pitchers of water and we all took time to slake our thirst.  The water was so cold it almost hurt going down.  I don’t believe I have ever tasted anything so refreshing.
 
   Around us the inner city was a living, breathing thing.  The enormity of the construction was amazing to behold from within.  There was an energy to it that was impossible to miss.  I was immediately struck by how clean everything was.  Instead of dusty dirt roads we were on a hard surface which very much resembled concrete though it had a pale reddish tint to it.  Everywhere I saw people sweeping or washing.  It was clear that this was a society that valued cleanliness.  Surrounding us were shops and stalls selling fruits, meats and vegetables.  My stomach rumbled at the sight.  The walls in the city were decorated with beautiful and colorful murals.  The buildings surrounding us were painted in pastels and trimmed with different colored stones.  Strings holding the glowing bulbs stretched everywhere overhead, providing light in the growing dimness.  It was all really very beautiful.  I looked at Dwan and she was beaming.  
 
   “I honestly thought I would never again see my home,” she told me.  There were tears in her eyes.  I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close.
 
   Ruguer approached us.  
 
   “I have some people coming to take you to your quarters.  I know you have had a long journey and everyone is tired and hungry but King Zander will want us to report.  Do you feel well enough to meet him if we give you time to rest and bathe?”  We both indicated in the affirmative.  “Good.  I have to see to my men.  I will meet with you later.”  He stalked off toward a gathering of warriors.  When he saw a toddler who had wandered too close to the horses he scooped him up and lifted him high over his head.  The child was passed to the mother who had been running after him.  
 
   Two very pretty women arrived and led us down a wide stone pathway, something akin to a sidewalk that eventually entered the castle itself.  The interior was noticeably cooler than the outside.  The entry chamber was large with a high round ceiling surrounded by windows.  It was still bright inside.  I noticed the windows were glass which gave me another clue as to the abilities of the Olvioni engineers.  Our escorts did not linger and we continued to follow them through the chamber.  Tinker had been sleeping in the soft suede pouch we had fashioned for her.  She now peeked her head out to take in the surroundings.  I heard her emit slight chitter, too low for our guides to notice.  I was glad they had not heard.  Tinker’s appearance was usually cause for significant delays as people would gather around her, amazed at the sight of such a mythical creature.  At this point I was exhausted and wanted only to find a bath and a bed as quickly as possible.  My size had many passersby stopping to gawk at me but none had dares to interfere with my progress through the building interior.
 
   I should mention here that the inner castle looked, to me, more like a modern office building than a medieval construct.  Lighting was handled by the strategic location of windows, augmented by the leaf-containing glow-globes (my term for them).  Several times we passed an intersection in which it had not been possible to use windows.  In each of these places a single glass object in the shape of a large pear was attached to the ceiling.  They appeared to be empty but each emitted a bright light.  It was the first I had seen of a second source of artificial lighting.  I made a mental note to have them explained to me later.
 
   After negotiating several flights of stairs we arrived at a long hallway lined with doors on either side.  One of the guides exchanged words with Dwan then smiled as they both walked away down the hall.  Dwan turned to me.  She had a mischievous look on her face.  She pointed to one of the doors.
 
   “They have given us separate rooms.  This is mine, that…,” she pointed to the next one down from hers on the same side of the hall, “…is yours”.  She stepped into my arms and leaned her head in for a long slow kiss.  She drew back.  “I know we had plans for the first time we found privacy.  But I am so tired and…,” she wrinkled her nose, “I really need to bathe.”
 
   I felt the same way.  Amazingly enough I was so tired I had not even been thinking past having a nap.  I assured her that I understood and gave her another kiss as we separated.  Dwan went into her room and I moved down to mine.  The door had regular doorknobs and it wasn’t locked.  The room was slightly larger than the average hotel room, similar to an efficiency apartment. The floor was a bare cement-like material but there was a thick woven rug covering most of it.  A bed, large enough for two people (smile), was located against one wall and there was a large glass window overlooking the city.  I crossed the room and looked out.  I was on the third level of the castle and there were many above me.  The coolness of the room was much appreciated after the long hot ride.
 
   Tinker popped up out of the shoulder pouch again, curious as to our new surroundings.  I lifted her out and put her on the bed.  She sniffed the covers then rolled around several times, enjoying the feel or maybe the scent of the clean bedding.  I flopped down on my back on the mattress and was pleased to find it comfortable.  It was a struggle not to curl up and pass out without cleaning up.  But our journey had been a long one and the need to clean myself was making itself known.
 
   Leaving Tinker on the bed I stripped out of my vest and tunic then struggled out of my boots.  It occurred to me that I had not asked about bathing facilities.  There was a small door to my right.  I opened it and was amazed to find a bathroom.  My own private bathroom on a world that I had previously thought to be barely above the level of primitive.  There was a square box with sides that came up about a foot off of the floor.  An honest-to-goodness shower nozzle protruded from the wall and I saw an odd-looking device lower on the wall which I took to be for water control.  Quickly I shed the rest of my clothes and stepped into the box.  I fussed around with the water control for a few minutes until I figured it out.  A twist, followed by a push gave me a refreshing burst of clean, pure water.  It was cold but I didn’t care.  I stood there enjoying the delicious feeling only known to those who were finally getting a shower after spending weeks without one.  After a few minutes I looked around for something like soap.  On the floor of the square box in which I was standing was another, smaller box.  I squatted and opened it.  Inside was a large cake that I took for soap.  It also contained a bottle of clear liquid.  Shampoo?  Why not?  I scrubbed my body and hair, letting the refreshing cold liquid run down my skin carrying away weeks of dirt, sweat and odor.  Eventually the cold of the water began to feel uncomfortable.  I was reluctant to abandon my new luxury so I re-examined the control.  The device would not twist any farther so I pushed it farther into the wall.  Gradually the water began to warm.  I was dumbfounded.  A hot shower!  Who would have expected such a luxury in a world of swords and spears?
 
   Eventually I dragged myself out of the shower.  A fluffy towel-like piece of cloth was folded on a shelf by the door.  I dried myself and crossed to a bowl set into the wall opposite the shower.  It was obviously a basin.  It had a control similar to that in the shower.  On a nearby shelf I found a small brush and sweet tasting powder.  I enjoyed the tooth brushing almost as much as the shower and even treated myself to a second round, marveling at the clean taste in my mouth.
 
   Leading a trail of steam I returned to the main room and immediately noticed that all of my clothes had been taken.  A light cloth robe had been left on the bed and my weapons were all there where I had left them.  I had a moment of panic when I realized that I had left Tinker on the bed but relaxed when I saw her peeking out from under it.
 
   Fatigue closed in on me like a fog.  I ignored the robe and flopped naked onto the bed.  It had no springs but it was wonderfully soft.  I briefly thought about closing the drapes which lined the window.  Too much trouble.  Tinker hopped up and claimed her usual place under my arm.  I had grown accustomed to her presence there and found it comforting.  I gave her a quick scratch and in seconds we drifted off.
 
   When I was awakened by a knock at the door the window showed we were in full dark.  After so many days sleeping on the ground I was loathe to surrender my bed.  But I wrapped the robe around myself, opened the door and found a young boy around ten years of age.  He stared up at me, astounded at my size.  Jaws agape he pushed the bundle of clothes at me.  They were my own articles, cleaned and folded.  I took them and watched the lad sprint away down the hall.  
 
   I dressed myself, enjoying the smell of freshly laundered clothing.  Tinker sat watching from the bed.  I finished and put my hand out.  She leapt onto it then ran up to her customary traveling perch on my shoulder.  We stepped out into the hallway to get Dwan.  My knock went unanswered and I was just starting to wonder what I should do when my name was called from down the hall.  Ruguer was walking, strutting actually, toward me with that broad smile of his.  He offered his hand and gripped mine.  
 
   “Hail, Warrior.  Stars, if you don’t look a sight better.  Healer Dwan asked me to tell you she was going to see Dannis, the King’s mother.  We will meet her later.  Right now His Highness, King Zander, would like to meet you if you are up to it?”  
 
   I indicated that I was and we started down the hallway.  I noticed he was not wearing any weapons so I left mine in the room.  After so many weeks of feeling the comfort they offered I was a little uneasy.  As we walked we passed numerous inhabitants of the castle.  I kept expecting to see ladies in grand and sweeping dresses, Knights in full armor and possibly a jester or two with funny striped suits and hats bearing bells.  I was, after all, in a castle.  The reality was different.  Most were dressed in sensible trousers and tunics secured in the middle by broad leather belts.  All different colors were displayed though the uniforms worn by Ruguer and other warriors were all red and green.  Women were just as likely to wear trousers as were the men but there were definite differences in male and female clothing.  The cut of the women’s clothing was obviously intended to highlight their best features.  Tunics and shirts for the gentler sex were cut a little lower, revealing the swell of breasts.  Trousers and leggings were a tad tighter.  And, as in my own world, the females wore more jewelry than their male counterparts.  Ruguer was kept busy nodding and returning greetings to all we passed.  Again, it was obvious that the man was popular.  I was happy he was such a respected figure because the sight of Tinker on my shoulder shocked many passers-by and I was certain that, if not for him, I would have been swarmed with people eager to examine her more closely.
 
   He led me down two flights of stairs until we reached what I guessed to be the ground floor of the castle.  When we stepped into a less-traveled corridor he turned his attention to me.
 
   “When we meet His Majesty he will be with several other men and women.  Protocol is to press your fist to your chest as a sign of respect to the king.  There are several other higher ranked military and civilian members of parliament also inside.  No homage is required for them other than politeness.”  We reached a large set of carved wooden doors.  Before we entered Ruguer looked at Tinker “Is she friendly?” he asked.  
 
   I nodded. 
 
   Another smile.  “Good.  Your mastery of our language is impressive but some of those inside pride themselves on the usage of complicated words and phrases.  Sometimes I myself would need an interpreter to keep up.”
 
   He spun around and pushed the right-hand door.  It swung open to a large room which held some twenty people, mostly male but Dwan and three other women were inside huddled together in conversation.  The room quieted as we entered.  I heard some whispered remarks regarding my size.  A female giggled over some unheard comment.  The cluster of people sort of parted for us as Ruguer led me through the crowd to a man standing in the corner.  He wore a uniform similar to that of the standard warrior, though his was made of better material.  There was a red tunic worn over green trousers which were bloused at the ankle over black leather boots.  He wore a thin red sash over his shoulder as a symbol of his rank.
 
   The man greeted both of us with a smile.  Ruguer spoke.
 
   “His Majesty King Zander Da’ Braun I present to you the Warrior Tag-Gar.”
 
   The king was a few inches taller than the average Olvion male, though not as much as Ruguer.  However, he had Ruguer well outpaced in the looks department.  He had the same coloring as all of the others I had encountered in this world; dark brown hair and eyes with olive skin.  He kept his hair a bit shorter than most and the temples were showing some frost.  But it was his regal bearing that most impressed me.  I dare say that if he was in a room of a hundred men I could have picked him out as being the king with no trouble.  He oozed charisma. 
 
   I stood mute for a moment until I remembered to place my fist on my chest.  The king smiled more broadly and extended his hand, taking mine in the same type of greeting as those shared by the warriors with whom I had been traveling.
 
   “Olvion is in your debt, Good Warrior.  Not only have you returned to us our best healer”, he nodded to Dwan standing in the knot of women, “but I’m told you played a dangerous role in lifting the siege on our most distant outpost.”
 
   The most irritating thing about social anxiety disorder is that the condition always picks the most embarrassing times to affect you.  With all of the eyes in the room turned on me I started to feel the familiar pounding heart and flushing in my face.  It was clear that some comment was expected.  I just couldn’t think of anything to say.
 
   The king was quick to notice my distress and offer me a few more seconds to calm down.
 
   “I look forward to a full accounting of your deeds, Tag-Gar,” he said.  “But for now I know you are weary from your long and dangerous journey.  Will you sit with me and my advisors?”
 
   “Of course.” I said.
 
   “Of course, Majesty.  Or Highness if you prefer,” a slim man to the King’s right corrected me.  I turned my gaze to meet his.   I was not impressed.  He wore a blouse made up of loud stripes, blue, yellow and green.  His leggings were almost as tight as leotards and his boots had silver tips on the toes.  I found his tone and demeanor to be needlessly harsh.  My thoughts must have invoked an expression on my face because the stranger’s visage betrayed a flash of anger.  
 
   The king stepped in.  “Warrior Tag-Gar, this is my Vice-Monarch, the Honorable Brackus.  Brackus places great importance on the use of titles and honorifics.  So much so that he forgets you are new to our land and a guest in my home.”
 
   Brackus colored slightly, fighting hard to hold down his anger.   
 
   Ruguer appeared delighted by the diplomatic admonishment of the Vice–Monarch.  He snatched a crystal flute from a nearby table and held it out to the man.  “Care for a drink, Vice Monarch?  I’m told these blue libations are easy to swallow.”
 
    Zander’s face struggled to hold back a smile.  Brackus glared at the military commander.  He stood up stiffly.
 
   “Majesty”, Brackus said, “I have much work to do.  I beg your leave.”  
 
   “Of course Vice-Monarch.  Let me walk you to the door.”
 
   As the king escorted Brackus to the double doors Ruguer leaned over so that only I could hear his whisper.
 
   “In Olvion we have a saying:  The number of charon asses outnumber charon.”
 
   I laughed in spite of myself and felt the bonds of my shyness loosen somewhat.
 
   “We have almost the exact saying in my land,” I said.
 
   “Yes,” he replied, “your land.  We must have a discussion about that subject soon.  I’ve heard reports about your origins and they are fascinating to say the least.”
 
   “Fascinating to myself as well,” I told him.
 
   King Zander returned with Dwan on his arm.  He guided us all to a circle of purple couches by one of the four fireplaces where we all settled in.
 
   “Now, Tag-Gar”, the King said with a grin, “Please tell me how you saved my warriors at the outpost by exposing your backside to our enemies.”
 
   We sat for hours drinking the sweet blue drinks and laughing at stories told by the king and Ruguer.  It was obvious that Ruguer was very highly-regarded by his king and the two interacted like equals.  In fact most people spoke to Zander more like a highly-placed politician than an absolute monarch.  This was fitting, of course, because this king did not hold unlimited power.   He was subject to review and removal should his actions merit it.  The kingdom’s members of parliament represented different segments of the populace and some policy decisions required their approval.  I was impressed by his obvious skill at maintaining an approachable image while keeping the informality from being disrespectful.
 
   It was the king who told me the whole story of how Dwan had once been the private healer to his mother.  He looked at her with pride when he told me of her decision to go into the field of danger when she could very easily have remained in the luxury of the court.  Dwan would drop her eyes when he and others would tell stories of her accomplishments.  Apparently many warriors who made it back to Olvion from battle were pulled from death’s clutches by her medical talents.  I found myself revising my earlier assumptions that her position was more of a paramedic-type rather than a doctor.
 
   After a few hours I began to be less successful at hiding my yawns.  Zander noticed and shooed me back to my room, promising to spend more time with me on the next day.  I said my goodbyes, shooting what I hoped were meaningful glances at Dwan.  She seemed not to notice.  I finally gave up.  Ruguer had one of his officer’s guide me back to my room because there was no chance of me finding it on my own.  I brushed my teeth and washed up for bed.  I was just about to disrobe when there was a knock.  Dwan entered when I opened my door.   She apologized for making me wait saying she did not want her personal business to be common castle knowledge.  We then made good use of our long-awaited privacy.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   Trial
 
    
 
   After an unbelievably wonderful night shared with Dwan I woke the next day feeling like a newly-wed.  Dwan and I shared a shower.  She was a bit reluctant at first but I explained to her that I was motivated strictly by the desire for maximum hygiene.  After all, I explained, if there is no one around to wash your back it never really gets clean.
 
   She dried and pulled on a robe then peeked into the hallway before fleeing to her own room to get dressed.  Tinker was in the bed when I came back from the bathroom.  It occurred to me that I had not noticed where she slept.  A pleasant feeling washed over me.  I saw her huge eyes studying me as feelings of approval grew in my head.
 
   “Yeah, I’m pretty happy about Dwan and myself getting together, too.” I said.  
 
   I was dressed when Dwan knocked.  We put Tinker in her pouch and headed toward the closest dining hall.  I was ravenous with hunger having not eaten the day before.  Just before we reached the stairwell Ruguer caught up to us.
 
   “We must talk.”  The big warrior put his arms around both of our shoulders and escorted us to the dining facility of the second floor.  The place was a large circular affair, big enough to hold sixty or seventy people.  It currently held only twenty or so and the sound of casual conversations taking place among them was easy on the ears.   It was similar to a cafeteria with a bank of tables bearing different foods from which one made their choices.  I took a bowl of some sort of purplish fruit and a pastry while Dwan and Ruguer filled mugs with the hot licorice-tasting beverage. I discovered a type of tea that smelled somewhat minty and, after making our selections, we met at a small table by a window overlooking one of the mountain ranges.  I noted concern in the warrior’s eyes.
 
   “What troubles you?” Dwan asked.
 
   Ruguer smiled and took a gulp of his beverage.
 
   “It is a minor thing but one which has to be handled deftly.”  He looked from Dwan to me.  “The Vice-Monarch has raised a question as to your purpose here.  He was embarrassed in your presence last night and that is something he will not abide if he can help it.  But it is more than that, obviously.  There is an effort by Brackus, abetted by several influential members of parliament, to remove Zander and put Brackus in his place.”
 
               Dwan looked stricken.  “Now?  With the Grey Horde amassing in the countryside and we are facing an all-out war?  That is beyond idiocy.”
 
   Ruguer laughed lightly.  “And what else would you expect of idiots?  The truth of the matter is that the quest for power is absolute and knows few, if any, restrictions.  There are those, our weak-minded Vice-Monarch among them, who feel that every crisis is just an opportunity to seize power.  He and his supporters intend to attack Zander’s handling of the preparations for this coming invasion.  They hope to convince enough members of parliament that he, Brackus, is better suited to protect us.”
 
   “But what does that have to do with me?” I asked.  
 
   “You are a distraction.  The reports of your actions are spreading through the kingdom.  If they are left unanswered you will be regarded as a hero of the people.  That is good for Zander and bad for those who want to unseat him. No one really believes you are any sort of threat to the kingdom.  But this is one of many situations on which Zander is now forced to divide his attention.  Every issue that they raise gives the impression of a kingdom out of control.  I would liken it to a death from a thousand cuts.”
 
   I felt anger rising in my chest.  It would seem politics are the same even between different worlds.
 
   “What exactly is the charge against me?  And who is making it?  Brackus?”
 
   Ruguer finished his beverage and pulled at a pastry.  “Oh no.  Our Vice-Monarch is not that foolish.  He will act as if he is disgusted by the accusations.  But in our constitution any question raised by a member of parliament, when it speaks to the issue of the safety of the kingdom, must be investigated.  The originator of the accusation is allowed to remain anonymous.  I would suspect Barnus, the minister of finance.  He is third in line to the throne and has the most to gain by the removal of our king.  He would be elevated to Vice Monarch in such an event.  But Brackus will happily chair the inquest and do what he can to damage the king’s standing.”
 
   Dwan slammed her mug on the table, drawing attention from some of our nearest diners.  “They should both be hanged for treason.  How do they expect to take Tag-Gar’s actions in defense of myself and our warriors in the field and wash them as devious?”
 
   “That, dear healer, will be interesting to see.  In any event we are expected shortly in the open court.  Attendance is restricted to members of parliament and witnesses, of which you, Dwan, are one.  They intended to catch you unaware and unprepared but I thought some foreknowledge was warranted.  Come, we must make our way there.”
 
   I walked in silent anger at first, analyzing this information while Ruguer and Dwan discussed it out loud.  Is this how their society rewarded my risking my life to save their people from horrible deaths?  But then I calmed myself.  Obviously there were plenty of good people here because I had met them.  Why would I expect this new world to be free from self-promoters seeking power?  The thing for me to do now was to compose myself.  I had done nothing wrong and had nothing to hide.  A feeling of calmness and confidence flowed into me, obviously coming from Tinker.  By the time we reached the entrance to the open court I felt much better, even eager to proceed.
 
   The open court was just what the name describes.  It is a circular courtyard with tile floors and surrounded on all sides with soaring walls in which there were no windows.  Though huge in size once the entry doors were closed no one could see inside.  There was no ceiling and we were covered only by the pinkish sky.  Several brightly colored birds cooed and squabbled in the higher reaches.  In the very center of several rows of chairs were two tables which faced each other.  Each table had places for seven chairs, one larger one surrounded on each side by three smaller.  Brackus was sitting in a chair at the table to my left.  He glanced up as we entered and then looked quickly away, pretending we had not been seen.
 
   We walked through a passage between the chairs down to the center.  We were surrounded by dozens of people whom I suspected to be members of the Olvion parliament.  They did not display any open hostility which gave me some encouragement.  In a section lining the front of the rows of seats I spied Mag-Gan, Vynn and several members of the formally besieged outpost.  When we arrived in the center of the court yard I could see King Zander conversing with a man in military garb.  When he saw us approaching Zander pointed and the warrior walked away.  The king crossed over to join us.  He put his hands on both of my shoulders and smiled. 
 
   “Good Warrior”, he said.  “I am so sorry to subject you to this.  Unfortunately our constitution prevents me from treating matters such as these in the manner they deserve.  Please bear with us, Tag-Gar, and I will try to make this as quick and painless as possible.”
 
   I tried to appear unfazed.  “I am a guest here in your land, King Zander.  I will gladly participate in any proceeding which your government feels necessary.”
 
   Zander shot a cold look to the table at which Brackus sat.  “Did you bring your little friend?  I believe you call her Tinker?”
 
   I looked at Dwan.  She passed me the shoulder pouch in which Tinker was presently snoozing.  I slung it around my own shoulder and turned back to the King.  “She is in here.  She spends much time sleeping but still seems able to provide her translations to me.  Should I waken her?”
 
   Zander pulled a corner of the pouch open and peered inside.  I saw him smile.  “Not now.  You may experience a small surprise later in the hearing.  Her presence may be required.  Until then try to remain calm.  There are people here who will try to twist the meaning of your actions into something they were not.  But most here are good and wise people.  At all costs retain your composure.  Remember, their actions are a reflection of their weakness.  True men do not have to resort to such dishonor.  Now come, you will sit with us.”
 
   Zander led me to the table that faced that of Brackus.  He sat in the larger middle chair and I was on his right.  Ruguer sat on his left.  The other chairs were taken by Dwan, Vynn and Mag-Gan.  I did not recognize the other six sitting with Brackus.
 
   After a few moments Brackus rose and smiled to the gathered watchers.  He rapped on his table with a polished crystal orb.  The sound was surprisingly loud in the chamber and all conversation ceased.  
 
   “Revered Lords and Ladies it is my unpleasant duty to present a question of security for your examination.  I confess I do not, at least at this juncture, believe it to be a matter of merit.  But our duty compels us to take any such question seriously just as we have all of the other questions we have examined recently.” 
 
    Here the Vice-Monarch cut a glance toward Zander.  Several of the observers looked his way as well.  The king showed no reaction.
 
   Brackus continued.  “The question today concerns this man.”  He turned and pointed to me.  “Simply put, should we accept this man for what he says himself to be?  A warrior?  I recall no one of authority granting him this status yet he is addressed as such by those with whom he interacts.  An ally of Olvion?  Perhaps.  But for what purpose?  From what kingdom does he hail?  Fair questions, all.”
 
   Brackus looked down and referred quickly to some notes on a pad in front of him.
 
   “Ah yes.  This important issue must also be addressed.”  He turned to an older man in the front row.  The elderly gent was dressed in a blue and white tunic with a white sash.  He wore a small cap reminiscent of a yarmulke on his head.  He was the only person in the hall so dressed and was obviously some sort of clergy.  Brackus pointed to him.  “Our good Vicar would tell us that there is good and evil in this world.  The two are always at war, with evil pulling toward the darkness and good toward the light.  It has always been so.  With so many evil things happening around us lately (another glance toward the king) we must be vigilant about whom we invite into the heart of our government.”
 
   Brackus theatrically gave a long sigh, shaking his head from side to side.  Then he faced our table.  “It pains me to ask this but the question has been raised.  I have spoken to some of the warriors from our outpost.  They tell me this person (he pointed a finger at me) has no knowledge of how he came to our land.  That he went to sleep in another world, and woke up in ours.”
 
   A murmur spread through the attendees.  A smile played at the sides of the Vice-Monarch’s mouth.
 
   “As I said”, he continued. “The Vicar has more knowledge of this type of thing.  But is it possible that evil has stricken this poor man?  Swept his mind of his own past so that he might one day find himself here, in the heart of our castle, close enough to the king himself that he might visit evil deeds upon him?  Look at his size, Lords and Ladies.  The color of his hair and eyes.  Is he of our lands?  Is he a natural man?  Or could he really be a…an unnatural thing?”
 
   On the other side of Ruguer, Dwan started to rise.  The King’s Sword placed his hand lightly on her arm and she reluctantly kept her seat.
 
   Brackus wiped away the expression of worry that he wore.  He replaced it with a smile.
 
   “As I said, this is an onerous duty.  But as the Vice-Monarch it falls to me to prosecute it with all due vigor.”  He turned to us again bearing what he must have thought was an apologetic expression.  “In accordance with protocol we will have the questioned one rise and answer to our inquiries.  Then, anyone who supports him will be allowed to have their say.  After that it will be up to you, good Lords and Ladies to ask your own questions.  Your Majesty, I see that you have chosen to sit at the defending table.  I am somewhat surprised, I must say.  Will you adjust protocol to speak in his behalf?”
 
   Zander did not change his expression.  “No, good Vice-Monarch.  I prefer to wait until all is said on both sides.  I will, however, make a statement when that is done.”
 
   Brackus nodded.  “Of course, Majesty.  Would you have the defended begin?”
 
   Zander turned to me and smiled, gesturing with his eyebrows that I should rise.  Ruguer leaned in to whisper in my ear that I should address the crowd as “Good Lords and Ladies”.  My old companion, shyness, arrived just then, accompanied by his equally unwelcome friend, panic.  I fought for control and steadied my breath.  Just as I gained my feet I felt a stirring in Tinker’s pouch.  Another wave of calmness drifted from my belly, to my chest, to my head.  Then other feelings mixed in.  Confidence.  Courage.  Disdain for my accusers.  And a small helping of anger, just enough to put an edge to my thoughts.
 
   I turned to the gathered observers.  “Lords and Ladies.  First let me thank you for allowing me into this chamber and for the opportunity to put your minds at rest.  I absolutely understand the need for security in this time of danger for your kingdom.  I confess I might have been disappointed with a less cautious reception.”  I noted more than a few nods and approving whispers.  I turned to where Brackus now sat at the opposite table.
 
   “And I would like to assure the good Vice-Monarch that I hold for him no measure of resentment.  After all, he has nothing to gain and is simply performing his appointed duty.”  I heard a faint scattering of laughter from some of the seated observers. “As to the questions he put forth:  It is true that I recall spending all of my life, with the exception of the last several days in another world.”  
 
   Another murmur from the crowd.
 
   “Hear me, please.  If it were my aim to deceive this gathering I would not tell you this.  Certainly a man with something to hide would not give such an account.  But that is my reality.  It is my recollection.  I cannot explain it and it is as much of a mystery to me as it is to you.  I will not deny it for whatever purpose.”
 
   Brackus frowned slightly when many in the chamber appeared to accept my honesty.
 
   “You ask why I would ally myself with Olvion?” I looked directly at Brackus.  “I came upon two people tied up like animals by a group of sub-human cannibals.  Evidence of one other of your citizens having already been butchered and consumed was in sight.  Which side should I have chosen?”  
 
   The whispered comments in the court grew louder.  I spun to take in everyone in the crowd.
 
   “I did what any man who respects himself as a man would do.  I have come to know your people in the last several days.  I have no doubt any son of Olvion would have done the same.”  
 
   At this point several of the seated observers stood to shout agreement.  Others slapped their desks with the flats of their hands in a gesture I took it to be their version of applause.  Across the floor, Brackus glared.  
 
   I continued.
 
   “As to the evil of which the good Vice-Monarch warns…I am no expert in this field.  But if I have done evil, please make me aware of it.  Have any of you seen such a deed?  Point to it.  Show me, good Lords and Ladies.  I confess I am in the dark about this question.  I don’t know from where it springs.”
 
   I paused a moment.  I didn’t really know what to expect but I couldn’t think of anything else to say.  Ruguer smiled up at me and nodded.  He gestured that I should take my seat.
 
   Brackus stood.  The court had erupted into a babble of audible discussion, most of it, I thought, was supportive.  Brackus rapped the orb again.  The chamber quieted.
 
   “Are there any who would speak in the defended’s behalf?” he asked.
 
   Dwan started to rise but Ruguer was faster.
 
   “Yes, good Vice-Monarch.  As to your question about the use of the title of Warrior by Tag-Gar.  I spoke to my men who fought with him at the outpost.  I was told of how he placed himself in grave danger so that they could execute a plan that saved the lives of those men.  This resulted in valuable, even critical information being brought to the kingdom.  I also spoke with Warrior Vynn and Healer Dwan about how he won their freedom and prevented our vile enemies from feasting on their bodies.  After hearing this I pronounced him Warrior.  I am the Sword of the King.  Does anyone deny my authority to do so?”
 
   He turned slowly around to see all in the court seats, daring anyone to challenge that authority.  Satisfied, Ruguer cast a barely discernable sneer at the Vice-Monarch and sat.  The hall was silent.
 
   Dwan stood.  “I rise to speak for the defended.”  She turned slowly around as if seeking out each and every eye in the gathering.  “Lords and Ladies.  Thirty days or so ago I left with a caravan to take supplies and replacements to the outpost of Mag-Gan and his men.  We were attacked and all but four of us were killed.  I was bound and taken prisoner with those other three warriors.  On our march the Grey Ones would slaughter and eat us when they grew hungry.  On the day that I was to die I saw this man walking into the camp of those despicable grey bastards.  They were a ten-fold and heavily armed.  He was one.  No one in this room would have called him coward if he had fled.  He did not.  He attacked.  He waded into their midst and fought them with a fury of which I will never again see the equal.  It was brutal and savage and absolutely magnificent.”  She looked over at me.  “It was the single bravest act I have ever witnessed.”
 
   She turned to the Vicar in the first row.  
 
   “If we are to accept that there is good and evil in this world then surely the Grey Ones are evil, are they not?”
 
   The holy man nodded.  She turned back to the other attendees.
 
   “Then what do you call a man that destroys evil?”
 
   Once again noise erupted in the chamber, about half of the body rose and struck their chest.  Others slapped their desks.  
 
   Brackus was not successful in hiding his feelings.  Things were definitely not going the way he’d hoped.  But he had one more ace up his sleeve.  He rapped for order.  When the observers quieted he spoke to Dwan who was still standing.
 
   “Good Healer, I understand your…emotions… in this matter.”  He was trying to make her aware that he knew of our romantic situation, perhaps to rattle her.  She was not one to be rattled.  “But I have one last question.  Has he ever told you he was The Legend?”
 
   There rose a loud babble between the people in the court.  The introduction of the mythical hero into the mix was totally unexpected.  It put an entirely different spin on the proceedings.  Just when my side appeared to be winning the approval of the parliament members it was now suggested that I might instead be a demented loon with delusions of grandeur.  Brackus let the mayhem continue as long as he could.  When it began to wane he rapped the table more forcefully.  The hall quieted.  Brackus turned back to Dwan,
 
   “Good Healer, have you an answer?” he asked.
 
   Dwan was not shaken by the question.
 
   “No, Vice-Monarch.  He has never claimed to be The Legend.  In fact he has claimed no knowledge of that ancient hero.  It was I who first asked if, in fact, he was The Legend.”
 
   “And you, good woman, what is your opinion?  Have you ever told anyone, say any of the warriors with whom you have travelled lately, that you feel he is The Legend?”
 
   Dwan looked over at me and smiled broadly.  She had never looked so beautiful.  I marveled at her confidence under these circumstances.  She faced Brackus again.
 
   “Vice-Monarch I have studied much in my life.  I love to read of our history.  I know as much as anyone in this court about The Legend.”  She stopped and turned to the assembled crowd.  “Yes.  I believe that the Warrior Tag-Gar is The Legend.  And I believe he is here because he is once again needed.”
 
   Sheer bedlam erupted around the open court.  No amount of rapping by Brackus’ crystal orb got through the din.  While we were watching the confusion around us I saw three warriors come through the entrance to the court.  I was surprised to see two were carrying my armor and weapons.  The third had a large rolled parchment tied with ribbon.  King Zander saw them as well.  He nudged Ruguer and nodded toward them.  Ruguer beckoned for them to approach.  My curiosity was definitely peaked.
 
   Zander then stood.  He did not call for quiet or rap on the table.  He simply stood.  Using nothing but his regal appearance he slowly brought the gathering to silence.  When he had everyone’s attention he spoke in his rich baritone.
 
   “Good Lords and Ladies.  We have heard much this morning.  Some questions have been answered and some have been raised.  I was informed of some of the issues that were to be discussed today and I took it upon myself to provide some answers.”
 
   He turned to me.  “Good Tag-Gar if you would indulge me, I would like to have you don your armor and weapons, please.”
 
   I was dumbfounded.  What possible good could this do?  Brackus jumped to his feet.
 
   “Your Majesty, this body has responsibilities and protocol.  A defended is not allowed to be armed when he is among members of parliament, much less within arms-reach of the King.”
 
   Zander nodded.  “True.  And unless I am mistaken the protocol of which you speak can be amended by the King.  Am I correct?”
 
   Brackus glared icily back at Zander.  He really did not like to be corrected, especially in front of so many.
 
   The king raised his eyebrows and waited for a response.
 
   “Yes, Majesty.  You are correct”, Brackus answered.  He then sat, his expression smoldering.
 
   “Then, I do hereby amend that protocol to allow Warrior Tag-Gar to bear weapons here and now.  I trust Warriors Ruguer and Mag-Gan will provide adequate protection should it be needed.”
 
   All eyes went to me.  I placed Tinker’s pouch carefully on the table in front of me.  As quickly as possible, with Dwan helping me, I put on my metal forearm and calf protectors, followed by my helmet.  I then slung my sword over my shoulder into its sheath and hooked my mace into my belt.  My shield hung from my left hand and my spear was in my right.  When finished I turned to the king.  He spoke to the crowd.
 
   “Good Lords and Ladies.  When I was made aware of what was to be discussed today I sent my capable clerk to the archives.  I was reminded of a certain relic that I had been told about years ago by my father.  I think it may help us decide some of the matters put before us this day.”
 
   He beckoned to the man who carried the rolled parchment.  The man handed it to the king with a low nod of his head.  Zander took the object and walked away from our table and over to the Vicar.  He handed the scroll to the holy man.
 
   “I would ask our Lord Vicar if the seals on the ribbon of this parchment are genuine and unbroken.” 
 
    The Vicar rose and took the parchment holding it away from him so that his aging eyes could better focus on it.  He reached into a purse affixed to his sash and withdrew a thick round glass.  With this glass he brought the parchment closer and carefully examined it.  After a moment he put the glass away.  He turned to the gathered attendees.
 
   “They are genuine and unbroken.”  He announced.
 
   “And what do those seals tell you about this article?” Zander asked.
 
   The Vicar smiled a curious smile.  “The unbroken seals on this parchment tell me that the article was sealed two hundred years ago.”
 
   Zander extended his hand to recover the parchment.  In front of the Vicar he broke the seals and untied the ribbons.  The rolled parchment now lay across his two hands.  He faced the crowd.
 
   “Two hundred years ago a great evil swept this land.  The Grey Horde invaded our peaceful kingdom and began slaughtering our citizens, consuming them like livestock.  Men, women and children, none were spared.  This menace was met by a great king.  One who was almost defeated.  Our history tells us that one day a man appeared.  A large man.  A righteous man.  He was a mighty warrior.  He told all who knew him that he did not know how he came to be here.  He did not speak our language.  He said he spent most of his life in a different land, maybe even a different world.”  Zander looked at me.  “This man was accompanied by that rarest of beasts, a white Child of the Mountain.  The Mountain Child went everywhere with him, providing him assistance when needed.  On the very brink of disaster, when the four kingdoms needed him the most he rallied the warriors to a great victory even after the king had been slain.  The Grey Horde was defeated, their few remaining numbers chased back into their mountains.”
 
   Zander held the parchment straight out with one hand on top, the other on the bottom.
 
   “That was two hundred years ago, Lords and ladies.  This parchment has not been opened since that time.”
 
   With that Zander slowly unrolled the relic.  He was facing away from me when it was completely open.  The court attendees that could see it from their vantage point were stricken with awe which showed in their faces.  Slowly, the king turned making the thing visible to all in attendance.  When, at last, he turned to where I could see it I was shocked.  It was a painting.  A painting of a man wearing my clothing and armor and holding my weapons.  The face under the helmet was similar to mine.  The hair on the shoulders was yellow and the eyes blue.  On his shoulder perched a Mountain Child the size of a house cat with pure white fur.
 
   Tinker picked this moment to spring from her pouch and scamper up onto my shoulder.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
   Friendship  
 
    
 
   Later that afternoon in the private dining hall of King Zander, I sat with Ruguer, Dwan, Mag-Gan, Vynn and, of course, the king.  We all ate delicious meats and pastries and shared some of the cinnamon-tasting spirits of which Vynn was so fond.  Ruguer was in an especially good mood.
 
   “Zander, my good king, you have a definite flair for the dramatic.  Never have I seen Brackus so choked with anger.  Now instead of having a small minus directed at you he has an enormous plus to deal with.”  He pointed at me.  “The Legend.  Who would dare oppose you now that Tag-Gar stands at your side?”
 
   I was sitting on a blue tufted divan with Dwan, holding her hand.  Tinker was perched on Dwan’s shoulder grooming the woman’s long brunette hair with tiny fingers. I was not joining in on the frivolity.  Zander noticed.
 
   “Are you troubled, Tag-Gar?” he asked.
 
   I looked at each of those present in turn.
 
   “I confess I don’t know what to think.”  I nodded to the king.  “I saw that painting.  There was no mistaking the armor and weapons.  Even the face looked like mine.  But I found those weapons and the clothing in a cave.  I took them because I was naked and defenseless.  I see many things which make me think I may be this Legend.  But it is a difficult thing to believe.  Try to put yourself in my place.  On one hand I dismiss it all as fantasy.  On the other I see the miracles which I have experienced.  But when all is said and examined there is no way to know for sure.”
 
   Zander smiled.  “Good Tag-Gar.  I am a man of facts.  Legends, fables, children’s tales, all are to be accepted for what they are.  But I am not reckless enough to think our ancestors were fools.  I have read all of the writings and studied the relics from that time.  The Legend was real. He appeared out of nowhere, did not speak our language and was accompanied by a White Mountain Child.  He was enormous in size and spoke of coming from another world.  Two hundred years have passed since he was last seen.  For all of that time our people have handed down the predictions that say he will return when he is needed.  Well, he is needed.  And you appear.  With her.”  He nodded his head toward Tinker.  She seemed to know she was being discussed.  She turned her head and chittered, flicking her tail.
 
   Vynn raised his glass.  “Well I have seen all that I need to see.  I saw you cut cleanly through the shield of a Grey One with one blow, cleaving him almost in two.  Not even the mighty Ruguer is capable of such a feat.  If you are not The Legend you are his twin.  I will consider you to be him until such time as I am made to believe otherwise.”
 
   The others all raised their glasses and drank.  Dwan put her hand on my leg.
 
   “There are some things, the answers to which we will never know,” she said.  “In the end certainties are not required.  The kingdoms need a hero.  Zander needs support.  Youcan be those things so youmust be those things.  It is really as simple as that.”
 
   “Well said, Good Lady’, offered Mag-Gan.
 
   Zander smiled.  “I don’t know how this world measures to the one from which you came, Tag-Gar.  But I’ll wager it held no better woman in it for you.  There are some things that even kings envy.”
 
   Dwan blushed and gave Zander an appreciative expression.  Ruguer stood and raised his glass again.
 
   “Let it never be said that The King’s Sword ever ignored a reason to toast.  We drink to good women and good friends.”
 
   And thus was born my friendship with a king and his allies.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
   Schooled
 
    
 
   The next several weeks were among the happiest of my life.  Word of the happenings in the court leaked out immediately and soon the entire city was telling of the arrival of The Legend.  Every morning I would stride through the interior of the castle proper, smiling and returning waves.  I never confirmed to anyone that I was that mythical person but neither did I deny it.  Dwan had made it clear to me that I could play an indispensable role in the security of the king and the morale of the people.  Knowledge of the impending invasion by the grey invaders had rippled through the city.  Fear had been growing.  The fable of The Legend and his possible return went a long way towards alleviating some of that worry.
 
   My relationship with Dwan was developing nicely.  The mores of the people of Olvion were not as restrictive as I had expected of a less-developed society and the fact that we were cohabiting raised no protests or really any interest.  She filled her days treating the sick and injured and I trained with Vynn on the use of the sword.  I was not foolish or conceited enough to not know that luck had played an enormous part in my survival thus far.  My superior strength and size could only take me so far in this world, especially since I was certain more combat would be in my future.  Improved skill with my weapons was definitely needed.
 
   To my great disappointment I found that the sword was not a weapon with which I had any real natural abilities.  It was a device that required years of training, developing the essential muscle memories and reflexes required for skill.  Vynn however, was a true expert with all edged weapons and an excellent teacher.   I think he relished the opportunities I presented to point out my mistakes with sharp swats with the flat of his blade.  They were not meant to humiliate.  Nothing plants a lesson more firmly in the mind than a little pain.
 
   After two hours of sword instruction I was subjected to another hour with Layann, a female warrior.  Her specialty was the knife.  More correctly, knives.  Layann taught me the art of fighting with Tooth and Claw.  The tooth was a shorter blade held in the right hand, blade down with the sharp edge pointing outward.  The claw was a longer knife, edged on both sides.   It was clasped in the left (or weak) hand, blade up and held out in front of the body.  The idea was much like a boxer’s strategy.  The claw was the jab and the tooth was the knockout punch.  In the boxing ring the jab kept the opponent off balance and unable to land heavy blows.  The flicking fist did light damage but it did so all through the fight.  Eventually those light taps added up to trouble for the less-able pugilist.  As the jabs took their toll, opportunities appeared for the knockout punch which ended the fight.  It was the same principle for the tooth and claw.  The claw kept the opponent at a safe distance, making him pay for incursions with slashes and stabs.  Once the opponent was sufficiently preoccupied at avoiding the claw the tooth would strike inflicting serious damage.  It was a vicious game and Layann was a master.  Or mistress.
 
   I was surprised to find I had a knack for this form of fighting.  My strength gave me no advantage but the length of my arms and legs did.  Layann used dull wooden practice knives with layers of dye-soaked wool on the edges.  Each successful attack she employed left a dye-mark on my skin.  On the first five or six lessons I left the training arena looking like a zebra while she remained clean.  Then I slowly began scoring a slash here, a stab there.  Layann cursed my “pole-like” limbs.  I learn to abbreviate her knife thrusts with short kicks to her armored shins.  It was a martial arts tactic that they taught me in the prison.  She acted angry when I first used them but I saw the stifled smiles.  I even saw her doing the same thing to me when she could overcome my reach.  The fact that she adopted my tactic made me proud.  I made it a habit to meet up with the female warrior at least once a day.  
 
   In all of my weapons training I found my mace to be the weapon with which I was most effective.  Mag-Gan had provided me with his best martial arts instructors.  For the mace lessons I was given a bear of a man, tall as Ruguer and more heavily built than any other person I had yet seen on this world.  He was called Pulg and he was a master of the mace and club.  On the first lesson he met me at a circle of sand near the warrior training stables.  
 
   The tactics used for both clubs and mace fighting were identical.  The clubs were obviously used for training because the spikes on a mace would cause devastating wounds.  On the first day of training he gave me a large club, taking a smaller one for himself.  He told me to hit him as hard as I could.  I pointed out that he wore no armor but he shrugged as if it was of no importance.  I took three or four swipes at him which he easily avoided.  He displayed the arrogance of being the best in his field.  He laughed at my efforts and called me names which I did not recognize since Tinker was back with Dwan.  At one point he asked if I was serious about learning the club.  When I answered in the affirmative he ordered me to stop holding back and use all of my strength.  I once again pointed out that he was not armored. He just smiled in response.  I asked if he was certain.  He yawned and beckoned me forward impatiently.  So I attacked with my full strength.  He was surprised by my speed and just got his club up in time.  My blow shattered his weapon, continuing on through to his shoulder.  The force of the strike snapped him up and backward resulting in his rolling ass over teakettle several times before coming to a stop flat on his belly.  Two bystander warriors rushed over to help him up.  I dropped my weapon and ran over to him also, asking if he was injured.  He looked at me but did not appear to know where he was.  The big warrior’s eyes finally cleared and he and signaled that he was not injured.  He then told me to wait in the sand pit for him.
 
   He stalked off into the barracks and I went to refresh myself with a ladle of water from a bucket.  In a few minutes he returned.  He was wearing a helmet, arm and shoulder armor and full breast plate.  He also had a shield and a war club as large as mine.  
 
   The war club is a weapon of brute strength more than anything else so I wasn’t especially surprised to find that I was naturally suited for it.  But in the teachings of Pulg I found several useful tactics and moves that made me an even more formidable foe.  He was especially fond of incorporating feints in his use of the weapon.  From him I learned that a small movement of the shoulders or hips could fool an experienced combatant into shifting his guard thus leaving a portion of his body exposed to attack.  Pulg eventually delighted in bringing out the largest of his pupils and setting them against me, sometimes several at one time.  I always prevailed in these contests but not without suffering multiple bruises.  The big instructor would laugh heartily every time one of his students fell to my weapon.  Under his tutelage I steadily got better and my confidence grew daily.
 
   Each night after my lessons I would return to my rooms to nurse my wounds.  But such efforts could only be improved by the tender attentions of a trained healer and, in this area, I was truly blessed.  Dwan would enter my room asking what new injuries I had managed to generate for myself that day.  She would tend to me, laughing at the size of my bruises then spend the night in my bed.  I was loving life.  I prayed things would stay this way.  They would not.
 
   ***
 
   Two months after the farce of my hearing in the open court, I was summoned to meet Zander by the stables.  I had been there several times before.  It was a favorite haunt of the monarch and we had several times met there and discussed the details of my home world, a topic of which the king never seemed to tire.  Dwan was elsewhere in the castle practicing her art. I never made it to the stables.  As I exited the castle Zander, Ruguer and Vynn were standing by four mounted horses.  They had been waiting for me and one of his men handed me a set of reins attached to the largest of the animals.  It was obvious that something of grave importance was up and I withheld my questions in light of the King’s demeanor.  We mounted without speaking and followed Zander out of one of the larger gates.  I followed, wondering what was so important and why the mood of my companions appeared to be so grim.
 
   Twenty minutes later I had my answer.  We were astride our mounts on the bluffs overlooking the main valley of Olvion.  This was the same place in which the first line of defense battlements had been embedded.  Those emplacements were now empty, traces of blood spilled on the sand.  We had stopped and spoken with some of the warriors assigned there when we first came to the city after having fled the outpost.  
 
   Now we looked back in the direction of the Grey Mountain range.  The huge, elevated portion of the valley stretched fifty miles to the East and was bordered by the foothills marking the entrance to the mountains which were home to the Grey Ones.  I saw multiple smoke clouds rising from the foothills.  Zander was standing in his stirrups with a hand shading his eyes from the sun’s glare.  Vynn wore a worried expression.  I looked more closely.  A lump rose in my chest accompanied by an icy sensation in my guts.  
 
   It was the Greys.  They were a few days march from the city.  And there were thousands of them.  I walked my horse up next to Vynn.  Zander and Ruguer were ahead of us and engaged in low conversation.  For the first time I saw Vynn was wearing the silver collar device on his uniform tunic which marked his rank as Sub-Commander, the same as Mag-Gan.
 
   “How did they get so close?” I asked.
 
   Vynn swigged down a drink from his water flask and passed it to me.
 
   “We don’t know.  There was no alarm from our long range patrols and the night riders did not return this morning.  We were taken totally by surprise.  Somehow they managed to get close enough to our forward defenses in the darkness to overwhelm the warriors who manned them.  The dawn patrols found their positions empty.  And they found that.”  He pointed to the blood.
 
   Zander motioned us closer.  He sat expressionless in his saddle.  Ruguer scowled beside him.
 
   “These are not the actions we have come to expect from Grey Ones.” the king said.  “They are fierce fighters and usually employ effective but simple tactics.  This is something new.  A move such as this is an entirely different matter.”  He pointed up past the foothills to the mountains themselves.  Smoke from numerous distant fires stained the sky.  “Thousands of them are still descending. This surprise attack on our patrols and guard posts is meant to delay our knowledge of their approach.”  Zander looked to Ruguer.  “What say you, First Sword?”
 
   Ruguer nodded and followed that action with a long sigh.  “That smaller group now already camped in the valley is meant to push us back inside, denying us the mobility of our cavalry,” Ruguer confirmed.  He pointed to a group of thousands that were days ahead of the larger concentration and had already gathered miles closer inside the valley.  I assumed that it was from this group that the surprise attack on our forward battlements had come.  I recalled the warriors I had met there weeks earlier and wondered if they were among the dead.
 
   “Our cavalry is our biggest advantage against them,” Ruguer turned to me and explained for my benefit.  “Charon will not allow the Grey Ones to ride them.  Those animals which are captured by them soon die.  So they have no answer to our cavalry.  We can expect a full attack by this advance lot sometime within the next three or four days.  They will seek to drive us behind our walls and hold us there until the main force gets here.”  Ruguer looked at his king.   “We can hold against the siege for as long as necessary.  But with the numbers I see out there they might be able to keep us inside and send their troops along both sides of the city walls toward the coastal kingdoms.  It is the oldest and most effective tactic in warfare.”
 
   I nodded.  “Divide and conquer.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
   Command
 
    
 
   I watched from the walls as Ruguer and his cavalry patrols returned from their mission of harassing the Greys as they moved up from the foothills.  After we returned to the city that morning the King’s Sword gathered his mounted warriors and struck the advance guard of the invaders.  He was able to split his forces and attack both flanks on the first effort.  After regrouping his cavalry he led a feint charge toward the center then veered at the last moment to hit the more vulnerable left flank again, inflicting significant casualties.  The failing light and the fatigue of their mounts finally forced them to return to the castle.
 
   Ruguer rode past the stables and almost into the castle proper, leaping from his horse and darting inside the edifice.  I assumed he was heading for a conference with the king.  I looked back at the approaching horde.  The heat waves rising from the valley floor distorted my vision. They did not stop to attend to their dead and wounded but continued to push unceasingly onward.  The strategy was obviously to trap us inside until their main force arrived.
 
   I estimated the first wave of grey beasts to number about twenty thousand.  Ruguer’s brave cavalry charges had killed or wounded some two thousand.  It would not be enough.  As I watched, the warriors that were manning the nearest outer defenses broke camp and began moving weapons and materiel back into the protection of the city walls.  Zander had evidently decided that the outlying bunkers and posts were not defensible against such numbers.  Smoke wafted upward as they burned anything that the Grey Ones could use to their advantage.  I also saw several groups hurriedly installing traps such as bungee pits and other foot traps while looking over their shoulders at the approaching danger.
 
   I felt impotent.  As a lone fighter against a dozen or so of the much-smaller beasts I could be effective.  In this type of assault, I was maybe the equal of three or four of our warriors.  That made me almost useless in the grand scheme of things.  
 
   Tinker squirmed in her pouch, climbing out and attaching herself to my shoulder.  She was also worried.  She watched the scene taking place below us and a low trill emanated from her throat.  Her tail, usually full and lush, now looked more like a rat’s tail, the fur laying tight against the flesh.  I tickled her neck.  “It’s all right, little girl.  I’m sure Zander and Ruguer know how to handle this.”
 
   A feeling of dread and anxiety filled me.  It was coming from Tinker.  I tried to sooth her but she was obviously upset.  We were interrupted by Vynn.
 
   “Good Tag-Gar, we are summoned by His Majesty.”
 
   Tinker rode on my shoulder as I followed him to a “war room” located on the highest level of the castle. I was puffing as we topped the last of numerous sets of stairs.  There was a large glass window overlooking the valley, the oncoming Grey advance body and the more distant main attack force.  We were last to arrive and the doors closed behind us.
 
   Besides myself and Vynn I saw Zander, Ruguer, Mag-Gan and Brackus, the Vice Monarch.  My arms instructors Pulg and Layann were gathered in a corner talking to a group of others that I did not recognize.  There was an oval table in the center of the room with a dozen or more chairs around it.  The atmosphere in the room was one of concern but not fear.  There was a threat to the city and these people were here to devise a solution.  I was comforted by their attitudes.  Tinker was still giving off her anxiety waves.  I wondered if I was the only one who received them.
 
   Brackus was seated at the table.  He turned and saw me.  His dark eyes went from my face to Tinker then back.  I was reminded of the phrase “If looks could kill”.
 
   Ruguer waved everyone to the table.  The talking died and they all pulled out chairs.  I didn’t think I was expected to sit with them so I leaned against the wall but Vynn beckoned me over and pulled out a chair for me.  I had no idea what help I was expected to provide.  I was not a soldier.  They called me “Warrior” but I did not have their knowledge of tactics and strategies.  Ruguer waited until we were all sat then spoke.
 
   “The reason for our meeting is obvious,” he pointed to the window.  “His Majesty has asked you here because he feels each of you has a unique perspective on this situation.  We will be asking for comments later but for now let me tell you what we know.
 
   “In a surprise move our outposts were overrun early this morning by groups of Grey Ones that snuck up close to our defense positions under cover of darkness.  We assume they attacked in unison during the night, a tactic we have never seen them employ.  All of our warriors assigned to those positions were killed.  The same is true of our compliment of night riders from last evening.  The purpose of that maneuver was to allow their advance body to get closer to the city without our sentries being able to warn us,
 
   “There are some twenty thousand fighters in the Grey’s advance body and another two hundred thousand or so four days behind them.  We have a thousand cavalry with five hundred spare mounts.  Even if we fill those extra five hundred saddles we don’t have enough to rout the advance attackers without suffering an unacceptable number of casualties.
 
   “In the entire kingdom we have a total of sixty thousand warriors.  They are mostly Olvioni, supported by men and women from the Coastal Kingdoms.  The other kingdoms will send us reinforcements but I fear they will be far more worried about protecting their own people once word reaches them about the numbers we are facing.  At any rate, I will be sending out riders asking for assistance. We would especially like to have more cavalry.   Vynn, I would like you to carry our request.”
 
   Vynn put his fist to his chest and nodded his consent.  Ruguer continued.
 
   “Our biggest problem is numbers.  Simply put, they have many more bodies.  Their biggest problem is logistical.  Such huge numbers are hard to feed, water and equip.  I have no idea how they are providing water for so many troops.  But I do know how they are feeding them.”  
 
   A feeling of revulsion washed over the room.
 
   “We have not heard from any of our more distant outposts and must assume they are lost”, Ruguer continued.  What little time we have had for preparation we owe to the Warriors Mag-Gan, Vynn and Tag-Gar.”
 
   This apparently was too much for Brackus to stomach.  He stood and addressed Ruguer.
 
   “Forgive me, but I feel you may be giving them more credit than they merit, First Sword.  I don’t know if abandoning a post of duty would actually qualify as an act of courage.  Isn’t it possible that holding the outpost would have bought us even more time for preparation?”
 
   Mag-Gan started to stand.  His expression was not a happy one.  King Zander stopped his rise with only a look.  He regained his seat but the glare he was still sending Brackus’ way was withering.  Zander turned to Brackus.
 
   “Good Vice-Monarch, I welcome your observations.  But I won’t have brave deeds questioned by non-combatants.” 
 
    Brackus’ face darkened at the obvious slight.  Honestly, the man was totally incapable of hiding his emotions.
 
   Zander continued.
 
   “Mag-Gan followed my orders.  He held his post until it became obvious that Olvion was in danger.  He brought us that information.  He risked his life and that of his warriors to do so.  Tag-Gar, having no obligations toward us, put his life at risk to engineer a plan to break their siege and destroy the enemy.  Few in this room have done as much in defense of this kingdom.”  
 
   It was another pointed comment aimed directly at Brackus.  It was the first time I had heard Zander be anything but diplomatic to his second-in-line.  The intent of the king’s words were realized and the Vice-Monarch dropped his eyes, aware he was not among friends in this gathering of warriors.
 
   Ruguer cleared his throat.  “If I may continue?  I will be dispatching scouts to gather information.  We have dozens of secret ways into and out of the city that the enemy will never discover.  If we can identify their supply lines we may be able to devise a way to interrupt them.  
 
   “In the meanwhile we have one critical task:  We must find a way to destroy this advance arm of the invader’s army before the main body reaches us.  We cannot be bottled up inside our walls.  Actually, it would not be all that difficult to destroy the advance wave.  We have more than sufficient number to accomplish such a task.  But it must be done in such a way as to minimize our losses.  We cannot afford the loss of our cavalry or significant reductions of our warriors.  We will need every single fighter we now have and then some to repel the approaching main horde.  Therein lies our problem.  We welcome all suggestions.”
 
   The Warrior Commander sat.  Everyone looked around, waiting for someone to speak.  Finally, Pulg rose.  
 
   “If it please Your Majesty, Warrior Layann and I have been training our warriors for several years.  In that time we have noted several…special individuals.  By that I mean warriors who excel in the use of various weapons or are physically exceptional.  Indeed we have soldiers whose abilities would astonish you.  Some can run long distances at top speed without tiring.  Others are able to strike so quickly with their weapons as to be almost unstoppable.  My fellow weapons instructor and I have long discussed the possibility of using a few of these select individuals as a special unit.  They can be used for scouting of course but also for strategic strikes at the enemy.”
 
   Zander frowned.  “To what purpose?  A small body of warriors would have value as gatherers of intelligence but how could they possibly inflict significant damage to an enemy comprised of such numbers?”
 
   Pulg nodded to Layann.  She stood.
 
   “Your Majesty, I have seen mighty charon crippled after stepping in a glin burrow and breaking their leg.  A tiny, biting insect that is slapped at by an imprudent warrior can reveal the location of an ambush to the enemy.  The sizes of these pests are negligible compared to the damage they may cause.  The test is to identify and strike at the most damaging place at the most damaging time.”
 
   The king smiled.  “I knew there was a reason Ruguer included you in this meeting.”  He looked approvingly at his chief warrior.  “Do you have a team assembled?”
 
   Layann, still standing, nodded.  “Yes, Your Majesty.  We have assembled four teams and have been training after duty hours for some months now as a unit.  With your approval, and that of the King’s Sword, we will send them out when you dispatch your scouts.  Each team will be led by a warrior who will use his judgment as to where and when or even if they will strike.”
 
   “Done,” said Zander.  “Make it so.  We can never have too many surprises for this enemy.  Now, as to strategy, I feel the best option would be to draw the enemy vanguard close to the city walls in order to put them under our archers.  I know our warriors would prefer to meet the Greys shield to shield on the field of battle but the overriding concern now is to protect our numbers and keep them available for the larger battle to come.  We should all be thinking of ways to lure the enemy close to the walls, if that is even possible.  In the past that would not be overly difficult.  But for some reason they are showing an intelligence and ability to plan that we’ve not previously seen from them.”  The king stood.
 
   “Commander Ruguer, I will need you to devise a plan to most effectively use our cavalry.  As you have already stated we need to protect them as much as possible.  Each one we lose is a cost we can ill afford but they accomplish nothing if not utilized.
 
   “The first of our scouts will be reporting back in approximately two hours.  I need everyone in this room to stand ready and keep yourself available.  If we need you I want to be able to find you quickly.”  The monarch looked down the table to Brackus.  “Good Vice-Monarch, I will need you to organize the support units.  We need the fletchers to be turning out thousands of arrows starting now.  The medical facilities need to be evaluated and a triage system set in place.  I don’t want our wounded lying in hallways bleeding while waiting for decisions to be made.  Then we need to have a food distribution system organized to service the walls and defense posts.  You know what is needed there.  
 
   “I have members of Parliament already organizing the general population as a support network.”  The king stopped and looked around the room, taking in every person in attendance.  “Make no mistake, we are in peril.  How we fare will depend on the support we receive from the Coastal Kingdoms and the tactics we are able to devise.  That has always been our strength.  Good day to you.”
 
   The king squeezed Ruguer’s shoulder and exited the room followed by a dozen or so aides.
 
   At that, the meeting broke up and small groups wandered out while mumbling in discussion.  Ruguer remained in the war room while we all filed out.  Dwan was waiting for me in the hall.
 
   “I wanted to tell you that I will be involved in the preparation for treating our wounded,” she said.  “I may not see you for some time.”  Her eyes showed obvious fatigue and her hair was not as organized as it usually was.  Rebellious strands hung in her face.
 
   “I understand”, I said.  “I just wish I had something more to do.  If you need any help in your efforts let me know.  For some reason I have been asked to keep myself available.  I don’t have any idea what I can add to the preparations.  But, I’m here if they need me”, I said with a shrug.
 
   She leaned in close and gave me a quick kiss.  Then she was gone.  I started down the hall towards the main stairwell.  It was a grand affair made up of some sort of marble-looking polished white granite.  Huge paintings of past kings and other significant historical figures were hung on each landing.  I marveled at the majestic beauty of the structure.  How sad it would be if such a creation fell to the destruction of the nearly mindless cannibal horde.
 
   I saw Vynn walking before me and wished him a safe and rapid journey to the coast.  As I descended the stairs I returned the greetings of the Olvionis who passed.  I was growing used to the attention.  About half of them seemed to accept that I was, indeed, The Legend.  The rest appeared to be reserving judgment.  I felt Tinker stir in her pouch.  I put my hand inside and stroked her soft pelt.  In return she sent me one of her mental transfers of emotion.  This one was a mixture of tranquility and urgency all rolled into each other.  Then one of her mental image transfers began to form in my mind and I sought out a small alcove which afforded me some privacy.  I leaned against the wall, closed my eyes and allowed the image to take shape.  Tinker was obviously putting a lot of effort into trying to convey a message to me and she was not waiting until I could find some privacy.  I drew a deep breath and concentrated on relaxing myself.
 
   In my mind’s eye I saw water flowing along in a stream.  Then I saw it pouring from a cup, then from a jug.  A picture of barrels formed.  The barrels were brimming with water and sloshing out as the vessels were jostled.  Then the images were gone. I waited a few moments more. Hoping more clues would be forthcoming.  They were not.  I opened my eyes.  A few warriors were passing by and seemed a little disturbed at my actions.  I smiled at them and went on my way.
 
   Continuing down the grand staircase I pondered the meaning of Tinker’s message.  I pulled her gently from her pouch and looked into her eyes.  She returned my gaze but gave me no more images.  She climbed from my hands to my shoulder and gripping my ear.  As always I found her presence and touch calming.  We returned to my room, attracting much attention along the way.  Some that we passed would actually wave at Tinker as if she were a small child and others would just stare.
 
   Inside our small apartment I lay on my bed and pondered Tinker’s projected images. 
 
   Water.  Streams and cups and jugs.  Barrels.  What was it that Ruguer said?  “We know how they feed their troops”.  But they needed water also, just as we did.  We had the benefit of numerous wells in the walled city which produced high volumes of output.  We had water enough for a thousand days and more.  But the Grey Ones did not.
 
   How much water would two hundred and twenty thousand fighters require?  The answer had to be astronomical.  The amount might have to be measured, not in gallons, but in acre-feet. Being raised in Clovis I knew a little about large water requirements because we were in a huge agricultural area.  Clovis and Fresno were both simply irrigated deserts and the crops depended on water being funneled to our fields from mountain runoffs.  
 
   I wondered how much water could be taken from the streams and lakes near this city.  I didn’t really know enough to formulate an answer.  I fell asleep still pondering the problem.
 
   I don’t know how much time had passed before I was awakened by a lad who was barely in his teens.  He seemed awestruck by me when I opened the door, obviously one of those who believed me to be The Legend.  His eyes got even bigger when Tinker hopped into my arms.  He informed me that the king was summoning me.  I had him wait in the hall for me as I freshened up.  Then I followed the youngster back up to the war room.  This time there was just Zander and Ruguer present.
 
   “Come in Tag-Gar,” Ruguer invited.  He had deep lines creasing either side of his mouth and a groove between his eyebrows.  It was unusual seeing him stressed and without his customary smile.
 
   The guards shut the door once I was inside and Zander slid a mug of tea over to me.  I sat.  Ruguer drummed the table with his fingers as I took a sip.
 
   “We have a favor to ask of you,” Ruguer said.  “Some of our scouting teams have returned.  They are reporting that the few outlying farmers that refused to come into the city earlier have been killed.  The Grey Ones still have raiding parties roaming the countryside searching for civilians from more distant farms who have fled their homes and are trying to make their way to us.”  The King’s Sword paused as he sipped his tea.  Tinker popped up from her pouch when she smelled it.  She hopped out onto the table and sat up, wiggling her whiskers.  I pushed my mug over to her and let her sip from it.  Ruguer continued. “Pulg and Layann are out with their teams right now searching for them and engaging whatever Grey patrols they encounter.  We need to get at least two more teams into the field before the advance body of the Greys get their siege firmly established.”
 
   I began to feel an uncomfortable sensation in my belly.
 
   “I spoke with them last night,” Ruguer continued, “Both say you would be their first choice to lead a team.  If you are agreeable to help us out I am conferring the title of Sub-Commander on you.  Your team will be totally under your direction and you will have full discretion on any actions taken.  These team members are the best in their field, top instructors in different combat specialties and their best students.  You’ll find them very capable.”
 
   I knew it.  Just when I was getting used to a roof over my head, a comfortable bed and regular meals.
 
   I looked at my two new friends.  To say that I had enormous respect for these men would be an understatement.  “This kingdom has taken me in and treated me as if I were one its own.  I will do anything it asks of me.  But are you certain that I am the right person for this assignment?  I would not want to be the cause of bad feelings among your noble warriors by suddenly showing up with the rank of Sub-Commander when others have served for so much longer.”
 
   Ruguer put his hand on my shoulder.  Tinker raised up to sniff it eliciting smiles from both of my companions.  “Tag-Gar, no man or woman in our military would resent or second guess a decision by their command staff.  They trust us and know the importance of loyalty.  When they see your new rank they will know that we have noticed traits in you that are needed in the war effort.  None will question it further.”
 
   With that being said I swallowed hard and accepted the assignment.  Before leaving I told them about the visions I had been receiving from Tinker.  I passed along my belief that they must have something to do with the manner in which the Greys were getting water to their troops.  “Is it even remotely possible that, if we were to find the locations from which they would be taking water, we could…I don’t know…poison it or something?”
 
   Ruguer scooted his chair back and looked at the king.  “Can you have one of your academicians do a quick estimate of the amount of water they will require and from that suggest which of the bodies of water in the valley they would most likely draw from?” he asked Zander.
 
   “I can and I will,” he answered.  Zander turned to me.  “I believe that nothing in this life happens without a purpose, Tag-Gar.  Your unique perspectives, aided by the abilities of your little animal friend, may prove invaluable to our defense.”
 
    
 
   Ten minutes later I walked up behind Dwan.  She was in a large building just within the Eastern walls of the city.  The site had been selected as a triage center.  It resembled a large Quonset hut stretching back approximately fifty yards with a thirty foot high ceiling.  Four rows of beds reached back into the building.  Dwan was giving instructions to a group of medical people.  I tapped her on the shoulder.  The look on my face told her all she needed to know.
 
   “So they figured out that you are worth more in the field than in the city walls,” she said.  
 
   I smiled, shrugging.  “Looks that way.  They have a team gathering by a place they call the East tunnel.  I am to join them there as soon as I get my gear.”  I removed Tinker’s pouch from my shoulder and handed it over to her.  “I will worry less if you keep her for me.”
 
   Tinker poked her head up and squawked.  She leapt from the pouch to Dwan, scrambling up to her shoulder.  There she stared at me.  A feeling of anger and defiance flooded over me.
 
   “It would appear that Tinker has ideas of her own,” Dwan observed.
 
   I squatted down so that my eyes were on the same level as Tinker’s.  “Listen to me, little girl.  This is going to be very dangerous.  I really need you to stay here and take care of Dwan for me.  She’s enormously important to me.”
 
   Tinker continued staring, not dropping her gaze at all.  Her tail was stuck straight up into the air and spiked out in every direction.  Another wave of defiance hit me.  And…refusal!  My little friend was telling me that she was going with me and that was the end of the matter.  As if to emphasize my assessment she emitted a seagull-squawk, followed by a long musical trill.  Her noises sounded, to me, like a declaration followed by a plea.
 
   “All right, Tink,” I said.  I guess we are in this together.”
 
   She trilled again.  Her tail went from looking like a bottle brush back to a beautiful white silkiness.  She leapt from Dwan’s shoulder over to mine, gripping my ear until it hurt.  I pulled Dwan in closer.  She looked around, embarrassed by the public display of affection.  But she accepted my kiss and responded with one of her own.  When we broke I saw worry in her beautiful eyes.
 
   “Don’t worry, Healer, I’m bigger than anything out there.”
 
   She managed a smile for me but it was competing with forming tears.  She turned away quickly.  I felt like I should do something to make her feel more at ease but there was really nothing I could do.  I put Tinker back in her pouch and left.
 
   After leaving Dwan I followed a young guide that Ruguer had provided for me.  He led me down several landings under the ground level of the castle.  There were no windows down this deep and glow bulbs illuminated the twists and turns through which my guide was navigating.  The walls were no longer finished and smooth, now just rough stone.  It appeared that the passageways through which we were traveling had been carved from solid rock centuries ago.  They probably had been.  At last we came around a corner and I saw three people waiting for us.  My team.
 
   My guide, who never introduced himself, stepped back, seeming to blend back into the dark wall behind us.  I took a long look at the three warriors.  Upon my arrival they all three snapped to attention with straight backs and fists held across their right breasts. They had evidently been informed of my new rank even though I was not in uniform.  I was embarrassed and I had no idea what to say.  Then I remembered how I interacted with members of my R.E.A.C.T team at the prison.  I relaxed, this was not so different.  I may not be a warrior with years of training behind me but I had been tested in battle and had proven my worth.
 
   “I am Tag-Gar,” I said by way of introduction.  “I will be going with you into the field tonight.”  There was a brief and uncomfortable silence before one of the warriors, a man slightly older than I stepped forward.  He still had his fist over his breast.
 
   “It is customary for you to return our salute,” he whispered.
 
   “Oh”, I whispered back.
 
   I did as he suggested, placing my fist over my own breast.  They all dropped their hands so I did too.  The man who had helped me out with the protocol executed a brief nod.  He had a closely cropped brown beard and had the same slight build of most of the Olvioni inhabitants but wiry muscle snaked down along his arms.  He gave off an air of competence.  If we were on Earth I would have judged his age to be in the neighborhood of thirty five years.
 
   “Sub-Commander Tag-Gar, I am Temms,” he said.  “I train our warriors in unarmed combat.”  I examined his equipment.  He wore the typical black leather uniform tunic cinched by a leather belt over tough fabric trousers.  His knees and elbows were armored as were his forearms.  The metal was stained dark brown, almost black, probably to cut down on reflection.  Temms had a short sword which he wore in a sheath across his back, just like mine.  A curved knife hung from his belt.  The last item of armament, also hanging from his belt was interesting.  It looked very much like a large ball peen hammer.  I was later to learn that this weapon was called a war hammer.
 
   I nodded back to Temms.  “And who are your companions?”
 
   Behind Temms were a man and a woman.  The woman was attractive in a rugged way.  Her hair was cut short, pulled back on either side and pinned up.  Her uniform was identical to her two male companions except neither she nor the man beside her had armored knees.  An unstrung bow was in her hand and a quiver with dozens of arrows was slung across her shoulder.  Her only other weapon was a dagger.  Temms pointed to her.
 
   “This is Waan.  She was one of my best students but now teaches archery.”  He indicated the man to her left. “This is Crain.  He teaches…” The term Temms used was unknown to me.  I was a little disappointed.  I felt my ability to converse in the Olvioni language was going well but I still encountered words that I had never before heard being used.  I sighed and pulled Tinker out of her pouch.   The effect on the three warriors was just as I expected.  
 
   As I have stated, after the hearing before the Olvioni parliament I had become something of a celebrity in the kingdom owing to my being identified as “The Legend”.  But if I was a celebrity then Tinker was a rock star.  Mountain Children were almost mythical creatures themselves, something akin to Yeti and Sasquatch in our world.  Few were the people who had ever glimpsed the elusive and fabled creatures.  As nearly as I could determine the only white Mountain Child that had ever been seen was the one that had accompanied The Legend on his exploits two centuries past.  These three battle-hardened warriors could not hide their shock at the appearance of the animal.
 
   I put Tinker on my shoulder and explained my predicament to Temms.  “I am still struggling to learn your language and some words elude my understanding.  If you would repeat your introduction to the good warrior Crain my friend here, Tinker, will help me to understand.”
 
   Temms indicated his understanding, the psychic abilities of the animals were part of their mystique.  He began again.
 
   “Sub-Commander…”
 
   I stopped him.
 
   “Please, Temms.  We are a small unit and I don’t know how long we will actually be together, maybe even just for tonight.  Formalities really are not called for unless we find ourselves in a more formal setting.  I would prefer if you would just call me Tag-Gar when we are in the field.” 
 
   “I understand,” he said with an approving smile.  “Warrior…I mean, Crain is an instructor in the javelin.  Indeed his ability with the weapon is remarkable.”  In my head Tinker supplied the interpretation for the word “javelin” but not the rest of Temms words.  Evidently, along with all of her other abilities she was able to discern the individual words with which I was still having problems.
 
   Crain and Waan were both around the age of twenty five.  The years of military training had given both of them athletic physiques.  Looking at the small group of military professionals I felt I was in good company.
 
   “Okay”, I said.  “The King has advised that there numerous citizens of Olvion who have fled their farms and homes and are trying to make it back to the safety of the city.  These men, women and children are our primary concern.  Though you may be tempted I want it understood that I, and only I, will decide if we engage any enemy forces we may come across.  My inclination is to avoid combat unless absolutely necessary.  I would rather we let a hundred Greys live if it means we can save one citizen.”  I saw approval in their eyes.  “Questions?”
 
   Waan studied me for a moment.  “Do you intend to carry all of that equipment?”
 
   I examined their armament again and compared it to mine.  They were traveling light, carrying only their primary weapons with nothing that would reflect light or make noise.  I had my spear, helmet, shield, sword, two knives and battle mace.  They must have heard me rattling down the passageway for a mile.
 
   “Good point,” I said.  I took off everything but my mace and one knife.  I kept the armor for my forearms but removed the ones on my lower legs.  I them jumped up and down a few times to make sure my armament made no noise.   
 
   Before starting off, Temms asked if he and the other members of the team could handle my sword.  I had become used to this type of request.  Warriors had a natural curiosity for unusual weapons and mine were all much larger than the ones they were used to.  I took it from the wall against which I had leaned it and handed it over.  Temms’ eyes grew wide as he hefted the blade.  He had trouble lifting it.  He made several attempts to raise it over his head in attack mode but was unsuccessful.  They passed it around, each marveling at the weight and size of the weapon.  I started to feel a little embarrassed but proud at the same time.  When they were finished inspecting the weapon they handed it back.  I think they felt more confident of my abilities now.
 
   With a gesture from me the guide that had led me down into the underground passageways turned and led us down further still.  He stopped at the entrance of a low tunnel.  Instead of rock the tunnel walls appeared to have been dug out of packed dirt.  The lad took a glow globe suspended from a stick from its place on the wall and entered.  I had to duck my head and crab-walk sideways to clear the low ceiling.  About thirty feet in I saw light.  The tunnel eventually opened up into a room large enough to hold a dozen people.  The area had a damp feel to it and there was a strange vibration emanating from the floor.  Two warriors sat drinking from tea mugs at a table next to a long black metal bar.  They stood immediately and saluted in the Olvion fashion.  I returned the gesture.  Temms explained that they were on duty to guard the secret exit.  If the enemy were to discover the secret tunnel their job was to push down on the metal bar which would start a land slide that would collapse the tunnel and bury it under tons of rock and debris.  The engineering skills of these people continued to impress.
 
   When I indicated we were ready to exit the warriors covered the glow globes with black canvas putting us into absolute darkness.  One of them led us into the tunnel by summoning us along with whispers.  Using my hands to follow the walls I staggered and stumbled forward about forty yards before I heard a heavy metal bar being drawn up and a door swinging open. Immediately I heard the sound of water…a lot of water… flowing.  No, not flowing, falling. The warrior put a hand on my shoulder and directed me forward.  I stepped out into a wet spray.  I was on a narrow ledge of stone.  I moved forward making room for the other members of my team to join me.  Small slivers of moonlight peeked through a wall of tumbling water.  We were behind a waterfall.  It was a beautiful sight with the pale moons behind it.
 
   I followed the ledge in the only direction open to us.  About twenty feet later the ledge disappeared into the water.  I held my breath and walked through.  After a thorough soaking we made it out from behind the falls.  The night was not that chilly but the wetness was not pleasant.  I wiped water from my eyes and surveyed my surroundings.  We were at the bottom of a rock wall.  The water from the falls gathered into a small pond in front of us and then gurgled off and down to a small river.  One moon above was at a quarter, the other somewhat smaller, and there was just enough light to see big shapes.
 
   Temms took the lead since he had knowledge of where we were and where we had to go.  We remained as silent as possible.  Our wet clothing and boots squished for about a half mile before drying.
 
   We came to a small rise overlooking the main valley.  Hundreds of fires flickered off to our right.  To the left we saw the dark shadow of the castle wall from which we had come.  We had emerged on the North side of the city walls.   The Greys in the camps off to the East were making a lot of noise, a fact for which I was grateful.  We all gathered in a circle and I whispered instructions.
 
   “Let’s make our way around their camp to the North.  Keep absolutely quiet.  If you see people or the enemy hold your fist up like this,” I demonstrated for them.  “We’ll evaluate the situation and take the proper action.  Be alert.”
 
   We were able to sneak around the large enemy camp.  I saw no guards or patrols and was thankful that the beasts were not more security conscious.  I didn’t know if that came from ignorance or arrogance. Probably both.
 
   The first hour of our patrol passed with no activity.  Once we got around the camps the valley was uninhabited and quiet.  We were about a half mile from the castle when Waan held her fist up and crouched.  We hit our knees and crawled up beside her.  She pointed out to a small orchard and then to her ear.  We listened and could just barely hear a rustling sound.  Waan silently strung her bow.  Both moons’ beams were dim and streaked with shadows from taller trees behind us.  After a minute we could make out movement.  Two tiny figures stepped cautiously out from the concealing orchard.  They were human children.  One boy, one girl.  The boy carried a bag over his shoulder.  They were both barefoot.  We watched as they silently tiptoed over the sandy soil.  They were heading almost directly for our position.  
 
   Tinker shivered in her pouch and sent me a wave of warning.
 
   A snap sounded from our right.  The children froze.  Waan snatched an arrow from her quiver and nocked it.  Temms and Crain slowly and silently drew their short-swords.  I wrapped the leather thong from my mace tightly around my hand.
 
   A minute later there was another sound.  It was a soft grunt.  I could hear the little girl trying unsuccessfully to stifle a sob.  The boy folded his arms around her.  Then the Greys sprang.  There were eight of them.  They bolted from the cover of high grass, growling with triumph.  The children screamed and ran in our direction.  
 
   I put a hand on Waan’s shoulder and pointed.  She stood and loosed the arrow.  The Grey in front of the pack dropped to his knees and howled in pain with a shaft buried to the feathers inside his chest.  The children saw us at same time the beasts did.  The kids sprinted as fast as they could run.  The Greys pursued.  Waan was able to drop another with an arrow to the throat.  But I could see that the kids wouldn’t make it to us in time.  I stood and charged with Crain and Temms right behind me.  We passed the children as they made for Waan.  The six remaining beasts howled their fury and attacked.  They carried the crude metal swords and double-headed axes they favored.  The two on left side had wooden shields.  I directed my attack at them.  
 
   With me running at top speed we met with a crash of metal and wood.  My size and weight took them by surprise.  I smashed into the lead beast’s shield with my shoulder. My momentum knocked him backward and off of his feet.  The second one leapt forward holding his shield high and ready to thrust his sword underneath.  I met him with a two-handed overhead strike with my war mace.  The heavy weapon, aided by all of my strength, shattered the shield, broke his arm and drove him into the dirt.  His other shield-bearing comrade quickly recovered his footing and charged me.  I dodged a wicked slash of his axe and answered with a backhanded sweep of my club.  He was able to deflect it by keeping his shield at an angle and tried to take off my leg.  I hopped back, giving him some respect.  He was a much better fighter than any of the other Greys with whom I had tangled so far.  The grey brute seemed to be encouraged by backing me up.  He screamed and tried to hit me with the edge of his shield, quickly backing it up with another axe attack.  I hopped back twice letting each swing of his axe arc past harmlessly.  When he raised his axe for another try I darted forward and grabbed the shield with my left hand, shoving it upward.  With my right I swung the mace with all of my strength, catching him at the knees.  He upended and hit the ground heavily.  I followed up with a stomp to his chest and a final smashing blow with my club.  He stopped moving.
 
   But now two of their brothers were at my back and too close for me to avoid their sword slashes.  I blocked one with my forearm guard.  But the other was already bringing his weapon down at my head.  
 
   A streak of white burst forward from the pouch at my waist.  Tinker leapt onto the Grey’s head and started tearing at the unfortunate beast in much the same manner that she had savaged the snake that had tried to make a meal of her.  In full battle fury she had attached herself to his neck with the claws in her feet and was using her upper claws and needle-sharp teeth to visit mayhem upon his face.  Blood and tissue went flying up into the night air as the Grey tried to dislodge her.
 
   I turned to finish the Grey whose sword attack I had narrowly blocked.  He had brought the weapon back up for another blow but I shot a hand up and around his throat and squeezed with all of my strength.  He dropped to his knees with his eyes bulging.  A quick blow with the mace silenced him for good.  I ran to help Tinker with the other Grey but he was now on hands and knees, crawling on the ground sightlessly searching for a weapon with which to get Tinker off of his back.  She had apparently blinded him and was now trying to dig her way into his spine.  I pried her off of the beast with one hand (she really did not want to let go and a generous portion of grey flesh came off in her mouth) and, with the other, I ended his suffering.
 
   I looked over to see if I could help my team mates.  Temms had his short-sword in one hand and a knife in the other.  As I turned I saw him impale the Grey’s slashing sword arm with the knife while simultaneously driving the sword into the creature’s chest.
 
   Crain parried a sword slash from his opponent, dancing away easily.  When the beast tried a second attack Crain feinted a slash then turned it into a thrust.  The Grey took the blade into his abdomen and squealed like a banshee.  He turned to flee but an arrow burrowed into his back before he could take the first step.  He staggered and fell.  I looked over and saw Waan, the children behind her, the bowstring still twanging in her hands.
 
   I checked on the first Grey I had struck to see if he was still a threat.  He was dead, his head laying in an unnatural angle on the sand.
 
   For a micro second I reflected on the change in my life.  One moment I’m a working stiff living in a rented apartment and eating take-out five days a week.  Next moment I’m locked in mortal combat with man-eating sub-humans on an alien world.
 
   But I had no time for my self-reflection.  The noise of our clash might bring more Greys to our location and we had innocent children to get to safety.  I had Temms lead us back to our hidden entrance to the castle.  We moved as quickly as possible while staying silent.  The children were terrified but understood the need to keep quiet.  They were real troopers.  We snuck around two smaller camps of Greys.  When passing the second camp I saw an unusual sight.  There were about a dozen fires with the beasts gathered around eating and fornicating.  Males and females both inhabited the area.  But what caught my attention was a huge wagon.  It was actually a large barrel on wheels.  It was still hitched to eight great lumbering animals which appeared to be a cross between African water buffaloes and hippos.  They were each twice the size of the Olvioni horses and had thick blunt horns (I was later to learn that the Olvionis called these animals burdenbeasts). The barrel-wagon must have held hundreds of gallons of water.  It struck me then.  This was the answer of how they were supplying the huge numbers of raiders with water which Ruguer had mentioned that question at one of our meetings.  They were very simply filling these wagons with water and transporting it to their troops.  The question now would be where they were loading up.
 
   We picked our way quietly around the camp and continued on toward our secret entrance to the city walls.  We dared not risk any light and were struggling to make it while keeping the children quiet and unafraid.  At last we reached the waterfall.  I gestured that I would go first.  I cringed at the bite of the cold water and stepped through.  On the other side I shook water from my eyes then froze.  A spear head was poking my throat.  In the darkness I could not see who or what was wielding the weapon.  My hand went to the mace in my belt.
 
   “Apologies, Sub-Commander!” 
 
   My stomach dropped back down from my throat to its customary position in my abdomen.
 
   “We saw your silhouette outlined by the moons,” the voice said.  “We…we thought it was a bear.” 
 
   Of course the warrior used the Olvioni word for that beast but Tinker made the translation from her pouch.  I had to laugh.
 
   “Relax, good warrior,” I answered.  “I have been called much worse.  I commend you for your awareness.”
 
   By now Temms and the rest of my crew were passing through the falling wall of water.  The children were in a state of near-shock.  I had Waan tell one of the sentinels to take them up to the castle proper for treatment.  I would have wanted to take them myself and personally handed them over to Dwan.  But the night was still somewhat young and we had time to make a few more patrols before dawn.  If there were more innocents out there I wanted to find them before the grey monsters did.  I shivered at the thought of what would have befallen those beautiful children had we not been there for them.  Before departing I gave the guards a message for Ruguer about the barrel-wagons.  You never knew what would turn out to be important and I couldn’t really count on being alive to tell him myself on the next day.
 
   We struck out again when Waan returned.  I was getting used to the feeling of being damp and chilly.  All told we made three trips out and back.  On the second we found six people, three couples who had hiked here all the way from the outer fringes of the valley.  They were starving and dehydrated.  We almost had to carry them to the city.  On the next foray out we found no refugees but spied a small group of four Greys hunkered by a fire.  They were probably shirking their duties.  I would have passed them by but I could tell my team really wanted a chance to draw enemy blood.  I figured it would be four fewer monsters lurking in the darkness to intercept fleeing refugees.  I gave my eager troops their wish.  Waan dropped two of them before they even knew they were being attacked.  Temms and Crain dispatched the others.  The whole affair took about five seconds to execute.  I walked up looking at the result.  Four dead raiders and we had hardly made a sound.  I smiled.  This was a good team.
 
   But dawn was just around the corner now so we skulked our way back to the waterfall.  Once inside I was told that a meeting was gearing up in Zander’s salon.  I was requested to attend.  That meant my dream of dry clothes, a hot shower and a little tickle-time with Dwan would have to wait.  I sighed heavily and followed the young lad who had been waiting for my return.  Before I left the sentinel warriors told me that a total of twenty one refugees had been recovered by three roving patrols.  The number made me feel a lot better.  Twenty one people who would not wind up on a Grey One’s serving trough.
 
   The boy guided me up into the higher floors of the castle.  We passed through a richly decorated hallway and vestibule and stopped before a set of large wooden doors.  The doors were guarded by no fewer than four warriors.  Tensions had obviously increased lately.  Upon seeing us approach two guards opened the doors.  Inside were about twenty people.  Pulg and Layann were there, standing against the wall.  They looked as damp and tired as I was.  I made my way over to them and they nodded.  Zander rose and the murmured conversations stopped. 
 
   The room was circular and a bank of long windows lined the wall behind the king.  The rest of the walls were painted a bright green.  There were three golden chandeliers hanging from the ceiling each bearing two dozen glowing bulbs.  The opulence of the room did not dispel the atmosphere of unease.
 
    The king saw us against the wall.
 
   “Let us make a place at the table for the leaders of our patrol teams.  They’ve been out all night and have earned a seat.  Can we get them some towels also?”  
 
   There was a quick shuffling while some moved away from the table making room for us.  I was a little embarrassed at the attention.  An elderly woman left via a side door and returned shortly thereafter with a stack of linens.  I took two and used one to rub my hair and face dry.  I draped it over my head like a hood and then withdrew Tinker from her pouch.  
 
   I almost laughed.  I was used to my little friend being fluffy and white.  The term “drowned rat” passed through my head as I saw her wet fur and dripping face.  She gave me a look that I took to be a warning.  I put my lips next to her ear.  “You insisted on coming.” I said.  A wave of irritation washed through my brain.  I wrapped her in the second towel and massaged her fur, coaxing the water from it.  A second later she vibrated on my lap.  
 
   I noticed the room had grown quiet and saw that Tinker’s appearance had captured everyone’s attention.  I was used to this reaction.  Zander rapped his knuckles on the oval desk before him.
 
   “Sorry to get everyone here so early but we may have been provided with an opportunity.”  He pointed to myself and the other two patrol team leaders.  “Our patrols noticed several large wagons out by the Grey’s camp last night.  They are very large and appear to be there for the purpose of obtaining and distributing water to their fighters.”  He sat and ran a hand through his hair.  It looked to me like he had not slept.  He took a sip from a silver-leafed tea mug.  I looked around for a mug for myself and saw that the towel lady was heading our way with a tray of mugs and honey.  Zander finished his sip and continued.
 
   “Now normally this would not be of much interest to us.  But we may be able to turn it to our advantage.”  He pointed at Ruguer who was sitting across the table.  Ruguer nodded back and began speaking.  I noticed he didn’t stand.    He, too, also appeared exhausted.
 
   “You all know the issues,” he said.  “We have tonight and tomorrow night to come up with a way to attack and seriously reduce the number of invaders that are outside of our walls.  They surprised us with a quick advance by a smaller force.  This force is keeping us bottled up inside while the larger force advances on our position. I intend to make them pay for their actions. The king and I both agree that we must hit the smaller siege force while it is deprived of the protection of the larger body.”  The King’s lead warrior rubbed his eyes before continuing.  “We have the numbers to wipe them out.  That’s not the problem.  The problem is that we have to do it without suffering so many casualties that we can’t defend the city positions adequately when the main body of invaders arrive.”  Now he did rise and walked over to the windows, looking out while he continued.
 
   “If we had more time we may have been able to come up with a more…elegant solution.  But time is one thing we don’t have.  Indeed, the main body of Greys might even arrive tomorrow before evening falls.”  He turned back away from the windows and looked at the room’s occupants.  “The situation with the water wagons is not new.  Every siege force has to have a way to provide the occupying raiders with food and water.  It is simply unworkable to have your fighters leaving their stations to travel to water sources several times per day.  At any given time you would only have about half of your force in place.  So the wagons aren’t new.  But our plan is.”  At this Ruguer beckoned to one of the warriors at the doors.  He ducked outside and came back in with a white cylinder about eight inches in diameter and a foot or so long.  He set the object on the table then resumed his post at the door.  Ruguer picked it up.
 
   “This,” he said, “is crushed calimph seed pressed into a transportable size and shape.  While it is dry, as you see here, it is completely harmless.  But if it is mixed with water…it becomes a potent poison.  A batch of this size would be enough to render an entire water wagon into liquid death.  The seeds dissolve quickly and leave no taste.  Two to three hours after ingesting the solution the victim will experience horrible abdominal pains followed quickly thereafter by an agonizing death.”
 
   There was a ripple of muttering in the room.  Ruguer went on.
 
   “I wouldn’t want this type of death for anyone.  Anyone, that is, other than inhuman beasts that want to kill, butcher and devour our children.  The problem is obvious.  How do we get the calimph seed into the water wagons?  The answer might have been handed to us by our patrol leaders.”  He nodded again in our direction at the table.
 
   I was caught off guard.  As far as I knew I had not discovered anything that might be construed as a way to sneak up through scores of man-eating humanoids and plop a poison pill into their drinking water.  To my relief Pulg rose.
 
   “While we were out last night we passed by the Lake of Fathers.  We saw several wagons there being filled by bucket.  We had the impression that they were being filled for use in the morning when most of the camp wakes.  We kept an eye on the location, passing by every time we went out or returned to the city with refugees.  It would appear that they have picked this particular lake and that particular spot for the purposes of filling some of their wagons.  One time we saw as many as four wagons being filled there.”  Pulg pursed his lips and sat.
 
   Ruguer picked it up from there.  “So we know where to find the wagons.  At least some of them.  The plan is not an easy one to accomplish.  But…if we are successful at poisoning even one wagon without being discovered we can disable a significant number of the enemy.”  He stood again.  I saw dark spots under his eyes and the scar over his eye was now more noticeable.
 
   “The poison acts slowly, which will serve to maximize the number of enemy who consume it.  If the effects were more immediate they would quickly track the source of the sickness and purge the wagons.  Unless someone has a better idea I propose that we send our three teams out again.   Late tonight, when we have a minimum of three wagons being filled, our teams will attack and kill the wagon tenders.  We will then “salt” the wagons with the calimph seed.  It should take no more than a few seconds to drop the cylinders inside.  Then comes the hard part.”  The King’s Sword looked at the patrol team leaders again.  “If we just killed the tenders and left the wagons they might get suspicious.  Normally I wouldn’t credit them with that much intelligence but they have been acting exceptionally clever lately.  So we will have to draw the attention of the main camp.  Probably we will have to make a certain amount of noise in the attack anyway.  But we need to be particularly noisy and try to let one or two escape.  Our best scenario would be to have it appear that our ambush has been discovered and that we have been chased off.  That is the dangerous part.  We have no idea how many Greys will be responding or how dedicated they will be in their response.  Our teams will have to evade and escape just ahead of them.  Hopefully they can all make it back here safely and the Greys will have those wagons filled with what they will think is fresh water waiting for their camp when morning comes.”
 
   All eyes turned in our direction.  I felt like I had a block of ice between my shoulder blades.  The term “suicide mission” drifted through my mind.  King Zander stood and spoke.
 
   “I know we are asking a lot of your teams,” he said looking at Pulg, Layann and myself.  “If we could think of any other way…”  He lifted his palms without finishing the thought.
 
   Pulg rose, followed by Layann.  I felt stupid being seated so I did too.  They executed the Olvioni salute, fists across their chests.  Me too.  Pulg spoke.  “We are honored at your trust in us, Majesty”.  And the funny thing is…I really was.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
 
   Honor
 
    
 
   After Zander ended the meeting he and Ruguer remained at their table continuing to make their battle plans.  I approached them and they invited me to sit.  I almost fell into the chair.  The king poured a mug of tea and slid it across the table to me.
 
   “I’d have thought that you would be half way to your bed by now, Tag-Gar”, Ruguer said.
 
   “I am definitely headed that way as soon as I leave here.  But I wanted to ask if you could send a small team of archers along with us on our mission tonight.”
 
   I took a sip of the strong tea.  It was hot and made me feel less clammy.
 
   The King’s Sword gave me a funny look and turned to Zander with a look of slight confusion on his face.  Zander spoke.
 
   “Are you certain Tag-Gar?” he asked.  “Archers serve a purpose in combat but that purpose is usually limited.  They are primarily useful in repelling attacks upon our walls or for hunting to provide food for the other warriors in the field.  They are not commonly used in efforts such as the one you will be leading tonight.”
 
   Ruguer picked up the conversation.
 
   “I agree with Zander.  To be frank, Tag-Gar, archers are considered to be somewhat less valuable than other warriors.”
 
   Now I was the one who was confused.
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t understand your attitude toward archers.  One of my team last night, Waan, is an archer and a damned good one.  Without her bow and arrows I probably would not be here this morning.” 
 
   “I’m sure she was very helpful” Ruguer put hand on my shoulder.  “You see Tag-Gar, honor is a very important element in the mindset of a warrior of Olvion.  There is honor in standing shield to shield with a foe on the field of battle.  Archers don’t do that.  They engage the enemy from a distance.”  
 
   I was tired and grumpy and not in the mood for a philosophical discussion.  I stood.
 
   “With all due respect to both of you; I have been asked to lead the raid tonight.  In my judgment that effort requires the use of a number of archers, say about five of them.  If you want we can debate their place in the hierarchy of warrior status later but right now I’m tired and I want to get out of my wet clothes and go to bed.”
 
   Ruguer looked surprised at my attitude and maybe a little bit angry.  Zander, however, smiled and stood to face me.
 
   “Forgive me Tag-Gar.  It has been a long time since I commanded warriors in battle.  Of course we will have the archers you requested waiting for you tonight.”
 
   I left the War Room feeling bad about losing my temper.  I had to bear in mind that every culture has their particular biases and that they are deeply rooted.  This one against archers, though, was one that I felt I would have to argue against as soon as I had the time to sit down with Ruguer and the King again.
 
   I dragged my damp and clammy self back to my room.  I was extremely disappointed to see Dwan was not there.  I took a few minutes to grab a quick shower and took Tinker in with me.  She protested at first and even let her claws protrude a little.  Then the warm water hit her and she stopped shivering.  I used some soap on her fur, especially the tail then rinsed her.  I used a towel to sop most of the water from her fur then put her on the floor.  She shook herself like a dog and rolled around on the small rug.  As she was doing that I went back into the outer room and noticed my shield and other armaments had been delivered.  They sat in a corner.
 
   With wet hair I gathered up Tinker and traveled to the medical triage facility that Dwan had been setting up.  Tinker had somehow managed to get herself almost entirely dry by that time and was worrying with her tail.  Eschewing her pouch she elected to ride on my shoulder.  She disliked the attention she received from passersby, especially those who asked me to stop so they could stroke her.  More than once I saw her expose her fangs and claws to discourage the looky-loos.
 
   I managed to find the triage building again.  After a few moments of searching I found Dwan tending to one of the refugees, an older woman who had been brought in by Pulg’s team.  She saw me approaching and ran to meet me.  I admit to enjoying her reaction to my presence.  After a long hug followed by a kiss she took me by the hand and led me to a small room that contained steaming pots of tea and mugs.  I gratefully received another kiss and hug.  She put her face to my chest and held me tightly.
 
   “I heard that all of the patrols got back safely but I wouldn’t let myself believe it until I saw you.  Hi, Tinky.”  She ruffled the fur around Tinker’s neck eliciting a purr.  I would note here that Dwan was the only one who could get away with calling her Tinky.  I made that mistake once.  Once.
 
   “Are you done with your nocturnal strolls?” she asked.
 
   Her face fell when she read my expression.
 
   “Oh no.  What have they asked you to do now?  You’re not the only person in this city that can accomplish things.”
 
   I shrugged.  “What can I do?  They said they need me for tonight.  We’re going to try to play a little trick on our grey friends.  It shouldn’t be anything too risky.” 
 
   She looked me square in the eyes.  “That’s not true and you know it.”  She turned and pretended to be arranging the tea mugs.  One hand snuck up to whisk away a tear.  I came up behind her and put my arms around her waist.  With her big personality it was easy to forget how small Dwan was.  She covered my arms with hers and leaned back to kiss me on my neck.  
 
   “Promise me you’ll be careful?”
 
   “Of course I will.  I just found you.  I traveled all the way from another world for you.  I’m not going to lose you now.”
 
   She turned around to face me.  She made no attempt to hide the tears now.
 
   “When do you go out again,” she asked.
 
   “After nightfall.”
 
   She smiled.  “Then we have about two hours before you have to go to sleep.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
   Poison
 
    
 
   Right after dark I kissed Dwan goodbye and headed toward the secret exit by the waterfall.  I wore my dark-colored trousers and vest.  Again I carried only a knife and my mace.  My forearm guards again seemed like a good choice for tonight.  In a pinch they could deflect a sword slash.  The metal embellishments on my vest also served more than a decorative purpose.  They were able to stop a knife or sword thrust.  My boots were soft and made no sound as I traveled over the sandy loam around the castle walls.  
 
   Walking through the castle I passed a large floor-to-ceiling mirror in a hallway and snatched a look at myself.  My blonde hair and beard were growing out.  The coloring put me in stark contrast with the Olvionis who were universally brunette.  Most men wore beards and I felt more assimilated letting mine grow.  While my new friends all had olive-colored skin mine was now dark brown from being exposed to the sun over the past weeks.  I could see my Viking heritage in my image.
 
   After winding my way through the underground passageways I came into the anteroom located just before the tunnel to the waterfall.  My team and those of Pulg and Layann were there.  They all placed fists over their hearts.  I did the same.  A group of five archers were also there.  Two women and three men.  I remembered that as a Sub-Commander I was now in charge.  I went up to Pulg and Layann.
 
   “Who’s in charge of the archers,” I asked.
 
   Layann raised her hand.  “I am.  Or actually you are, Sub-Commander, but it was decided that they would be under my direction since we are all going to the same place.  If you like, you and Pulg can divide my team members from last night.”  I noticed she was carrying a bow and quiver along with her two knives.
 
   I looked over the three capable-looking men that she gestured to.
 
   “Well, like you said, we are all going to the same place.  Pulg, take command of Layann’s crew from last night?”
 
   He nodded.  I got the feeling that he was flattered at the assignment.  I gestured for all of them to gather around.
 
   “Okay, we have seventeen people.  The way I see it the biggest challenge we will have will be to get to our objective without bumping into each other in the dark.  Layann, do you know where this place is at the Lake of Fathers?”  She nodded.  “All right then.  Pulg, I need you to take your group and half of the calimph seed and take one route to the site by the lake.  I, Layann and our teams will take another route.  The most important thing is that we get at least some of those water wagons salted.  If one group gets attacked it will just help the other by acting as a diversion.  When you get to the lake wait for no more than one hour.  If we are coming we should get there by then.  
 
   “Silence is our best friend.  Before we leave check all of your people for rattles or anything that makes noise.  No talking.  No whispering.  NO NOISE!  Am I understood?”  
 
   All of the heads in the room nodded.
 
   “Great.  Remember; everyone in Olvion is counting on us tonight.  Objective one is to salt those wagons.  Then and only then are we to go to objective two, which is getting everyone back here safely.  When we get out to the site I want the archers strategically stationed so they can start the attack by dropping as many Greys as possible.  Remember we want one or two to escape.  So we hit, we salt, we wait until we hear the pursuit and then we run.  Both groups will take the quickest route back here together.  If we have to fight our way back we will do it from the strongest possible position.  Questions?”
 
   Layann:  “How do you want to position the archers?”
 
   I smiled.  “You will decide that, of course.  Who else?”  She smiled back.
 
   “Pulg, move your team out.  We’ll be behind you shortly.”
 
   As his team exited single-file through the secret tunnel I crossed over to where Temms, Waan and Crain stood.  They all straightened up.  I held up a hand to put them at ease.
 
   “I need you three to help Layann with her archers.  Waan, you probably know some of them, help her keep them quiet.  They didn’t go out last night so they don’t really know what to expect.”  I glanced over at them.  Two or three looked a little nervous.  Who wouldn’t be?
 
   Then it was our turn to leave.  I took the lead.  The water was just as cold and shocking as it had been the night before.  I came out on the other side and took a moment to get my breath back.  I did a few deep knee bends to squeeze out as much water from my trousers as possible.  The others came through dripping.  One of the female archers made a startled sound while passing through the water.  Layann silenced her with a glare.  When we were all gathered and composed I led us out.
 
   Layann took us to a lightly-used footpath that headed out and around the campfires of the Greys.  It followed a long looping route through a heavily forested area.  The moons were out but we had good cloud cover.  I was happy to see us moving silently.  Layann walked at my side.  Her bow was strung and she had an arrow nocked but not drawn.  I looked back to see all of her archers doing the same.
 
   We had one close call in which we had to flatten ourselves out on the ground as a tenfold of Greys passed us by in the dark.  Tinker had sent me a warning signal but they were making no effort to be quiet.  We could probably have taken them easily but the noise of the struggle might have alerted others and, as I had told the others, the most important thing to accomplish tonight was the poisoning of the water wagons.
 
   At last we converged upon the Lake of the Fathers.  It was a huge body of water surrounded by trees looming black against the night sky.  We approached through a thicket of shoulder-high bushes, Layann leading the way.  She stopped and crouched.  The rest of us followed her actions.  The night sounds surrounded us.  Insects and frogs.  A pleasant smell reached us from the water.  Layann motioned for us to stay put.  She moved off into the darkness while we kept watch for movement.  A few moments later she returned.  I grabbed my knife when I saw another person behind her.  Then I relaxed when I saw it was Pulg.  He approached me silently and put his lips to my ear.
 
   “It appears we have chosen the right spot.”
 
   We moved our party up to take positions among Pulg’s team.  We were about a hundred yards away from the water’s edge.  A rutted dirt path ran by the lake and there was a clearing in the trees worn muddy by the passage of many wagons.  In that clearing were five water wagons.
 
   Motioning for our people to remain back, Pulg, Layann and I crawled closer.  We could make out the movement of bodies in the darkness, probably sentries.  The sound of loud snores was also prevalent.  To me it appeared that this group had come to the lake and filled up their wagons then settled down for the night waiting for dawn to make their way back to the main camp in the daylight.  It was too dark to determine how many guards were on duty but it did not appear to be too many.  Maybe four or five.  There were several fires still burning in the camp and we could see two of the beasts warming themselves at the one nearest to our position.  We had no idea how many Greys were sleeping around the wagons.
 
   We examined our surroundings looking for a place that would enable us to get within bow shot range without being seen.  Over to our left was a large stand of scrub trees that came within twenty five yards of the wagons.  Perfect.  But we had another thirty yards of open ground that we would have to cross to get there without being detected.  It was going to be dicey but you work with what you have.  We scooted back and returned to our people.
 
   I was greatly encouraged by the demeanor of my people.  They had every right to be afraid, and probably were, but they were holding it together like professionals.  We made our intentions known through hand signals and gestures.  In groups we started crawling toward the scrubs.  I sent the archers first, led by Layann.  If the following groups were detected in their approach her people would start the attack with a hail of arrows.  I held my breath as they belly-crawled across the open ground.  Every scrape of a knee or drag of a foot sounded like thunder claps to me.  I thanked God for the heavy clouds which cloaked us in inky blackness.  
 
   Layann’s group reached the trees and melted silently into them.  Pulg went next with his group.  They would have to angle around to the left side of the camp.  Two of his team carried the calimph seed cylinders as did two of mine.  When Pulg’s team was halfway across the ground one of the sentries came walking over toward them.  Everyone held their breath.  I heard the Grey spit.  Then he urinated and broke wind.  He lingered a moment.  My hands drifted slowly to the weapons I carried.  Then there was another spit and he returned to the camp.  
 
   I slowly exhaled.  The tension was really mounting in me.  Once again I reminded myself that this was not something that I was accustomed to.  I had experienced many nerve-wracking situations in the prison, some of them even life threatening, but this was Navy Seal stuff.  I was in good shape but we were really flying by the seat of our pants here.  I had to admit the pressure was taking a toll on me.
 
   Once again, Tinker came to my rescue.  She read my emotional state and flooded me with calming feelings and confidence.  She was like my own living, breathing Xanax.
 
   Pulg and his team finally reached the treed area and disappeared.  Now it was just Me, Temms and our small group left.  We were to cover the right side of the Grey’s camp with the archers covering the middle.  We made it across more quickly than the other teams owing to our smaller numbers.  The cover of the trees was comforting.  I snuck over and found Layann and whispered for her to give us ten minutes to position ourselves.  Then her team would select as many targets as possible in the limited light and loose their arrows.  As my team crept into position I saw that there were now three sentries standing in the light of the fire.
 
   Some of the wisest military professionals say no plan survives the first thirty seconds after contact with the enemy.  In this we must have been lucky because immediately after I reached what I took to be a favorable location a volley of arrows streaked out into the Grey’s camp.  The three guards that had been standing by the fire were pin-cushioned.  One did a little half-spin and crashed into the fire.  The other two dropped silently, dead before they hit the ground.  I motioned my men forward.  We ran as quickly and quietly as possible.  Halfway to our objective another volley of arrows streaked in.  One of these took out another sentry that had come to investigate the noise made by his brother falling into the fire.  The others struck some of the Grey’s that were sleeping near the fire.  That’s when all hell broke loose.  Cries of pain rose from those that were struck but not killed.  Grey beasts sprang up all over the camp, yelling, cursing and arming themselves.  
 
   Pulg’s group reached the camp a moment before mine did.  The noise of battle on that side served to draw the enemy’s attention over there.  That suited me fine because it presented me and my team with the backs of our adversaries.  We took full advantage.  
 
   The fighting was furious.  There were more of the beasts than I had thought.  Taken by surprise, the Greys fought ferociously.  They had us outmanned but Layann and her archers were steadily reducing their numbers from the tree line.  We were able to catch a few of the beasts still in their sleeping pallets.  We showed no mercy.  This enemy was here to kill us and were not going to let that happen.  Temms, Crain, Waan and I visited maximum mayhem upon every Grey we encountered.  Some of the enemy finally noticed that they were being assaulted from both sides of the camp and turned to meet us.  We used our momentum to crash into them and deliver killing blows before they could mount an effective defense.
 
   The sound of battle on Pulg’s side of the camp was growing.  Most of the enemy must have been concentrated there.  My team fought toward them.  I led the way swinging my war mace with both hands, smashing anything that moved.  Out of the corner of my eye I saw Waan dropped by a spear thrust.  Temms gutted the Grey that did it.  One of the monsters loomed before me with a huge two-headed axe held high above his head.  I raised my forearm guard and braced myself for the strike but it didn’t happen.  An arrow struck him in his exposed ribs.  The axe fell backwards over his head and I finished him off with a strike to the top of his head.  Temms was shoulder to shoulder with me now, Crain, the only other remaining member of my team fell behind us.  Greys were now darting every which way around us and the flickers of the campfire gave the scene a strobe-like effect.  Some of the beasts were attacking, others were trying to find a path to escape.  One climbed halfway up one of the wagons before taking an arrow to the back and dropping.
 
   A spear struck me along the side of my thigh.  It didn’t pierce the muscles in my leg but it dug a deep furrow across it.  Temms was knocked down by a thrown rock.  I quickly helped him back to his feet.  Behind me Crain was covering our rear and was stabbed in the back.  The sword blade went all the way through his body and exited his chest.  Blood flew everywhere.  He screamed and looked at me as the light died in his eyes.  He fell forward.  The need for retribution surged through me.  I raced forward and caught the bastard that stabbed him and hammered him like a tent peg.
 
   Then it was just Temms and I.  We could see Pulg and his men closer now, fighting savagely for their lives.  The remaining Greys were now caught between us.  Out of the corner of my eye I saw Layann had moved her archers up closer to the battle.  They continued to rain death down upon the invaders from a much closer range.  Pulg had blood running into his eyes from a cut on his forehead.  In the firelight he looked as wild as the Greys did.  Bloodlust was upon him.  He ripped through the brutes with a sword in one hand and a war club in the other.  The sheer strength of the man was awe inspiring.  He was taking down the enemy fighters with either hand.
 
   I took another wound from a thrown battle axe.  The blade of the weapon caught my vest just under the clavicle.  The metal stars on the vest deflected most of the damage but I felt the blood flow.  
 
    I was thankful that most of the Greys were still facing the direction from which Pulg had attacked.  It allowed us to drop many of the beasts from behind before they even knew we were there.  I had blood on me everywhere, some of it mine, most of it from the enemy.  Temms looked as if he had bathed in it.  
 
   Pulg, had lost most of his team, I couldn’t tell how many.  We continued to fight our way toward each other keeping the Greys in a two-edged attack.  The value of the archers was clearly evident.  Several times I was saved from an attack from the rear by their well-aimed missiles.  Their relentless and deadly attack steadily reduced the enemy’s numbers.
 
   I felt something grab my leg.  Looking down I saw a Grey that had been struck in the back and dropped by an arrow.  He had grabbed me and was attempting to use his oversize canine teeth to savage my lower leg.  Luckily my I had my shin guards in place.  I stomped his helmet several times until he stopped moving.  Beside me Temms deflected a spear thrust that was meant for Pulg.  He followed up with a head butt to the nose of his enemy and an upward stab with his sword.  He then put his foot on the chest of his mortally wounded opponent and freed his blade.
 
   Then it was just the three of us, Pulg, Temms and myself.  We were in a circle, defending each other and dealing death and destruction upon any grey-skinned monster that still displayed any willingness to fight.  The ones that did were now mostly failing to reach us before being skewered by the rain of arrows and our surviving warriors were fighting their way over to help us.
 
   Then suddenly the few remaining Greys broke, fleeing the carnage that we had brought down upon them.  I could see only five of them left alive and they were running away from the light of the fires.  Two of them staggered and fell when arrows buried themselves in their backs.  I hoped Layann remembered that we wanted some to escape.  She must have because the other three disappeared unharmed into the darkness. 
 
   Our warriors shouted a victory cry but I quieted them quickly and directed them to the wagons.  With two men on the ground the team members carrying the calimph seed cylinders were boosted up to the tops of the wagon barrels.  There they quickly uncapped the big containers and plopped the cylinders inside.  Two minutes later all of the wagons had been treated with the poison. I gathered up some burning branches from the fire and tossed them onto two of the wagons to make it look like our true intentions had been to burn them before being chased off.  The wood was so wet from the dripping water that I knew the flames would not catch.
 
   I gathered our remaining people.  Three besides myself were injured.  Five of our number were dead.  My people wanted to carry them out.  I refused.
 
   “We can’t help them now.  We are still on a mission.  Quickly, check every Grey and make sure they’re dead.  We don’t want survivors telling their friends about us working on the wagons.  Then meet back by the path Pulg took to get here.  Quickly now!”
 
   We went through the camp completing our grisly task.  I didn’t take the time to assess the condition of the fallen beasts, I just rushed through the fires swinging my spiked weapon at the heads of any of the fallen enemy that I passed.  On the other side of the ambushed camp we hit the path and raced as fast as we could back toward the city.  Two of our injured had to be carried which slowed our escape considerably.  Layann and her archers stayed back, covering us from the rear.  In the distance we heard the first sounds of pursuit.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
                 
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 
   Pride
 
    
 
   In the war room far above the city, Dwan, Ruguer and Zander stood by the large window array which was used to give the commanders a view of any fighting that took place in the valley below.  It was long past midnight and there nothing but darkness visible beyond the panes.  Dwan had been summoned by the king, along with the families of the other raiders that had followed me outside of the safety of the city walls.
 
   Dwan had taken a spot on the far edge of the windows.  She had appreciated the gesture made by Ruguer and the King.  Bringing them all together did have the effect of making her feel less alone.  But nothing could remove the dread that they felt.  It was never given voice but the truth of the matter was that this raid was one that had very little promise of survival.  She was aware of this as was every other family member present.
 
   Dwan felt two strong emotions pulling at her from opposite sides.  
 
   One was the overpowering fear of losing the man she loved.  She had gone through a mostly solitary life, placing importance only on her work.  She had always assumed that love, if it came at all, would find its way to her door with little effort on her part.  And she had been happy with her life. Now that life had been radically changed.  Love had come to her from the most unimaginable source and she had not been prepared for the strength of the emotion or the hold that it placed on her every thought.  And now she was gathered here with others who nursed the same fears that she was experiencing, desperately waiting out the hours for word of the return of their loved ones.
 
   The other emotion she felt was one of overpowering pride.  It was a pride known only to those whose loved ones calmly and willingly placed themselves in the path of a horrible danger and refused to step aside.  They did not do it for glory.  They did not do it for gain.  They did it because the people they love are on the other side.
 
   She looked over at Ruguer and Zander.  They were staring grimly at the windows as if their eyes could, by sheer force of will, penetrate the darkness.  There was no pretense in them, their concern was genuine.  Dwan wondered how many times they had stood at that window and searched the darkness for a glimpse of people returning from desperate and dangerous assignments.  She imagined that each time would have had an effect on them, constantly scratching a bigger and deeper hole into their souls.  Theirs was a job that was best left to people who did not deeply feel.  These two men were not that type.  Only their incredible strength protected them from insanity.
 
   Behind her Dwan heard a woman crying quietly.  She turned to see a girl who was very young, no more than seventeen summers.  A beautiful infant slept soundly in her lap, blissfully unaware of the torment her mother was experiencing.  Dwan left the window and went over to the divan on which the girl sat.  She put her arms around her and held her as she cried.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
   Loss
 
    
 
   By my reckoning we were still two miles from the waterfall.  I could feel the burning wounds in my thigh and side dripping blood.  Still, I was better off than some in our party.  I jogged up to where a man and woman were carrying a limp and sagging wounded man between them.  I snatched him from the two of them and hoisted him into a baby-carry position in my arms.  Between his light frame and this world’s gravity he weighed no more to me than a child.  I headed off behind Pulg.  He had the other wounded warrior, this one female, slung over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry.  
 
   The act of leaving Waan, Crain and the others from our team was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.  I told myself that the Greys respected fallen fighters but, with the huge numbers of fighters they had to feed, I doubted they would be that discriminating.  I kept telling myself that the living in Olvion needed us more than the dead behind us did.  It didn’t help much.  But we couldn’t run the risk of any of us being captured and tortured for information.  Whatever else happened those wagons had to be waiting tomorrow morning to deliver their deadly offering to the Grey’s troops.  I just hoped they bought the whole scenario and didn’t order the wagons dumped and refilled.  Not at the price we had paid.  
 
   After a half mile of carrying my wounded teammate my arms began to ache.  Up ahead Pulg had already handed off the wounded woman to two others.  They put her arms around their shoulders and let her feet drag between them.  The noise grew behind us.  
 
   A mile from the waterfall I was forced to hand my wounded warrior off to two other team members.  The sounds of pursuit seemed to be gaining.  With no wounded to care for, the brutes were steadily gaining on us.  The night was still dark around us.  The clouds had darkened and we heard the first peals of thunder in the distance.  I jogged on letting the blood flow back into my arms and hands.
 
   At about one half mile from the waterfall I could tell we were not going to make it.  Our pursuers were too close and gaining too fast.  Even if we beat them to the entrance to our hidden tunnel they would be close enough to us to see us duck behind the waterfall.  If that were to happen then the tunnel would have to be collapsed and one of our major advantages would be lost.  An advantage that Dwan and her friends might need to escape when the main body of Greys arrived.   I made a decision.  I caught up with Pulg.
 
   “Keep going no matter what you hear.”  The big man started to object.  “I am your Sub-Commander and I am giving you direction.  Now do it, Warrior!”
 
   Pulg gave me a dark but accepting look.  Then he nodded and waved the others forward.  When Layann and her five archers caught up to me I put out a hand to stop them.  
 
   Rain finally broke loose from the heavens and covered us all with refreshing coolness while lightening streaked overhead.  The archers were breathing heavily, bent over with their hands on their knees as they tried to recover from the exhausting run.
 
   “Take up positions alongside the path,” I shouted to be heard over the pounding rain.  “We must give the others time to make it back and report to the king.  Surrender is not an option.  If it should come to it we will fight to the death.  Do not let them take you alive.”
 
   My heart almost burst from my chest with pride.  There were no arguments or hesitation. The archers, male and female, quickly sought out positions of ambush in the surrounding fauna.  They were heroically placing themselves in between the brutish Grey cannibals and their fellow warriors, willing to lay down their lives for them.  If I had time I would have gone up to each of them and told them how proud I was.  But there was no time.  Another peal of thunder exploded overhead as the rain pounded down upon us more heavily.
 
   Images flowed into my mind.  I saw the path behind us, washed by the rain.  I saw streaks of lightning snake out into several different directions in the sky.  Then I saw the beasts approaching on the path.  There were ten of them.  That was not as bad as I thought but more might be behind them.  This could be a quick reaction force designed to catch up and delay us until a larger force could arrive.  Tinker’s images faded. 
 
    I turned to Layann and her people and flashed ten digits.  Some nodded.  Others were busy sticking arrows into the ground in front of them, making them more easily accessible than the quiver.  I took a quick look and decided I would be best used by keeping the Greys from reaching my archers.  I strode over to put myself directly in the middle of them and a little forward.  I hoped my presence and size would give them courage.  I turned around for one last look at what remained of our rear guard.  Three men, three women including Layann.  They were young, handsome people.  They should be out here in the dark looking for solitude or a place to be young together, not preparing to risk their lives.  But this was war and such was not to be the case.
 
   All at once the Greys were there, jogging around a bend in the foot path, splashing in the mud.   Their legs were muddy up to the knees.  I hoped the slippery surface of the path would give us at least a little advantage.  Layann waited until the lead beast spotted one of her archers.  Then she put a shaft deep into his chest.  He went down screaming in agony until another struck him in the throat.  Behind him two more Greys caught arrows and fell or slipped in the mud.  Not a bad start.
 
   The archer group paused in their assault to reload more arrows.  One of the brutes charged into the foliage swinging a sword and knife.  I crouched behind a dense bush until the last minute then sprang up to smash down at him with my club.  He saw the move at the last moment and swiveled, taking the blow on the shoulder instead of the head.  It did him no good.  My mace was made of iron, bearing devastating spikes and was so heavy that only the largest of the Olvionis could even lift it.  The weapon shattered his shoulder and drove him to the ground.  I hopped up and came down directly on his chest, feeling bones give way.  He would never get up again.  
 
   But by this time our surprise was gone.  The remaining six Greys swarmed into our ambush positions in the bushes.  
 
   I had bought Layann’s people enough time to get another arrow nocked.  Six more deadly missiles streaked out into the attacking horde.  The three in the front dropped with mortal wounds.  The other three kept coming.  I body-slammed into two of them, knocking them off of their feet but the last one got by me.  I heard screaming and yells behind me.  I tried to remember if I had made sure that my archers were armed with blades for such an encounter but I could not recall.  Damn it, I should have checked.
 
   But right now there was no time for anything but fighting.  My attack stopped the forward momentum of two of the beasts but they scrambled back to their feet.  One had a hammer and shield, the other a javelin and short sword.  Another body slam by me pushed the shield-bearing monster back off balance again but the other attacker made a savage thrust with the javelin, piercing my already-bleeding thigh (why was it always the same leg?).  I grabbed the javelin with my empty hand to keep it from piercing any deeper and swung my club.  Instead of fighting me for the weapon he wisely turned it loose and hopped back.  He then swung his sword at my head.  I yanked the javelin out of my leg and tossed it into the dirt, then quickly raised my arm and the metal forearm guard intercepted the sword slash.  Undeterred he brought the weapon up overhead and into a downward thrust.  I leapt back and the sword missed.  His momentum turned the beast sideways and I kicked out catching him in the side.  He showed agony in his face and started to crumble.  I limped forward intending to cave in his head but by this time his fellow attacker had recovered his feet again and shoved his shield between us. It was the first time I had ever known one of the bastards to perform an unselfish act.  Of course, he was probably more interested in keeping our fight a two-against-one affair.
 
   The one I kicked came up behind him and shouted something to him.  Tinker twitched and I raised my club just in time to catch the hammer as it came in from my right side.  Then I hopped back again as the other Grey lunged in with the sword.  Tinker had intuited their intentions and flashed me an image of their attack.  
 
   Now she sent me another image, this one of the javelin.  The two were working their way over to where I had stuck it in the dirt.  Obviously they had decided, correctly, that the best way to defeat me was from a distance.  The javelin was the perfect tool for that job when properly used.
 
   But knowing their intentions gave me a chance to feint to one side then swing back with all of my power to the other.  My mace arced a path right over the grounded javelin.  The Grey that had leapt out to grab it took the iron spikes of my weapon directly on the top of his head.  
 
   And then there was one.  
 
   The remaining Grey ran at me holding his shield high.  Unfortunately this left his legs exposed and I took the shield on my shoulder and smashed his foot with my weapon.  He howled and shifted the shield to cover his feet.  I pivoted, preparing to take off his head but four arrows sprouted simultaneously from his chest and abdomen.  He looked down at them.  Then he stepped back, spit blood and dropped.
 
   I turned with a smile to thank my helpers.  The expression died quickly on my face.  On the ground in front of the remaining archers lay two dead females.  One was Layann.  She was draped over the equally dead Grey who had gotten past me.  Her dagger, buried in his throat, was still in her hand.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 
   Enough
 
    
 
   We made it back to the waterfall entrance without further incident.  Since it appeared we were no longer being pursued, I insisted on carrying Layann.  The remaining archers carried our other fallen comrade.  I had taken my belt off and wrapped it around the javelin wound on my thigh.  By the time we ducked through the waterfall I had lost enough blood from my wounds that I fell to my knees.  My vision fuzzed and fought to focus but dizziness was quickly descending upon me.   I struggled with all of my remaining strength to keep from dropping Layann on the muddy ledge.  I would not let the mud defile her further.  Getting her body back to Olvion was somehow critical to helping me forgive myself for leaving Waan and our other fellow warriors at the lake.
 
   Just as I was about to drop her, two of the warriors that were guarding the tunnel lifted her from my arms and carried her deeper into the bowels of the walled city.  They left me kneeling there.  I fell back against the wet wall, still on my knees until I heard others coming for me. Tinker, who had stayed silent and unmoving through the entire trek back, crawled slowly out of her pouch.  She climbed up to my shoulder and put her muzzle under my chin.  Into my mind flowed a mild wave of sympathy and sadness.  My little friend was telling me, without the benefit of words, how sorry she was.  There were no words that could have conveyed her feelings more clearly.
 
   “He’s through here,” I vaguely heard someone shout.  The stone walls made the voice echo.  Dwan came around the curve of the tunnel entrance.  Her face was full of concern, her eyes brimming.  She was taking in my wounds and physical condition even as she approached.  Two men were with her.  One was Ruguer.  The other was King Zander.  Even being in my weakened condition I still felt a little humbled that the king of this enormous walled empire was personally here waiting for me and my team to return.  In a small way it took some of the hurt out of the experience of losing friends.  
 
   Though I had known Waan and Crain only one day I had done battle with them and, thus, would always think of them as my friends.  Some of the people who died tonight did so without my even knowing their names.  But they were still my comrades in arms.  Their faces would always remain in my memory.  Only soldiers, policemen and people in similar occupations know what I was feeling.
 
   Dwan wrapped her arms around me and hugged my head to her bosom.  After a brief interlude of comforting she tried to get me to my feet.  She was pulled gently away by Ruguer and the king.  They lifted me between them taking my arms over their shoulders and helped me walk through the tunnel.  A stretcher-type apparatus was waiting in the anteroom beyond the tunnel.  I tried to protest that I could walk but my vision started swimming.  Zander put a hand to my chest and gently pushed me back down on the stretcher,
 
   “You’ve done enough for tonight, Warrior,” he said. 
 
   Before I sank into unconsciousness I saw Dwan standing over me with Tinker held in her arms.  Tinker’s big black eyes looked as concerned as Dwan’s.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
 
   Slaughter
 
    
 
   I woke up in the triage building with a warm bundle on my chest.  I looked down to see Tinker lying there sleeping.  Bluish curtains were drawn all around me.  A young woman was in a chair at the side of my bed.  The moment she saw my eyes open she stood and dashed off.  I had a brief and ridiculous feeling that I had offended her in some way.  I looked around but could see only curtains in every direction except the one in which the young woman had fled.  There was a three foot gap in the curtains there and I could see other beds and other patients.  Attendants were carrying trays and making beds.  The place was dimly lit and had the feel of a large hospital that was expecting a lot of patients that had not yet arrived which, of course, it was.
 
   Tinker stirred and sat up on her haunches.  Her whiskers twitched.  She moved closer to my face and chittered, that tail of hers swishing back and forth.  She projected feeling of affection.  I stroked her head and her eyes closed, enjoying the attention and my touch.
 
   Dwan came in wiping her hands on a white towel.  She smiled and bent over to kiss me.  The young woman who had gone to fetch her looked like she didn’t know the direction in which to look.  Dwan kissed me again, more intensely this time.  I put my hand behind her head and held the kiss as long as I could.  It was so good to see her again after the death and destruction of the last night.
 
   “Thank you for coming back to me,” she said.  There were tears gathering in her eyes.  She carefully wiped them away.  “Your injuries bled a lot but they were not really that bad.  One of the thigh wounds was deep but it missed the artery, you’ll recover.  I had to pack it to keep an abscess from forming.  The others have been stitched.  Next week we’ll take out the packing and stitch it up as well.  Then we’ll decide how much worse I will injure you if you ever let yourself get hurt like that again.”
 
   I laughed.  She smiled.  It was a sad little smile.
 
   As she worried over me, checking my bandages and making sure I had feeling in all of my appendages, she told me what had transpired since I’d lost consciousness last night.
 
   I had been out for about six hours.  It was now daylight and the focus of the entire military corps in the city was watching the Grey camp for any indications that the plan had worked.  
 
   The highest point in the city was the war room of the castle.  It loomed some twenty stories into the sky.  From this room battle commanders had an almost birds-eye view of the valley in which our enemy was camped.  Over the war room was a flat roof from which protruded dozens of flag poles.  These were exploited by attendants raising and lowering flags of different colors, designs and shapes which were used to send directions to warriors in the field.  It wasn’t the same as walkie-talkies but it was an advantage that the enemy didn’t have and could not (we hoped) read.
 
   I knew Olvion had developed optics such as telescopes because I had seen them being used from the observation pits along the walls.  Aided by these tools the walled city waited and watched, hoping that the sacrifices from the night before had not been in vain.
 
   Once informed about what was going on I insisted upon going up to the war room and awaiting the outcome of our gambit.  When that got me nowhere I began to wheedle and beg.  She gave me her best attempt at firmness but eventually gave in to the inevitable and agreed to let me go.  The only condition was that she would accompany me and I would be taken there in a wheelchair.  That seemed even better to me than walking up all of those stairs but I wondered how we would get the chair up to the top.  She told me to let her worry about that and that Olvion was not some back-water fish camp.  
 
   After helping me into the chair Dwan dampened her hands from the water jar by my bed and slicked back my hair a little.  “Can’t have you going before the king with your hair looking like a haystack.” She wheeled me through the triage building and out into the sun.  It felt warm on my face.  Passersby smiled and nodded to me.  Tinker was curled up in my lap like a big housecat.   She was getting more attention than I, of course.  Dwan pushed me into the castle proper and we took a circuitous route to a portion of the ground floor that I’d not been to in the past.  We were in a large circular anteroom with a high ceiling. Several hallways led into and out of this particular place.  Dwan pushed me up to a dull metal door and pulled it open.  She then turned my wheelchair around and backed me inside a closet-sized room and closed the door behind us.  I looked around to see two glow bulbs overhead and a hollow cylinder sticking out of the wall.
 
   “Uh, what are we doing in here,” I asked.  In the back of my mind I suspected (Okay, I wished) that she might be planning a naughty romantic interlude.
 
   She ignored my question.  She put her mouth to the cylinder and said “War room”.
 
   The purpose of the little room revealed itself to be a primitive elevator.  It rocked slightly and began to ascend.  I searched the roof for a hint as to what was powering the apparatus.  I couldn’t see anything but I did detect the squeaking of pulleys and wheels.  I conjectured that it was probably human-powered or maybe used the strength of large animals pulling ropes or cables.  It traveled quite slowly, occasionally knocking against the side of the shaft through which we were traveling.  
 
   “I’m a little amazed that this castle would have such a contraption,” I observed.
 
   “Not all former kings were as strong as Zander,” She said.  “In the past we have had kings that were disabled by combat injuries and some that were simply too old to navigate all of those stairs.  And it would not be seemly to have a monarch carried up by others.  We mainly now use it for people like you who are needed upstairs but too injured or otherwise infirm to make it on their own.
 
   When the car stopped Dwan opened the door and got back behind my chair.  She pushed me out into a short hall which ended at the Observatory/War Room. 
 
   I felt quite self-conscious as she wheeled my chair into the busy room.  I saw Zander and Ruguer along with Pulg and about two dozen others.  Zander was standing at the huge floor to ceiling windows which overlooked the valley in front of the castle.  He had his hands clasped behind him and was leaning slightly to the side as he listened to Ruguer who was pointing at something in the distance.  The smell of spiced tea was strong in the air.  
 
   Zander nodded and looked behind himself.  He saw Dwan and me and smiled.  He turned to us and beckoned us to join him.  Ruguer saw his actions and he, too, smiled in welcome.  As others in the room noticed us an impromptu smattering of applause broke out.  My self-consciousness emerged and I could not imagine what they were applauding for.  People separated and made a path for us to use.  I looked back over my shoulder to see Dwan’s face, obviously pleased at the reception.
 
   When we got to Zander’s position by the window he bent to take my hand but stopped as I placed my fist over my heart.  He quickly returned my salute then smiled broadly and grasped my hand and forearm in both hands.
 
   “Welcome back, Warrior.  We have been told of your actions as the leader of the mission last night.”  He nodded to his left where I saw Pulg sitting, his head wound bandaged.  “Your teams showed amazing courage.  In the next few hours we hope to see that the number of lives saved may be significant.”  The King of Olvion knelt in front of my wheel chair to put himself level with my eyes.  
 
   “I know the effect it has on a person to leave friends on the battlefield.  I conferred with Ruguer after he studied all of the reports from your…your surviving team members.  He has told me your actions last night were impeccable.  And impressive.”  He stood.  “This is war.  We are besieged by inhuman monsters that must be stopped.  Do not forget that.  I guarantee you that any warrior in our service would gladly give their lives for that goal.”
 
   Despite my best efforts I felt my eyes filling.  For some reason I desperately did not want to display any embarrassing emotions in front of these people whom I so respected.  The king seemed to understand what was happening and turned to look, again, out of the window.  I quickly swiped my eyes with the sleeve of my garment.
 
   I pushed myself up from the chair.  Dwan surprised me by helping instead of trying to sit me back down.  I leaned on her as I limped up to stand next to Zander.
 
   Below us we saw the enemy camp laid out in the distance.  From this angle I could see that they were arranged in forty evenly-populated square groups.  I recalled Ruguer telling me that this advance group numbered twenty thousand fighters.  So…five hundred Greys to each square.  The enemy blocks of fighters were spread out in a semi-circular arrangement.  The two ends of the deployment came as close to the Olvion stronghold as possible without being so close as to invite quick attacks from within.  The formation was simple but, at least to me, appeared effective.  They were not here to attack us, only to hold us inside until the main body of the horde arrived.  But I felt they had unwisely placed themselves on our side of the bluffs which would have afforded them some natural defensive advantages should we wish to attack.  Thank God for small favors.  It was obvious that they wanted to be close enough to be able to attack if an opportunity appeared.
 
   The shops and other small buildings that had lined the entrances to the East side of the city were now abandoned, of course.  Likewise Ruguer had withdrawn his warriors from the battlements and defenses that faced the valley.  Some defensive constructs had been dismantled to prevent the enemy from employing them but most had simply been left.  The arrangement of the defenses was such that they were only effective for defending against an attack from only one side of the valley.  Any actions emanating from the city itself would only be strengthened by their existence.  Very smart.
 
   From where I stood in the castle war room looking out at the valley the Hound’s Teeth Mountains were on my left and the Kneeling Warrior range was to my right.  The sun rose in this world in the direction in which I was facing so I call that direction to be the East.  It sets behind me in the direction of the ocean that the Olvionis call Panoply.  I call that West. With that established, the Hounds Teeth Mountains would be to be North, and the Kneeling Warrior Mountains to the South.
 
     Behind me and extending west through the flat land between these two mountain ranges was “The Lion’s Road.  If one were to follow it for a number of miles (at this point not yet known to me) you would reach the coast of the large ocean.  Along that coastline, miles from each other, were the other three kingdoms: Aspell, Archer’s Gate and Northland.  It was from these three locations that we were to be re-supplied and reinforced.  I had no idea how long that would take, only that my friend Vynn had been trusted with the task.
 
   I took in the arrangement of the war room as we waited for some reaction to our efforts of the night before.  The entire front wall, of course, was taken up by the observation windows.  I could hear the wind at this great height pushing at the panes.  To one side was a bank of tables manned by warriors, mostly women.  They each had a work station under their control and a hollow cylinder, exactly like the one I’d seen in the elevator we’d taken to get up here.  Every now and then Ruguer or a lower-ranked officer would comment to one of them and that person would speak into the tube.  I surmised these to be the same sort of communication system that were once used on older boats to relay instructions from the pilot house to the engine room.  It was a primitive but effective setup.  From here I supposed orders could be relayed to the warrior commanders down below.  I had no doubt that we had numerous legions of soldiers there fully equipped and awaiting the order to attack.
 
   I noticed some movement over by the side of the window opposite where I was.  Two warriors were passing a telescope back and forth between them and discussing something that I could not quite make out.  One finally approached Ruguer and pointed.  Ruguer examined something through his telescope and then nudged the king.  Zander listened to a whispered comment then used his own telescope.  I crept closer, Dwan still helping me stand steady.
 
   Everyone at the windows was now looking in the same direction and commenting back and forth.  I looked out in the general area where I saw the telescopes being pointed.  Even at this distance I could just make out about six dozen brown objects that had to be water wagons like the ones we’d attacked last night.  They were placed at different locations, spread out among the enemy encampment.  I could see some sort of activity over on the Hound’s Teeth side of the valley but I was too far away to make out any details.  The atmosphere in the war room began to change.  There was an obvious excitement starting to grow.  Observers at the window started giving orders to runners behind them who, in turn, delivered the information to the people manning the tables and voice tubes.  I was growing crazy at not being able to discern what was actually happening.  Ruguer turned to confer with two other warrior commanders.  Zander could see me trying to figure out what was happening.  He stepped over and handed his telescope to me.
 
   “If you’ll look there,” he pointed to the Hound’s Teeth side of the valley, “You will see dozens of their fighters doubling over.  The water was distributed to their lines three hours ago and the poison is just now beginning to take hold.  You’ve done it, Tag-Gar.  Your people were successful.”  He put an arm around my shoulder and hugged me.  I hoped Layann and Crain were watching us from somewhere.  I peered through the king’s telescope.  It was of excellent quality, certainly the equivalent of anything I’d used back in my previous life.  As the king had said I could now make out many of the grey-skinned monsters doubled over, some on hands and knees.  They were retching and holding their stomachs.  I noticed some were being attended to by others by unknowingly offering them more water, the source of their misery.  I panned around the entire camp and saw that most of the activity was at the one end of the deployment.  There was another, smaller outbreak taking place just off the middle of their formation. That meant that there were two locations in which the poisonous water had been consumed.  I could see most of the other beasts totally ignoring their comrades.  They were eating, drinking, and sharpening their weapons.
 
   “The question now,” Zander continued, “Is when to actually attack.  We must not do so too early or the poison will not yet be maximally effective.  Right now it appears that their entire flank on that side is affected.”  He pointed.  “Tactically that is an enormous advantage for us. But if we wait so late that they see what is happening they may shift their numbers to reinforce that side.”
 
   Ruguer approached us.  He couldn’t resist tickling Tinker under the chin.  She was in my left arm now, eyes taking in everything that was transpiring.  I felt a small glimmer of excitement from her.  Ruguer spoke to the king.
 
   “The cavalry has been called up and is ready.   Infantry units are at the gates.  The healers have told me that the maximum result from the ingestion of the calimph seed should take place thirty minutes after the effects first appear.  It isn’t certain, there are many variables, not all of the Greys will have drank at the same time and some will have taken more than others.  But that is their best guess.  With your permission I am going to accept that and act on it.”
 
   Zander looked to the windows again.  I could see the grim expression on his face.  At this time I had an insight into the enormous responsibility a king or any other commander has on their shoulders.  Men and women will live or die according to a decision as simple as the timing of an action.  A minute either way could and would determine the fate of so many people.  But along with that enormous weight of responsibility I could also feel his strength.  I knew, without a doubt that this was the man for the job.  Muscles in his jaw twitched.  He turned back to Ruguer.
 
   “Of course, Commander.”  He took Ruguer’s hand in the Olvion version of a handshake, grasping his arm near the wrist.  “For Olvion!”
 
   “For Olvion,” Ruguer responded.  He backed away a pace then executed a salute which Zander returned.  Ruguer and two of his sub-commanders left the room.  
 
   Somewhere in the back of my mind I felt a primitive impulse to run after and join them.  The heroism of men walking calmly to battle filled me with admiration and sadness.  Courage like that is simply wasted when such men sacrifice their lives fighting the evil of others.  But without them the evil triumphs.  The light dies.  
 
   I could tell that everyone left in the room was feeling the same as I.  I heard a sound from Dwan and looked around to see her quietly crying.  My leg wounds were starting to ache more now and I sagged a little.  Dwan forced herself out of her sadness and insisted that I return to my wheel chair.  She pushed me back over to the viewing window.  It had grown terribly quiet within the room.  It was as if words were not appropriate.  We simply watched.  And waited.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
 
   Cavalry
 
    
 
   Ten minutes after Ruguer left I could hear a deafening sound accompanied by a rumbling through the castle walls.  I correctly guessed it was the chains that held up the two largest gates to the walls of Olvion.  They were lowering, opening the bigger twin doors of the city.  We couldn’t see what was happening because we were located almost directly on top of the gates.
 
   In the enemy camp activity increased.  Some Greys stood, trying to see what was happening.  It seemed that none really expected an attack.  Through a telescope I watched the horde.  Some were casually starting to retrieve their weapons.  Most merely shaded their eyes and looked toward the city gates.  I noticed there were considerably more of them now holding their abdomens or doubled over in pain.
 
   We could hear a hollow drumming below us as hundreds of our warriors emerged into our sight from both sides of the castle in formation.  The drumming was from their feet as they jogged across the bridges.  We could see them now that they had traveled far enough away from the gates.  On both bridges I could see our men making their way toward the enemy, fast enough to surprise them but slowly enough to stay in orderly formation.  
 
   From talking with Ruguer and Zander I knew that we had sixty thousand warriors at arms but only fifteen hundred cavalry troops. That number was a recent adjustment that resulted from adding five hundred additional mounted troops to their numbers.  I didn’t know how many of our warriors were being committed to this action but it was obviously enough to do the job.  As I watched, streams of our infantry fighters poured forth from beneath us.  
 
   The enemy camp finally figured out that something was afoot.  I could see Greys running now, shouting and arming themselves.  I also saw even more of the beasts suffering horribly from the effects of the calimph seed, especially in the ranks of Greys located on the Hound’s Teeth side of the valley.  Entire blocks of the monsters were now either vomiting their breakfasts or lying prostrate on the grounds as their commanders tried in vain to rouse them.  Greys were running back and forth, some were actually striking the sickened fighters with clubs and whips trying to move them into defensive positions.  As I watched even some of those wielding the bludgeons began to stop and expel the contents of their stomachs.
 
   By now thousands of Olvioni troops had crossed the bridges and were melding into one massive formation on the far side.  Signal-riders on horses circulated around the edges.  They carried multiple flags in quivers attached to their saddles.  Almost as one they drew red flags and waved them back and forth over their heads while standing high in their stirrups.  Upon seeing the signal the single huge group of warriors split once, then once again into four evenly numbered groups of fighters.  The groups were shaped like rectangles containing twenty rows of five hundred fighters.  The enemy, seeing their deployments, would not be able to discern any particular area in their lines that was going to be attacked.  Not, that is, until the actual action had begun and our troops were committed.
 
   I felt Dwan’s hands fold around my neck from behind as I sat in my wheelchair.  I took them in my own.  Tinker, no longer cradled in my arms, stepped daintily forward to stand on my thighs.  She watched the action below with rapt attention.  Her tail swished slowly from side to side.  I was not picking up any emotion from her.
 
   I passed the telescope that I had been given to use to Dwan.  A moment later she gave it back and pointed to the enemy flank that was suffering the most from the employment of the calimph seed.  I focused the lens to see that the poison had now begun to unleash its lethal effects on a larger scale.  A full six blocks of the Greys, some three thousand fighters, were now heavily reacting to the effect of the substance on their bodies.  I could see some screaming in pain.  Others were reaching toward their brethren, begging for help or any kind of relief.  None would be forthcoming.  
 
   I panned over to the center of their ranks where I observed the smaller group of Greys that had also been affected by the poison.  Two more blocks of the beasts there in the center were now showing signs of the lethal poison.  I could see the confused faces of the other Greys, wondering what was happening as they prepared themselves for the imminent attack on their positions.  The surprise of the attack, abetted by the sickness that was overtaking so many was starting to unnerve them.  These were not disciplined soldiers like the Olvionis.  They were barely more than a cooperating mob.  
 
   Watching the action from an elevated position such as the War Room allowed me to compare the differences in numbers between our committed forces and those of the Greys.  My best guess was that we had committed at least twice as many fighters to the looming battle than the enemy had.  That meant each of the four rectangular formations of our infantry held roughly ten thousand warriors.  They were positioned so that two of the formations were in front, followed by the two remaining rectangles.  Forty thousand trained and eager warriors, each one determined to protect their families and kingdom by killing as many of the flesh-hungry monsters as they could.
 
   Action below drew my attention.  All four of the rectangular formations of Olvion’s warriors were moving again.  I saw them turn as one toward the most-affected North flank of Greys.  Their jog was not the fastest way to move but it deceptively effective.  Thousands of our warriors swiftly ate up the distance between the outer battlements and the sickened enemy flank.  
 
   On the other side I saw Grey commanders rallying their troops, now seeing what they believed was a plan to attack their poison-weakened flank.  They were screaming, yelling and battering their slowly moving fighters with whips and clubs, trying to get an effective reinforcement to the weakened flank.  I saw the neat formations of the blocks in which the Greys had arranged themselves begin to dissolve.  Some were running to reinforce their sickened comrades.  Others were arguing with their commanders.  Some even began fighting with them.  The six enemy blocks to the North that had suffered the worst of the poisoning were now almost totally debilitated.  Most were off their feet and lying prostrate on the ground in obvious agony.  Others were crawling away on hands and knees, trying to escape the oncoming ranks of Olvioni warriors.  The remaining separate blocks of Greys which had each contained five hundred fighters were now morphing into a large and barely controlled mob. 
 
   But there were enough fighters still there to be dangerous.  I noted that this was all occurring without us even having struck the first blow.  Tinker shot me a jolt of optimism.  I stroked her back.
 
   As the attacking Olvioni ranks of infantry appeared to be on the verge of hitting the north flank of Greys, the signal-riders surrounding the infantry suddenly raised bright blue flags.  
 
   The warriors responded immediately.  Instead of continuing toward the North flank the entire human formation turned as one and steered for the middle of the Greys position.  In a brilliant tactical move, Ruguer had directed the foot soldiers to feint as if to attack the sickened north enemy flank. As soon as the Greys moved reinforcements to the north, the attack was redirected to the weakened mid-section of the enemy formations.  The Grey’s were caught unprepared with their previously fortified positions now vulnerable.
 
   There was another loud clatter from below us then and a cheer rose up us in the war room.  The clatter was from hundreds of mounted cavalry flowing rapidly across the two main bridges.  They were all holding deadly lances which were pointed up to allow them to maneuver without endangering their fellow riders.  The speed with which the horses moved was impressive.  Almost before we registered their presence they were over the bridges and galloping across the battlefield.  
 
   The Olvioni infantry formations now separated themselves, creating spaces between their ranks that spanned some twenty yards.  Through these spaces our lethal cavalry now charged.  
 
   The Grey command staff just had time to notice their mistake when the first rank of mounted lancers struck.  The cavalry made their assault in rows, the front ranks lowering their lances to skewer and scatter any who fell into their path.  They then dropped those weapons and drew spiked maces while they redirected their mounts off to the sides, giving room to the lancers behind them to penetrate further into the Grey formations.  As wave after wave of lance-wielding cavalry smashed into the center of the enemy formations our infantry joined the fray.  
 
   Ruguer had aimed the insertion of his cavalry troops at the smaller group of beasts in the center of their ranks that had suffered calimph poisoning.  That weakened body of raiders collapsed in short order with riders penetrating all the way through to the other side of the Grey’s positions.  
 
   With the enemy formations now separated into two groups, and with one side seriously weakened by poisoning, the mounted troops dashed through the scattering Greys raining death down upon them from horseback.  The elongated versions of the battle maces our riders carried were devastating spiked bludgeons which fractured skulls and shattered limbs.  The trained battle horses also did their part, slashing with hooves and caving in ribs with kicks from their hind legs.  The cavalry, now having effectively performed their duty as shock troops, joined the infantry in the coordinated chaos of slaughter.
 
   The flag-bearing signal-riders now lifted yellow pennants.  
 
   The Olvionis shifted from the center of the enemy positions and the entire compliment of Olvion warriors now smashed their way deep into the enemy positions on the South side.  The fighting was fierce on both sides.  The enemy had been caught out of position but they still displayed their reluctance to retreat regardless of the decimation of their troops.  Just like I had discovered in single combat with them, the only direction they knew was forward.  The officers commanding the blocks of enemy fighters that were still mostly organized tried to rouse their fighters into a counter attack.  Time after time the beasts would rise and charge our infantry only to be beaten back by our superior numbers.
 
   Every time the Greys’ commanders would get a sufficient number of fighters together to form an effective defense against our infantry the cavalry would regroup and swoop in to destroy any semblance of order.  
 
   But it was not all good news.  Through the dust and confusion I could see cavalry riders being dragged off of their mounts and torn to pieces by the enemy.  Pockets of our infantry were surrounded and hacked down.  I lowered the telescope I’d been using, preferring not to see the destruction in such detail.  Dwan was now sitting in a chair beside me.  Her nails were unconsciously digging welts into my arms.  
 
   But then I finally detected a change in the battle taking place below.  The Army of Olvion was pushing the enemy, rolling over them and culling their fighters as they went.  The bulk of the Grey forces were being forced to give ground.  Most of their leaders were now either dead or fleeing alongside their fighters.  Thousands of grey corpses littered the field of battle.  
 
   And still we pushed them back.
 
   Trapped now between the advancing infantry warriors and the bluffs at their backs the Greys broke.  Any resemblance to an effective military force was wholly abandoned.  Grey commanders who tried to stop the retreat of their troops were killed by Olvionis or by their own fighters.  
 
   But even though they were in full rout there were still thousands of the inhuman beasts left.  At this point our people had only disposed of about half of their number.  The battle had now been going on for a half hour or more.  I wondered about the stamina of the warriors.  They had obviously been well-trained but few people could sustain the energy needed for this type of physical exertion for very long.  
 
   I recalled a demonstration we had sat through at the prison.  I volunteered when the instructor asked for assistance.  He gave me a baton and directed me to repeatedly strike a hanging heavy bag until he told me to stop.  After five minutes or so my shoulders burned and my breath was coming in ragged gulps.  The instructor kept telling me to go faster, yelling that enraged inmates were coming at me and I had to fight for my life.  I lasted twelve minutes before he took pity on me.  Sweat dripped from my face and pooled under my arms.  Compared to the other Corrections Officers I was in great shape at the time.  That was probably the reason he asked for my help.  The sight of me bent over, wheezing and barely able to stand was designed to encourage the other officers to engage in aerobic training.  I don’t know about the other guards but I took the demonstration seriously.  I doubled up on my running and began training for long distance events.
 
   As if in answer to my concerns we heard the drumming from beneath us which signaled the emergence of more infantry.  These warriors moved more quickly than the ones used in the initial conflict, running forward at top speed to help their fellow combatants.  They were followed immediately by another rank of horsemen.  These reinforcements swept through the now-exhausted groups of Greys.  I watched as the warriors from the original attack slowed their advance allowing their fresh brethren to continue the pressure against the exhausted enemy.  The original attacking Olvionis didn’t stop fighting altogether but they would pause in groups to catch their breath then advance on areas of combat that required assistance.  The fresh cavalry reinforcements cut large bloody swaths through the bigger groups of Greys, slicing their numbers into more easily conquered clusters.  
 
   The infusion of fresh troops sounded the final death knell for the Greys that had been tasked with putting the city into siege mode.  There was little resistance now.  Most of the bests were fleeing, being ridden down and dispatched.  The only resistance came when collections of the raiders were caught against the bluffs and had no place to run.  
 
   It became a massacre.  The remaining Greys had no chance.  Most of our warriors were walking slowly among them now, putting them down with javelins.  A troop of archers crossed the bridges and joined in the effort.  None were spared.  These were inhuman monsters who killed people for food.  There was no reason for compassion.  Any who did escape would certainly join the main body of raiders which was making its way to us now.  It may appear callous but our warriors knew that killing one of them now might save the life of a fellow warrior tomorrow.  
 
   When Ruguer finally called back his pursuing cavalry only a few dozen had escaped.  In my lap Tinker projected to me a mixture of feelings: elation, relief, sadness.  But we had won.  At least this round.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT
 
   Heroes
 
    
 
   Ruguer entered the Open Court to heartfelt applause from the members of Olvion parliament.  We all came to our feet and several cheers were heard.  Members pounded their desks and shouted their admiration.  The Sword of the King had come to this hastily-arranged session directly from the battlefield.  His face was still streaked with dirt and blood.  His green and red uniform was filthy with sweat and dust.  But the warrior was smiling grimly.
 
   So was King Zander.  The monarch stood as his military commander approached.  The two men embraced warmly.  I already knew that they were great friends outside of the public eye which demanded certain polite restrictions.  But they did not stand on ceremony here.  They exchanged several comments which went unheard over the din.  The hug reinvigorated the crowd.  The cheers continued anew until Zander turned to the assembled body and gestured for quiet.  I noted with some disgust that Brackus, the power-seeking Vice-Monarch was holding his hands above his own head instead of applauding as if he somehow shared responsibility for the victory.  
 
    Zander spoke.  “My Lords and Ladies.  I am told by our heroic Commander that the advance force of the enemy has been entirely defeated and our warriors now once-again patrol the approaches to the kingdom.”  
 
   Predictably this inspired another round of applause and cheers.  I added mine.  I was still in my wheelchair and Tinker was perched in my lap.  Dwan, like myself, was present at the command of the king.  Usually this type of parliamentary session was restricted to members.  But we found ourselves here with all of the surviving members of our mission from the night before.  Zander motioned for quiet. 
 
   “I am told that our brave warriors destroyed twenty thousand Grey Ones in the battle.”  This would have spurred another cheer but Zander raised both hands to short-stop it.  He turned to look again at Ruguer before continuing.  “Our Good Commander has unfortunately also advised that we lost three hundred and eighty three warriors.”  The mood of the assembly instantly became more serious.  “Let us interrupt our victory celebration and pay honor to their sacrifice with a few moments of silence.”  
 
   We all lowered our heads in appreciation.  Before doing so I noticed Brackus looking puzzled.  I was not surprised to see him at a loss for the reason for such an action.  Dwan took my hand as I stood.  There was no way I was going to sit through a demonstration of honoring our fallen.  After a respectful length of time Zander spoke again and we raised our heads to follow his words.  The mood of the room was now more somber.  I sat.
 
   “My Commander would speak,” he said simply.  Ruguer stood and waved away the beginnings of another round of applause.
 
   “My Lords and Ladies.  Thank you for this reception.  I must remind you that many were involved in the design of this victory.”  Brackus turned his head toward Ruguer hopefully but received no accolades from the King’s Sword.  His half smile dropped
 
   “Twenty thousand Grey Ones.  Three hundred and eighty three warriors. This was an enormous, though costly, victory.  I’ve never read of any battle in which the losses were so weighted to one side.  But there is no way I can accept your honors unless I first give credit to the founders of the victory.  Sub-Commander Tag-Gar,” he called.  “Rise, if you can, with your warriors and accept our gratitude.”
 
   Had I not been in a wheelchair I would probably have hit the floor.  I was totally unprepared for such a focus of attention by the large gathering.  Months ago such an event would have probably left me stammering and red faced.  The events of my recent experiences had served to blunt the effects of my lifelong shyness.  And I suspected that Tinker had done her part in helping me along against my old affliction.   I stood again with Dwan’s help and that of Pulg who was on the other side of me. Tinker was in my arms.  The room vibrated with the noise from the assembled members.  We all stood there together, accepting the appreciation of the representatives of the Olvioni people.  I suspected that, like me, the others were all thinking of our fallen comrades.  But it was a moment that each of us would remember always.  From a personal standpoint it was good to know that I was fighting for and with a people that appreciated the sacrifices of its combatants.  As the applause continued I saw Brackus across the room.  He was watching me and his expression was dark.  I had apparently been marked by him as an obstruction on his path to success and glory.  In his view any success for Zander equaled a failure for him.  
 
   I made a mental note to myself.  Brackus was like many of the inmates I had dealt with in my job as a correctional officer.  They were the ones that knew they couldn’t stand toe to toe with you so they would bide their time and wait for the most opportune moment in which to plunge a shank into your back.
 
   But tonight was for celebration so I pushed the Vice-Monarch from my mind.  When our applause dwindled we sat. 
 
   Zander addressed the room again.
 
   “I must remind everyone that this victory celebration will be short.  Tomorrow or the day after the main body of Grey Ones will arrive.  We still have much to do.  Lords and Ladies, I need you to address your constituents.  Remind them that we need their fullest efforts in this cause.  We are waiting for reinforcements from the coastal kingdoms.  Until they arrive, indeed even after they arrive, we will still be in grave danger.  We must have everyone’s utmost contribution.  Weapons must be forged and repaired.  Our losses from today must be replaced by inductees.  Every capable man and woman will be assigned a task.  They must devote every waking moment to the effort.  
 
   “I will remind you that we have been in this situation before, or at least our ancestors were.  Like them, we must rally to the fight.  Tell the people that you represent to go home tonight and look at their children and grandchildren.  This fight is for them.  If we fail, they will have no future.  Humankind will have no future.  The four kingdoms must stop this horrific attack on our kind.  Olvion is, and always has been the vanguard of that fight.  And like our ancestors before us we will not fail!”
 
   ***
 
   I awoke the next morning to the pain of Dwan ripping off my bandages.  I yelped and was reprimanded.
 
   “A man of your size should not scream like a little girl,” she said, but she was smiling.
 
   “For your information that was a very masculine scream.”  I watched as she applied some of her ointments and creams to the two thigh wounds.  The rate at which they were healing was phenomenal.  It struck me that this world must boast herbs and chemicals that far outpace those of my old world for medicinal effectiveness.
 
   Once the thigh had been treated and re-bandaged she went to work on my chest wound.  The axe had caught me just below the collarbone.  It was a short incision but it was deeper than comfort would allow for.  She ripped that bandage off as well.
 
   “Hey,” I howled.  “Is that really necessary?  I would think a healer would be gentler.”
 
   Dwan removed a roll of bandage that she had been holding in her teeth.  
 
   “Sorry.  I am expected in triage but I didn’t want to leave before treating your wounds.  It might have been acceptable to wait until I got back this evening since you would probably still be sleeping.”  
 
   I winced.  “Hey, I’m an injured man, wounded in battle for the greater glory of Olvion.  Surely you wouldn’t deprive such a man of a little slumber.” 
 
   “Of course not,” she answered while picking up her supplies and returning them to her shoulder bag.  “Now forgive me while I go to my job.  There is a warrior there who lost his leg yesterday.  I’m certain he is awake by now.”  She treated me to a beaming smile before leaving to show me she was having fun with me.  Seemed fair since I had had such fun with her the night before.
 
   I looked around for Tinker and saw her sitting on the window sill.  She turned her head, having become aware of my search for her.  Her tail flicked and she chittered to me.
 
   I reluctantly got out of bed and stretched.  Dwan suddenly opened the door and leaned her head back into the apartment.
 
   “Stay off your feet,” she warned. “If you must leave the room use your chair.  And since I know you won’t do that there is a set of crutches in the bath.”  She was gone again.
 
   I limped into the shower.  I called Tinker and asked if she wanted another cleansing.  She turned her head to ignore me.  Minutes later I was hopscotching down the hall on my crutches.  I noticed that the devices had been altered to accommodate my higher than normal armpits.  They bowed under my weight but they worked.  I was halfway to the first stairwell before I realized I had no real destination just an impulse to get out of the room.  I decided on trying to locate the two children that my patrol had rescued two nights before.  I had meant to follow up on them earlier but the opportunity to employ the calimph seed poison had taken precedence.  I had been impressed by the two tykes and wanted to make sure they were being well treated.
 
   Tinker rode in her pouch with her head and forepaws protruding out of the top.  The top of her tail also stuck out and twitched with each new sight she encountered.  As usual we attracted attention.  Word had circulated about my participation in yesterday’s victory and that seemed to attract small crowds of well-wishers.  I took advantage of the extra attention by requesting help with the stairs.  It seemed that everyone within the immediate area tried to get a hand on me to help.  I was literally picked up and carried all the way down to the ground floor.  I feared the crowd would have simply carried me to my destination had I not asked to be allowed to walk.  Once again I had the feeling that I was among good people.  Every collection of humanity has a general universal mindset to it.  Some are good, some bad.  Some are positively evil.  The people of Olvion were genuinely good.  They were friendly to a fault and deeply appreciated any efforts that were made on their behalf.
 
   After the largest part of the crowd had passed on their gratitude and Tinker had submitted, however unwillingly, to their pats and tickles, we made our way to the Triage unit.  Dwan saw us when we entered.
 
   “I’m flattered.  Did you really miss me so much that quickly?”
 
   “Of course I did,” I answered with a quick kiss.  “But I also wanted to find the two children that my patrol brought in the other night.”
 
   Her brow scrunched.  “Let me think.”  She held up a finger and went to a short wooden desk from which she extracted a pile of papers.  She shuffled them around, putting some at the rear of the stack, shifting others nearer to the front.  “Ah!  They were siblings, Drel and Mya.”  She flipped the top page up and read the page beneath.  “They were delivered to relatives in the city.  I’m afraid it’s quite far from here in the northwest area.  You’d never make it on crutches.”
 
   I waved my hand.  “That’s fine.  I just needed to see that they were all right.”
 
   Dwan seemed to find this an endearing thought.  I noticed her reaction and milked it for another kiss.  
 
   “Okay, now that’s all,” she said when we disengaged.  “Go away, I’m working here.  We make small concessions for recognized heroes but there are limits.”
 
   “Hey, I got it on record now that you think I’m a hero.”
 
   “Of course I do.  But I was talking about Tinky.”  Tinker sent her a trill.
 
   I left the Triage and wandered around, stopping for breakfast at a cafeteria where I was served without question even though I had no way to pay.  In the castle no payment was ever required.  I limped through the streets of crushed stone and cobbles marveling at the things they had been able to accomplish without heavy machinery or combustible compounds.  The big windmills that I had spied upon my first entry to the city powered pumps that moved water from the dozens of wells into elevated reservoirs which kept up the water pressure for the entire city.  Clay pipes moved the water to kitchens and baths.  Streets were lit at night by large globes containing luminous leaves or the other type that used the glowing gas.  They weren’t as bright but they worked well at providing enough light to avoid stumbling.  I would later learn that the illuminating gas was plentiful and was drilled for in many parts of the Olvion Valley.  There were also hybrid glow globes which contained both the glowing leaves and the gas.  These tended to be brighter and lasted longer.  
 
   All around me there were sounds of the people of Olvion preparing for the battle to come.  The music of metal striking metal came at me from all directions.  I heard grinding noises, rustlings, squeaks and clacks.  The entire city was putting everything they had into the effort.
 
   I swung my feet forward, all of my weight on my armpits, the crutches working well for me.  I passed a fletcher’s shop.  Barefoot boys and girls held arrows between their feet while threading sections of bird feathers into fine channels that had been carved into the shafts.  Farther inside men and women used hand tools to shape and straighten arrows and affix deadly sharp metal heads to the implements.
 
   I continued on enjoying the sights and the feel of warm sunlight on my face.  Down the block I saw an elderly man.  He wore a leather apron, no shirt and a rag tied around his balding, sweating head.  He was standing in front of a large shop smiling at me.  As I drew even with him he offered his hand.  I returned the Olvioni handshake.
 
   “You would be Tag-Gar, The Legend.”  It was a statement, not an inquiry.
 
   “I am Tag-Gar,” I answered, not affirming the reference to the mythical figure.
 
   The older man beckoned me to enter his shop.  He continued to smile.  I followed him, somewhat cautiously.  I was still affected by the looks I had been receiving from Brackus.  I would not put it past him to set up some sort of ambush.  But the old man had a pleasant face and demeanor.
 
   His shop was narrow and long.  Archery equipment was stacked on the floor, tied with twine in bunches.  I admired the bows that were hung on the walls.  The wood had been painstakingly polished and lacquered.  They were easily the equal of any similar archery equipment that had been produced on Earth with our machines and power tools.  This was real craftsmanship.  There were arrows, bowstrings, forearm sheaths and other related articles strewn around.  Bare shelves on the wall showed me that products had recently been stripped from display to be donated to the defense of the city.  The man finally stopped when we entered a widened section at the end of the shop.  We were in a circular room lit by dozens of glow bulbs.  Wood shavings littered the floor.  Two younger men were working there producing quality bows.
 
   The older man spoke.
 
   “I am an elected member of parliament and, as such, was present when you were honored last night.”  He sniffed, drew a kerchief from a pocket in his apron and dabbed at a nostril.  “I was also there when that ass of a Vice-Monarch attempted to weaken King Zander by putting charges against you.”  He chuckled.  “Things did not turn out as he’d planned on that.”
 
   I smiled.  “I’m sure he was only protecting his kingdom.”
 
   “You don’t believe that, Good Warrior.  But you are polite and I admire that trait in a man.  I have always been told that politeness is a desirable quality but I have never been able to master the art.  Most Olvionis tend to tell the truth in an unvarnished manner.  Brackus is an ass, plain and simple.  Diplomatic phrasing of the situation won’t change the truth.”
 
   “I admire your veracity,” I said simply.
 
   He smiled back again.  “Since I saw you that first time I came away convinced that you are The Legend.”  I started to protest but he stopped me with a raised hand, palm out.  “Please.  Certain truths are irrefutable.  Look around you Good Tag-Gar.  Do you see others here with yellow hair?  Blue eyes?  We have men of above average height, Lord Ruguer being the largest I’ve ever seen.  They don’t begin to approach your size.  None of us have limbs as thick either.  Add to these facts the White Mountain Child you undoubtedly are carrying in that pouch and I have all of the information I need to draw a reasonable conclusion.”
 
   I shrugged.  There was no since arguing, his mind was made up.  Besides, I was not really certain that I wasn’t The Legend. “I can only say that everything about my being here in Olvion is a mystery.  I closed my eyes in one world and opened them in this one.  Who is to say what is true?”
 
   “Who indeed?  But I forget my upbringing.”  He offered his hand a second time.  “I am Geord.  My father would have been cutting a switch for me had he seen me ask another’s name without offering mine.” 
 
   We shook again.
 
   “You’ve a handsome shop,” I observed.  “Obviously high quality archer’s gear.”
 
   He nodded.  “My thanks.  And that, Good Tag-Gar, brings me to the reason that I asked you in here.”  He crossed the room, still talking.  “Since that first day I saw you in open court I had a…a desire.”  He reached below a cabinet.  “I have always been happy to supply the best bows and archery equipment to the officers and commanders of the archer warriors.  It is the greatest of honors to know that my creations are being used in the defense of Olvion.”  He retrieved an object and stood back up with a small grunt.  In his hands was a bow of greater than average size.  He looked at me and gave another of his congenial smiles.  “I came directly back to the shop after that night in open court and started crafting this.”  He looked at his creation with obvious pride.  Then back to me.  “It is for you.  I have had the strongest men I know try to string it.  They have not succeeded.  Would you please try it?  It would be my single best achievement:  The most powerful of all bows.”
 
   I took the weapon from him and examined it.  The wood was heavy and gave off a look of strength.  It had been lacquered red and green like the colors of our warrior’s uniforms then coated with clear varnish and given a rubbed finish.  It was truly a thing of beauty.
 
   “There is only one problem,” I confessed.  “I have never strung a bow before.”
 
   The old man laughed and took it back.  He wrapped his left leg around one end of the instrument putting his knee in the middle.  He then used his left hand and the weight of his body to force the top of the bow downward and his right hand to lift the looped string upward to meet it.  He was a strong man despite his age.  I imagined him stringing thousands of these weapons in his lifetime, building unusual strength in his arms, back and legs.  The thick wooden bow bent in the middle.  One end already had the catgut string attached.  The object was to bend the bow enough so that the loop of catgut slipped over the other end of the bow and slid into groves that had been carefully carved into the wood.  He managed to bring the tip of the bow and the string about four inches from each other before his arms began to tremble.  The effort continued for another thirty seconds but the distance between the two points never diminished.  With a sigh he released the tension.  The bow snapped back straight.
 
   I was very impressed at this display of strength.  “”I don’t know if I could do any better.  That was amazing.”
 
   Geord waved both hands.  “I made this weapon for you.  I have spent my life crafting bows for fighters and hunters.  I can look at a man and determine how strong to make their equipment.  It is your weapon, Tag-Gar.  It will bend for you.”  He held it up to me with both hands.
 
   I wasn’t as certain as he was but I had nothing to lose.  I took the bow and placed my limbs the way I’d seen the old craftsman do it.  The untied tip of the bow was in my left hand, the loop of catgut in my right.  I noticed with interest that the catgut bowstring had been intertwined with fine silver wires to add strength.  I had not known that Olvionis had the ability to extrude wire, especially wire as fine as the strands I saw in my bowstring.
 
   I took a deep breath, held it and pushed down on the bow with my left arm while tugging up on the bowstring loop with my right.  The weapon bent.  It moved to the point where Geord had failed.  It continued.  It was three inches from the tip of the wood. It continued.  Two inches.  The wood began to sing, slight noises emanating from the lacquered wood.  One inch.  The string twanged.  The loop touched the tip of wood.  There was no trembling in my arms.  The strain was considerable but I was in no danger of failing.  The years in the gyms of Earth’s heavy gravity did their job.  With a last tug of resistance the bow and string surrendered and the loop slid over the tip.  It dropped down and nestled cozily into the channels that were carved there to hold it in place.
 
   Geord leapt into the air and shouted.  “Yes!  No man has ever crafted a stronger bow.”  He jumped again and clapped his hands.  “It is yours, good Tag-Gar.  Take it and tell all who see it and wonder at its strength and beauty that it was Geord who made the bow of The Legend.  But first we must test it.”
 
   The excitement of the older man was uplifting.  I followed him through a door in the rear of the shop which led to a large area enclosed within a fence.  At one side was an archery range with several shooting stations and targets set at different distances.  Geord took the bow and showed me how to hold it, how to draw it straight back and the mechanics involved in releasing the string smoothly.  He demonstrated several times then gave it back to me.  I went through several dry runs before he was satisfied.  He ran to the closest target which was about twenty five yards away.  He plucked ten arrows from the straw and trotted back to me.
 
   “Remember; a straight, smooth draw back and a smooth release.”
 
   I had no confidence of any success but I leaned my crutches against a table and raised the weapon.  In my entire life I had never launched an arrow from a bow.  But I was enjoying the old man’s enthusiasm.  And we were alone so there was no chance of being embarrassed in front of a crowd.
 
   I nocked the arrow and drew it back as straight as I could.  When the feathers of the fletching touched my cheek I let the string ease itself through my thumb and forefinger.  The arrow suddenly shot forward through the air and buried itself deeply into the target.  There was a red circle the size of an orange in the center.  My arrow had penetrated down to the feathers and was about three inches left and six inches low of the mark.
 
   I was disappointed but Geord was hopping again.
 
   “Do you see?” he said while pointing.  “That target has a backing of wood and iron.  Your arrow penetrated through both.  No Grey One’s shield will stop an arrow from your bow.”
 
   I pointed out that my shaft had not struck the mark.  He waved his hands from side to side like he was washing away my concerns.  
 
   “I can see it was the first time your hands have handled a bow, am I correct?”  I indicated he was.  “Marksmanship is a simple matter of practice.  But look.  You would have struck a foe in a vital area from normal fighting distance for a bowman.  And you will only get better.”
 
   I spent another hour with the engaging old man.  He was such a delight and told such interesting stories that I could barely make myself leave.  We went through dozens of arrows and I listened carefully as he critiqued my performance.  Even in the short time I spent with him I saw improvement.  I asked if there were anything I could give him to repay such a glorious gift.  First he appeared slightly insulted.  Then he got a mischievous look on his face and asked if he could see Tinker.  His eyes grew large with delight when I withdrew her from her pouch.  Tinker seemed to like him also.  She actually let him hand-feed her some small legumes from his garden.  
 
   I was curious as to why I had seen no crossbows in Olvion.  Geord told me that some were around but they were mostly used for hunting.  In a combat situation a crossbow simply took too long to draw, load, aim and fire.  A good longbow man could nock and shoot three arrows in the time it took a crossbow to fire one.  With such a difference in firepower the small increase in distance that the crossbow offered was not enough to justify its use.  In combat, he explained, it was all about the number of arrows you could throw at the enemy.
 
   When we finally broke away and made our way back to the castle Tinker and I found the primitive elevator and decided to take a look at the valley from the War Room and see if the enemy had arrived in any significant numbers yet.  I hobbled onto the little box and bent my head to the voice tube.
 
   “War room.”
 
   Sure enough we began to rise.  The box swung to and fro but, all things considered, it was a pleasant ride.  We stepped out and went immediately to the war room.  I didn’t know if they would even let me in but in the past I had accomplished entry into a number of situations where I had not been specifically invited simply by looking as if I was authorized to be there.  I clopped inside, my crutches drawing attention with the noise they were making.  I saw no one that I knew and avoided locking eyes with anyone and crossed over to the observation windows.  I saw no enemy encampments below.  Indeed we still controlled the immediate area of the valley around the castle approach.  I saw dozens of mounted patrols roaming the valley floor.
 
   Out near the battlements and defenses I saw work crews and engineers resetting the traps and adding more simple snares, bungee pits and such.  I picked up a telescope (I made a note to myself to tell them about binoculars) and saw one crew successfully test a trap which consisted of a bent limb which, when triggered by a trip-wire, snapped upward.  When it did it brought with it a flat board studded with three sharp wooden stakes.  Anyone standing in front of the contraption when it went off would catch all three in different parts of their body.  This kind of trap would not take out a great number of enemy troops but had the effect of significantly slowing any advance after the attacking troops saw what happened to their peers.
 
   I shifted my gaze to the mountains on the far side of the valley.  Large dust clouds marked the advancing horde.  I hoped they would be sufficiently dispirited when they arrived to find no advance force of twenty thousand fighters keeping our warriors behind city walls.  Instead they would find an enormous natural pit off to the north that had been used as a crematorium.  Even as I watched crews of Olvioni civilians were still dragging bodies from the valley behind horses and other beasts of burden, heading for the burn pit.  We seemed safe enough for the immediate future.  I had really expected them to be closer by now.  But I knew things would change in a matter of days.  
 
   We used the elevator to return to the ground floor.  I stopped at a cafeteria in the castle and asked an attendant for lunch and a bowl of nuts and greens for Tinker.  The cooks and servers were delighted to host The Legend and the sight of Tinker added to their enjoyment.  Other diners could not resist the urge to take circuitous routes back to their tables so they could pass closely enough to see her clearly.  She was used to this by now and ignored them as she dug into her meal.  She still resented the uninvited touching and stroking from strangers but she tolerated all but the most invasive overtures.  When she had been pushed to her limit she would raise up with claws out and teeth bared.  However, she did seem to realize that children were different and displayed amazing patience when dealing with them.  One little girl who I judged to be around six years old toddled up to our table and put her hands to her face in wonder at the sight of the little Mountain Child.  Tinker, seeing her audience took a small nut from her bowl and balanced it on her nose until the child laughed and clapped with glee.  She waved goodbye as her mother came rushing up to pull her away.
 
   After eating I asked if I could leave my crutches with the cafeteria staff.  Then I limped over to the triage building again.  I stopped by the bed of one of my warriors that had been wounded on the night we had made our assault on the water wagons.  He had suffered a stab wound to the abdomen.  To be honest I did not expect him to recover when I first saw him back at the waterfall.  But here he was smiling and talking to a female healer.  He seemed delighted to see me and executed a salute as I walked up, which I returned.  I had grown fond of the salute.  I felt that it marked me as part of something special.  We were the protectors of the people.  I spent a few minutes joking with the warrior.  Tinker climbed out and twitched her tail at him.  He clapped and laughed, his disposition much improved.  I couldn’t help noting once again how effective the medicines in my new world were.
 
   Dwan found me.  She scolded me about not having the crutches.  I infuriated her by kissing the top of her head at the end of every sentence she spoke.  She eventually broke into a smile and gave me a playful punch to my ribs, realizing she was not going to be successful at shaming me back into the crutches.  In fact my leg was feeling much better.  She left me to continue her duties, warning me that the ointment she’d applied to my leg that morning was responsible for the lack of pain but that I still had healing to do.  I kissed the top of her head again and got swatted at.
 
   I limped through an open market place near one of the large gates and was about to make my way back to my room for a nap when the clatter of hooves on cobbles told me riders were coming in.  I watched the gate and was surprised to see my old friend Vynn ride in.  I hobbled over to where he was dismounting and handing off his reigns to a young lad.  Apparently Ruguer had been patrolling outside, seen him arrive and decided to accompany him.  They were smiling and chatting.  Both seemed happy to see me walk up.  I embraced Vynn and saluted Ruguer.  Vynn was returning from his mission to obtain reinforcements from the three coastal cities.  I was anxious to hear when they would be arriving.
 
   Ruguer held up a hand to forestall my question.  “We have important matters to discuss with the king.  Come with us.”
 
   I joined them, hobbling along as fast as I could.  Ruguer stopped once when he spotted my new bow and asked to examine it.  He flexed the wood several times and looked at me with a dubious expression.
 
   “This bow can’t be strung,” he stated as a matter of fact.  
 
   I assured him it could be.  He shrugged and passed it to Vynn who looked at it with a dubious expression and passed it back to me without comment.  I was not overly encouraged by his demeanor and feared that bad news was coming from the coast.
 
   As we walked I asked Ruguer if he was certain that I would be welcome at the king’s meeting.  He assured me I would.  When I pressed the matter he clarified.  “His majesty and I both believe there is value in exploiting the possibility that you are The Legend.”  He turned to look at me while I struggled to keep up with him.  “Frankly, I am not convinced that you are not.  But we haven’t time to discuss that now.  Like all monarchs Zander has his supporters, his detractors and his would-be usurpers.  A king is only as good as the results he produces.  Two or three bad decisions back to back can doom a king.   Having most of the populace think that he is being supported by a mythological and supernatural hero can only help.  I think he will employ you in whatever manner is helpful to the kingdom.”
 
   I thought about it as we climbed the stairs.  I had my arms around the shoulders of both of my friends and they nearly carried me up each landing despite my greater weight.  Like it or not this new world was my reality now.  The people of this city had taken me in.  I would do anything to protect them, my friends and Dwan.  Tinker read my thoughts and squawked from her pouch.  “Okay,” I thought, “You too, Tink.”
 
   Yet another meeting.  Even in a less-developed environment like Olvion every action was first preceded by the ever-reoccurring meeting.  This one took place in the war room.  It held the usual collection of warriors and administrative types.  Brackus was not present.  He would not be missed, at least not by me.  I was dropped off at one of the tables near the front of the room so I could sit and rest my leg.  Even though the speed at which it healed was remarkable, it shot me a little stab of agony now that I had overworked it.  Ruguer and Vynn continued to the front of the room and conferred with Zander.  Again I noted the toll that the war was taking on the king.  His noble face was pale and I thought I saw more white hair at his temples.  Whatever Vynn was telling him was not making it better.  
 
   Zander rapped on the table in front of him to bring the meeting to order.
 
   “Good warriors and others we have word from the coastal cities.  They are undecided as to the best way to help us.”
 
   The room boiled with angry comments, all directed at the three coastal kingdoms.  Zander rapped again.
 
   “Please. Let me continue.  Sub-Commander Vynn has met with their representatives.  They are concerned that so many Greys have crossed the mountains and are converging on us.  At this time they are…conferring… with each other and trying to decide the best course of action for the safety of human kind.  Evidently there are some who advise that we will not be able to defeat the enemy.  If that is the case, if we cannot stop them here, they want to be certain they have enough manpower to fight them at the other end.”
 
   More anger.  A few chairs slid backward as some rose to swear in disgust.  I tried to read between the lines.  You don’t spend years in a civil service job and not learn to read the actual reasons behind what is being said.  I suspected that some of the less bold leaders of the coastal kingdoms were hedging their bets.  Even if the Grey Ones were successful in overrunning our defenses they would be paying a huge price.  We had already executed an incredible victory which cost the enemy twenty thousand of their troops.  Getting past Olvion would be devastatingly expensive to them.  Tens of thousands of the beasts would be killed, maybe even hundreds of thousands.  That would lessen the threat to the other kingdoms considerably.  I wondered if there were those on the coast who thought the creatures might be satisfied with a victory here in our valley and go no further.  Or maybe, having so much fresh food and treasure available would delay the horde enough that better defenses could be put in place in their cities.  I would like to think that most of the people in the other kingdoms were good basically good like the people of Olvion.  But I thought of Brackus and his supporters.  Certainly there were bad people here who thought more about their own political futures than the good of the people.  If they existed here they must exist elsewhere in this world.  And, unfortunately, those were often the very types of people who rise to leadership positions.
 
   Ruguer stood and beckoned for quiet.  “I have no doubt that wise heads will prevail over the more dimly witted.  However the process may take time.  For now His Majesty and I have decided to carry on as if no help is coming.  We will have a meeting of my officers in here after everyone else leaves.  We will not release this information to the general population, at least for now.  The meeting is now closed, thank you for coming.”
 
   The administrative functionaries and lower-ranked military filed out, still grumbling.  Laced within their anger was an undercurrent of fear.  When all but the military were gone we all moved closer up to the table that Zander shared with Ruguer.  Ruguer sipped a fresh mug of tea and sat back.  “I meant what I said.  I really do expect the parliaments in the three kingdoms to come to their senses and send help.  The problem, as always, is time.  The main body of Greys will begin to arrive outside of our gates tomorrow.  To this point they are still behaving in the manner we are used to.  Our scouts have tracked numerous packs converging on us.  They have not stopped at a distance in order to gather in numbers large enough to safely approach us.  We must begin to exploit that weakness immediately.  We will start night raids on the nearest groups that can be easily and quickly wiped out.  We will lay ambushes using our archers (the Sword of the King flicked his eyes in my direction) and the engineers will be devising and setting man traps in place.  Understand that each of these actions will be at minimal risk to our people.  I’m talking about overwhelming numbers.  The idea is to score as many cheap victories as we can make happen.  Any grey son of a whore that dies out there tonight is one less we will have to face on the battlefield tomorrow.  Sub-Commanders; make your plans and submit them to me within the hour.
 
   “As His Majesty has reminded us on several occasions, this new group of invaders appears capable of using tactics and taking precautions that we have never seen them employ.  So we should not feel comfortable simply because they have not yet seen fit to do so.  As an example, the way the advance body split their forces into evenly numbered blocks.  This is a basic but sound military tactic.  It makes control and direction of the fighters easier to accomplish.  They also made certain to keep their people well out of range of our archers from the city walls.  One thing we must try to do is come up with a ploy to lure a significant number of them within range.
 
   “Unfortunately we will probably not be able to repeat our very successful tactic of poisoning their water wagons.  With so many of the advance group escaping we have to assume that they will have figured out what we did and draft measures to keep it from re-occurring.
 
   “Gentlemen thank you for coming.  Let us move quickly with making our plans and getting our people ready.”
 
   As I stood to leave Ruguer waved me over.  He was still at the table with the king.  When I sat he pushed a mug of hot tea over to me.  
 
   Zander spoke.  “Tag-Gar.  How is the leg?”
 
   “Better.  I think I’ll be ready to join your patrols in a day or two if you think that is where I can do the most good.”
 
   The monarch nodded.  He looked tired.  For that matter so did Ruguer.
 
   “How about your friend?  Tinker is it?  Is she still sending you mental images?  Translating our language for you?”
 
   Hearing her name, Tinker popped her head out of her pouch.  She looked at Zander, then Ruguer and squeaked.  I took her out and sat her on my lap.
 
   “She translates when I need her to.  I have picked up a great deal of Olvioni.  Only occasionally will I encounter a word or phrase which I have never before heard used.  As for the mental images, yes, she frequently sends me little pictures of things.  She conveys things she is feeling, and things that she wants me to feel or be aware of.  She is very good at sensing danger and warning me.”
 
   Tinker was now sniffing at my tea mug.  Zander held out his hand to her.  The little animal sniffed, then licked it.  She pranced over the table to stand on her hind legs before him.  The two looked into each other’s eyes for a solid minute. Neither Ruguer nor I made a sound. Then she scampered back to my side of the table and climbed up on my shoulder.
 
   Zander’s face lit up with delight.  “She put feelings in my head,” he said.  “I felt encouragement, hope and love for the people of Olvion.  What an amazing creature.”
 
   Tinker flicked her tail.  I nodded knowingly.
 
   “She is an amazing friend.  Without her I would not have survived my first day here.”
 
   Zander grasped my shoulder.  “Hopefully she will continue to keep you safe.  Now, the reason I kept you behind.  I want you to take over command of our special patrols.”
 
   I was shocked.  “Your Majesty…”
 
   “Tag-Gar, in informal settings we simply use each other’s names.  Formality and ceremony have their place but they can also be a little ridiculous when a group of friends are gathered,”
 
   “I understand.  Zander, I am flattered at the faith you have in my abilities. And I will absolutely do whatever you ask of me.   But I have almost no understanding of your military tactics or customs.  Surely there are others who could be more effective.”
 
   Ruguer chimed in.  “The attack on the water wagons was uncommonly effective.  Never have I even heard of a battle where the weight of losses was so one sided.  You commanded that operation and made some difficult decisions.  No one could have done it better.  Also, the patrol teams feel better knowing they are following The Legend.  But mostly it is your very lack of knowledge of our military tactics and strategies that might serve to make you more effective.  We have been fighting this enemy for five years.  They are not overly sophisticated but they have learned the ways in which we normally do things.  You do things in unexpected ways.  Any advantage in this war, however small, can mean the difference between survival and defeat.”
 
   Zander joined in.  “And let’s not forget.  You have the assistance of an invaluable asset.  So few of the children of the mountain have been seen.  Stories say they attach themselves to people and are devoted for their entire lives.  The extent of their abilities is really unknown.  But if she can forewarn you and the warriors following you by sensing danger, that is an advantage we must exploit.”
 
   I considered this logic.  “How can I argue against that?  I stand ready to fill any roll you need me in.”
 
   Zander stood.  “That is settled then.  Warrior Pulg will meet you at the training field with the people he has selected for the night patrols.  I respect his opinions but the final choice on who you want on the teams will be yours.  Your orders are simple; find enemy concentrations and destroy them.  Look for squatting gigs.  I want maximum enemy deaths with minimum loss of our people.”
 
   “Squatting gigs?”  I asked.  Tinker hopped down to the table.  She projected a picture of a large animal that looked something like a cross between a hog and a sloth sitting in a puddle of mud.
 
   ”Oh,” I said.  “Where I am from we call those sitting ducks.”
 
   Now it was Zander and Ruguer who looked confused.
 
   “Never mind.  I will do my best to carry out your orders.”  I turned to leave but was stopped by the king’s hand on my shoulder again.
 
   “Keep safe, Friend Tag-Gar.”
 
   I looked into the eyes of the most powerful man in Olvion.  With all of the people for whom he had responsibility it could be forgiven if he was expressing concern for me purely as a political move: Give a subordinate a dangerous job but let him believe you actually care about him.  But I could see in his eyes that this man was sincere.  It must be incredibly difficult to care so strongly about so very many people.  I turned to face the king.  I realized that he was now more than the King of Olvion.  He was my king.  I saluted him. 
 
   “And you as well,” I answered.  
 
   I left to find Dwan.  I would need her help and it was not going to make her happy.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY NINE
 
   Duty
 
    
 
   “No!”  
 
   Dwan was stocking a medicine cabinet in the triage building.  I had just asked her for a drug or ointment strong enough to kill the pain in my leg enough for me to go out on patrol tonight.  She was furious at the thought of me trying such a thing before I was adequately healed.  Instead of gently placing the different bottles and jars into the cabinet she was slamming them in there.
 
   “Dwan, please.  I have been named their Commander.  How can I let someone else lead them when they are my responsibility?”
 
   She wheeled on me.  Even at her diminutive (to me) size she was intimidating. 
 
   “Tag-Gar, you are injured.  You can’t ask me to help you put yourself in danger.  You are in no shape to go running for miles at a time.”
 
   “How about if I hop?”
 
   She punched me in the chest.  “This is not a joke.  I will not laugh at the prospect of you putting yourself in danger when you are not at your best.  You need time to heal.”
 
   I grasped her shoulders.  “Dwan listen to me.  Please.”
 
   She searched my eyes.  Hers were starting to fill.  I hated always having to put her into so much sadness all of the time.  A tear ran down her cheek and she swiped at it.  I knew her well enough by now to know that she abhorred showing weakness.  She looked away then back at me.
 
   “Say what you need to say.”
 
   I wiped away a second tear that had escaped from her other eye.  I took her face in both of my hands.
 
   “Dwan, I love you.”  More tears.  “And because I love you I will do absolutely anything that is required to protect you.  This is war.  If it were not I would gladly take weeks or months to heal.  But the danger is here now, not weeks away or even days.  Those grey bastards are forming up outside of our walls as we speak.  They are setting themselves up to attack this city.  They want to butcher and eat everyone in this city like we were cattle.  King Zander and Ruguer both feel I am the best choice to lead some teams in night raids against them to weaken them as much as possible.  I trust their judgment.  So do you.  If there is something you can give me to kill the pain in my leg it will help.  If no such medicine exists then so be it.  But I am leading my warriors tonight.  With or without it.”
 
   I was still holding her face.  She covered my hands with hers.  Tears were falling more freely now.  I saw the steel in her expression melt.
 
   “That is the first time you have told me that you love me.  I love you also.  I am proud to be your woman and proud of your sense of duty.  And I would expect no less from you than what you are asking of me.  I am just afraid of losing my man so soon after I found you.  But you are correct.  This war and we must all do what we can.  Follow me, Warrior.”
 
   She turned, keeping hold of one hand, and led me through a series of corridors, stopping before a thick wooden door.  She opened it with a key and swung it wide.  Several glow globes hung from a rack in the hallway and she plucked one from its perch.  I followed her into the room which now revealed itself to be a huge medicine storeroom.  Dwan took me to a cabinet which also had a lock.  She passed me the globe and opened the cabinet door.  She took a cloth sack from a drawer and started filling it with several tiny bottles.  She then faced me.
 
   “This,” she said, holding up one of the bottles, “is gaalan weed.  It is a powerful pain killer.  It will remove all pain that the body experiences for a period of six hours.  We use it when surgery is required.  But it makes one very sleepy.  This,” she held up another bottle of liquid, “is rantiel.  It will keep you awake, aware and energized for about the same amount of time.  You must take both of them together.  There are four doses of each.  That is enough for an entire day.  Trust me, if you wanted to run for the entire time the rantiel would make that possible.  But remember; you are injured.  Just because you will not feel the pain does not mean you have healed.”  She put the bottles into the bag and handed it to me.  “Bring yourself safely back to me.  If you are careless and get yourself killed you will doom me to forever feel that I was responsible for your death.  Remember that.”
 
   I didn’t bother to try to convince her otherwise.  I knew what she said was true.  She locked the room back up and replaced the glow globe.  Then she took my hand.
 
   “Now, take me to our room and make love to me.”
 
   It was dusk as I made my way down to the lower levels.  I felt wonderful.  Dwan had removed the packing from my leg wound and stitched it up.  I had taken a dose of each of the medicines she had given me.  Now my leg did not hurt at all and I was wide awake.  And there was a bonus, I had the energy of a five-year-old boy.  I felt like I could have run down all of the stairs with no problem.  But I remembered my promise to Dwan and so I took it easy. 
 
   When I arrived at the entrance to the lowest level I was met by Pulg.  The big Olvioni carried his war club stuck in his belt and a short sword in a scabbard over his shoulder.  He saluted me because there were some thirty people behind him and military protocol was called for in this situation.   The warriors’ numbers were evenly divided between swordsmen, archers and knife wielders.  I returned the salute and pulled Pulg over to the side where we could converse in private.  He filled me in.  We were exiting from a different location this time.  The waterfall access had been used enough for a while.  There was no sense in giving the enemy numerous chances to discover our secrets.  
 
   The people he’d selected were all former and current students of Pulg and other weapons instructors.  They included warriors who had shown exceptional skill at arms or had otherwise impressed the old weapons instructor.  He gave me a short rundown on all of them, pointing to each as he spoke.  There was no attempt at being sensitive to people’s feelings here.  It was a military operation and decisions would be made that optimized our possibilities of success.  Hurt feelings were unimportant.  Like all military people they understood this and stood by to face acceptance or rejection with no qualms.  I listened closely as Pulg spoke but I heard no reason to reject any of them.  I trusted Pulg because he and Layann had chosen successful teams for us in the past.  I called them all over into a circle around us and had them take a knee.
 
   “Our mission is simple.  We are to gather information as to enemy strength and location.  If we encounter enemy forces I will decide if and how we attack.  We will be silent.  And we will be swift.  If we do our job correctly tonight, then tomorrow the Greys will be talking about the horrible terror that ripped through their lines last night, leaving death and destruction behind.”  I saw many of the gathered warriors flash grim smiles.
 
   “When we get outside we will break up into three groups to minimize our noise.  But we will stay within sight of each other.  I will lead the knifers.  Pulg will take the swordsmen.”  I turned to my next in command.  I swallowed hard, feeling the loss of Waan and Layann again.  “Who would be your choice to lead the archers?”
 
   He did not hesitate.  “Syrann.”
 
   At the mention of her name a woman nearly as tall as Dwan stepped forward.  She wore a strung bow over one shoulder and twin quivers with at least fifty arrows in each.  She had a long dagger in a sheath attached to her lower leg.  She was the most dangerous looking female I think I had ever seen.  Her arms, especially the right, were huge using Olvioni standards.  And her hair had been cut as short as a man’s as if she could not be bothered by it.  The only thing about her that was non-military in appearance was small jewel worn in her right ear.
 
   I nodded to her and returned her salute.  “Done.  Keep your archers slightly behind us ready to cover an escape.”  
 
   I then to address the entire group.  “What two things will we be?” I shouted.
 
   “Silent and swift,” they all answered.  I nodded.
 
   “For Olvion,” I yelled.
 
   “For Olvion,” they responded.
 
   That being done we prepared for our exit by checking each of our team mates for clothing, armor or weapons that could reflect firelight or rattle or otherwise make noise.  I had several of them discard objects I thought might betray our presence.  As usual the Olvioni warriors reacted professionally.  I’m not sure I would have been so accepting were I in their shoes.  After all, I was not even one of them I wondered how many were swayed by the possibility that I was The Legend.  It was more likely due to the years of military training.
 
   With our equipment checks completed we moved along a different tunnel than the one that led to the waterfall.  After ten minutes of following winding excavations of stone and dirt we came to a larger opening in which were posted four guards.  In the corner I spied a long lever like the one at the beginning of the waterfall tunnel.  I didn’t have to ask its purpose.  If this secret exit were discovered by the enemy it would quickly be buried under tons of rock and dirt.  
 
   A thick black curtain kept the feeble light from leaving the guard room.  When I gave the signal the single glow globe was covered and the room was put into total darkness.  By feel we all made our way to the hanging curtain and passed through.  There was a fifty yard tunnel on the other side, also black as ink.  I was in the lead but when I reached the end Pulg side-stepped his way past the other warriors until we were nose to chest in the narrow shaft.  I could feel metal beams leading to a set of huge hinges.  The hinges were slathered with thick smelly grease.
 
   “This door swings out in this direction,” Pulg whispered.  “Do you want me to go first?”
 
   ‘I think I’ll take the lead on this one”, I said. I pushed the door and felt it swing silently outward and to the right.  The over-abundance of grease was well advised.  The only light I could see were stars above a tree line.  I quickly moved aside to make room for the others.  I was pleased to see they made no noise as they felt their way through the black tunnel.  I ran my hands along the outside of the door as I closed it behind us.  It was an amazing structure.  Large rocks had been sliced neatly in two and affixed to the door frame.  The areas between the rocks were stuffed with dirt and smaller stones.  I couldn’t tell much in the dark but I could imagine that in daylight all anyone would see was the stone face of a cliff wall.  It was Olvion engineering at its best again.  I was told that one guard would always remain posted just inside the entrance where he could watch and listen for our return through a concealed observation port.  Should we have trouble finding the door again he could guide us back.
 
   I could now see the dark outline of the city wall behind us and to my left.  A section of the valley in which some of our enemy was camped was directly ahead of us.  I started out.  The moons were only partial crescents tonight.  The area we were traveling through was forested which gave us cover. The night was crisp, slightly cooler than usual.  The three teams spread out with our archers staying slightly behind the other two.  If I were an archer I would not want to earn the wrath of Syrann by not obeying orders.
 
   We moved without incident around the Olvioni forward defenses.  Ruguer had already pointed out to me the areas which contained booby-traps so I led the teams well away from those locations.  Once past the defenses we could see more fires out in the valley floor.  I noted the ones closest to us and headed in that general direction.  The topography had changed from forest to the long expanses of yellow grass.  It was high in some areas, almost to the chest but most of it had been so trampled during the earlier battles that it was flat.  That had good and bad parts attached.  The good was that we could see anyone coming.  The bad was that they could see us too.  We moved forward in silence, one team at a time.
 
   An hour after leaving the secret tunnel we drew near to a camp fire.  I signaled the teams to hug the dirt while Pulg, Syrann and I scoped it out.  We belly-crawled twenty yards until we were close enough to get a good look.  The fire was surrounded by a tenfold of Greys.  Not for the first time I wondered what the fascination was that the grey brutes had with the number ten.  These raiders were in the various stages of settling in for the night.  Several were wrapped in their animal skins and sitting by the fire.  Others were finishing a dinner, the contents of which I did not want to know.   Only one was sitting on a rock holding a spear.  I thought he must be the sentry.  I gestured to my lieutenants and we scooted back to a safe spot.
 
   I noted the location of the next closest fire.  It was a good distance away.  It would take fifteen minutes or so for anyone to run from there to the group we were targeting.  I wondered what our chances were of taking out this first group without them making enough noise to alert their brethren.  It was impossible to figure.  I hated to come all of this way to take out just one tenfold.  But then again, fortune favors the bold and our purpose out here, now that there were no more refugees to rescue, was to, in fact, be bold.
 
   We crawled back to our teams.  Squatting in the dark I gave my instructions to Pulg and Syrann.  Then I asked them if there was anything that I was not seeing or did not understand due to my lack of combat experience.  Neither replied.  I gave each of my lieutenants a nod and we started out.
 
   The lone Grey sentry sat on his rock and complained noisily about having to stay awake until one of his fellow raiders threw a rock at him.  Then he continued to do so for another hour only this time he did it in his head.  He was angry at being told to stand watch.  It was a precaution that Grey Ones rarely employed.  The humans were food for the Greys.  Why should one be afraid of food?  He spit.  Then he looked cautiously at the others snoring by the fire.  When he was certain he was not being observed he lifted the skin of spirits from under the pelt he held around his shoulders.  He took a long satisfying pull.  The liquor had been taken from an abandoned human farm shack and was of better quality than anything his kind was able to produce.  From where he sat with his back to a stand of tall grasses he could make out the strange lights on the walls of the city up ahead.  Soon, he thought.  Soon he and his kind would flow into that city and kill thousands.  They would eat their fill for months.  They would take treasure and liquor, all that they could carry.  Each would arm himself with fine human steel.  Then they would keep going.  And more cities would fall.  He lifted the skin and took another drink.  
 
   A gnat brushed his neck.
 
   Strange.  The liquor appeared to be flowing over his chest instead of down his throat.  He looked at the liquor skin expecting to see a hole but there was none.  Then he felt pain.  It was light at first then almost unbearable.  He jumped up and screamed but the air from his lungs did not reach his larynx.   It hissed out of him in near silence.  His hands went to his neck to find it oozing with a viscous warm wetness.  An arm snaked out from behind and grabbed the thick mane of black hair, yanking it and him backward off of the rock and onto the ground behind it.  Just before his world went black he saw the face of a human.  His food.  And the food was lifting a long knife for another strike.
 
   I watched from my vantage point.  The knifer was good.  He moved as quietly as a shadow.  In the few sessions I had had training in knife skills I learned that being swift and silent were the primary skills required.  The targeted group of greys was now without a guard.  I turned to the rest of the shadow’s team and nodded.  The other nine knifers crept up on hands and knees with their knives held between their teeth.  On the other side of the camp Pulg and his swordsmen snuck quietly closer, ready to rush in should the knifers approach be discovered.  At other locations around the camp fire our archers rose up with nocked arrows.  Their job was to take down any Grey who cried out in pain or sounded the alarm.
 
   I stayed back where I was.  My size was no help in this type of maneuver.  Even one as inexperienced as I knew that.  My main value to the operation now was to maintain command and control.  At least until the excrement hit the oscillator.  
 
   In tortuous slowness my knifers oozed forward.  The man I had sent in to take out the sentry was now kneeling over another grey brute who snored in blissful ignorance.  He stayed his hand waiting for the others.  The tension was eating at me.  My jaws began to ache until I realized that I was clamping them together too strongly.  I could hear my breath sliding in and out of my nostrils.  It sounded way too loud.  Certainly the sound would soon wake the creatures and send them into a frenzy of combat.  
 
   The knife team crawled on.  It had now been at least ten minutes since they had begun their approach.  I ached for action and an end to the waiting and dreading.  At that point I didn’t really care if we were heard, I just wanted it to start.
 
   At last the stealthy team had worked their way around the group of snoring sub-humans.  Each knifer was positioned at the head of one of the beasts.  I stood up so they could see me by the light of the fire and drew my finger across my throat.
 
   Then it was over.  
 
   It was as simple as that.  The nine Greys that were left by the fire woke wondering what it was that touched them.  The knives employed by our team were sharp as razors and parted skin like it was silk.  Two or three tried to leap up but they were pinned to the ground by Pulg’s swordsmen.  They had been unable to make a sound.  They were held down until their life’s blood saturated the sand and they ceased moving for all eternity.
 
   I was five feet away and I heard almost nothing.  I gathered my team around me again.  We had a long night ahead of us.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY
 
   Karr
 
    
 
   Karr stirred in his tent.  The heat was already starting to grow.  He kicked off his skins and stood, sweat running down his body.  He was tall for a Grey One, an entire head taller than any others he’d encountered.  Besides the streak of black hair that ran from his brow to his lower back he also had thick hair on his shoulders, arms and chest.  His limbs were powerful.  He strode naked to the cot in which slept his slave, covered by a thin cloth.  He woke the emaciated human with a kick.  He didn’t need him for anything but if he was awake his slave should be also.  
 
   Still naked he stepped outside of the tent to survey his army.  Their numbers stretched far away into the distance.  Hundreds of fires, thousands of fighters, male and female.  Karr laughed when he thought of the fact that his women were the physical equals of the food.  Why had his kind stayed hidden on the far side of the mountain ranges for centuries?  They were the strongest.  The fiercest.  Their territory should be wherever they said it was.  They were here to take what they wanted while they lived.  When they died, if there was any kind of life after this, then they would take what they wanted of that life as well.  
 
   Back in their mountain dens and lodges the elders had warned him.  They spoke of old stories and fears.  They cautioned him to restrict his ambition to small raids.  Don’t put the humans in a situation where they had nothing to lose, they said.  They kept saying it up until the time that he killed them and fed them to his men.
 
   The old stories might have been important at one time.  But no more!  They had grown strong over the centuries, outgrowing the safety of the mountains.
 
   Karr was something special and he knew it.  All of his people were strong of body but weak of mind.  Not him.  Since he was a youngling he had an intelligence that was unmatched among his kind.  They knew it too.  They saw it.  His plans, tactics, strategies.  All of his kind respected his raw strength but they also stood in awe of his mind.
 
   And now he had a secret.  One that was helping him to succeed.  A marvelous secret that he protected from all eyes.  The secret made his intelligence even more formidable.  More dangerous to any who dared oppose him.
 
   His slave came out of the tent and wrapped a loin skin around his waist, then buckled on a sword made of fine Olvioni steel.  Karr looked down from the foothills toward the walls of Olvion.  There was more fine steel there.  Soon it would be theirs.  Steel and treasure and food.  
 
   He walked among his fighters kicking awake those who still slept.  He was anxious.  Today would be the day that they reach the city.  The fine city with the walls that the food thought capable of protecting them.  He was ready.  The fighters were ready.  He wanted everyone up and making preparations to move out.  His destiny was waiting behind those city walls.  His place in history was there.  
 
   A small commotion drew his attention over by one of the feeding stations.  Several of his officers were talking in low tones while glancing over their shoulders toward the city.  He strode over to them and demanded to know what they were speaking of.  One of them meekly turned and spoke to him in their tongue.
 
   “My lord king, we have had messengers from our fighters who are camped nearer to the city.  They say some of our people that we sent forward are being murdered in their sleep.”
 
   Karr stepped close to his subordinate, noting the obvious trepidation in his face.  Karr greatly enjoyed the effect his presence had on underlings.
 
   “So we lost some fighters?  Are we to be surprised that the food would crawl from their hiding place and kill a few of our people?  How many did they kill?”
 
   The junior officer fought the urge to recoil from his sovereign’s morning breath.  He also didn’t want to give Karr bad news because one could never tell just how he would react.  He noticed that none of his friends were stepping forward to spread the risk around.  He licked at the sweat that was beading on his upper lip.
 
   “My lord king, reports are that eighty six of our soldiers had their throats slit last night.”  The Adam’s apple of the underling bobbed up and down several times as he swallowed repeatedly.  
 
   Karr had been gazing again at the walls of Olvion.  Upon hearing this last news his head snapped back to his minion.  “Eighty six?  I heard no battle.”
 
   “There was no battle, Lord King.  No struggles were heard, no outcries, nothing.  Not one sound.   Some are saying the humans have some among them who can change into snakes and slither quietly into the camps where they then change back and cut the throats of their enemies.”  The smaller grey made a face that was meant to convey disgust.
 
   Karr looked into the eyes of his lieutenant.  There was fear there.  Weak minds were quick to accept wild explanations for things they could not immediately understand.  All it took was one silly story.  This had to be quashed now.  The Grey King slapped the junior officer causing him to stumble backward several paces, barely keeping his footing.
 
   Karr stepped closer to his admonished underling.  “The next time you hear that story told you will cut the throat that utters it.  And the next time I hear that or any other outrageous lie I will personally cut the throat that speaks it.”  He swiveled his head to take in all of the officers present.  “Am I understood?”
 
   All of the underlings bowed their heads and made obsequious assurances to their king that hi orders were well understood.
 
   Karr dispersed them with a wave of his hand.  His slave tried to buckle a sandal onto his foot.  He kicked away the shoe and the servant.  Once again he surveyed the walls of Olvion.  Eighty six fighters killed in their sleep with no sound being heard.  Should he be worried?  The number was not important.  They had hundreds of thousands of raiders gathering here.  But the way they had been dispatched.  Karr was a veteran of skirmishes with the food.  He knew their moves.  This was new.  This had the ability to spin rumors and rumors travel faster than anything else in a war camp.  Even executing a few fighters for spreading the stories would not keep it from being whispered from mouth to ear. This would bear watching.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY ONE
 
   Terror
 
    
 
   I was the last one in from the night raid.  We made our way back to what I had been thinking of as the “rock entrance” just before dawn broke.  That was pushing it a little close and I resolved to be more careful of the time if we got a chance to go out again.  I would never have found the hidden door by myself.  We got back to the general area and one of our guards swung the door open and waved to me.  He had been watching for us.  We all scrambled up the side of the hill on which it was located.  The sky was already pink.
 
   When we were all inside I dismissed the troops after telling them how impressed I was with their professionalism.  “We gave them something to think about.”
 
   Pulg and Syrann waited for me to debrief them but I was too tired.  I told them to get some sleep and meet me in the first floor dining hall in six hours.  Dwan was just exiting the shower when I came in.  Ten minutes later I was snoring and she was taking another shower.
 
   Three hours later I was awakened by a knock on my door.  I expected another young teen messenger.  Instead it was King Zander.  I had wrapped a blanket around my shoulders to open the door.  I invited him inside feeling a little uncomfortable to be standing almost naked in front of the most powerful man in the kingdom.  I suggested that he take a seat while I pulled on my trousers and a light shirt.  
 
   “Forgive my unannounced intrusion, Tag-Gar.  I heard a brief report of the success you had last night and I wanted to verify it.  You slew eighty-six Greys?”
 
   I sat on the bed slicking back my hair with my hands.  “Yes.  Well, my people did.  I did not actually participate in any of the…events.”
 
   “As is proper.  A commander must take all steps required to be there to direct his team.  I must say that is an astounding number.”
 
   I nodded.  “Well, Your…”
 
   “We are alone here, Tag-Gar” he reminded me.  “Titles are not needed.” 
 
   “Right.  And along that same line please call me Tag.  It is a name that my former friends used to call me. Anyway Zander, we simply followed the instructions that you and Ruguer gave us.  We sought out isolated small pockets of the enemy and snuck up on them while they slept.  I have an extraordinarily skilled knifeman, I forget his name at the moment.  Most of the groups of Greys have now learned to set sentries at night.  Whenever we came upon a group that we wanted to take out my knifeman was able to slip in and silently take out any lookouts.  Then we crept forward until we had them surrounded and outmanned.  At a signal from me the other knifemen simply slit the throats of the remaining Greys.  Our other warriors were close by to ensure none of ambushed Greys were able to raise the alarm.  Few were even able to make a sound.”
 
   Zander pondered this news and smiled.  “I knew you’d be useful.  You look at this conflict with an entirely new and unbiased set of eyes.  You may be interested in knowing that the remaining Greys that had moved up closer to the city last night all packed up and withdrew.  They are now heading away from us.  It would appear they are intending to join up with the main body of raiders.”
 
   I was interested.  “Wow,” I said.
 
   “Wow?”
 
   “Sorry.  That is an expression from my world.”
 
   The king stood and asked to be excused.  I thought he was leaving but, instead, he opened the door and spoke to one of the four guards waiting outside.  When he came back in he had a puzzled look on his face.
 
   “Sorry.  I have had little sleep,” he said.  “I know you understand because you have probably had less.  I just requested a tray of tea for us.  But I have had a nagging feeling lately that I might benefit from learning more about your past.  My time has been limited the last few weeks but I have set aside this time for us to speak to one another.  Tell me, Tag, all about your world.”
 
   And so we sat for close to two hours while I droned on and on about Earth.  The king listened with rapt attention, stopping me only to clarify points.  He was amazingly open to believing my story.  He asked about my weapons and armor, leaning forward with interest when I described the cavern and its skeletal remains.  He had numerous questions about Tinker who was curled in a ball next to me on the bed.
 
   The tea arrived and I sucked it down, savoring the caffeine and the sweet honey.  Zander urged me to continue and was especially fascinated by my reports of airplanes, automobiles, ships and submarines.  His brow puckered when I mentioned explosives and firearms.  I tried to explain but he had no frame of reference with which to understand.  He confirmed my earlier suspicion that combustible elements which we used on Earth were either non-existent here or in such small supply that they had never been widely mined and used.  I described oil and he allowed that he may have heard of such a thing.  There were stories of farmers finding viscous black fluids when digging or plowing.  The few deposits that were discovered were quickly filled in and forgotten.  Zander closed his eyes as if lost in his memories and recited a story he had heard from his father about exploring far across the plains.  He supposedly found several small isolated villages in which people lived in primitive conditions.  But he recalled that, in one village, the occupants coated their torches with a thick black goo that burned for a long time.  Zander’s father had paid little attention to the substance because the use of the phosphorescent leaves in globes was a much more efficient and less messy means of illumination.  I became excited at this news and urged him to follow up on it after we got out of our current mess.  If we get out of it.  
 
   Zander then grew serious and looked directly at me.  “Tag, is there anything about the way we do things, specifically the way in which we fight this war, that you may see as needing change or improvement?”
 
   “Well, as I said before…”  I stopped.  I was about to remind the king that I had no experience with this type of war.  But I suddenly flashed on an insight that had been itching the back of my mind for a while.  “Actually, I might have a suggestion.  Feel free to tell me if you have already considered, tried and rejected this.”  He nodded and I went on.  “Most of your combat plans seem to be very much concerned with the honor of standing man to man on the battlefield.  You devote two of our warriors to each Grey because they are stronger than you on an individual basis.  But I have noticed a distinct advantage in speed by our people.  One-on-one, our people are just faster.  I would like to see that advantage emphasized when we equip ourselves for battle.”
 
   Zander became intensely absorbed.  He rose slightly and scooted his chair closer to the bed upon which I was sitting.
 
   “Can you elaborate?”
 
   I fought the feelings I normally had in these situations, to assume that I was wrong and would appear foolish.  My time in Olvion had worked many changes in the Jack Taggart of Earth.
 
   “We seem to rely more on short swords and shields than weapons which can strike quickly and effectively.  Think spears, javelins and pikes.  They keep distance between the combatants.  A stronger opponent has no advantage against a foe who can kill him from six feet away. 
 
   “Let’s take it even farther.  Only a small part of your army are archers.  Yet when I was doing night raids they were invaluable.  I think so many of your archers are female because men don’t want to deal with the stigma that has been allowed to grow against archers as warriors.  But the kill ratio for your bowmen is probably higher than that of regular troops.” I had more to say but I wanted to get his reaction.
 
   Zander sipped his tea, his brow knotted more now than I’d ever seen.  He closed his eyes, thinking deeply.  I could almost predict the objections he could cite.  Instead he opened his eyes smiled slightly.
 
   “I think your idea has some merit,” he said.  “But our deep sense of honor…of manliness if you will, almost demands what we think of as fair combat.  There is honor in defeating your enemy shield to shield even when it is done two on one because it is understood that we are compensating for our lack of comparative strength.”
 
   I found that logic hard to follow.  An idea occurred to me.
 
   “Zander, please humor me on this.  I would like you to stand.”
 
   The monarch stood and pushed his chair backwards.  Once he was standing I arose.  I was directly in front of him and his eyes were staring at my lower chest.
 
   “Look at us,” I said.  “Forget my height.  Consider the difference in our strength.  I’m told, and I am absolutely certain that it is true, that you are one of the strongest warriors in Olvion.”  
 
   I liked the fact that he didn’t try to wave the statement away.  He was aware of his abilities.  
 
   “How confident are you that you could overcome me if we started a fight to the death right now?  No weapons just you against me?”
 
   He looked me in the eyes, not wavering, absolutely no trace of fear on his face.  I became aware that, if anyone in this kingdom was capable of overcoming my other-worldly advantages, this was the man.  He considered the question seriously then answered.
 
   “I would lose.  All things as they stand right now, barring an incredibly fortunate turn of events such as you slipping and breaking a leg.”
 
   We both laughed.
 
   “Now,” I said.  “Try this.”
 
   I walked to the corner of my room and picked up the spear which I had taken from the cavern of skeletons.  I handed it to Zander.  Then I took my sword out from under my bed and stood across the room from him.  There was about fifteen feet separating us.
 
   “How would you judge your chances now?” I asked.
 
   The king hefted the spear.  It was abnormally heavy for Olvioni hands but he put the spear out in front of him and jabbed the air several times.  Then he hefted it up to his shoulder (using both hands) and mimed as if he were going to throw it.  He looked at me and smiled.
 
   “I take your point.  I really do.  But what is the difference between two of us killing you with swords and only…”  He stopped, realizing the answer lay in his own question.  “By the stars, lack of sleep must be slowing my mind.  If we can make a substantial shift in tactics we can almost double our ability to kill the enemy.”
 
   I nodded.  “Now think of this, Zander.”  I walked past him and opened the door, gesturing for one of his personal guards to enter.  The warrior got a nod from his king and entered.  I left the door open and the other three peered in with interest.
 
   I stood the warrior next to his king.  I then retrieved the finely-made bow that the old craftsman had built for me.  It was unstrung but I didn’t need it to be working in order to make my point.  I gave the weapon to the guard standing next to Zander and indicated he was to act as if he were holding the bow with a nocked arrow pulled back and ready.
 
   “Now of the two of you, who is most likely to kill me and not get injured?” I asked the king.
 
   Zander looked at his guard. 
 
   “I would think the bowman,” he answered.  
 
   “Me too.  Because he can be farther away yet still kill me without any danger of me getting to him and hurting him.  It does one no good to kill the enemy if it costs your life.  In the words of one of Earth’s most famous warriors:  No one ever won a war by dying for their country.  Wars are won by making the other poor bastard die for his country.”
 
   That brought a laugh from the king and all of his guards.
 
   I continued but using titles now, aware that we were in front of his men.
 
   “Your Majesty, in my opinion there is never anything noble or honorable about war. In the last few weeks I have experienced war in all of its ugliness.  With all due respect we should not be fighting this war for honor.  We are trying to save the lives of everyone in this kingdom and everyone in the three coastal kingdoms.  I don’t care if we accomplish that in a pretty way or in ugly fashion.  The only thing honorable and manly about war is saving our women and children from ending up on the dinner tables of those godless grey beasts out there.  We owe them nothing but we especially don’t owe them honor.  I can stand ten feet away from one of them and put an arrow in his chest and feel just as manly as I need to feel.”
 
   The guards shouted their approval and support.  Zander looked at them, noting their responses then turned back to me.
 
   “Let us go find Ruguer.”
 
   The next morning, after yet another night with little sleep, I took a swallow of Dwan’s rantiel liquid for energy and chewed a gaalan weed to get the pain out of my still-healing leg.  We had spent the previous morning hastily making plans and assigning duties.  Pulg and all of the other weapons instructors were called in as well as hundreds of lower-ranking warrior supervisors.  These were similar to the non-commissioned officers in Earth’s military and the backbone of any army.  Orders were given and groans were shouted down.  There was simply no time for it.  
 
   First and most time consuming was scheduling most of the ground forces to undergo basic handling of the javelin.  A check of the number of those spear-like weapons told us we had a little over two thousand in the armory.  Some were old and rusted but the nature of the armament was such that they did not need to be in pristine condition.  A javelin, unlike a spear or pike, was made for throwing, not thrusting, though in a pinch that could be done as well.  The missile could be effectively used at distances of twenty to thirty yards.  The idea was to launch it as high as one’s strength would allow so it would reach its peak then fall down upon enemy forces with the sharp weighted point facing down.  When used correctly the javelin will penetrate most shields and helmets.  Their only drawback was that the ones which missed their mark could be recovered and used by the enemy.  But in the type of fighting we were preparing for this was considered a very small danger.
 
   The only real pushback we had was from a thousand warriors who were assigned to a crash course on the use of the bow and arrow.  The prevailing mentality was to think of the bow as a weapon for women, weaker men or cowards.  Finding themselves forced into using such a tool was a blow to their ego.  In his “no nonsense” manner Ruguer had shouted them down and made it plain that their approval was neither sought nor required. He reminded them that they would all still be armed with their swords and would eventually be using them against the enemy. 
 
   I should point out here that Syrann, Pulg and my team of swordsmen, archers and knifemen were now permanently under my command.  Ruguer had been impressed with the results of our raid and had released me to use my own initiative with them.  Somewhere along the line someone (probably me) started to refer to us as “rangers” and the name stuck.  I suspected we were looked upon as something of an elite unit as we had endless entreaties from other warriors to join our ranks.  I referred them all to Ruguer unless I saw someone who really impressed me.  Syrann gave me the names of five archers (four female, one male) whom she said were superior bowmen but also good with a backup weapon such as a short sword or war hammer.  I added them to our group.  Pulg suggested two brutes that excelled in the use of the war club.  I took them too.  I felt it was important to legitimize the opinions of my lieutenants.  Otherwise they might have a game-changing suggestion that would never be brought to my attention for fear of rejection.  That was a political tactic I’d learned as captain of the REACT team in the state prison on Earth.
 
   So we were now thirty-nine.  Although it was for no really good reason I figured we needed even numbers so I set about looking for one more person to add to our group.  I found her when I went to pay a visit to Dwan at the medical facility.  Just as I walked into the high-ceilinged building I spied her in a corner working on one of the treatment beds.  I could see that she was having trouble reaching the part of the cot that she was repairing because it was on the bottom.  The beds were big heavy structures because various extensions and braces that had to be used on them.  I hurried over intending to crawl under the thing and finish the repair for her.  Just before I got there a pretty young woman who looked about thirty Earth years in age came over to her and exchanged a few words.  Then, to my surprise, she bent her knees, grasped the end of the bed frame and heaved.  The bed rose until it was held over her head and balanced on the two opposite legs.  As I walked up she continued to talk to Dwan as she finished her repair.  With her back to me I could see cords of muscle bunching up under the skin of the young woman’s back and arms.  When it was done she lowered it gently to the floor and walked away, waving at Dwan and nodding to me.  
 
   Dwan saw me and we exchanged kisses.  I hooked a thumb at the retreating woman.
 
   “That was impressive.  Are these things lighter than they look?”
 
   Dwan arched an eyebrow.  “Oh, you think Meena is impressive?” 
 
   Meena?  
 
   From Dwan’s tone I suspected a trap and deftly maneuvered my way out of it.  “I think what I just saw her do was impressive.”  
 
   I moved to the same end from which the woman had lifted the bed.  I grabbed the cross bar and pulled up.  Naturally, with my size and Earth-gravity-formed muscles the bed offered me little resistance.  But I could judge the weight and doubted there were many men in Olvion who could have managed what I had just witnessed.  
 
   “Wow,” I said.  “She must be extremely capable of defending her own honor,” I joked.
 
   The other brow arched.  “So first she was impressive, now you are speculating as to her honor?”  Once again I sensed impending doom.  Then she laughed and the tension evaporated.  She’d been having fun with me.
 
   “Relax Warrior.  Few are the men who don’t find Meena interesting.  The thing is, most are intimidated by her.”
 
   “Is she also a healer?”
 
   “No, Meena was a metal worker in one of the more isolated farming villages out in the valley.  Her father taught her from an early age and, when he died, she took over.  She brought in a group of fifteen children when the Greys first started raiding.  The rumor is that she had to kill more than one Grey in order to get all of the children here alive.  She used the same hammer she employed in her work.  She was placed here by one of the committees that Brackus put in place.  They said there was no room for her in the armories.”
 
   “So she enjoys working with the sick and injured?”
 
   Dwan shook her head.  “No, but she doesn’t complain and the Stars know she has been a blessing.  When she got here she asked to be assigned warrior duties. The committee decided against that because she had no experience or training.  I think they’re wrong.  She’s been swinging a hammer since she could walk.   She could take off a Grey’s head with one swipe.”
 
   We spoke a while longer.  Dwan had evidently developed a soft spot for Meena, especially after hearing about her saving all of those children.  She also had no kind words to say about Brackus and the people on his committees.  But my attention was on the young woman and I asked her if she objected to my taking Meena for my team.
 
   “Absolutely not.  You need a capable person out there watching over you.  Especially since I am not allowed to go.”  Dwan had been specifically rejected when she asked to be assigned to my rangers.  Her abilities and talents as a healer made her far more valuable to the cause where she was.  She was disappointed but she understood.  And really, when all things were considered she’d rather save lives than take them. 
 
   We went to lunch then took a short walk on the battle ramparts.   I was pleased to see that the Greys had not gathered in large numbers near the castle walls.  We parted with a quick kiss.  Dwan promised to find Meena and tell her about my offer to include her on my team.  I told her to have Meena come to the ground floor dining facility at sundown if she was interested.
 
   I took the rest of the afternoon to check on my team of rangers, but first I made a quick trip to the room to recover something.  The rangers were at the same warrior training facilities where I had received instruction in weapons.  We had been given a large corner space in which to operate and I had asked Pulg and Syrann to start cross-training our people.  I felt our archers should have some instruction in sword and knife and so on and so forth.  When I arrived at the facilities there were three rows of rangers each separated by their expertise with the different weapons.  
 
   I approached Syrann and returned her salute.  She had dirt and dust in her hair and clothing and a sheen of sweat on her forehead.  She was wearing her red and green warrior uniform and I could barely make out the colors because of the grime.  I was pleased.  There was no mistaking the dedication of this fine young warrior.
 
   The archers that were assigned to her seemed to be a little less enthusiastic. They’d been training now since sunup and were just as dirty as she was.  Each had a short sword and were standing in front of thick poles set into the ground.  The warriors dutifully struck first one side of the pole then the other.  Each had a strung bow slung over one shoulder and a quiver over the other.  It looked uncomfortable but the point of the exercise was to get them used to it here before they reached the battlefield.  There were a hundred adjustments that they would find necessary and this was the place to discover them.  
 
   Syrann saw the bow in my hand and her brows raised in inquiry.
 
   “I thought you could give me an opinion on something.”  I handed her the unstrung weapon.  She took it and unwound the catgut from the shaft.  She looked back at me with a “Are you serious?” expression.
 
   The young archer wrapped her leg around the body of the bow and put all of her weight on the upper half of it.  She then struggled mightily to pull the catgut loop over the recurved end.  She got closer than I would have ever suspected.
 
   Syrann finally gave up and smiled.  “This is obviously a weapon for a much mightier warrior than I.  Maybe for a legend?”
 
   It was my turn to smile.  I took it back and strung it in the way the old bow maker had showed me.  Once it was ready I asked her to put double shields on a target that sat fifteen yards down range.  Once done I offered her the first shot.  She declined.  So I drew back the string and lined up the arrow, making certain that it was straight. I then released the breath I’d been holding and let the catgut slide slowly through my fingers.  There was a satisfying “twang” followed by a ring of metal on metal as the arrow struck the target.  
 
   We walked downrange together.  The metal head of the arrow had penetrated through both shields and was now stuck deeply into the wooden post beneath.  Syrann looked at the results with something approaching respect.  
 
   “Absolutely amazing,” she said.  
 
   We spent about thirty minutes playing with it.  I finally convinced her to try it a few times.  She could not take a full draw on it but she was able to make some impressive hits.  My shots penetrated more deeply but hers were far more accurate.  It was an enjoyable time.  But sundown was approaching and I had plans to meet Dwan and have dinner.  I told Syrann to release the archers for the day and made a point of insisting that she get some rest also.
 
   Dwan and Meena were waiting at the first floor dining facility.  Meena was anxious to join us.  I was certain she wanted to exact some pay-back for the suffering of the people from her village.  I carefully explained the facts of life about our team.  I made sure she understood that orders needed to be followed to the letter and that stealth was valued more highly than brute strength.  She was very respectful and accepting about the whole thing.  I had a gut feeling that she would be a good addition to our group.  
 
   Pulg walked in a few minutes before we finished our meal and I waved him over.   He had five members of the sword and war club team with him.  I made the introductions.  I could see Pulg’s practiced military eye evaluating Meena.  He took in the wide shoulders and muscular arms.  I thought I discerned some approval there.  I left her there with him and her new team mates as I walked Dwan back to the triage clinic.  She was working long hours and we wouldn’t be able to be together for a few hours.  I was walking back to the room when the alarm bells began to sound.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY TWO
 
   Invasion
 
    
 
   I was in the war room standing at the observation window.  Ruguer, Zander, Brackus and Vynn were standing close to me.  We were all silently watching the scene below.  The main body of the Greys were flowing into the valley like water.  There were thousands.  A hundred thousand at last count.  It was a sight designed to instill fear.  And it was working.  The numbers were staggering.  We had a mere sixty thousand warriors.  We were already outnumbered almost two to one.  And still more came.
 
   Ruguer had pulled back his cavalry patrols and once again abandoned the outer defenses.  Our two largest bridges were still down and we had a few hundred men putting in last-minute traps and ambush devices but they would soon be withdrawn.  Once again we would be confined to the city.  There was just no way to defend open ground with the numbers we were facing.
 
   “There.”  Ruguer pointed toward the middle of the horde where the inhuman crowd parted to admit the passage of a dozen or more Greys. “That would be their leader.”
 
   I used some borrowed optics to examine the group he’d designated.  I saw one Grey clothed in gold or brass armor which covered him head to toe.  He was very large for a Grey, maybe six feet tall and wider than most of his fellow raiders.  Yep, there was no mistaking who was in charge.  As I watched the others almost fell to the ground in order to show him deference.  The brutes around him were also larger than normal.  Those would be his lieutenants.  They, too, were armored but theirs had not the richness of their leader’s.  My attention was drawn to one of the Greys in the rear who was holding a leash on the end of which was a naked human male.  An anger grew inside my abdomen, hot and icy at the same time.  Seeing a fellow human being treated like that was infuriating.  I could only imagine the cruelty and indignities that were being visited upon the poor man.  Zander spoke.
 
   “Do we have an estimated total?”
 
   A warrior seated at a table behind us shouted.  “One hundred and seventy six thousand, Your Majesty.”
 
   Night was approaching.  Fires were being kindled by the Greys.  Thousands of campfires.  I immediately noticed that there were no outlying camps.  All of them were within shouting and sight distance to each other.  There would be no easy picking off of isolated camps of ten or twenty like we’d been doing in our night raids.  Ruguer noticed it also.
 
   “Well, they are learning.  They are keeping their people close together in order to protect them from our night patrols.”  Then, to my surprise he smiled.  “But I think maybe they are being a bit too clever.”  He whispered something to Zander.  Zander gave a look that I interpreted to be “Are you sure?”  Ruguer nodded and turned to rush out of the war room, followed by a half dozen officers, including Vynn.  I wondered what was going on.
 
   As I waited for something to happen I took note of the way the Greys were deployed.  If one had the luxury of a helicopter and was looking down upon the city and the valley beyond this is what they would see:
 
   As I mentioned earlier I had made my determination to designate the direction of the Lion’s Road running from the city of Olvion to the coast as West.  The Kneeling Warrior Mountains was south and the Hounds Teeth range was north.  Looking out of the war room window we were facing east.  In that direction lie the valley floor, the bluffs and the foothills of the large Grey Mountains range.  It was from those mountains that the Greys had invaded.  It was also the home of Tinker and the other Children of the Mountain.
 
   As the horde flooded into the valley and over the bluffs they were finally stopping some five hundred yards from our main East gates.  There were four of these gates, two larger and two smaller.  The larger ones were still open and the bridges over the troughs were still down.  The Greys had arranged themselves in a crescent around the approach to the Olvion stronghold.  The two sharp ends of the crescent crept in the closest to the walls, being only three hundred yards away.  That was closer but still far enough away to be safe from an arrow attack.  The crescent end to our north was strung out a little longer than the other side was.  There was a natural separation from the rest of the horde due to the fact that a deep natural ditch ran along that side of the valley.  It was within sight of the larger body of Greys but the bluffs on the north came in closer to the castle than they did on the south.  Those natural barriers put an eighty yard wide break in their lines.  Just eyeballing it I estimated two thousand or more raiders on the castle side of the ditch.
 
   Then I heard a deep rumbling beneath us and recognized the sound of cavalry racing out of the stronghold gates and across the bridges.  The streams of mounted warriors came into view below.  They were streaking out of both large gates, crossing both main bridges and converging on the other side of the defense trough.  The Greys were still in the midst of setting up camp, building fires and erecting shelters.  They were overly confident of their numbers and unprepared for Ruguer’s brilliant tactic.  As most of the enemy watched dumbstruck the two lines of cavalry joined up into a solid wall of unstoppable horses, lances and spiked maces.  They sliced into the enemy lines right where the ditch separated the northern tip of the crescent.  The smaller group of raiders was immediately cut off from their confederates who were still in shock trying to understand what was going on.
 
   The fifteen-hundred-strong Olvion cavalry blitzed through the cut off camp, smashing into their unprepared fighters.  The chaos was all-consuming.  The doomed Greys in the smaller camp fell under the weapons of the warriors and the hooves of their mounts.  It was a true slaughter.  The brutes had been caught totally by surprise and most had had no time to snatch up a weapon.  The advantage of being mounted more than made up for the slight deficit in numbers.  A thousand Greys fell in the first pass.  When the horsemen turned their animals and swept back through enemy lines a second time they mopped up any grey skinned raider that was stupid enough to remain standing.  A good number had leapt into the natural ditch to avoid death.
 
   By this time the enemy in the larger group had armed themselves and were beginning to pour over the bluffs to defend their comrades.  They were too late.  The cavalry made their returning sweep through enemy lines and continued on back unimpeded over the bridges and into the city gates, thundering into the large square to the cheers of the citizens and the warriors on sentry duty.  My heart soared.  Ruguer had committed his entire compliment of fifteen hundred cavalry to a devastating lightning strike of a military action.  The sound of the closing gates rose up to us.
 
   I searched the area in which the conflict occurred and saw fourteen horses wandering around without riders.  War was not a game for the cheap.  Any victory came with a price.  We would later learn that the Grey’s estimated losses for that one brief strike was thirteen hundred.  And while any military commander would quickly trade fourteen of his own for thirteen hundred enemy dead, he would not do it without experiencing personal anguish.  I had felt the same emotions when I lost some of my team members a few days earlier.  And so I understood when Ruguer came back into the war room, the dust of the valley still on his legs.  Others in the room cheered him but his face showed no pleasure.  The cheers dies prematurely.
 
   Looking back out on that field of battle I thought I could see another result in the enemy lines.  The shock of the sudden attack had rattled them.  Already huddled more tightly together than they normally would be they now drew even closer to each other.  Raiders nearest to the city walls pushed their way back, fighting with others for the more secure areas.  I felt even more confident of our military commander’s genius.
 
   The new, more cautious deployment of the enemy made another night assault too risky, at least for now.  So Dwan and I took advantage of having the entire night to ourselves.  I released my rangers to enjoy time with their families or to seek distraction from the dangers of our situation elsewhere.  Tinker, by now, had figured out that Dwan and I enjoyed privacy when we were together in the room so she had adopted the habit of sleeping in the small bathroom, up on a shelf on top of folded towels.  
 
   The next morning after a great night’s sleep Dwan went back to the triage clinic and I met the rangers at the training field.  They had joined the larger groups of warriors in cross-training with unfamiliar weapons.  I wondered how much time we would have to familiarize them.  
 
   I sat Tinker on a low post and spent an hour with Syrann getting tips on the use of the bow.  She was an absolute master of the weapon, able to put a shaft into a man-sized target at seventy five yards.  That amounted to three quarters of a football field.  I was just beginning to develop the muscle memory needed for proficiency.  I could not approach the accuracy of Syrann but I could drop arrows into the general area of a target some one hundred yards away.  This would be useful if we came upon a group of Greys packed tightly in a group.
 
   After a while a commotion began on the walls.  Warriors were shouting and pointing over toward the enemy camp.  I feared an attack so I ran up on the closest rampart to see what was happening.  Out at the main enemy camp I could just make out a knot of Greys surrounded by their comrades.  I could not quite see what was going on and longed for the height of the war room.  A warrior Sub-Commander came up beside me and handed me a telescope.  Through the instrument I was able to see a group of five Greys.  They were bound head and foot and tied by the neck to stakes set into the earth.  The large Grey with the gold armor that I had seen the day before was shouting something to the gathered onlookers.  I was too far away to hear what was being said and it was in the tongue of the Greys anyway.  But it was obvious that the big guy was angry.  In light of recent events I guessed that he was putting the blame for Ruguer’s blitzkrieg strike yesterday on these poor souls.  
 
   After a minute or two of tongue lashing Mr. Gold Armor held out his hand and was given a large two headed battle axe.  He took a couple of practice swings with it then went down the line casually lopping off all five heads.  Discipline, in the style of the Grey’s.  I liked it.  They were killing each other for us.
 
   I went back to my training, this time putting in time with Pulg practicing the art of the war club.  Meena was there with other members of the rangers.  She was sparring with a male, club in one hand and a shield on the other arm.  In the twenty seconds I watched it was obvious that the man was getting his ass kicked by the former metal worker. 
 
   I went a few rounds with Pulg.  It was a good workout.  Later, with Tinker riding my shoulder, he told me I should focus on other disciplines.
 
   “When it comes to the war club there is nothing I can teach you,” Pulg advised.  “With your strength, speed and natural ability there is no one who can stand before you with that weapon.  You waste your time with me.  Try the javelin.  It’s a devastating weapon and you should be able to put some real distance on it.”
 
   “I’ll try it,” I said.  “But tell me, how do you think Meena is going to work out?”
 
   Pulg beckoned me over to the side where no one else could hear us.
 
   “You ask me about Meena?  Sub-Commander if I had hundred like her I would storm the enemy lines tomorrow.  I have put her up against our club-warriors and she has bested them all.  I confess I am tempted to go through the city and press all of the metal workers into our unit.  All those years of swinging heavy sledges all day long has given her an arm like Ruguer himself.”
 
   Tinker sent me an emotion of affection.  I smiled at the old warrior.  “Why Pulg, I do believe you are smitten by your new recruit.”  I watched him go through several shades of red before I let him off the hook.  “I’m just having fun with you, Pulg.  Keep up the training and let me know if you need anything.”
 
   I met with Dwan for lunch after that and told her of Meena’s performance.   She was not at all surprised.  We talked of nothing urgent while eating.  It was a luxury speaking of unimportant things for a while.  War creates an atmosphere of seriousness around itself that sucks in everything and everyone involved.  There are very few opportunities to let one’s mind just drift and bounce from topic to topic.
 
   Our vacation from crucial matters was short-lived.  A young man in warrior’s uniform found me and let me know that one of the Sub-Commanders on the stronghold ramparts was looking for me.  I kissed Dwan and followed him.
 
   On the wall I was taken to the same officer who had loaned me his telescope just an hour beforehand.  He passed it to me again and pointed.  
 
   Down below us, just out of arrow range, was a tangle of Greys.  One of them was unusually tall and covered with black armor.  He had already crossed over one of the East bridges and was walking toward the front wall.  A dozen or so Greys were following him.  The warriors on watch were gathering to see with a few of them nocking arrows in anticipation.  Tinker seemed to find this event interesting as she scampered out of her pouch and up to her favorite perch on my shoulder.   Someone must have informed Ruguer because he came trotting up beside me with a dozen subordinates in tow.
 
   The group passed the point where they could be picked off by arrow.  Ruguer beckoned the watch warriors to lower their bows.  He interested in what the small group wanted.  They certainly posed no threat to us behind our walls.  As we watched him approach, a few hundred other Greys from the camp began drifting closer.  Still there was no credible threat.  It looked to me like the second, larger group was simply interested in what the first group was up to.  Ruguer raised a telescope and watched as the bigger Grey stopped directly beneath us.  One of the beasts accompanying him stepped up and held a large, horn-like cone, much like the old fashioned conical megaphones of Earth.  The Grey in black armor stepped up to the instrument and shouted in Olvioni:
 
   “Cowards!  You are all cowards.”  He pointed his finger at us.  “You hide behind your walls and sob like children.  You sneak out and attack a much smaller force who were not even armed then flee like insects when we rise to fight you.”
 
   He was obviously speaking of the surprise cavalry attack yesterday.  I had to take issue with his recollection of events, most of the Greys that our cavalry struck down were, in fact, armed.  A tide of anger, obviously coming from Tinker, drifted through my mind.  The Grey continued.
 
   “You are a city of vermin, hiding behind the skirts of your women.  Who among you has the courage to face me in battle?  Which one of you dares to crawl out from under your beds and stand shield-to-shield with a fighter equipped with male parts?”
 
   One of the Greys next to Black Armor was shouting translations of his speech to the onlookers on the other side of the bridge.  This elicited a wave of laughter from the Greys gathering there.  A few crossed to get closer to the action so they could hear all that was being said.  As the challenger ranted on getting more and more insulting Ruguer looked to me.
 
   “It seems they are trying to regain some confidence for their fighters after last night’s attack,” he said.  He noticed that other Greys were crossing the bridges in fours and fives.  “I wonder how many are stupid enough to come over into range of our archers.  We might give them another slap in the face if enough of them cross the bridges to watch the show.”  
 
   More were crossing now, encouraged by the fact that the original group were taunting us with impunity.  I figured there were at least sixty now close enough to catch an arrow.  Ruguer leaned over and whispered into the ear of one of his Sub-Commanders.  The warrior saluted and ran off, down the rampart stairs.  Minutes later archers began sneaking up the stairs all around the East side of the stronghold.  They kept their heads low, avoiding detection from ground level.
 
   Below us the armored Grey continued his insults and challenges.  The beasts that were gathering around him were cheering now and adding their own insults.  I searched for the Grey I’d seen the previous day wearing gold armor but he was not present.  I wondered if this was a probe of some kind or maybe a distraction.  Ruguer must have been thinking the same thing I was because he was sending his aides off into different directions, presumably to keep an eye on all sections of the city walls.  But more and more it appeared that Ruguer had called it correctly:  The morale of the Greys had been sorely injured by yesterday’s assault.  The incredible swiftness and effectiveness of the mounted attack had rattled them.  After all, if it happened once it could happen again.  This seemed designed to be a pep rally of sorts.
 
   Warriors around me began snapping to attention as Zander ascended to the ramparts.  I joined the others in a salute which he returned.  He conferred with his commander for a few minutes.  As they talked both of them would shoot glances in my direction.  Tinker got stiff on my shoulder and sent me a wave of mental excitement and anticipation.  All I could think of was “Uh Oh!”
 
   Eventually they called me over.  I already knew what they were going to ask me.  Zander put an arm on my shoulder.
 
   “How is your leg, Warrior?” he asked.  
 
   “My leg is healed, Majesty,” I answered.  And it was the truth.  The Olvioni medicines and the nearly constant treatments of Dwan had done wonders to the wounds on my thigh.  It was still stiff when I got up in the mornings but after I warmed up it was fine.
 
   Ruguer nodded.  “His Majesty and I have had a thought but we need your opinion.”
 
   Again: “Uh Oh!”
 
   “This little show down below is drawing a crowd,” Ruguer continued.  “We wondered if there was some way to draw a larger group.  Perhaps a few hundred of them lured over here into the range of our archers.”
 
   I looked around myself.  Hundreds of archers were now lining the defense ramparts, crouched down low and out of the sight.  More were showing up each minute.  I sighed.
 
   “What do you need me to do?”
 
   Zander pointed at the Grey in the black armor.  “Evidently that one there is highly regarded as a fighter.  He seeks to goad one of us into a fight so he can kill his opponent and re-instill confidence in his followers.”  The King smiled.  “Of everyone in this city who do you think is the most likely to defeat him?”
 
   “Ruguer,” I said quickly and we all three laughed.  “No, I see your point.  Sending our military commander is impossible and anyone else might just play right into their hands.  Besides, Tinker here is sending me impressions that lead me to believe that this is one of those things I am here for.”  It was true.  She had been pumping me up with eagerness, confidence and enthusiasm.  I was afraid but I also trusted her.  As I was considering all of this she nuzzled me under the chin as if to reassure me.
 
   “Okay,” I sighed.  “But what’s the plan?  Do I just walk out there and start fighting?”
 
   “No,” Ruguer shook his head.  “Let’s try to lure as many of the bastards close as we can.  Maybe figure out a way to incite them, challenge their manhood like they are trying to do to us.  I’d really like to shove this attempt to regain their swagger down their vile throats.  Make them feel even less sure of themselves.”
 
   Below us the enemy crowd had now grown to two hundred or so.  The fact that no action was being taken against them was encouraging others to approach.  Hundreds more were gathered at the entrances to the four bridges and that crowd seemed to be eager to join the others.  
 
   On my shoulder Tinker trilled.  It was a musical sound, much like a songbird.  Her little hand was lightly clinging to my ear.  Ruguer and Zander turned at the sound.  Her tail flicked and she repeated the musical trill.  She turned to look directly at me.  The feeling of confidence that she had been infusing into my brain intensified.  My vision faded, the image of the valley fogging over.  I saw myself on the field below us.  Myself and…another warrior.  An Olvioni.  I saw who the warrior was and I recoiled, mentally resisting.  But Tinker persisted.  She was telling me that this was what was needed.  Another emotion grew inside me.  Trust.  Absolute and all-consuming trust accompanied by even more confidence.  This was right.  I trusted Tinker.  And she was showing me what should be done.  The moment I accepted her proposal and the idea behind it my vision returned.
 
   Zander and Ruguer were both studying me, looks of concern on their faces.  I smiled.
 
   “This is going to sound crazy.”
 
    
 
   Thirty minutes later the black-armored Grey was still spouting threats and insults.  The crowd around him had grown to maybe three hundred now but others were crossing the bridges more rapidly.  They were enjoying the taunting of their champion, taking courage from it.
 
   Another megaphone had been brought to the wall.  It was almost an exact duplicate of the one used by the Greys.  We waited while an engineer affixed it to a tripod base with the horn facing outward.  When it was ready Ruguer stepped up to it.
 
   “You down there, the one making all of the noise.  Do you seriously seek to challenge a warrior of Olvion?  We saw the fighting ability of your puny horde yesterday.  I personally crushed the skulls of a dozen of you.  We barely broke a sweat.”
 
   One of the Greys in the crowd below shouted a translation to the others in their language.  It was repeated by others all the way back to and beyond the bridges.  Angry shouts came back and more Greys crossed over to stand below us.
 
   Black Armor struck the ground with his hammer.  “I am Gann.  And I saw your cowardly attack, riding on the backs of beasts instead of standing shield to shield like males.  Yes, I challenge your warriors.  Any warrior with any weapon.  Face me one on one or go to your beds tonight knowing that your females see you as cowards.”  The growing contingent of Greys around him cheered and laughed.
 
   Ruguer shouted back.  “I admit it would be entertaining to watch an Olvioni warrior pound you until you are but a moist stain on the dirt.  But my sense of fairness will not permit it.  To send one of our warriors against only one of you would be cruel.  If you truly want your followers to see the power and fighting ability of one of our warriors I propose that you choose two of your fighters to help you.  Three of you against one of our best will at least give you a chance.”
 
   This, too, was translated by others in the crowd.  A huge cheer went up as more and more crossed the bridges to get into a position from which to see the promised spectacle.
 
   The Grey called Gann replied. “Send your warrior.  We will divide him amongst us for our midday meal.”  More laughter.  Then Ruguer set the hook.
 
   “We will certainly send our warrior to speed your departure from this life.  But I fear you have committed a grave sin when you spoke of our females.  Our women consider it an insult to have their collective name issue forth from the mouth of a lowly Grey One.  They will demand payment for this slight.”
 
   A ripple of laughter issued from the crowd of beasts.
 
   “Will they?” Gann asked.  “And what payment will they require?”
 
   “That should be obvious even to an ignorant beast like yourself.  One of our females will insist on also facing one of your males in battle.”  
 
   A huge roar came back from the crowd of Greys below as Ruguer’s words were interpreted by the few who spoke Olvioni.  Some confidently cheered the coming contest while others shouted anger at the insult.  Groups of a dozen or more broke away from the safety of the enemy camp and rushed across the bridges, jostling to get closer to Gann and his comrades.  The promise of a combat spectacle combined with the lack of any attacks on the gathered Greys was stoking their confidence.
 
   Ruguer turned to me and shrugged.  “The deed is done.  I pray you know what you are doing, Warrior.  This could turn out to be either a great victory or a horrendously demoralizing event.  For us!”
 
   I looked over the edge of the wall.  Below a half-circle of grey bodies was forming up near the stronghold walls.  Presumably it was the area in which they had decided the coming battle would be fought.  Hundreds of additional Greys had now crossed the bridges and were milling about, pushing and shoving for positions from which they would be able to watch.  It was like we’d turned on a faucet.  More and more were gathering.  I estimated some five or six hundred now stood between the stronghold walls and the bridges crossing the defensive troughs leading up to the city gates.  The gates leading into the city, of course, had long since been closed.  Many of the enemy numbers were well within reach of our arrows but others were just outside of that range.  To pull more in I accepted the fact that we would have to go through with this little dog-and-pony show.  After all, this would only work once and we needed to get the most benefit out of it.
 
   I looked at Meena who was standing over by an exterior wall.  When I told her of my plan she had quietly agreed to it.  The memory of what had been done to her village by the raiders still burned in her chest.  She was eager to take vengeance and had confidence in her physical abilities.  So did I.  But still I was loathe to risk her life, despite the constant flood of optimism with which Tinker was filling my head.  At any rate, it was too late to change plans now.  The die was cast.  While Pulg helped Meena don her armor I went to face Dwan.
 
   As I expected she simply nodded.  My explanation was simple.
 
   “We have an opportunity to cripple their morale and do away with hundreds of their fighters, all at once.  That could mean saving hundreds or even thousands of Olvioni lives.  Look around you.  You are here as a healer, working to save lives.  What would you have done to save the ones you lost?  How much would you have risked?  Your life?  We both know you would have.”   I took her face in my hands.  “Besides…This is what I am here for.  Do you doubt that?”
 
   She did not.  I held her while she teetered on the brink of tears.  Then her considerable courage emerged.  She dried her beautiful eyes and told me she was going to watch from the walls.  Her expression told me there would be no talking her out of it.  She accepted Tinker from me, wrapping her around her neck like a housecat.  I saw her eyes relax a bit and suspected Tinker was providing her with a little tranquility.  I was proud of my woman’s strength.
 
   Dwan climbed the stairs to the ramparts with me.  This particular section of the city wall was some forty feet high.  The crowd below was holding at about six hundred Greys.  Many thousands were congregating near the entrances to the bridges.  These represented the more cautious among them, not wanting to trust getting closer to the walls.
 
   Two metal hoists had been rigged on the wall with arms that stretched over the side.  Ropes were threaded through greased wheels on each.  Zander approached us, putting a hand on each of our shoulders.
 
   “Olvion thanks you for your service, Warriors.”  He then embraced us both.  It was an emotional act, especially for Meena who, to this moment, had only seen her monarch from afar.  Ruguer then pulled us aside.
 
   “Assume nothing from these bastards.  I have archers ready in case the crowd tries to rush you.  We will lower you from the walls.  These ropes have loops tied in them for your hands and feet.  After you are victorious I want you to get back to them as quickly as you can.  Do not waste any time.  We will haul you back up quickly.  Make certain to hold on tightly because it will be fast.”
 
   I found it interesting that Ruguer fastened Meena’s helmet for her.  He checked her armor then leaned over to whisper something into her ear.  I found that to be interesting too but did not have the time to ponder it.
 
   That being done, Ruguer shouted to the Greys below, demanding that the crowd step farther back from the walls, increasing the size of the semi-circle in which we were to fight.  It also gave us a few extra seconds to make it back to the ropes if we were being pursued.  Like Ruguer, I took nothing for granted from these beasts.  The crowd retreated until the rear numbers were on the lip of the defense trough.  That action gave us a good-sized area within which to fight and kept the main body of the crowd a comfortable distance away.
 
   Meena, like me, wore armored shin and forearm guards.  Unlike me she also had on a breast plate that looked to be made of copper.  It fully encircled her, giving protection to her back as well.  She carried a war hammer as her primary weapon and had both a dagger and short sword in sheaths at her waist.  She also carried a shield.   
 
   I looked at her.   The woman warrior smiled grimly and nodded.
 
   I carried my mace stuffed into my belt and my long sword in its sheath across my back.  Instead of a breastplate I wore my thick leather vest.  It allowed me freedom of movement while still providing some protection.
 
   At the hoists Dwan embraced me and Meena.  “Take care of him.” She told her.  I also embraced Meena.  Her courage was inspiring to me.  I then turned around and dropped to one knee.  All of my life I had taken comfort in my faith and in the power of prayer.  Before going into battle I asked for forgiveness for including an innocent woman in my plans.  I then asked for the blessing of victory over evil because, regardless of their human-like appearance, the monsters gathered below us were truly evil.  That done, both Meena and I hooked our feet and hands into the rigged ropes and let ourselves be lowered into the midst of the enemy.  The crowds at the bridges saw preparations for the battle being readied and more began flowing over into the kill zone.  The last thing we saw as we were lowered over the edge of the city wall was Zander and Ruguer, both were saluting us in the style of Olvioni warriors.  
 
   “For Olvion,” they said.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY THREE
 
   Combat
 
    
 
   The loose agreement that Ruguer had struck with Gann was that I would face three of the Greys and Meena would tackle a single beast.  I had no confidence that the terms of that deal would be honored.  As we descended, I told Meena to stay close to me at all times.  I did not trust them not to all charge her first and take her out of the picture.  Or me for that matter.  Below us we could see Gann and three others conferring, making their battle plans.  The large crowd of Greys cheered and shouted in their incomprehensible tongue.  I’m certain they were describing the many and painful ways in which we were going to die.  I was afraid of being encircled by the hostile horde and could only wonder how Meena was holding up.
 
   Finally our feet hit the sandy ground and we stepped out of the ropes.  I looked above and saw Dwan peering down.  We drew our weapons and faced the enemy.  The crowd now got their first look at my unusual size.  A low murmur buzzed through their ranks.
 
   The four Greys were lined up in a semi-circle back at the edge of the crowd.  Our backs were still to the wall.  Gann was the only one of the Greys that was fully armored.  I had already instructed Meena that he was to be my target, not hers.  The other three had not been fully prepared for combat and had quickly armed themselves, two with swords and one with a battle axe.  The axe-beast also had a wooden shield.  I was pleased to see that there were no spears or javelins.  Gann had a war hammer, a two-headed battle axe and a huge shield on one arm.  He wore an egg-shaped helmet that actually had a human skull affixed to the top.  I took note that the only unarmored parts of him were his hands and the backs of his legs.
 
   At a grunt from Gann the three Greys with him crouched and started slowly edging forward.  Gann followed behind them.  Their plan seemed to be to have us tire ourselves fighting the other three then Gann would step in fresh and finish us off.  It wasn’t a bad plan.
 
   Meena stepped to my right side and a little behind me, giving us both room to maneuver.  We moved away from the wall to avoid being trapped against it but stopped several yards away, letting our adversaries commit themselves first.  I expected a sudden rush and I was right.  All three of the Greys in front surged forward shouting and growling like dogs.  They ignored Meena and came straight at me hacking and thrusting.  I had my sword in my right hand and the mace in my left.  I deflected a sword slash with both and stopped the middle Grey’s axe attack with a front kick to the abdomen.  Axe-beast fell backward onto his ass and the beast to my left wound up for another sword strike but Meena shuffled forward, thrusting her shield in front of the sword strike then arcing her war hammer into his shoulder.  The sword went flying and the Grey was sent pin wheeling.  Even I was surprised at the power of her strike.  The crowd emitted a collective gasp.
 
   But there was no time to follow up against the now-unarmed beast.  Gann had stepped forward and taken his place in the battle line, preventing us from a quick kill.  He growled something in his language and the disarmed Grey recovered his weapon using his other hand now.  I ached at the knowledge that we had missed an invaluable opportunity to even up the odds a little.  The Grey I had kicked also scrambled to his feet and rejoined his comrades in the skirmish line.
 
   There was a shift in the way they now approached us.  Before Meena was regarded as not much of a threat.  But the Grey she had struck before was now watching her closely.  He clearly realized this was no helpless human female.  Gann faded back again to his more protected position in the rear, content once more to let the three lesser beasts take the brunt of our defense and then finish us off once we were exhausted.  
 
   I made a quick decision and jammed my mace into my belt.  I took my sword, which was twice as long and heavy as any held by the Greys, and gripped it with both hands.  I might be able to defend better with two weapons but defending was the game that Gann was counting on.  I preferred to use my energy in attacking.
 
   As soon as I saw the three forward Greys start to raise their weapons I leapt forward and swung my sword, right to left, with all of the strength I could muster.  The sword beast on the right successfully ducked the swing, the axe beast in the middle leapt back in fear to avoid it.  But the Grey on the left had been giving Meena more respect than the others after having been smashed by her hammer blow.  As a result he was watching her more than me.  It was a mistake and it was the last he’d ever make.  He took the full brunt of my backstroke, the sword catching him on the left collarbone.  My strength, aided by the heft of my sword drove the blade completely downward at an angle through his torso, lopping him in half like a gardener prunes a branch.
 
   A cheer erupted from above but the crowd of encircling Greys grew angry.  I expected Gann to take the place of his fallen comrade again.  He didn’t.  The two now still in front shot looks back at him and uttered a few grunts in their language, obviously urging him to step forward.  But these were not honorable human warriors.  They were inhuman beasts.  Gann was concerned only about surviving and being victorious.  Having now committed himself he could not back off because Karr would kill him for sure.  He was over here because he had decided to curry favor with the Grey King in this manner without first asking his consent.  He had visions of being welcomed into Karr’s inner circle while being lavished with praise.  There were only two ways this could now end for Gann.  Victory or death.
 
   To my surprise, at the instant the dead Grey dropped, Meena ran forward at the Grey who wielded the axe.  She made a one-handed swipe with her hammer which was blocked by the Grey’s small wooden shield.  She then caught his axe on her shield when it was swung at her.  They traded blows and parries back and forth, each trying to wear the other down.  I marveled at the woman’s ability to absorb such punishment without her arm being fractured.
 
   I took several swings at the last sword-beast driving him backward.  I was more cautious than I wanted to be but I had to keep an eye on Gann.  The big Grey was shuffling back and forth, keeping his options open.  If I drifted too far to the right he would rush in and double team Meena.    But he was very comfortable allowing the lone sword-wielding beast to sap my energy and tire me out, thus increasing his odds of victory.
 
   To my left I heard Meena continuing her battle with the axe-beast.  It was a steady and repeating clang-thump, clang-thump as weapon met shield and vice versa.  I saw Gann side step to my left getting a little closer to her.  I drove my adversary over in that direction putting us between him and Meena.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR
 
   Too Close
 
    
 
   Karr was jarred from a deep sleep into a standing position.  His afternoon nap was a luxury he indulged in every day when the heat in this cursed valley was most intense.  He missed the coolness of the mountains.  
 
   But something was wrong.  He had been warned, ripped from peaceful slumber with an extreme urgency.  He glanced at the tent flaps, trying to understand the warning he had received.  The flaps blew open in the warm breeze.  He got a glimpse of the castle stronghold.  His fighters.  They were there.  They were close to the walls.  Too close.  The king rushed out of the tent shouting for his lieutenants.  This must be stopped.  They could ill afford another cheap defeat.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE
 
   Trapped
 
    
 
   Because Meena seemed to be doing quite well I made a decision.  I was having little real trouble with my foe and decided to take him out so I could meet Gann while still relatively fresh.  I backed up until I was next to Meena.  She and her enemy were both panting and had mutually stepped back to get a second wind.  
 
   “In about two seconds I am going to charge this bastard”, I said indicating the swordsman I had been sparring with.  “I’m going to knock him to my right on my third strike.  When that happens I want you to cross behind me and hit him as hard as you can, anywhere you can.  Agreed?”
 
   She never took her eyes from her opponent, simply nodded.
 
   With a shout I jumped forward and swung my blade from right to left, once…twice.  On the third swing I suddenly changed the direction of my stroke from left to right instead and put all of my strength into it.  The beast had been catching every strike I’d made, content only to avoid being hurt.  The change in direction of my attack shifted his center of gravity, throwing him to my right and struggling to keep his footing.
 
   “Now!” I shouted.
 
   Meena streaked behind me, moving like a cheetah.  I sidestepped over to the left.
 
   Coming from behind me, Meena’s attack was totally unanticipated.  Before the Grey could recover sure footing her war hammer smashed downward, catching him squarely on the knee.  The limb bent inward at a sickening angle bringing a scream of pain.  She then pivoted her torso around three hundred and sixty degrees, bringing the weapon directly down on top of his head.  The result was not pretty to anyone but Meena and I.
 
   While Meena was disposing of that beast I had shifted my attack to the Grey with the axe and shield.  He saw me coming and raised the wooden device, hoping to catch and stop my blade.  Well, it halfway worked.  The shield did, indeed, catch my sword.  But it did not hold it.  With all of my Earth-formed strength my weapon splintered it and continued on through, taking with it the arm which held it.  The Grey dropped on his back, screaming in pain and horror.  I finished him off with a stomp to the head.
 
   Cheers and applause flowed from above.  The Greys crowding around us drew sullen.  And they had begun to edge closer.  I did not envision them accepting a defeat gracefully.  I looked at the ropes hanging from the wall and over at Meena.  She followed my gaze and shook her head.
 
   “You’ve done your part,” I shouted.  “They’ve seen a woman best one of their warriors.  Go back up.  I can handle this brute.”
 
   “I will stand with you,” she insisted.
 
   I looked again at the crowd, still moving forward.  Anger and outrage showed on their faces.
 
   “You asked to be a warrior,” I shouted.  “Now be a warrior!  I am your Sub-Commander and I have given you an order.  Go to your rope.  Now!”
 
   She still hesitated.  She, too, had noticed the mood of the crowd and her natural courage was telling her to stay and protect me from them.  But the part about being a warrior got to her.  She turned to Gann and spit in his direction.  More cheers came from the walls.  She then casually strolled over to the ropes and wrapped her arms and legs in them.  She was quickly pulled up to the sound of even more cheers.
 
   I now turned to face Gann alone.  The look on his face was priceless.  His plan was to sacrifice his friends in order to take out Meena and tire me out.  Now it was just him against me and I was a might bigger than he was expecting.  He began shouting in his language to those around us.  Doubtless he was calling for assistance.  But, as I had seen before, these were not honorable beings.  They now also focused some of their anger on Gann for putting them in this situation.  They had expected a morale-boosting victory but were now on their way to a humiliating defeat.  He would receive no help from this crowd.  In fact he was subjected to more than a few jeers.
 
   Realizing his predicament, Gann lowered the visor on his helmet and charged, shield held stiffly out in front.  He was strong and large for his kind.  I was larger and stronger.  And quicker.  I parried a half-hearted swing of his axe and took the push of his shield on my shoulder.  Our weight was anything but equal.  He had been raised on a world of lighter gravity and, though larger than the normal Grey, came only up to my collarbone in height.  I massed close to twice what he did.  When his shield hit me he literally bounced backward.  I jumped forward after him swinging my sword.  I got through his defenses and landed a strike to the ribs but his armor was tough.  The blade dented but did not penetrate.  
 
   I shuffled backward to gain enough time and distance to sheath my sword in its scabbard on my back.  Now I drew my spiked mace.  In the few weeks I had been on this new world this was the weapon that had been most useful to me.  It felt comfortable and right in my hand.  The weight of the studded head was reassuring.  I might not be able to penetrate the armor with a sword strike but with this I could damned well beat the hell out the monster that wore it.
 
   The mace was long enough that it could be wielded by one hand or two.  I studied my opponent as he recovered himself from my attack.  He did not appear to be eager to attack me.  In fact I saw him take a few glances behind himself as if searching for an avenue of retreat.  I looked at the crowd again.  A few more were inching forward.  They may have no affection for Gann but, when he fell, I was going to be fair game.  I looked for the lone rope hanging from the wall and was surprised to see I had moved so far away from it during the struggle.
 
   I took the club in both hands, trusting my forearm guards to protect me from any lucky blows from the big Grey.  Shuffling in quickly I started swinging at him, careful to just miss him.  Every time I swung he moved farther away from me and closer to the hanging rope.  I hopped in and out, keeping him off balance and still backing up.  I pretended to stumble once but he would not charge me.  When he was ten feet from the rope I considered knocking him down and running for the rope, getting out of the crowd while the option was still available.  But the point of this exercise was two-fold.  One was to further erode the enemy’s morale.  The other was to convince them that Olvioni fighters, even our women, were to be feared.  I could not do that by running away.  There was actually a third reason for the effort; the ambush by our archers, but that was totally out of my hands right now.
 
   Gann finally mustered up the courage to mount a half-assed attack.  He hunkered down behind his shield and swung shallow arcs with his battle axe.  I let one pass then slammed my mace into his shield, knocking him backward.  Before he could recover I delivered another, stronger than the first.  But I had inadvertently pushed him away from the location of my lifeline.  He stumbled backward until he smashed into the wall.  It was the only thing keeping him from falling.  I put myself on his opposite side and resumed forcing him back in the direction I wanted him to go.  
 
   By now I was getting tired of having his shield in my face.  I shifted the club into my right hand and waited for him to lead with it again.  When he did I grabbed the top of it with my left hand and jerked back on it.  He had to either go to the ground or release it.  He dropped it.  I heard more cheers from above but for some reason they annoyed me.  This was no sporting event, my life was on the line.
 
   Deprived now of his chief means of defense Gann began to realize that he must actually mount an offense if he was to have any chance at victory.  I could see it in his eyes.  It is said that even a small dog becomes vicious if it is backed into a corner and given no options.  Gann had a look in his eyes that indicated he understood that he was now in that position.
 
   With a hoarse growl he launched himself at me.  He now had his battle axe in one hand and a war hammer in the other.  Having only one weapon put me at a disadvantage.  I had to protect myself with my mace from two different weapons which left no time to mount my own attack.  Gann seemed to take courage that he was driving me backwards.  He redoubled his efforts, eyes wild and the scent of victory in his nostrils.
 
   Actually I was letting him drive me back because that was the direction in which hung the rope, my only hope of surviving this mess.  I could hear the rope just behind me, slapping against the wall in the slight wind.  I risked a quick glance at the crowd.
 
   When I thought I was close enough I raised my club over my head with both hands.  Gann must have thought it was an act of surrender because he grinned grimly and stepped in for the kill.  When he was three feet away I threw my club with all the strength I could put in my shoulders.  The heavy weapon caught him directly in the face, propelling the macabre helmet off and over the heads of the crowd.  His body fell backwards and I jumped forward, drew my sword from its scabbard on my back and separated Gann’s head from his shoulders.  Shocked silence surrounded us.
 
   Before the crowd could digest what had happened I snatched up my mace, stuffing it quickly into my belt and dashed for the rope.  I grabbed it with one hand, still clutching my sword with the other and prayed that whoever was watching above was ready.  They were.  I fairly flew into the air, barely able to keep my grip on the line and thanking God for the light gravity which allowed me to hang on.
 
   Something hit my back but I couldn’t see what it was.  Then a hatchet-type of weapon struck the wall in front of me.  The crowd had caught on to the fact that I was escaping and were rushing up to take me down with anything they could find to throw.  A spear barely missed my nose, digging into the stone wall and hanging there for an instant before dropping.  I almost made it to the top unscathed but a rock the size of a baking potato bounced off of my forehead.  It made me see stars but I was able to hang on.  My feet were still scrambling in the air, trying to snag one of the loops that were there for them.  
 
   Then there was a shout from above and hundreds of “twangs” as our archers rose up from behind the walls and released their arrows at the Greys below.  The crowd that had been fearlessly surging ahead and trying to kill me was now transformed into a frightened mob, trampling others of their group in the rush to escape the death raining down on them from above.  They also stopped trying to knock me off of my rope.  
 
   I hung motionless halfway up the wall watching the carnage below.  Of the hundreds who had come over the bridges to watch the combat only a few dozen made it back across unscathed.  Many limped across with arrows stuck in their backs, chests, arms and legs.  A few were playing possum among their fallen comrades but the archers on the wall spared no arrows to make sure they got them all.  
 
   Then it was over.  My feet found a loop in which to get purchase and I started rising again, this time with more care and less urgency.  I gradually became aware of the cheers and shouts of triumph that I had not noticed while trying to avoid being picked off from below.  Then I was at the top and a dozen pairs of arms competed for the honor of pulling me over.  I was hoisted up on the shoulders of the warriors on the wall and carried back and forth along the ramparts.  
 
   I understood the need to let the troops rejoice in our triumph but my forehead was throbbing and I wanted nothing more than to put my arms around Dwan and go back to the coolness and privacy of our little room.
 
   Eventually Zander and Ruguer pushed through the crowd and gently persuaded them to put me down.  They did but they continued to cheer and celebrate.  Zander had his arm around Dwan and she rushed up into my arms.  Her healer’s eyes immediately started examining my bruised face.  The fact that she didn’t order me to the triage clinic told me that it was not serious.  
 
   Zander stepped forward and shouted congratulations over the din.  He also thanked me and said I would have to attend a special congratulatory meeting of parliament tonight if I was up to it.  I told him I was but insisted that Meena attend.  He answered that she had already been invited because she was one of the honorees.  Tinker leapt gracefully from Dwan to me then all three of us made our way slowly through the crowd, acknowledging the well-wishers and congratulators.  Ruguer had called it correctly.  This was a real shot in the arm to our citizens.
 
   I realized what I had just been thinking.  Our citizens!   I now considered myself a citizen of Olvion.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY SIX
 
   Late
 
    
 
   Karr dashed from the tent and ran toward the bridges.  He was furious.  Whoever had pulled such a stunt as this would be flayed alive in front of the entire horde.  His panicked officers ran alongside him as he shouted orders, telling them to get everyone back from the walls, back over on the far side of the bridges.  He had seen what devastation could be wrought by archers.  The ability to kill over a distance was an advantage that Greys had been trying to master for a long time.  Somehow the manufacture and skill of using bows and arrows had largely eluded them.  They did not possess the fine motor skills of the humans that was required when fashioning arrows that flew true and straight.  They had no clue as to how to prepare, braid and use the tendons of slaughtered animals as bowstrings.  Because the humans had been reluctant to use the weapons in most of their earlier skirmishes, there had been very few of the devices captured.
 
   As he rushed toward the bridges Karr knew that these humans had hundreds, maybe thousands of them on their walls.  And seemingly limitless numbers of deadly arrows that could pierce armor and shields.  He wondered again what fool had been stupid enough to risk getting so close to the walls.  His fighters scattered before his approach to the nearest bridge.  Maybe he would be in time.  Then he saw a strange thing and stopped dead in his tracks.  A human, an enormous human, was being drawn up into the air on a rope.  Some of his fighters were trying to reach him with thrown weapons and rocks to knock him from the rope.
 
   Karr started running again and he and his officers were now on the bridge screaming at the others, telling them to get back away from the walls, back across the bridges.  Heads were beginning to turn.  Curious faces stared back.
 
   Then it happened.  Hundreds of arrows arced gracefully up into the air, reached their zenith, and then fell back toward the ground and into the Greys standing by the wall.  Heads popped up along the wall, hundreds of humans bearing strung bows and launching death down upon his raiders.  The sheer number of arrows was staggering.  The first volley was the deadliest, having the advantage of surprise.  The sleek missiles dropped down, piercing through skulls, necks and shoulders.  The following volleys were more precisely aimed.  These struck mainly in the backs of his retreating subjects.  Very few made it back over the bridges.  Pitifully few.  On the other side of the trough lay hundreds of corpses and others making the motions of the dying.  It had happened in front of him in the space of an eye-blink.
 
   Karr roared in fury.  He yanked a sword from the hands of one of his favored officers and rushed onto the bridge.  As his lieutenants watched in horror he began to savagely hack and strike at the refugees of the arrow attack as they fled across.  He killed more than a dozen of his own surviving followers before regaining his senses.  He looked around and noted the expressions on the faces of his subjects.  On those of his officers.  Snarling he knocked a limping and wounded fighter off of the bridge and into the deep trough.  Then he strode past his subjects heading back to his tent, daring anyone to comment as he passed.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN
 
   Celebrated
 
    
 
   Later that evening after Dwan and I had returned to our quarters and she had fussed enough with my bruised forehead she asked if I had any other wounds.  I told her I wasn’t certain but that it was very possible I had an injury under my clothes.  She gave me a wary look but could not entirely discount the possibility that I was telling the truth.  Once I had disrobed and she started to examine me I trapped her in my arms and opined that a thorough inspection required the full participation of both parties.  I was medically cleared for duty in a few hours.
 
   When one of the young messenger lads knocked on our door we were both bathed and dressed.  Dwan had on a wispy red skirt with black leggings underneath.  Her chest and shoulders were covered by a snug-fitting black blouse that did not quite hide all the features of her beautiful form.  The lad ignored me and kept his eyes on her as he delivered the formal greetings from the king and the invitation to the special meeting of parliament.  We followed him all the way to the open court, laughing every time he would almost trip and fall while trying to sneak another look at her.  A good measure of just how fetching she looked was the fact that the lad barely even glanced at Tinker, who was perched on my shoulder.  Tinker was the center of attention in most situations.  We were heading to the function that had been hastily arranged to honor our success outside of the walls that morning.  Frankly I was surprised that we were having so many celebrations in the middle of a siege.  Dwan opined that the king had probably decided that it was important to keep parliament members optimistic about our ability to win this war.
 
   We were stopped at the huge twin wooden doors that lead to the open court.  Meena was there looking like anyone but herself.  She was in a clingy one-piece green wrap that ended above her knees.  Dwan elbowed me when I took a tad too long admiring the effect but then smiled.  She and Dwan hugged then began engaging in whispered girl talk.  Pulg was there.  He explained that Meena had been allowed an escort and had graciously invited him.  I grinned at him and he scowled back.  We agreed that the women made us seem a little insignificant in our military uniforms.  I asked him why Meena had not worn her uniform and was told she had been given the option but decided upon the dress.  No one could argue with the result.  It was almost unimaginable to me that a woman that was so deadly with a weapon could look so comely.
 
   Then the doors opened and an older warrior at the front of the room announced us, first Meena and Pulg, then myself and Dwan.  We entered the facility to thunderous applause with every Member of Parliament on his or her feet.  It was, in a word, overwhelming.  
 
   We were led down to a large table at which sat King Zander, Ruguer, Brackus and, to my great surprise, Vynn and Mag-Gan.  I accepted the hand of each of them, thanking them and acknowledging their congratulations.  I hugged Vynn, genuinely glad to see him again, as did Dwan.  We three had shared a lot together and felt a special bond.  After being seated I noticed that there were several women at the table with us.  This was looking more and more like a formal Earth-style dinner party and that is pretty much what it turned out to be.
 
   We sat through three speeches.  Zander and Ruguer were brief and very complimentary.  Brackus’ stretched on way too long as he struggled to make himself a party to what had occurred today.  He finally sat down after the coughs and yawns began to grow.  Meena was asked to stand and received a huge round of applause, especially from the females attending the event.  
 
   When my turn came I stood and accepted the honors gratefully, feeling none of the shyness I would once have felt at being the center of attention.  Then the speeches died down and we all turned our attentions to the sumptuous meals that were being served around the room.  I downed several helpings of some type of meat that resembled ham.  There were also sugared fruits, stewed vegetables and my favorite: yams.  On earth I hated yams or sweet potatoes as my father called them.  I detested the taste.  The side dish we were being served tonight looked like a normal yam but it had a less sweet taste and was much like a normal potato.  Slathered with sweet cream it was a feast in itself.  
 
   I conversed with everyone present up and down the table.  Zander was a gracious host who knew exactly how to make everyone feel included.  Even Meena, who until a few weeks ago had spent her life as a metalsmith in a small outlying farming village, looked comfortable.  She was seated beside Ruguer and the two exchanged many whispered comments to and from each other while Pulg glowered beside her.
 
   I sampled the spirits that were offered.  Some were like the crude liquid that Vynn had introduced me to in our first days together.  But there was one that was made from fermented honey that I thought was delicious.  They called it “sween” but I thought of it as mead because it fit my image of myself as an old-world Viking.  Vikings drank mead.  At least I thought they did.
 
   The night played itself out.  I caught the eye of my new friend Geord at a table near the back of the room and we exchanged smiles and waves.  Several members of parliament came to our table to express their gratitude to Meena and myself.  It was obvious that Meena was now a bright star in the kingdom.  It was a really nice time but eventually the excitement and struggles of the day caught up with us.  Meena actually dozed off at the table and Zander shushed everyone around her saying she’d earned her nap.  My eyes began to close as well.  Ruguer stood and announced that the heroes of today’s activities were now leaving for a well-earned night of sleep.  That brought another heartfelt round of applause which woke Meena.  The others stayed on but Meena, Pulg, Dwan and I left, shaking the many offered hands as we made our way back up through the lines of tables.
 
   Back in our room Dwan ignored my announcement of another suspected wound on my thigh that her earlier examination had missed.  I then tried to compel her by reminding her that I was an official hero who had certainly earned adequate medical attention.  That also fell flat so I tried to make her aware of the fact that there were probably numerous women in the kingdom tonight who were in envy of her special circumstances.  That earned me an invitation to go searching for those particular women.
 
   Well, sometimes you can talk yourself into good fortune and sometimes your woman is just too tired.  We put Tinker in between us, kissed and went to sleep
 
    
 
   .***
 
    
 
   The King of the Greys was furious.  He stomped around his tent, snarling and pushing over braziers and tables.  His poor slave had endured several slaps already and this night gave every indication that more were coming.
 
   How could Gann, one of his bravest and brightest, have been so stupid?  Why had no one stopped him?  What good did it do him to have the most intelligent of his people around him if they were going to engage in such reckless behavior?  He looked out through the flaps of his tent to see the city walls.  First his raiders had been telling stories of wraiths that crept into their camps at night and cut their throats.  Then the humans had launched that cowardly attack on their flank and had killed over a thousand of their number.  The only revenge he had had for that was consuming the fallen humans for dinner that night.  Karr had long ago done away with the belief that eating those killed in battle was bad luck.  With numbers as large as this army such niceties were not possible.  Indeed, even his own fallen fighters were butchered and served at the fires when necessary.  It was the only way to keep everyone fed.  And even with that it was becoming more and more difficult to accomplish it.  If the machines he had been promised were not delivered and assembled soon they would have to select the weakest among them and put them into the pots.  It had been done before.
 
   When Karr had arrived at the threshold of this city he had already announced to a gathering of his fighters that they would be joining up with their heroic advance guard who had been keeping the cowardly human food bottled up inside their walls.  Instead they found the entire collection of their raiders hacked and burned and thrown into a huge ditch like garbage.  The bodies had been so badly burned and decomposed that they could not even be used as food.  That discovery was an especially bad one.  Karr had been forced to have his officers keep the bulk of his horde out of the area so that the grisly sight could not be seen and reported to others.  There was no way to frame that event as anything but a devastating loss.  He felt that his efforts in keeping the secret were only partially successful.  Nothing moved faster through an army’s ranks than bad news.
 
   But this last thing was personally hurtful to Karr.  Besides his army’s numbers, the only thing his horde had going for them was the belief that they were so much more powerful than the humans.  The food.  But now…now they had witnessed a woman best one of their fighters in fair combat.  A woman!  And that…thing.  The huge human with the thick legs and arms, killing three of them by himself, including Gann.  Gann had been respected by the horde as a ferocious fighter.  He had been feared.  Karr had not seen the fight but he had been told of it.  And those who told him of it had fear in their eyes.  Fear was a weapon that Karr was accustomed to having on his side.  Now they would fear the human who had killed not just Gann but also two others by himself.  And they would wonder how many more like him lurked behind those damnable walls.  How many female hellions like the one who was victorious today?
 
   Karr kicked a table and winced as it turned out to be heavier than he had judged.  His foot throbbed and he looked around to take out his rage on his slave but the servant had wisely withdrawn to the privy.  
 
   Well, someone would have to pay for Gann’s stupidity, Karr thought.  And the payment must be witnessed by all and it must be impressive enough that none would dare attempt to do anything so foolish again.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT
 
   Commander
 
    
 
   The next morning I walked up the steps to the war room after slowly kissing Dwan goodbye.  She had a rare morning off and was eager to sleep it away.  My forehead was now a festive shade of purple on one side but it looked worse than it felt.  I walked into the observation room to find Vynn and Mag-Gan there.  Bright sunlight filled the room from the large window array.  We all exchanged warm greetings before they handed me a telescope and pointed at the window wall.  Through the lens I saw a row of ten wooden posts that had been sunk into the ground over at the edge of the defense trough.  Each post held the skinned carcass of a Grey One.
 
   “I think their king has decided that actions such as yesterday will no longer be allowed to happen,” Vynn opined.
 
   Mag-Gan laughed.  “I am much in favor of his actions.  Let us try to determine many more ways to inspire him to kill more of his own fighters.”
 
   We chatted a while before I asked what they were doing in the war room.
 
   “Ruguer sent word for me to report,” Vynn answered.  Mag-Gan nodded, indicating that such was the case for him as well.
 
   We resumed our mindless and unimportant chatter before being interrupted when the King’s Sword entered.  We all went to attention and saluted.  He waved us to a table up front by the observation window.  Ruguer stole a brief look out at the enemy camp before sitting.  “Absolutely incredible,” he said, shaking his head.  He then looked at each of us in turn.
 
   “Good Warriors I am making some changes in my staff and the structure of our forces.”  He smiled.  “I am dividing the Olvion Army into four groups.”  He pointed to Vynn.  “You will command the first division.”  Vynn’s eyes widened.  
 
   “I know,” Ruguer said.  “There are those senior to you in rank.  But I am putting command of our forces under warriors who have demonstrated an ability to actually take it to the enemy and prevail.  Your record of combat successes is impressive.  A promotion for you has been too long in coming.  This is just a little larger jump than you might have expected were we not at war.”  He signaled a waiting steward for tea then resumed.  “The men over whom I have promoted you are excellent tacticians and every one of them is a genius or nearly so.  They will be invaluable as your lieutenants and you would do well to heed their counsel.  But I have decided we need field experience more than military theory.  I am aware that one comes out of every combat situation with a thousand bits of knowledge that can only be learned under those circumstances.  I think that particular knowledge is just what we need with the odds being so long against us.  I pray I’m right.” 
 
   Our military commander stood and looked again out to the enemy position.  He inclined his head toward them.  
 
   “They have something in mind.  I don’t know what it is.  But I can feel it.”  
 
   He came back and sat again at the table.  “They can’t penetrate the city walls and they can’t leave us behind and advance on the coastal kingdoms with their rear exposed to attack.  They have an enormous advantage in numbers but the only thing that allows them to do right now is set a siege.  We can sit here for at least two years with our provision stockpiles.  Our water comes from underground aquifers.  The supply is limitless.  I just can’t decipher what they are planning.”  Shaking his head he looked straight at Mag-Gan.  
 
   “Mag-Gan I need you to take the second division.  Tag-Gar, you take the third.  You will incorporate your rangers into your force but keep them separate for any special efforts if you feel the need.”
 
   The tea arrived and we all took a mug.  My head was swimming with the news and the new responsibilities.  I was certain Mag-Gan and Vynn felt the same way.  I spooned honey into my mug and stirred as Ruguer continued.
 
   “Before today we would have divided our people into groups according to their weapons expertise.  Swordsmen in one group, archers and javelins in another and cavalry off to the side.  I’m changing that.
 
   “The cavalry will stay separate and I will command them as I always have.  I will also retain overall command of our forces.  But the remaining assets will be divided equally among you. Tag-Gar has some interesting ideas about combining the strengths of all the different types of warriors to make the sum of the whole greater than the parts.  I want you to confer with him.  Listen to his ideas and give him your advice.  In two weeks I want a plan, agreed to by all of you, to attack the Greys in the field.”
 
   We all gaped at each other and our commander.  This was new.  We had no plans to attack until we received reinforcements from the coast.  What did Ruguer know that we did not?  He noted our expressions and smiled.
 
   “Relax, warriors.  I anticipate no reckless actions.  But I have never been one to sit around waiting for a situation to arise before devising a plan to deal with it.  The near future may very well present us with a surprise which would result in the need to take the battle to the enemy.  I want a plan in place should that happen.  Questions?”
 
   Oh yes.  We had questions.  We sat in that room for hours going back and forth.  When Ruguer finally called a halt we had the answers to most of our concerns.  The main thing Ruguer wanted from us was novelty.  The smaller battles that Olvion had fought before I arrived had given the enemy insights into our tactics.  Forewarned is forearmed.  If they could predict our actions they could make plans to overcome them.  This was not a concern until recently.  The greater numbers that the enemy had were usually balanced out by their lack of intelligence and ability to strategize.  This particular group was showing increased abilities in those areas.
 
   I caught Ruguer by himself while the others left the room.  
 
   “Commander, a word?”
 
   “Of course Tag.  Let me guess…you are not certain now of the effectiveness of your suggestions regarding the use of our forces.  No?”
 
   I nodded.  “Like I said before, I am not a military strategist.  These ideas just cropped up in my mind and I brought them to your attention.  I don’t really have any idea as to whether they will help us or hurt us.”
 
   The King’s Sword put his arm on my shoulder.  He had to look up at me, a condition he was still not accustomed to.
 
   “Tag, let me tell you a secret about being in command.  Decisions are not always reached by deliberating for hours at a time and finally having a clear answer occur to you.  Decisions are just that…decisions.  You make your best guess and go forward.  Guess what?  Where military decisions are concerned, sometimes you are correct and you live.  Sometimes you are mistaken and you die.  Our history is full of both situations.  Kingdoms have fallen because those in charge were too afraid to take that step.  Make a decision and commit to it, Warrior.  If we are correct we will celebrate.  If not, maybe I’ll see you in your version of paradise.  I have studied your suggestions and I have watched you in combat.  Whatever happens it will be your best effort.  Olvion can ask no more of you.”
 
   I left the war room with a nagging pain in the back of my neck.  There was something that Ruguer was not telling us and I feared I might know what it was.  We had been sneaking riders out every night through our secret exits to make the runs to the coast and keep tabs on the results of the different parliamentary votes regarding the assignment of resources and personnel to Olvion.  I suspected the votes were not inspiring confidence in our commander.
 
   Fear is an infectious little tick.  It burrows under the skin and resists all attempts to remove it.  The citizens of the coastal kingdoms had been apprised of the situation in Olvion.  The most rational thing to do would be to dedicate as many people and resources to stopping the Greys here where the natural advantages of the mountains on either side served to keep them from skirting around the city and attacking the smaller kingdoms.  Olvion was at least as large as Archer’s Gate, Aspell and Northland combined.  None of them could hope to hold out against attack as well as my adopted city.  But fear was sneaking into the collective mindset of the politicians that governed those kingdoms.  
 
   What if Olvion fell?  Who would protect us, they thought, if most of their warriors were sent away?  And if we send all of our fighters to Olvion, how do we know that the other kingdoms will do the same?  What if they secretly hold some back?  Would they sacrifice the safety of the other kingdoms in order to delay their own destruction?  
 
   Once it was dug in, the wound that fear causes soon festers.  
 
   I pondered these questions as I made my way to the ground floor dining facility.  It was nearing dusk and I had still had nothing in my stomach but tea.  But I made a quick detour to the triage clinic to have Dwan accompany me.  I told her about Ruguer’s announcement.  She was proud of my new position but also afraid.  She knew I was not one to lead from behind.  But, like all strong Olvioni women, she accepted it.
 
   ***
 
   For twenty days Vynn, Mag-Gan and I divided our time between drilling our troops and strategizing together.  We started out almost clueless but eventually separated the wheat from the chaff enough to come up with, what we thought, was a novel and effective fighting strategy.  Ruguer was consulted every other day.  He examined our proposals and added suggestions or explained to us why some of our ideas would not work.  
 
   I was happy to see our military commander getting excited about the new tactics.  It made me feel much better knowing that a seasoned and brilliant military tactician was feeling good about our prospects.
 
   But not all news was good.  There was still no news from the other kingdoms.  Our riders had been returning with reports that some major factions were fighting the idea of making our stand in Olvion as opposed to the coast.  One division held to the stupid belief that the Greys, after suffering tremendous losses from their defeat of our kingdom, might then split into three groups and attack each coastal kingdom with much reduced strength.  The problem with that idea was obvious; it was more wishful thinking than realistic analysis.  Not to mention the fact that Olvion was considered to be expendable should such a plan be adopted.  But still, there were those who advocated that course of action.  Military leaders in all three kingdoms were said to be fighting hard against the isolationist forces and urging immediate reinforcements be sent but were hitting a stone wall with the politicians.
 
   Also troubling was the fact that in the last few days we had seen Grey patrols sneaking closer and closer to the city walls on all sides.  They were not crazy or stupid enough to get within archer range but they were making it more difficult to sneak our riders in and out of the city.  I sent Pulg out on three night raids to show our little grey friends the errors of their ways.  I wanted to lead them myself but Ruguer had reminded me of the new station I held.  Commanders were too valuable to risk in that type of endeavor.  Not that we did not lead our people into battle.  But raids of the type conducted by our Rangers, were more likely to result in capture and torture.  My brain had details of all of our new tactics and plans.  It was too much to risk.
 
   Fortunately Pulg, Syrann and Meena were able to inflict silent and terrifying losses on the Grey patrols and others.  Those who sought the admiration of their brothers and commanders by setting up camp just outside the range of arrow shot were found the next day around their undisturbed fire, eyes open and unseeing, throats gapingly separated.  In a flash of genius Meena had her team arrange one collection of bodies in a circle with bowls of meat in their laps as if they were in the middle of a meal.  After three nights of such activity the beasts pulled their patrols and campsites back away from the walls yet again.
 
   The Rangers were able to inflict other morale-sucking damages upon the enemy.  Repeating the successful raid that had been carried out against the Grey’s water wagons Pulg and Meena led a two-pronged attack as four wagons were being re-filled at night.  A lightning-fast blitzkrieg assault from two fronts resulted in all of the attending Greys being killed.  The wagons were then splashed with a mixture of alcohol and animal fat grease and set alight.  By the time reinforcements arrived the wagons were too engulfed in flames to save.
 
   On another night Syrann and her archers, protected by Pulg and Meena’s fighters, snuck in close to three separate groups of sleeping grey beasts and drilled them all with arrows dipped in animal feces.  The ones who did not die immediately were doomed to long and agonizing infections.  It was an act that served to stoke the fires of panic among our enemies.
 
   But still, we were mainly in a standoff.  The Greys did not have the know-how or the equipment to mount a meaningful assault on our walls.  Indeed, we hoped they would.  It would probably hand us another cheap victory and an additional loss of numbers on their part.  Unless things changed dramatically we were content to sit up on our walls looking down on them.
 
   Whenever I had extra time and needed to decompress a little from the stress of my newfound responsibility as commander of nearly twenty thousand warriors, I would go to see Syrann and let her instruct me in the art of archery.  I found it to be a relaxing pastime and a skill that inspired confidence.  It was a good feeling to know I could stand some sixty or seventy yards away from a man-sized wooden target and reliably sink a shaft in it up to the feathers.  Under her tutelage I was able to drastically improve my skills with the weapon.  The seventy-yard-range was what Syrann considered intermediate range.  Her own specialty, and one that was also attractive to me, was the ability to launch an arrow almost straight up into the air and watch it come to earth as a lethal missile a hundred and fifty yards away.  The gravity on this world was thin but, when an arrow was falling with a weighted point from a height of two hundred yards, it gathered enough velocity to punch through shields and armor.  She had spent the last week showing me how to add accuracy to my long-range arcs.  I had to admit I was getting better.  
 
   “If we had a hundred more who could draw bows like yours we could give the enemy a rude surprise.”  She made her comment with a smile.  Of course such a venture was impossible but she got me thinking.  I made a visit to an old friend named Geord.
 
   A month later things were much the same in the kingdom.  The siege continued without putting much of a hardship on our citizens.  Being confined within our city walls was not such a bad situation when the area enclosed by those walls was so large.  If one got really desperate for diversion there was entertainment to be found at numerous inns and pubs.  Public sporting events were arranged by Zander’s administrators for the purpose of staving off boredom.  And if all else failed one could join the hundreds of Olvionis who gathered on the city walls at dusk to laugh and hurl insults at the encamped horde.
 
   The Greys still seemed stymied as to what course of action to take next.  We had watched numerous times as the leader of the Greys, always arrayed in the golden armor, toured the perimeter, quizzing his lieutenants and trying to devise a plan to breach our walls.  He’d not yet succeeded or even come up with any course of action that he was willing to try. 
 
    I spent a morning in a strategy conference with Vynn, Mag-Gan, Ruguer and the King.  We were now putting the last touches to our newly conceived tactics of engaging the enemy and were feeling cautiously optimistic.  None of us thought we had a real chance in a head-to-head fight against the odds we were facing but, with a healthy infusion of fresh troops from the coast, we could definitely have a chance.  In the meantime our stores of food and water were holding up well and we had no inclination to gamble our troops unnecessarily.
 
   But everything changed that afternoon. 
 
   A runner from the King found me at lunch with Dwan and Vynn.  We were summoned to the war room.  The messenger took us straight to the primitive elevator and we were hoisted quickly to the top level and ushered inside the observation post.  Zander and Ruguer were there along with Mag-Gan.  
 
   We wedged our way in between the ranks of warriors looking out on the valley below us.  Lesser-ranked soldiers surrendered their places to us when they saw who we were.
 
   Out below us was the huge camp of the Greys.  They had water wagons and food wagons weaving in and out of the different groups of beasts.  There were hundreds of the vehicles and I wondered what was being thrown out of the wagons and seized by their fighters as food.  I could see several carcasses that were recognizable as animal but others I preferred not to give a close examination.  The logistics of sustaining such a huge number must be staggering.  But hey had been doing so for well over two months.
 
   The reason for the increased interest were the six tall wooden structures.  Each was on a huge and heavy wheeled platform.  
 
   “Trebuchets,” I said, almost to myself.  Ruguer looked over at me, curious.  I realized he did not know the English word for the war machine.  I reached out, mentally to Tinker who was snoozing in her pouch, slung from my shoulder.  She sent me the Olvioni word and I told Ruguer.  He nodded.  
 
   “We have not used nor seen one for centuries,” Ruguer said. “When there were territory skirmishes between the four kingdoms they would be employed as a means to break sieges.  Since the uniting of our kingdoms there has simply been no need of such things.  The Greys, before now, have never used them and have never shown the ability to construct them.”  He shook his head as he watched the scene unfolding below us.
 
   The Greys were still in the process of assembling the machines.  Interestingly the machines, which were designed to throw huge rocks or diseased animal carcasses over besieged walls, had been constructed piecemeal at another location and the components brought into the Greys camp unseen on the previous evening after dark.  That gave them a twelve-hour head start on assembling the weapons of war without us even knowing they were there.
 
   King Zander, ever calm, stood with his arms folded, brow creased.  “This level of ability by this enemy is unprecedented,” he said.  He turned to us, his military commanders.  “Good Warriors, there is something afoot here.  Have the grey beasts suddenly developed the intelligence to build such things or are they being assisted by…someone or something?”
 
   Ruguer was taking a last look through a telescope.  He answered without taking it from his eye. “That is something to ponder later, after all of this is over.  The reality is…they will soon have six catapults capable of throwing destructive missiles at our walls.  We can’t know their full capability until we see them in action.  But judging from the size of those monstrosities I would say they are sufficiently large enough to pose a serious risk to the integrity of our walls.  No city has fortifications so strong that they can stand up to constant and serious bombardment.”  He finally lowered the telescope and turned to us.
 
   “Commanders, I have had you working out a worst-case attack scenario.  Well, this is worst-case.  It was for just such a purpose that we have been planning.  Let us pray that we have done our jobs correctly.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY NINE
 
   Trebuchets
 
    
 
   The Greys spent the next two days working on their war machines.  Luckily for us the pieces, though fully constructed, were extremely heavy.  Having no machines designed for the purpose, the act of raising the parts into place and securing them there was being done by ropes and pulleys only.  It was an achingly slow process but one that was going forward at a steady pace.  The enemy had almost unlimited manpower from which to draw.  We figured we had, at most, another three days before we would be dodging big rocks.
 
   The test now was trying to put together a coherent plan to attack the Greys camp for the sole purpose of destroying the machines before they could destroy us.  Besides Vynn and Mag-Gan I pulled in Pulg to help think up anything that we might encounter.  My biggest personal shortcoming was a lack of real military experience and I was not shy about picking the brains of more experienced warriors.  I mean, I had spent four years in the U.S. Army when I turned eighteen but that was a far cry from the realities of war here in Olvion.  There were no M-4s, claymores, tanks, Stryker vehicles or Humvees.  Oh what I would have given for a Squad Automatic Weapon with a few thousand rounds of ammunition.  But here, the war was fought face to face with naked steel, close enough to smell the stink of your enemy.
 
   Still, I had learned a few useful things in my army days.  I knew how to get along with people who were piled together in large numbers, almost on top of each other.  I learned to take orders and, later on, to give them.  And I learned the value of preparation and taking the time to think out every conceivable scenario so one could be prepared with a response when the excrement hit the oscillator.
 
   So we all talked, planned and thought.  Each night we would take a list of possibilities to Ruguer and Zander and they would discuss them with us and make suggestions as to how we could improve them.   We settled on and learned the meaning of different signal flags and the combinations of same.  Observers in the war room had a much more complete view of what was happening in the valley and they could alert commanders in the field below to impending problems by raising and lowering flags from the roof of the stronghold.  Special mounted troops would see the signals and raise the appropriate banners which relayed the orders to the warriors on the field of battle.  It was a good system and one that the enemy did not have.  We hoped.  The ability to communicate instructions quickly was a weapon that was every bit as lethal as the mace and sword.
 
   Tinker would ride with me in her pouch each day, emerging only when she smelled tea being poured.  I think she was developing a real addiction to the stuff though the caffeine tended to make her jumpy.  When it was being passed around the stewards in the War Room always knew to have a small bowl of it ready for my little friend.  Sometimes as we were conspiring, I would see her standing by the observation windows, her small face almost on the glass, whiskers twitching.  At night she would lay on my chest after Dwan had fallen asleep.  She would then fill my mind with images of calming and relaxing places and sights.  I would eventually be able to let go of all of the worry and stress involved in being a military leader and slip off into the sweet nothingness of sleep.
 
   Finally we were ready.  Or so we hoped.  Our best estimates told us the beasts would have their trebuchets ready to use by noon the next day, or thereabouts.  We would strike in the morning before that could happen.  We all stood and saluted our king.  He returned the honor then went around the table to embrace each of us and wish us well. 
 
   Brackus, our noble Vice-Monarch, was nowhere to be seen these days.  Scuttlebutt said he had pitched the idea that he was more important being used as an ambassador to the coastal kingdoms and the effort to encourage them to enter the fray.  If that were true (and Zander would not confirm or deny it), he would already have been spirited out of one of the secret exits and was making his way to the coast.  And safety.
 
   In any ground war the numbers would not be kind to us.  We now had sixty thousand ground troops and seventeen hundred cavalry.  Enough infantry troops had been trained and converted to that assignment in order to increase the cavalry strength and replace those lost in the previous skirmishes.  The enemy now had two hundred and sixteen thousand raiders, as nearly as we could tell.  We had chipped away successfully at them since they had arrived but the end result did not change the balance much.  Ruguer’s brilliant cavalry attack had taken out a large number and my Rangers had taken out at least a hundred or more in their silent night terror raids.  But it seemed their numbers were constantly being refreshed by new arrivals.  
 
   But not everything was bleak.  The sheer numbers they possessed made it difficult to put them all into use at the same time.  If they were calling the shots and massing for an attack they would be able to position all of their forces for the best utilization.  We hoped to catch them off guard and still bunched up in their camps.  Because of their huge numbers they were strung out all through the valley and up into the foothills.  It would take considerable time for them to gather, deploy and commit all of their fighters.  
 
   Another nice surprise was the fact that the war machines were being built all in one area instead of being spread out.  This allowed us to plan on segregating that area and securing it in order to have the time to destroy them.  It wasn’t much but every little advantage helped.
 
   We had been successful at quick surprise attacks in the past and were hoping to do the same the next morning.  The aim was to get deeply into their ranks, hurt them as badly as we could, and then get the hell out of there with minimum loss of manpower.  But along the way we would need to take the time necessary to destroy the new war machines or damage them to the extent that repair would be impossible.  And every minute that we were fighting to give our people time to accomplish that our people would be dying.  This was where we really could have benefitted from the use of oil or pitch, something that we could just slop all over the trebuchets and then set them alight.  Once again I lamented the lack of any such materials in this world.  A mixture of animal fat and alcohol was inflammable and abundant and we would certainly carry some with us and use it if we were able to get close enough.  
 
   Explosives would have been very useful.  I really didn’t know if there were substances here that could be made into gunpowder or not.  I thought I remembered that saltpeter was one of the components but I didn’t even know what that was or how to find it.  And I had no clue as to the other ingredients.
 
   My ruminations were interrupted by Tinker.  She was still at the window and had just emitted that shrill seagull-like sound that indicated anger.  Her tail was twitching crazily left and right and her mouth was drawn into a snarl, exposing her small sharp teeth.
 
   “What’s the matter, Tink?”
 
   She never even looked at me.  Something had obviously upset her over in the Greys camp.  I walked over and picked her up.  She kept her eyes on the activities down below.  A low and barely audible growl was coming from her mouth.
 
   I looked but could see nothing except the Grey commander in his pretentious golden armor.  He was walking through the camp pointing at the trebuchets, giving orders.  A lackey walked behind him carrying a black box.  
 
   “Come on, Girl, Let’s go see Dwan.”  I carried her with me to the stairs and we went to our apartment.  Dwan was seated there, staring silently out of the lone window we had. Everyone in the city was aware that we would have to hit the enemy tomorrow or suffer an onslaught from the war machines.   Her eyes were red.  She’d been crying yet again.  I didn’t say anything, just sat on the floor behind her and wrapped her in my arms.  What was there to say?
 
   For the first time since we had arrived in Olvion Dwan and I did not make love.  I came out of the bathroom, hair still wet from my shower and climbed in beside her.  She scooted over and wrapped her arms around me, holding on tightly.  I pulled her in close.  That’s how we fell asleep.
 
   Three hours before dawn I rose, trying to be silent.  The room was cool, almost chilly.  The drapes were still open but there was no light to come through.  I stood there for a full three minutes just listening to her breathe.  There was just enough ambient light to see the curve of her cheek and the shape of her hip under the sheet. 
 
   I thought about this day and what it may be bringing.  So many years alone.  So many nights and mornings unshared.  Now that everything was coming together for us we had this to deal with.  I always wanted a good woman, someone to really love, appreciate and value.  Never in my life did I even hope to find someone as beautiful, intelligent and loving as my Dwan.  I had no idea what was to happen today.  I admitted to myself that I would probably not live out the day.  I could have elected to stay in the war room and direct the movements of my people through the raising and lowering of flags.  It was my choice.  But Ruguer was not staying behind.  Vynn was not staying behind.  Neither was Mag-Gan or Pulg or Meena.  And what would I be accomplishing if I did?  Nothing.  If the Grey horde got past us, Dwan and everyone in the city of Olvion would fall to horrible fates.  Out there, in the battlefield, I might make a small difference.  Very small.  My size and strength would not tip the scales against thousands of cannibalistic beasts.  But a poem ran through my mind.  Something about for want of a nail a shoe was lost.  For want of a shoe a horse was lost.  For want of a horse a man was lost.  For want of a man…!  
 
   Well, you’ve probably heard that poem a hundred times.  That morning, standing in the near-dark, looking at the most important person that had ever been in my life, the words spoke volumes to me.  Nothing was going to be lost today for want of what I could add to our cause.
 
   Lying there I heard her breathing quicken, then she drew in a quick breath.  Her hand stabbed out, searching the space beside her.  She rolled over onto her back, rose up and saw me.  She relaxed and lay back.
 
   “I thought you’d gone without telling me goodbye.”
 
   I went over to stand next to the bed.
 
   “I will never leave and not tell you goodbye.”  I had a thought.  “I’ve never asked.  How would I make you my wife?”
 
   My olive-skinned, dark-haired beauty smiled in the darkness.
 
   “My silly warrior.  I have been your wife since that first night we slept in each other’s arms.  In Olvion, ceremonies are not important or needed, only emotions.”
 
   She got up and we showered together and got ready for the day.  There was no discussion of what might happen.  What would be the point?   I caught her wiping her eyes a few times but pretended not to notice.  
 
   We dressed.  She was in her Healer’s clothes and I had most of the outfit that I had taken from the cavern of skeletons.  I wore the Olvion uniform but would cover parts of it with my armor and vest when we went into battle.  It wouldn’t hurt to have a few reminders for those who still thought I was The Legend.  My armor was piled in a corner of the room.  I had already arranged for a messenger to collect them and take them to the ground floor armory for me.  
 
   We walked hand in hand down the several flights of stairs to our favorite dining facility on the first floor.  Passers-by nodded and saluted.  Tinker rode on my shoulder, growling when others would get too close and try to touch her.  She was all business this morning.  Dwan talked about her work and her plans for the near future and I joined in.  A small place off to ourselves would be nice when this was all over.  She wanted it to be by a lake, I wanted an arrangement for horses.  
 
   We walked into the dining hall and saw that it was filled with warriors and their families.   Like us they were enjoying a morning together, talking as if this day was just like every other day.  Early rising non-military citizens were standing against the walls and giving the room over to their defenders.  They were mostly the old and infirm with a few mothers holding small children.  For not the first time my admiration of the people of Olvion was a palpable sensation in my chest.  I was so proud of all of them.  
 
   Dwan and I finished a wonderful meal, the best we had ever experienced there.  It was a special offering from the cooks and stewards for the warriors. Dawn was just breaking pink over the mountains when we stood.  I kissed Dwan and held her.  Around the room all of the warriors stood and kissed their children and wives and parents and other loved ones.  Then I turned and walked toward the door.  As the senior officer in the room the warriors waited until I passed then fell into step behind me.  As we exited the dining hall applause erupted all around us, from the hall, the passageways and up and down the stairs.  There were tears also but those sounds were held back because they were not what the warriors needed to hear.  At that moment I would have charged a nest of a thousand Greys for these people.  And for my Dwan.
 
   As the sun crawled upward in the sky the forces of Olvion were deployed and waiting in several staging areas.  Warriors stood or sat, talking and passing the time until they were ordered into battle.  The four gates were still closed but could be opened in an instant by using hammers to knock pins out of a rack which secured counterweights.  When the pins were removed the weights would fall downward dropping the gates almost instantly.  They could then be quickly pulled back up with winches.  Between the two outer and smaller gates were the larger main east entrances.  The huge inner staging area was filled to capacity with warriors.  With so many people one would expect to hear a cacophony of noise but it was more subdued than I expected.  The loudest sounds were from the horses which pawed the ground and blew.
 
   I saw Vynn walking toward his staging area and chased him down.  I was hoping he’d heard something from the other kingdoms but he had not.  We were to meet for one last time in the war room before our attack.  Together we took the elevator up and stepped inside.  It was organized chaos with officers of every rank performing their own separate and necessary tasks.  Ruguer was at the window with King Zander and Mag-Gan.  They looked especially stoic this morning. Ruguer had on his light cavalry armor which covered both legs, both arms and his chest and back.  It was a light metal that had been enameled in the Olvion colors of green and red.  An armored aide behind him held his commander’s helmet and shield. I was surprised to see the king also in armor.  His was a little more ornate but there was no mistaking that it was serious equipment.  Zander was an effective military commander in his own right before ascending to the throne.  Should it appear that help was needed on the battlefield he would not shy away from joining in.
 
    I stepped into a gap that was made for me by lesser-ranked officers.  The dim morning light was increasing with the sun just about to break over the mountains.  Then a sliver of illumination broke over top and the valley below was bright enough to make out details.
 
   “Curse the stars above,” Ruguer snarled.  Then he slapped his palm against the thick observation glass.
 
   I felt like doing the same thing.  The early light revealed the Grey horde deployed all over the valley in strategic locations.  All of their fighters were armed and dug in.  Earthen berms and trenches had been excavated unseen during the dark hours. There was no question that they were expecting an attack.  Our sole advantage, surprise, was gone.  If we attacked now we would be charging into fortified positions.  Ruguer turned to take his helmet from his lieutenant and threw it disgustedly across the room.
 
   “How?” he asked, turning to Zander.  “How could they possibly have known?”
 
   The king slowly shook his head and examined the floor.  Everyone in the war room was shocked.  Ruguer turned to me and the other two division commanders, anger obvious in his expression.
 
   “What are your orders, Commander?”  Mag-Gan asked
 
   Ruguer got himself under control with great effort.  He accepted his thrown helmet back from the aide who had run to recover it.  The commander seemed embarrassed at his outburst and patted the aide on the shoulder.
 
   “We have no choice in the matter,” he answered Mag-Gan.  “We have to destroy those machines today before they are completed.”  He turned to me and the other division commanders.  “Any ideas would be appreciated.”
 
   We looked to one another hoping someone else would speak up with a brilliant plan.  And then, suddenly, I had a thought.  “Commander, I have had some equipment being prepared that may be useful.  With your permission I’d like to check on it.”
 
   “How long will it take?”
 
   “An hour, no more.”
 
   My commander studied my face for thirty seconds, weighing the costs of a delay.  “We have an hour to spend if it might save the lives of warriors.  Go then.”  He addressed Mag-Gan and Vynn.  “Have all of our warriors stand down and get some rest.  Let the grey cannibals roast in the sun for a while now that surprise is not an option.  But make sure the warriors are ready to attack on fifteen minute’s notice.”
 
   I saluted and ran to the elevator.
 
   “Ground…quickly,” I shouted into the voice tube.  The box descended in free fall before slowing and stopping at the ground floor of the castle.  Emerging I ran to where the bulk of my people were staged.  I shouted orders to Pulg, having the men stand down then pointed to a large group of about a hundred warriors sitting with their backs to the wall.
 
   “Leave your weapons here and follow me,” I ordered.  They looked to each other with quizzical looks until Pulg started shouting about what he would do to them, their wives and their children if they didn’t start moving with more energy.  Soon we were running through the streets of Olvion, the citizens watching us curiously.
 
   I reached Geord’s shop and gestured for my men and women to stay outside.  The double door to the shop was not secured so I entered to find it empty but I could hear sounds of industry in the back.  I passed through into the testing and storage area behind the shop and found Geord already sweating and working alongside numerous other craftsmen.  
 
   The old expert saw me and looked puzzled.  “They are not ready,” he said, both hands held at waist level, palms up.  I saw the wood and wire constructs lined up behind him in the yard.
 
   “I know, but how many do you have?”
 
   A month previously I had conspired with Geord to build a prototype weapon that was simply an oversized crossbow mounted to a wagon to make it mobile.  The first model was tested and retested until Geord was satisfied that it could be an effective weapon.  After witnessing a test session I told the old gent to create more and authorized the funds and engineers that he felt would be needed for the project.  I viewed the big crossbows to be a specialty field weapon used to smash and disrupt enemy formations like the artillery of earth armies.  But now, with the specter of an imminent assault on our walls I thought, I hoped, that they may have another purpose.  One that might allow us to avoid a bloody and expensive assault on prepared enemy formations.
 
   Five minutes after arriving at Geord’s shop the warriors I brought with me were running back toward the castle stronghold gate pushing odd contraptions that looked like the offspring of a large cross bow and a wagon.  Geord had a total of seventy six of them built and another eight that he promised would be assembled by the time I sent people back for them.  It took two people to push and maneuver each machine clattering through the cobbled streets so we had to leave twenty six of them behind but I was going to send enough people back to get them all, including the eight that were now under assembly.
 
   I put Geord on one of the wagons and had him pulled along with us as he was too old to make the sprint to the walls.  He seemed horribly embarrassed but took it with no complaint.
 
   Arriving at the east gate of the stronghold I sent a runner for Ruguer.  Then I shouted orders to Pulg which made him seriously doubt my sanity but, good warrior that he was, he organized a large party of civilians to grab buckets and run down towards the large communal kitchens located in the basement of the castle proper.
 
   We had other warriors help us as we all pitched in to carry the odd machines out of the staging area and up to the first rampart level, placing them as close to the east wall as we could squeeze them.  When the first group of machines were put in place I dispatched people to go for the remaining weapons.  I was heartened to see a group of civilians join the effort.
 
   Geord was busy shouting instructions to the eighty people I had selected.  He was using one of the machines as a demonstrator when Ruguer came out of the castle followed by ten warriors, his personal bodyguard in time of war.  He approached me with eyebrows raised.  I pointed to Geord and put a finger over my lips signaling silence.
 
   As we watched and listened, Geord demonstrated the way the big crossbow-type machines were drawn and loaded.  Now he was showing the onlookers how a long, stout lever with a shorter wooden shaft hinged to it was used to draw back the incredibly strong bowstring that we had reinforced with thin, extruded wire.  The head of the long lever was inserted into a hole at the top of the machine that had been reinforced with metal.  The shorter hinged stick had a U-shaped metal attachment on the end which was snugged into the bowstring.  When two people grabbed the long lever and pulled down on it the hinged stick was pulled toward the rear of the crossbow, taking the string with it.  Once it reached a certain point the string was captured by a spring-loaded keeper which held it until a pull on the trigger released it.
 
   The big crossbows had two bows on the end doubling the energy of the missile it propelled.  Our first tests of the prototype showed it capable of throwing a spear-sized arrow four hundred yards with relatively fair accuracy.  The device was aimed by a simple notch at the rear and a post at the front.  If pure distance was desired the weapon could be aimed skyward and pointed in the general direction one wanted to bombard.  It wasn’t as accurate that way but it could achieve an additional two hundred yards of distance.  In cases where infantry was closely packed it would be a terrifying and effective thing to behold, especially if the missiles it threw were aflame.  No shield, helmet or armor would stand up to it.
 
   Ruguer watched as we continued to lift and carry the devices up on the wall, chocking the wheels with large rocks so they wouldn’t get under way and fall off the wall walkways.  The wheeled wagon bases were intended to allow us to roll them into the field but were proving to also be useful in quickly positioning the devices along the defensive walkway.
 
   Just as Ruguer was about to ask for more explanation a swarm of civilians came running out of the castle carrying buckets of fat and grease straight from the grease traps of the kitchens.  The mess sloshed and spilled over as the buckets were hauled up the stairs and placed against the walls of the ramparts and battle stations.
 
   My commander looked at the seemingly random and bizarre activity and a smile slowly formed on his handsome face.  One reason he was our commander was because he was intelligent and that intelligence was now putting together the pieces of the puzzle that was being laid out before him.  But he frowned slightly at the buckets of grease.  He pointed wordlessly at the dripping collection, questioning me again with just his eyes.  I quickly told him the action I’d devised.  He sent for Mag-Gan and Vynn.  As we continued to make our plans the second group of people arrived with the remaining weapons from Geord’s shop.  We all pitched in to finish our new preparations.
 
   Noon came and went without the trebuchets being completed.  We happily realized that the estimates of our engineers as to the time of completion had not taken into account the crude abilities of the sub-humans.  The frustration of the Grey King was demonstrated by the sound of whips lashing the backs of those raiders who were laboring to complete the weapons.  From what I was seeing the punishment that was being meted out was delaying the project more than accelerating it.
 
    Tinker got tired and hot in her pouch and claimed her perch on my shoulder.  I was so used to her by now that I barely noticed.  The Greys were still at their positions sweating in the sun under their battle leather and armor.  Our warriors took great pains to let themselves be seen drinking from water buckets and splashing it over each other to keep down the heat.  The cannibals did not have enough water to waste on such luxuries.  Vynn ordered the warriors on the wall to laugh as much as possible without making it obvious that they were forcing it.  A few knots of our fighters broke out into song, each trying to drown out the other.
 
   On the far side of the defense trough and in the center of the Grey’s camp we could see the king of the raiders, sweltering in his gold armor.  He appeared to be fuming in more ways than one.  It was obvious to us that he had been expecting an attack that morning.  How he obtained knowledge of our plans was a matter for later examination.  Spies were not really something that we had to seriously worry about.  Few humans would conspire to help an army of creatures that would gladly eat you once they conquered your city.  For right now we watched the progress of the trebuchets being assembled and kept revising our plans while continuing to keep the enemy miserable and at their posts for as long as possible before attempting our ploy.
 
   Already there was dissention in the ranks of the Greys.  Arguments were breaking out among the individual beasts and between them and their officers.  Small fights erupted here and there.  Several raiders were summarily executed as a means of establishing order within the ranks.  
 
   Finally when it was close to sundown, just before the temperature would start to decrease we decided to act.  
 
   The deployment of the Grey forces was crude but effective.  Like the smaller advance force that they had sent to bottle us up, they had separated their forces into square blocks of five hundred fighters each.  They had been located as close to the castle stronghold as they could be without putting themselves into what they thought was archer range.  Evidently they feared an attack on their war machines because ten blocks, a total of five thousand fighters, were entrenched around them.  The rest of the beasts filled in any open area that was available to them.
 
   The valley itself was shaped like a large shallow bowl.  But the numbers that the enemy possessed made it necessary for them to deploy all the way back into the foothills a quarter of a mile away.  These troops were so far away that they would take fifteen to twenty minutes at a minimum to get into the fight.  Then they would be bunching up against the rear ranks of the closer fighters in the front lines of the battle.  By arranging them thusly it put a quarter of their force effectively out of the fight unless combat stretched on for hours and hours.  We planned no such action.
 
   When it was time I walked up onto the ramparts and conferred with Geord.  The old man was bone weary but he wore a huge smile.  Being part of the defense of his city was enormously satisfying to the old gent.  He verified that eighty four of our machines were assembled and ready.  Each machine had a crew of five people.  Two were there to use the lever devices to draw and cock the weapons.  One stood by with a bucket of water.  On the opposite side another held a torch.  The fifth member of the crew was responsible for aiming and shooting the device.  I had assigned only archers to this task.  I went down the line of weapons checking each one.  When I returned to the front of the stronghold ramparts I bent my head and said a prayer.
 
   I looked over the side down into the staging area and saw Ruguer, Vynn and Mag-Gan.  Ruguer was preparing to mount his horse.  Vynn and Mag-Gan were at opposite sides of the field giving instructions to their infantry divisions.  Because it was my plan, Ruguer had instructed me to oversee city security which meant that I was to stay behind while so many brave men and women placed themselves in harm’s way for the defense of their homes.
 
   Ruguer looked up and caught my gaze.  He swung up into his saddle and gave me a nod.  I responded with a salute.  I turned to the people that were on the wall defense positions facing the valley.  My people looked back, eager and ready.  I placed a conical megaphone to my mouth.
 
   “Load!”
 
   All the way across the wall long wooden levers were inserted into the holes in the front of the weapons.  Once in place the long levers were grabbed by two people who used their body weight to pull the devices downward, driving the shorter notching stick backward.  One device that was only two positions down from where I stood snapped loudly as the bowstring parted with tremendous energy and whipped around the sides of the weapon.  I winced.  One machine was out of action already and we’d not even begun.  But the others all held.  The bowstrings stretched back to incredible tension.  As soon as the strings locked back the crews loaded shafts as long as spears into the wooden trench constructed along the top of the weapon.  Each shaft had an iron point and was wrapped with the wooly pelt of an animal that greatly resembled a sheep.  The pelts were saturated in grease which dripped all over the new weapons and the walkways beneath them.  At Geord’s direction the weapons had already been drenched with water to keep them from catching fire.
 
   “Aim!”
 
   Eighty three sets of eyes lined up the notched rear sights with the solid posts that made up the front sight.  They placed the posts directly in the center of the notches, raised the sights upward to gain maximum distance and waited for my command.
 
   “Light!”
 
   The torch bearers leaned in and set fire to the grease-impregnated pelts.
 
   “Shoot!”
 
   One flaming spear went about thirty yards before dropping woefully short and clattering on the ground below.  I did not know the problem and had no time to find out.  I saw Geord rushing in that direction followed by Pulg.  Another shaft stayed on the weapon as the firing mechanism malfunctioned and refused to release it.  The water tender by its side correctly doused it with water before it could damage the weapon.
 
   But eighty one large wooden shafts, each one wrapped in dripping, flaming pelts arced out over the walls like guided missiles.  They sprayed wads of fiery grease down on the closely-packed blocks of Greys below before reaching the apex of their flight and then fell gracefully toward their intended targets.
 
   The ten almost-finished trebuchets stood a hundred yards back from the edge of the defense trough over which our four bridges stretched.  This was a point about four hundred yards from the stronghold walls.  The location was obviously chosen so that it was well beyond bow shot yet close enough for adequate accuracy for the trebuchet’s deadly purpose.
 
   Though safe enough from the average bowman, the new crossbow machines devised by Geord and his people possessed just enough range to reach them.  I held my breath as I watched the flaming missiles strike in and around them.  It was like slow motion to me, one struck the ground between two machines harming nothing and no one. A second hit the top of one trebuchet at just the wrong angle and glanced off to the rear.  It did no damage to the war machine but landed in the middle of a group of Greys with deadly results.  Six more struck the ground around the machines causing minor chaos among the individual grey fighters but not even touching their intended targets.  These new weapons were untried and their accuracy was not yet proven.  But then again, we had eighty chances to hit ten targets.
 
   Things began to improve as I watched the scene play out.  One fiery shaft smashed into a trebuchet on the left side and buried itself deeply into the wood of the construct.  Flaming grease from the saturated pelts splashed over a large portion of the device setting it alight.  Another missile struck the same machine on the base.  The fiery pelt was dislodged and wrapped itself wetly around a support stanchion engulfing it in fire.  I couldn’t have asked for better performance.  The machine was a flaming pile of tinder in seconds.  Other shafts found their targets.  Out of the ten machines at which our people had aimed, six of them were struck multiple times by the deadly flaming spears.  The pelts, saturated with animal fat mixed with alcohol, released a flaming spray of liquid fire as the arrow’s forward progress was halted.
 
   On the wall I ordered a second round of shafts to be strung.  This time all were successfully notched and cocked.  The missiles were set alight and sent on their way.  Another eighty one shafts found both the line of trebuchets and the groups of bestial soldiers surrounding them.  When the second set of missiles struck, every one of the war machines that had been so painstakingly constructed by the Grey raiders, were fully engaged by fire.  Some of the Grey officers were trying to compel their troops to form bucket brigades from the barrel wagons but the threat of the huge flaming spears falling around them was more frightening than any punishment they could threaten.  The dimming light of the early evening made the bombardment appear even more menacing, making the flaming spears more visible.
 
   I turned to look once again at the staging area below us.  Ruguer still had his head pointed my way.  I nodded and gave him a thumbs up.  He shouted.  In my knees and legs I felt the rumble of large chains passing through geared block and tackle then a huge slamming noise as all four gates fell open.
 
   Being a clever military commander, Ruguer would never pass up an opportunity to damage the enemy.  The situation outside the gates now presented such an opportunity.  With the ten huge war machines that lined the defense trough now blazing away, most of the stronghold was hidden by thick black smoke.  When the gates dropped seventeen hundred mounted cavalry poured through the four exits and headed toward the bridges in front of the stronghold.  Behind each group of cavalry were special infantry units made up of combinations of warrior skills to support our newly-devised tactics.  They ran behind their mounted brethren as quickly as their legs would carry.
 
   Up on the wall I ordered the crossbow machines to be elevated even more which was accomplished by a turn of a crank fitted to a graduated half circle on which the device rested.  More shafts were lit and sent on their way.  The greater elevation was designed to place the missiles out amongst the various groups of clustered beasts now that the main targets, the trebuchets, had been successfully attacked.  The object of the exercise now was to foster as much confusion and chaos as we could.  The enemy ground troops had already spent an entire day suffering through the heat while dressed in hot battle gear and having too little water to go around.  Then they watched what were supposed to be the instruments of our destruction set afire in the space of a few minutes by weapons they didn’t even know we possessed.  Now, the third volley of shafts rained down upon the unprotected fighters splashing their fiery grease all around them.  Tents and wagons were set alight and fighters ran as burning gobs of flaming animal fat burned their skin and the thick black fur that lined their backs.
 
   We only had enough missiles to give us four full volleys.  As the last loading was ready I gave the command to let the crossbow machine crews choose their targets.  Having already launched three previous shots, they were getting a feel for the way the weapons performed and could better judge how they could use windage and elevation to hit what they wanted.  
 
   When I gave the order to fire I watched eighty three additional flaming shafts shoot forward and down into the enemy camp.  Some destroyed water wagons and large supply tents.  Most struck at the groups of enemy fighters that were most densely packed together.
 
   Fear is a funny thing.  Like I said before, it is like an infection.  Only a small portion of the huge group of sub-human invaders were actually affected by the crossbow missile attack.  The vast majority of the Greys were deployed out of the range of the new weapons and were not even touched.  They had simply looked on as some of their fellow invaders were burnt and consumed by the fires.  A different reaction happened when the burning trebuchets began to collapse.  The Greys who had been assigned to guard them had not yet been given permission to abandon their positions.  As the huge machines collapsed they rained fire and burning timber down on the ones closest to them.  Faced with the disapproval of their officers or a horrible death by fire they broke and ran.  And as their brothers around them saw the stampede they joined in.  Evidently greys had an evolutionary trait similar to humans that compelled them to join in when numbers of them panicked.
 
   As the smaller groups of terrified Greys reached other blocks of fighters their brothers joined them in flight.  Beasts that had suffered no harm caught the scent of fear in their peers and decided there was something to run from.  So they did.  The generalized confusion overwhelmed the officers, some of whom even gave up trying to calm them and joined in.  Fleeing bodies smacked into stationary ones which added to the confusion.
 
   About this time Ruguer and his cavalry burst through the curtain of smoke by the bridges and descended upon the disoriented invaders.  With surprise once again working on our side the cavalry carved out a portion of the enemy positions separating them from their fellow invaders.  They then sliced through the segregated enemy positions employing lance and mace to devastating effect.  They whipped their horses around the still-burning tents and wagons dealing destruction from either side of their mounts.
 
   Almost as quickly as they had struck, the cavalry turned their steeds back toward the city walls and clattered over the two smaller bridges to the safety of the far side of the defense trough.  
 
   At this point in time the larger center bridges were still being crossed by the new infantry components.  From the walls I saw six large formations take shape on the other side of the trough.  I knew each formation would contain eight thousand warriors meaning Ruguer had committed forty eight thousand warriors to this action.  It was almost all that we had.  The remaining twelve thousand were back in the city with me, manning the walls and other defenses.
 
   The Grey King could be seen shouting and pointing, his armor shining in the waning sun.  He appeared to be having some success at getting his troops under control using just his persona.  I could see him running back and forth screaming and assembling several large groups of fighters for the purpose of mounting an attack.  They still had a huge advantage in numbers if he could get some organization going.
 
   The only mounted warriors now on the far side of the bridges were the signal-flag bearers, there to pass on orders via the display of different colored pennants.  I lifted a telescope to my eyes to study the enemy king.  He appeared frantic to seize upon the opportunity to close with our forces now that they were outside of the protection of our walls.  He was slapping his officers and kicking others, desperate to get his forces under some kind of control and stop the localized panic that had spread after our missile attack.  I saw him skewer one of his own underlings with his sword for some slight, probably for not moving fast enough.  
 
   But he was having some success.  He now had about twenty five thousand fighters standing by and in formation awaiting orders.  Thousands more were flooding into the valley behind them and forming up.  
 
   He should have waited for overwhelming numbers to arrive.  He didn’t.  With his inhuman mentality he had no regard for the safety of his men.  His only impulse was to attack the human army that was finally exposing itself outside of the city walls.  He wanted to attack and kill as many as possible before they could retreat to the safety of the gates.  The number of soldiers he lost was inconsequential.  He had more than enough fighters.  He could sacrifice half of his army and still retain the ability to accomplish his plans.
 
   With thirty thousand fighters now behind him he ordered an attack.  The king did not lead the charge.  Instead he climbed a tall wooden structure that featured a large flat deck about twenty feet off the ground.  From this vantage point he could observe the progress of the counter-attack he had just ordered.  His only instruction to his officers was to attack swiftly before the humans thought better of their plans and ran back inside their walls.
 
   From my location on the walls I saw our circling mounted signalmen raise yellow pennants.  The six Olvioni formations were deployed in elongated rectangles with the broad sides pointed toward the enemy.  When they saw the yellow flags the front rows placed their large rectangular shield before them with the bottoms braced on the ground.  By now the Grey’s were some three hundred yards away and trying to hold some kind of order and formation as they ran toward our ranks.  I was happy to see them expending their energy on such a long sprint.
 
   Though I couldn’t see him from my overhead perch, Ruguer was below me standing high in his stirrups.  Using his battle telescope he made a quick estimate of the number of Greys that were included in the enemy counter-attack.  He conferred quickly with two of his lieutenants who confirmed his count.  It was now or never time.  Ruguer had to decide whether it would be feasible to meet this attack or order his infantry to quickly withdraw.  He took another look with his telescope.  It would all depend on how quickly the enemy king could reinforce this first wave of fighters.  With nothing but his genius and courage to draw upon he decided the risk was worth it.  Ruguer snapped his telescope closed and set his jaw.  He gave the signal which was relayed by the pennant bearers.
 
   “Prepare for attack,” came the order from dozens of Olvion officers on the battlefield.  The kingdom’s best and bravest steeled themselves to meet the enemy.
 
   The enemy counter-attack wave was still approaching our lines as quickly as they could run.  At two hundred yards their lines began to fray as the faster runners left the slower ones behind.  Running with full battle dress and weapons was hard work and some were more up to it than others.  A few of the raiders stumbled and fell.  Others slowed to a fast walk, gulping air and ignoring the shouts and threats of the officers.  I saw wooden shields and some of the heavier weapons being discarded and abandoned on the field.  It appeared to me that the attackers were suffering the effects of too much time in the sun and too much distance to cover at a full-out run.
 
   But behind this first wave of Grey attackers I saw another large group starting to form up.  That was where the true danger existed.  If the Grey King could organize a second wave with enough numbers to overwhelm us we would be in danger of losing most of our defensive forces.
 
   Back over by our formations I saw red flags being hoisted.  There were subtle movements within our warrior ranks.  When the Greys were one hundred and fifty yards from our formations they had slowed considerably.  I ached for more ammunition for our large crossbow machines.  I could have visited great carnage upon them at that range and cursed my lack of foresight for spending our last volley so cheaply. 
 
   Our signal riders rode back and forth in front of our formations now showing black flags.  There was a lot of shuffling of bodies in the last two rows of the formations.  I held my breath.  Thousands of lives depended on the decisions recently made by me and the others in the command team.
 
   When only one hundred yards, the length of a football field, separated the running front lines of the Grey invaders from our formations all of our signal riders lifted purple flags.  On the walls behind them a hundred warriors blew loud notes on hand trumpets to ensure all of our people got the signal and were prepared to act.  The grey beasts continued forward, tiring but with every expectation of prevailing once they were within striking distance.  The combat veterans among them anticipated the customary battle tactics from the humans.  They expected the humans would engage shield-to-shield and give good accountings of themselves before inevitably falling before the superior physical strength and ferocity of the greys.  The fact that the humans had numerical strength against the counter-attackers was irrelevant.  The Greys only had to keep them engaged until reinforcements arrived.  Then the slaughter would begin.
 
   The first rank of our fighters, the ones closest to the approaching Greys, now swiftly took kneeling positions, lowering their shields at the same time.  Behind them, in each formation, stood four rows of bowmen, standing tall and holding nocked arrows.  Ten thousand archers drew back their bows and launched that many arrows into the air.  The arrows arced out over the battlefield and bent toward the advancing horde.
 
   Three thousand Grey invaders died or fell wounded in a fraction of a second as deadly steel-tipped arrows pierced their copper breastplates and thin helmets.  They dropped and were stumbled and stampeded over by their brethren who had the same mindset as their king.  Another four thousand died as the closer range improved the accuracy of our bowmen.  Still they came.  Another volley streaked forth.  Ten thousand shafts pierced five thousand bodies.  The surge of attackers slowed but did not stop.
 
   At sixty-five yards distant, a fourth flight of arrows dropped another five thousand beasts.  These arrows were launched straight at the attackers, not up into the air to drop down upon them.  The result was shafts penetrating heads, chests, necks and legs.  Arrows that were dodged by attackers in front found targets behind. 
 
   But now they were close.  Before another volley could be nocked they had approached within fifty yards of our positions.  Close enough for our warriors to smell them.  A last flag signal was displayed and another volley of arrows launched.  The first surviving several rows of attacking Greys caught the brunt of the speeding shafts and more thousands died.  
 
   Before the last volley even struck, the ranks of archers abandoned the battle formations and crossed over the bridges to the relative safety of the castle side of the trough.
 
   But now it was ten thousand javelin bearers stepping up into place.  They grimly chose easy targets among the now-near Grey beasts and launched their deadly missiles straight at the approaching beasts.  Sleek and heavy, the sharp, pointed weapons carved a massive hole into the ranks of the attackers.
 
   Karr, the Grey King, had been watching as every deadly volley of arrow and javelin decimated his troops.  Of the original thirty five thousand raiders he had committed to the attack he estimated only about twelve thousand remained alive.  He looked back over his shoulder as the group of reinforcements he had ordered continued to form up and get organized.  There were some eighty thousand fighters there getting into position.  If his remaining twelve thousand fighters in the advance force could just tie the humans up for another quarter hour or so then they could crawl off and die for all he cared.  For by then the reinforcement group would be close enough to engage the humans and the slaughter would begin.
 
   After launching their javelins, the ten thousand men that had hurled the weapons now bent to pick up the long spears that rested on the ground beside them.  The front line of warriors, those who had been crouched down behind their shields, now stood and took the shields in their left arms and drew swords with the right.  Had the approaching enemy scrutinized them more closely they would have noticed that these warriors were very heavily armored with breast plates, full limb protection and rounded helmets designed to let weapon strikes glance away rather than find purchase in any type of protrusion or decoration.  They also had eye grates and mandibles protecting their faces.
 
   The last two rows in the Olvioni formations, which numbered twenty thousand, now ran forward and took up position behind the shields of the front rank.  Each man wielded a long spear, almost a pike, but short enough to be more easily maneuvered.   They staggered their formation with the front rank of shield bearers and leveled their weapons with both hands at shoulder height and hidden behind the shields of the front rank.
 
   The distance between the two groups dwindled then disappeared.  When there was eight feet separating the Greys from the armored human front line the exhausted beasts drew back their weapons, mostly swords, axes and hammers, and prepared to strike.  A half second before they were able to deploy their weapons, long spears with sword-like blades thrust forward over the right shoulders of the human front rank and into the bodies of the beasts.  The tactic was unexpected and effective.  The lethal line of spear points withdrew immediately dripping gore.  But as the Grey’s behind their now-dead brothers advanced another row of duplicate spears jutted out over the left shoulders of the armored humans.  The result was just as deadly.  
 
   The remaining Greys now had to defend against three directions of attack.  If one shifted left there was a spear to dodge.  The same on the right.  And all the while the heavily armored front rank stabbed at them with long slim swords made specifically for thrusting, not slashing.  
 
   Advancing against the humans began to be more and more expensive as the bodies of butchered Grey fighters fell and themselves presented obstacles for their brothers to overcome.  The unexpected tactics quickly took a toll.  As the Greys in the rear ranks pushed to get into the fight they found themselves in the midst of a shower of arrows launched from the city side of the bridges.  The arrows had been fired high and aimed to fall upon the rear ranks, far from the human defenders.  The deluge became almost constant and the numbers of Greys shrank from both the front and the rear.
 
   And unnoticed by the beasts in the midst of battle, the edges of the human formations were slowly bending around the Grey’s rapidly diminishing numbers. 
 
   Karr watched from his perch and screamed in fury.  He was high enough that he could see the shifting of the human positions.  He knew it would result in his advance attacking force being enveloped and slaughtered.  He kicked one of his officers off of the observation platform in frustration and stomped his feet over and over.  He grabbed his closest lieutenant and ordered him to get the reinforcements moving.  Now!  
 
   At this point the Greys had been able to take out about some of our heavily armored front rank of warriors even with the deadly thrusting spears to contend with.  But our battle plan was holding and now we had molded our formations from a straight front line into a shallow “U’ shape with the Greys being allowed to push deeper into the bowl.  By the time they realized that they were now flanked on both sides their attack had turned into a slaughter with death coming at them from three sides.  
 
   For less disciplined troops this would be the time that mass mayhem would have occurred and the Olvionis would have surrendered to bloodlust.  But Ruguer had drilled into us over and over the value of a disciplined fighting force.  Our people did advance on the enemy but we kept our lines tight and maintained our strategy.  The thrusting spears and armored front ranks had stymied the enemy and robbed them of their confidence.  The beasts were more worried now about escaping our fighters than killing them.  They fought only when they had to and some would shove their comrades on our blades as they scrambled for the safety of the rear ranks.  By the time I saw the large reinforcement group starting to advance there were fewer than two thousand of the enemy left.  
 
   The remaining Greys looked around to see they were destined for defeat and destruction.  Immediately the age-old instinct for self-preservation kicked in.  Some Greys threw away their weapons as they sprinted away from the field of battle.  Instead of an undisciplined chase the human ranks parted in the middle and made room for our archers who had moved back over the bridges on a signal from Ruguer.  The bowmen, protected by our infantry, set about coldly and methodically shooting down retreating Greys.  Very few of the enemy were armored on the back and the few who had held onto their shields were now fighting with their own comrades over possession of them. 
 
   From the wall with my telescope I saw Syrann in the middle of the fight, her deadly accuracy on full display.  With no more arrows left in her quiver she was running forward, yanking shafts from the bodies of fallen enemies and using them to deal more death upon our enemies.  
 
   Our people advanced slowly letting our long range weapons thin out the enemy.  I half-expected Ruguer to order a cavalry charge to mop up the remaining enemy force.  But he would not risk the valuable cavalry without a sure and effective reward.  By the time the retreat whistles blew there were less than three hundred Greys left alive and fleeing from the original estimated thirty five thousand in the attack force.  Falling back we gathered our dead and wounded, determined to spare their bodies from the unspeakable acts that would have otherwise been visited upon them.  A few dozen mounted troops rode out and tried to round up the rider-less horses, each one representing a fallen comrade.
 
   Our warriors now turned and retreated over the four bridges and into the front gates as quickly as they could run.  The huge approaching attack force was close but I could tell they would not reach our people before the gates were closed.  Warriors and citizens lined the ramparts and windows cheering loudly and making obscene gestures at the approaching Greys.
 
   As the Grey King and his band of almost a hundred thousand reinforcements came running into the area that was only moments ago occupied by forty eight thousand Warriors of Olvion he found only the dead bodies of his own raiders.  When Karr was done stomping and shouting in anger he looked toward the nearest of the large city gates.  A lone man mounted on a proud and pawing horse was sitting there watching.  Karr moved closer, careful not to cross into the kill zone of the city’s archers.  He stared directly at the lone figure trying to discern who this man was and why he was still there.  The gate was still down unlike the other three on this side.  
 
   As Karr watched the man slowly removed his helmet.  He then tilted his head back and shook it.  With no apparent concern about Karr and his men being so near the man took a skin of spirits from his saddle and took a long drink.  He smacked his lips and looked to where Karr had now been joined by his lieutenants.  With a huge and mocking smile the man held the skin out to Karr as if offering it to the Grey King for a drink. 
 
   Karr screamed in fury and started towards the impudent human intending to tear him and his cowardly mount apart.  He was stopped by six of his underlings who struggled to drag him to the ground so that he would not fall under the city’s arrows.  Karr’s helmet was lost in the scuffle so he had an unimpeded view of the man slowly walking his mount back into the city, the sound of his loud laughter trailing behind him.  Once Ruguer was inside he ordered the gate raised.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY
 
   Reflection
 
    
 
   The Grey King sat silently in his tent and brooded.  The flaps were drawn shut and it was almost pitch black inside.  The revelation of the human’s plans for a morning assault had put him in a good mood last night.  He had gone to sleep expecting an impressive victory, one so meaningful that it would wipe away all of the doubts that he knew were growing in the minds of his fighters and his officers.  He’d awakened and advised all around him of the great victory that would theirs.  
 
   And now this had happened.
 
   Karr had not always been king but he had always been a leader.  He had pushed for years to convince the elders to allow an all-out push into the heart of the human territory.  Each time he asked he had been rebuffed.  The elders were content to just exist.  No glory, no conquest, no adoration by the masses.  Just a dull and non-eventful existence.  The people were fed by large herds of cattle.  Human meat was always preferable but they were satisfied by having it only when circumstances and infrequent raids offered the opportunity.  They were content to throw away the glorious history of the Grey Ones.  They had always been conquerors.  They had hunted humans, just as they hunted other meat.  But his people had made the mistake of letting a two hundred year old defeat frighten them into becoming a different breed.  There was no more war, no more victory or glory.  All because of an old story.
 
   The elders warned about how the Greys’ empire had almost been eradicated.  How the Human King Ausloe, aided by a yellow-haired giant, had turned a certain victory into a devastating defeat.  The Grey raiders of two centuries before had been routed and chased across the entire kingdom of Olvion and back up into the Grey Mountains.  Few had actually escaped with their lives.  It had taken over two hundred years for their numbers to replenish.  They were strong now.  But still the elders counseled against war.
 
   “Why?” the old ones asked.  “Why risk our existence on a war we don’t need?  The humans stay on their land and leave us alone on ours.  We have cattle, we have territory.  Live.  Live and let other generations after us live.  If you want human meat and treasure so badly then acquire it on raids small enough that the humans won’t feel threatened and bring war to us here in our lands.”
 
     That is what they had repeatedly told him.  Until the night that he, Karr, had been sought out and made aware of what could be accomplished.  So he gathered the like-minded behind him.  He made deals, did favors and gained influence until the day he entered the Hall of Elders with his lieutenants and cut their throats.  Then they fed on the bodies of their former leaders and Karr claimed the title of King.  By that time he had enough support that none dared oppose him.
 
   And now here he sat.  Fear was coursing through the ranks.  Now there were whispers that the elders were having their revenge.  Consuming the flesh of the elders had been an outrageous violation of custom.  That sin was now being repaid.  Or so the weaker minded among them thought.
 
   Alone in the darkness Karr realized he was losing this war, the loyalty of his raiders and his ability to have the horde accept him as their commander.  He sat on his cot and drank from a skin of spirits.  Something had to change and quickly.  He knew what happened to leaders who lost the faith of his followers; the same thing that happened to the former elders.
 
   The Grey King heard a rustle behind him and his somber mood began to lift.  He smiled.  At least he was not alone.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY ONE
 
   Cannon
 
    
 
   We had dodged the bullet once again and scored yet another valuable victory.  I wondered how many times we could push our luck and continue to be so wildly successful.  True, we’d lost hundreds of warriors in this battle, maybe even a thousand or more.  A formal count had not yet been conducted.  But the enemy had been badly hurt.  No army could lose thirty five thousand fighters and not feel it.  The number was much too large to be ignored by the surviving soldiers.  They would see the devastation inflicted upon their friends and start to question the wisdom of their leaders.  That was the beginning of the collapse of order.  And this defeat came after a series of others.  Before this bunch had even arrived on scene they had lost twenty thousand fighters belonging to the advance force that their king had decided upon sending.  At least for now, the war appeared to be going very much in our favor.
 
   As the sun finally sank below the horizon I prayed that the specter of the destruction of Olvion was also falling.  I was still on the ramparts facing the Grey encampment.  Or what was left of a large part of it.  Flames pushed black smoke into the air from hundreds of locations.  Bodies, all of them grey, literally covered huge sections of the valley.  We had been successful at recovering all of our fallen fighters.  The smells of smoke, blood and spilled viscera wafted up to the height of the stronghold battlements.  The clouds of black flies were as thick as the wood-smoke.   I stood with eyes closed thanking God for delivering our enemies.  Wagons were passing through the camp loaded with the enemy dead.  They would be a long time collecting them all.
 
   Small footsteps approached me from behind.  Arms circled my waist and the unmistakable scent of my lady fought back the stench of the battle.  Neither of us spoke for a while.  We both understood that this was a time for the quiet appreciation of survival.  We were not yet safe.  But we had prevailed yet again against daunting odds.  We took a few quiet moments to just hold each other, secure in the knowledge that, today at least, we would live on.  The sounds of celebration were growing in the ground level of the city.
 
   “You can relax now, my warrior,” she said finally.  “I know that you have been agonizing over your decisions to use the new battle tactics.  You have not slept in three days worrying that our warriors would die because of your ideas.”  She walked around and faced me.  “Well, my Legend, you can stop questioning yourself.  Look there.”  She pointed out over the field of battle.  “Look and remember that you saved thousands, maybe even tens of thousands of Olvioni lives today.”
 
   I looked at her and marveled again at the fact that this wonderful, beautiful woman was mine.
 
   “It was not all my idea.”
 
   “No.  But the core of the ideas was yours.  And they worked, the enemy was caught completely unprepared.  Look!” she insisted, pointing again.   “This is a great victory.  It is the reason you are here.”  She put her arms around me for another long embrace and I held her until she broke it.  “I have to get to triage,” she said.  “You go and receive the acclaim that is rightfully yours.”  Then she was gone, stepping lightly down the stairs and leaving me, once again, alone with my thoughts.
 
   The staging field within the city walls was alive with shouts and cheers.  Cavalry troops were being helped from their saddles, infantry were being hugged by the Olvioni citizens and handed food and drink.  Everyone was happy and in the mood to celebrate.  Even the wounded were smiling.  When I came down the stairs leading from the ramparts the noise level elevated to deafening.  I was surrounded by warriors and citizens slapping me on the back, offering congratulations.  Several of them tried to lift me onto their shoulders but I begged my way out of it.  Another group of revelers was working its way toward us and I could see Vynn riding the shoulders of the human tide.  This inspired the crowd into another attempt to pick me up.  They tried only for a moment this time but they eventually read my mood and abandoned the attempt.  Vynn waved at me.  He was smiling but just barely.  I knew what he was going through.  The crowd was jubilant in their ignorance.  True, this battle had been successful beyond our wildest dreams.  But Vynn and I both knew that, in the long run, our victory changed little.  I was growing impatient with the kingdom throwing parties of celebration after every success when the road before us was still long.  We were still badly outnumbered and no reinforcements had yet arrived.  And even though our losses had been smaller than expected I deeply felt the death of every warrior.
 
   Still, Dwan had been correct.  The last few days had been mind-numbingly stressful.  Ruguer had trusted me to come up with an entirely novel approach to the customary tactics of battle.  The fact that they had been successful was a relief.  Not that I had been alone in the formulation of the new techniques.  Vynn and Mag-Gan, both having more combat experience, were quick to see flaws in my thinking.  Between their experience and the military genius of Ruguer we had crafted a battle plan that maximized our strengths while minimizing the advantages of the Greys.  In the end we were able to accomplish the goal of every military commander since the dawn of time:  Kill the maximum number of enemy with the minimum number of losses.
 
   With some difficulty Vynn and I managed to extricate ourselves and make our way slowly through the staging field to one of the smaller entrances to the castle proper.  We stopped briefly by the large ground floor feeding facility and each grabbed a snack before heading up to the war room.  Vynn had a few minor wounds on his arms, mostly abrasions.  I, of course, was unmarked.  
 
   The mood of the war room was upbeat but serious.  Like Vynn and I, everyone was aware that the task still before us was daunting.  Ruguer was at the main table, his head leaned in close to Zander’s.  There was a white, blood-stained bandage on his forearm.  A healer was working on a wound on his calf.  I looked closer and was surprised to see it was Dwan.  I looked for Mag-Gan but he was not present.
 
   When Vynn and I approached the royal table Zander saw us coming and stood.  I noted that he had removed his armor.  I briefly wondered why he had been wearing it in the first place.  Had his faith in our plans been so thin that he suspected the troops might need to be heartened by seeing their king in their midst?  
 
   As we walked up Ruguer also stood.  There was a sadness on his face that was not in keeping with the aftermath of a major victory.  I braced myself.  Tinker was with me but I did not need her to warn me that bad news was coming.  The indication that such was imminent was plain to see on the expressions of my king and my commander.
 
   Zander put his hands on my shoulder and that of Vynn.  “Good Warriors, the kingdom is in your debt.  Your new battle tactics worked better than we could have hoped for.”  He paused.  I swallowed.  Suddenly I was certain of what was coming.  “Unfortunately, our good and faithful Mag-Gan has fallen.”
 
   Vynn, who had known him much longer than I, studied the king’s face for a few seconds, desperately searching for some indication that he had misunderstood.  When no such indication materialized he simply nodded and looked toward the observation windows.  I felt a rock in my gut. I’d been here such a short amount of time yet had lost so many good friends and comrades.  Dwan, who had paused in her efforts to close Ruguer’s leg wound, wiped at wet eyes.  We had another silent and emotional moment in honor of our friend then Zander reluctantly but expertly diverted our sadness into action.
 
   “All right, the new information we have for planning is that we now face approximately 141,000 Greys.  Our victory today has dropped our odds from the original three to one down almost to two to one.  I have to admit that we were aided in our triumph by the sheer stupidity of their strutting peacock of a king to commit a badly outnumbered force to attack us.  There seems no other explanation for this blunder except that he wanted to hurt us as much as he could and cared not for the losses that he knew would result.  Or maybe he was so incensed at the destruction of his war machines that he simply let anger direct his actions.  Whichever, it is information we can use in crafting future plans.  But I have serious questions.”  He turned his gaze on each of us in turn.  “If I didn’t know better it would appear that there are two leaders making plans for the Grey horde.  They have used brilliant tactics alongside of bad ones.  
 
   “Look at the construction and use of the war machines.  The components were crafted elsewhere out of our sight and then moved up, under cover of darkness, with assembly being started without our being aware.  That all served to give them more of a chance to complete the machines while minimizing the time we had to plan an attack on them.  Indeed, if those oversized crossbow machines had not been available to us we would have had to gamble against terrible losses in order to reach them and destroy them.”  He turned to me.  “I applaud your initiative Tag, dedicating some of your funds to the construction of those weapons.  Can we expect to have any more operational in the near future?”
 
   “Yes.”  I stood and pulled a wad of papers from my belt, notes from my last encounter with Geord.  “The three malfunctioning cannons…Geord and I have decided to give them that name because their results remind me of weaponry we had in my world… have been repaired giving us the original eighty four we started with on the wall.  In addition Geord is certain to have another twenty two completed and assembled in two days.  Meanwhile work on them will continue on an accelerated pace.  Geord has told me he intends to put out the word that he requires more skilled craftsmen to turn out the wood, wire and iron components we need to speed up production.  We expect the Olvioni people to respond enthusiastically.”
 
   Ruguer frowned.  “Why are we asking?  If this city falls it will be everyone’s head decorating the walls.  Perhaps you should issue an edict?” he asked the king.
 
   Zander smiled but shook his head.  “Let’s wait.  If I am a competent judge of the mindset of our people I would wager they will be crawling over each other’s backs trying to be part of such an effort.  I don’t want to temper that enthusiasm by making it a command.  Our people will take pride in stepping up on their own.”
 
   Ruguer grinned widely.
 
   “Why do you smile?” Zander asked.
 
   “Because it is observations such as those that remind me why you are king.”
 
   “Let’s hope I am right, Commander.  Now,” he looked at me again, “Any additional surprises that you are concealing?”
 
   I blushed a little.  The construction of the cannons had not been shared with the rest of the command team and that had been a mistake that almost had disastrous consequences.  I was concerned that my faith in the crossbow/cannons would not bear fruit or be looked upon as a waste of resources.  As a result these effective weapons had not been included in our planning.  Only at the very last moments did I decide to commit them to the fight.  My reluctance to face possible criticism had almost cost us lives.  The king was giving me a mild rebuke and it was one that I deserved.  It was a mistake I would not make twice.
 
   “None,” I answered.  “But I must make you aware that the use we made of the cannon on the walls is not the use that we had planned.”  Zander leaned back against the table and indicated that I should explain further. 
 
   “Our original intent was to create a weapon that could be taken into the field of battle to reduce enemy ground forces rapidly and from a distance,” I explained.  “They were originally set up to fire three smaller iron arrows or “bolts” with each release of the trigger.  They are on wheeled wagons which allow us to roll them into the field with us.  We can push them ahead of us or lash them to burdenbeasts.
 
   “The larger wooden shafts we used today was Geord’s idea.  He knew of a location in which hundreds of discarded tent and awning supports had been stored and intended for eventual use as firewood.  He originally thought they could be effective as a way to terrorize the more superstitious Greys by raining giant flaming arrows down around them at night.  Who knows how they might have reacted?  Now we know that the weapons have the additional utility of a wall defense tool.  But if we have the opportunity to try some in the field they may turn out to be a devastating anti-infantry weapon.”
 
   “How so?” asked Vynn.
 
   I accepted a mug of tea and a pastry before answering.  A steward had appeared and passed around several trays.  Tinker stuck her head out of her pouch, snout wriggling left and right, trying to locate the tea.  Ruguer, who had grown quite fond of my little comrade, poured a good portion into a shallow plate and pushed it over in front of me.  She chittered and hopped onto the table.  After a few sips she began eyeing the tray of pastries also.  This time it was Zander who broke open a tart and set a piece in front of her.  She gave out a soft trill as she enjoyed the treat.  We all smiled at her antics for a brief interlude before returning to the topic at hand.
 
   “Anyway,” I continued.  “Our original plan was to build two hundred weapons and take them into the field with our infantry,” I continued.  “Yes, they have proven to be devastating from the walls but the simple truth is they can be evaded by merely pulling back far enough to escape their range.”  I stood and walked to the observation window.  “As you can see, they have already pulled back their camps to five hundred yards.  We could still reach them, by the way.”  Ruguer and the king both raised their eyebrows.  “Oh yes,” I said.  “With the smaller and lighter iron arrows we could get out as far as six hundred yards from the height of the city walls.  But let’s keep that a secret from our little grey friends for right now.
 
   “By making the cannon mobile we can deny the Greys the ability to avoid their effectiveness by using distance.  If they try to back away we can just advance.  Now, I have noticed that the enemy has a default position of putting their ground troops into “blocks” of five hundred.  I think they are convinced that this gives their officers the ability to control their troops better than having them form into larger individual groups.   They then like to gather these blocks together and attack with the effect of a larger single force.    Today they were careless enough to make the mistake of charging a prepared formation with superior numbers.  They compounded that stupidity by making their fighters sprint some three hundred yards, expending most of their energy before they even reached our comparatively fresh forces.  It cost them dearly.  Even their commander will probably not make that mistake again.” 
 
   An exaggerated sigh from the Ruguer told me that I was covering ground they were already aware of so I got on with my explanation.  “So if we find ourselves again outside the city walls we will enjoy one advantage that the enemy cannot change:  They must come to us.  They need to take Olvion before moving to the coast.  They have no way to force us to attack them now that their trebuchets are destroyed.”
 
   Dwan finished treating Ruguer’s leg and went to wash up at a basin located against the wall.  She had already heard my ideas on this subject but was still listening intently, enjoying the fact that her man was strategizing with the people responsible for our survival.
 
   I stood and paced as I continued my explanation.  “Now, let’s say they are smart enough to advance on us at a walk in order to avoid today’s fiasco.”  All three members of my audience knotted their eyebrows until Tinker supplied them with an Olvioni word for “fiasco”.  When their expressions softened I continued.  “Imagine them advancing on our positions slowly.  Immediately we initiate two hundred cannon launching a total of six hundred heavy, sharp iron missiles into their midst on every volley.  The cannon can be reloaded in thirty seconds sending another set of iron shafts quickly down range.  If only one in three of the bolts finds flesh that equates to two hundred casualties for each volley.  But seeing the way they routinely group their fighters so tightly together I expect better results than that. Their ranks will be rapidly losing fighters from the beginning of their advance.” 
 
    Ruguer caught the thread of my explanation and also stood up.  “So,” he said. “They will have to then decide whether to continue a slow march forward while hemorrhaging troops or again attack at a run toward us, tiring their fighters and risking the same result as we saw today.  Whatever they decide, they will eventually reach a distance from which we can also hit them with our regular archers and javelins.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   Zander looked to Ruguer, waiting for his military commander to comment further.  Tinker had finished her tart and was now helping herself to the crumbs that were left on the king’s plate.   “It definitely gives us an advantage we didn’t have before,” Ruguer said. “My concern would be how long we would need to complete the construction of the additional…cannon…and the huge number of missiles we would need.”
 
   I consulted my notes again.  “Geord has had his people scrounging scrap iron from every place in the city that it may be found” I said.  “We don’t need it to be high quality, even pig iron will do.  We have been pulling it off of gates, fences, store fronts and such.  The people have been very gracious about it.  And in a pinch we can always use the ordinary wooden shafted arrows.  The armories have been stockpiling them in enormous quantities for decades.  They won’t have the punch of the heavier iron arrows but they’ll get the job done, especially at shorter distances.”
 
   Zander rose.  “Well, at least it is something new,” he said.  “If nothing else this conflict has shown us that novelty is an effective weapon.”  He pointed to me.  “I will issue an appeal to the city asking that all iron that is not otherwise necessary to the war effort be delivered to your metal workers.  Feel free to assign as many people as needed to the task of manufacturing your cannon machines and missiles.  In the meantime we will continue in our efforts to convince the other kingdoms to fight the war here.” He shot a quick look at Ruguer.  “I’m told there has been some movement in our direction lately.  Let us hope they don’t continue to dither.”  The king then turned and left after returning our salutes.
 
   ***
 
   The following weeks were filled with work.  After putting in a half-day of military training our warriors were sent out to various manufacturing sites to assist in the preparations for the final battle that we all knew would eventually come.  At the end of each day I would meet with Ruguer, Vynn and Gallan, an older warrior that Ruguer had promoted to replace Mag-Gan.  He was tall with grey hair and beard and very intelligent. I was told he had seen much combat in the southern part of the valley when the Greys first started their probing raids.  At first he was not a fan of using projectiles to kill from afar because he was of a generation that considered it unmanly.  But the lopsided victories that we had scored lately had made him a convert and he enthusiastically supported our new tactics.
 
   I kept sending our Rangers out every night to keep track of what the enemy was doing.  These forays were strictly for intelligence gathering with engaging the enemy approved only if necessary.  I didn’t want the Greys to know we had the ability to get out of the city and observe them up close.  I had Meena supervising one such group of rangers.  She had turned out to be a natural warrior and had a keen mind.
 
   Dwan and I both put everything we had into the war effort.  We would frequently find ourselves on different shifts, sneaking quietly into bed late at night as the other slept.  But still, I found myself loving my new life.  Don’t misunderstand, I abhorred the loss of life that resulted from our current state of war.  The movies and television shows about medieval warfare do a good job of romanticizing it.  I had been unprepared for the true horror of it.  The act of using sharp blades to lop off limbs and disembowel living beings is an abomination that only those who have been forced to do can appreciate.
 
   Leaving that aside, I seemed to be born for this less advanced type of living.  The lack of modern luxuries such as electricity, air conditioning or central heating bothered me very little.  Indeed, the Olvionis were very advanced in the really necessary things such as plumbing, hygiene and medicine.  I believe that some of the salves and ointments they used would have been widely considered miracle drugs in my old world.  True, they lacked things such as x-ray machines and such but they got by, just as we had for centuries before such things became common.
 
   To me, the rugged life the Olvionis led was exhilarating.  There is a certain pride that one develops when he or she overcomes obstacles in their lives.  One of the better results of civilization is that it removes so many of those obstacles from us so we could live more comfortably.  But it also removes many opportunities to challenge oneself.  I would guess the American people of World War Two would probably well know what I’m talking about.  Their lives were not exactly easy leading up to the war.  When the conflict arose it was a case of the people adding a war to the list of other difficult things to be accomplished.  No one doubts that they would rather not have had that burden.  But they rose to the occasion and saved the world from fascism.  And that was sort of the way I was reacting to my new reality.  
 
   Believe it or not my greatest challenge was not adapting to an entirely new world, it was finding myself in the role of a military commander.  During my four years in the army I had completely left all of the planning and tactical maneuvering up to the officers.  I thought I could do it if I had to but I was never going to have to.  So I never read the manuals or picked the brains of the non-commissioned officers with whom I had worked.  And now, here I was, Jack Taggart, A.K.A. Tag-Gar, medieval military commander extraordinaire.  Go figure.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY TWO
 
   Submission
 
    
 
   The Grey King spent another day in his cot, sweat rolling off of his hirsute body and dripping into a pool on the floor.  The furs were wet with it.  They smelled of it.  Sweat and the pungent and strong spirit that the Greys loved.  They called it p’lunn.  It was made from a fruit that grew only in the Grey Mountains.  The supply of it had already been exhausted among the fighters in the field.  Only Karr still had a large reserve of it among his provisions.  He had strangled one slave already for getting into his personal stores and swilling it.  He lay back and pulled the cork from another skin and sighed heavily.  Another day drunk, damp and smelling of dried p’lunn.
 
   Karr took a long pull on the spirit skin and brought up a loud and rattling belch.  Then he laughed because belches are funny.  Lately they’d gotten funnier.  He looked around the inside of his large command tent, moving only his eyes.  Two torches were burning and, along with three looted and failing light-leaf globes, provided dim light within the tent.  The flaps were closed and had remained so for four days.  He couldn’t take the looks any more.
 
   After the last humiliating defeat he had been losing raiders.  They were sneaking away every night.  Each morning there were fewer and fewer.  There was a way to defeat those damned walls.  He knew it.  There had to be.  But, all stars be damned, he could not think of a way to do it.  His position as king of the horde was threatened.  His life was threatened.  Even now lesser officers were making comments about him, comments which they would have been terrified to make only a month ago.  He had lost their fear.  And that was dangerous.  
 
   The old stories and myths now held their fear.  There were now whispers of the elders.  They traveled with this army and worked against Karr.  They snuck into the camps at night and slit throats.  Karr slung the spirit skin splashing against the slack side of his tent and immediately regretted it.  Where was his slave?  Oh yes, he had strangled the human during his last tantrum.  It wasn’t worth getting out of the cot to uncork another skin.  
 
   So the Grey King slid into a light, fitful slumber.  The torches dimmed and the glow bulbs died.  He slipped deeper and deeper still.  Then…he was not alone.  The Other was there.  
 
   “Where have you been?” he roared in his dream.
 
   “I’ve let you fail.”  It was a quiet admission.
 
   “Why?” he demanded.  “Why did you let me fail?”
 
   “Because you had to fail before I could help you win.  You were proud.  And you were smug.  And you refused to follow my directions.”
 
   Even knowing that he was in a dream, the King was enraged.  “I am King!  I am not to be instructed.  I am to be obeyed.”
 
   There was a long pause.  Karr began to fear that he had driven the Other away again.  He was angry.  No, not angry.  He was livid.  He was Karr, the King of the Greys.  He was the wisest of all the horde.  He knew more than his wisest generals.  But in a small crevice that had been worn into a part of his mind he knew that he was not as wise as he first thought.  When he listened to the Other , he won.  He overthrew the elders.  He gathered followers, cultivated supporters and made alliances.  But then he began to believe that his successes were his and his alone.  He stepped away from the instructions he’d been given. And he failed.  
 
   He’d been warned about sending in the advance force.  “Do not divide your horde,” the Other had told him.  Now the advance force fed the beasts of the field and the sky.  “Keep your war machines far from the city walls.”  But he wanted the machines to be close enough to shatter the walls quickly so that all could see what a great and powerful leader was Karr.  And the machines were lost.  “Do not send such a small group of your raiders against a superior force.  Wait until you have sufficient numbers assembled.  Then advance them slowly and with discipline.”  But he wanted to see human blood on the ground.  He wanted his horde to feast on human flesh, to see what would soon be theirs in plenty.  And he failed.  For many nights now the Other had been gone.  As each day passed without his return Karr had fallen deeper into despair.  Now his voice had returned.  Or had it?  He was still in a dream.  He knew this to be so.  And yet somehow, he knew that he would have one more opportunity to…obey.  The word choked him.  But he knew he must.  Or all was gone.  And it would soon be his flesh that was swallowed by his army.  So, in his dream, he climbed down from his sodden cot.  He dragged his bloated and overfed body upward and into a kneeling pose.  And he lowered his head.  
 
   “What would you have me do?”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY THREE
 
   Infiltrated
 
    
 
   I had the night duty for wall security.  It was a chilly night and Dwan had wrapped a light uniform jacket around my shoulders before I’d left her all warm and fetching in our little room.  We had been offered larger quarters when I was promoted to Division Commander but we had grown to like our little space.  I asked Tinker if she wanted to come with me instead of languishing in warm comfort next to Dwan.  She gave me an expression that meant she wasn’t going anywhere.  I Kissed Dwan and chucked Tinker under the chin.
 
   Out here on the wall I almost ached at the incredible beauty of an Olvioni night.  The only pollution this land knew came from fires, torches and forges.  The air was crisp and could almost be tasted, like a refreshing drink of water.  The moons were bright tonight and cast a soft light on the valley floor and the mountains that surrounded us on two sides.  Night birds called and sang.  Exotic creatures stalked and hid in the darkness.  It was a night so pretty that it almost made up for leaving Dwan below in our bed.  Almost.
 
   I relieved Vynn and sent him off to a warm bed while I prepared for ten hours of sentry watch.  My Sub-Commanders reported to me from all stations.  The defensive walls and battlements were on three levels, each level under the control of one of our more experienced officers.  My job, as Division Commander of the Watch was to walk around and look intimidating so that no one would risk my wrath by neglecting his duties.  I had made it a point to have no close friends among my subordinates.  Friends sometimes thought they could avoid unpleasant tasks.  Subordinates knew they could not.
 
   I had been on duty for some three hours.  The sounds of the city and the castle proper had died away and the quiet of night took over.  I roamed the different levels, letting the sentries know that they could never quite tell where the Watch Commander might appear.  As I ascended the stone steps to the highest level I saw a junior officer talking with a sentry and called him aside.
 
   “It is a quiet evening, Commander,” he said.
 
   “It is.  It would be quieter still if you were not conversing with the watch.”
 
   The young officer swallowed and the smile fled his face.  I put a hand on his shoulder to take the sting out of the rebuke.  He was young, maybe twenty five years or so, Earth time.  He would not already be an officer had he not impressed someone by his abilities.  “Have all of your stations reported in?”
 
   “They have, Commander.  Well…Station Six has not but they are the farthest away.  I expect the runner soon.”
 
   I saw the worry on his face.  Time was kept by many different methods on Olvion but the watch was measured by sand glasses. The glasses were much like the old hour glasses on Earth and timed to run out after about fifty minutes.  The end of each measure of time was announced by bells in the daylight.  After the hour grew late time was indicated by a change of color filter on a huge glow bulb affixed to the roof of the war room.  A sentry there had the enormously boring responsibility of turning the glass when it emptied, then changing the color filters.  The color change could be observed from any place on the city walls.  When the color changed one of the two sentries at each station would run to report all clear to the level commander.  Because the stations were at different locations, the runners would arrive at different times yet fairly close to each other.
 
   But the color filter had been changed from red to amber approximately ten minutes ago by my estimate.  Station Six was late.  Not late enough to cause concern but late enough to have sent this young officer to check on what was holding him up.  I raised my eyebrow and he caught my concern.  His chin quivered a little.
 
   “Come with me, Sub-Commander,” I ordered, “Let us see what is causing this delay.”
 
   I purposely walked ahead of the officer, letting him know, without actually telling him, that this was not a time for conversation.  We passed several sentry parapets, all of which were dimly illuminated by weak glow bulbs, both of us returning salutes from the guards.  I was not actually worried.  This particular watch station was a half mile from where I’d first encountered the young officer.  When one has an area of responsibility as large as the walls that surrounded our city it was to be expected that some guards would mess up.  It happened all the time.  I was a little disappointed that the delay had not been investigated but I didn’t really think much of it.
 
   As we drew closer to Station Six my hand reflexively gripped my sword.  Even from her location at our apartment far inside the castle, Tinker was sending me warnings.
 
   “Arm yourself,” I ordered my young officer.  “Run back to the last station and sound the alarm.  Every other man to Station Six.  Now, Boy, run!”  He took off in the opposite direction and I moved forward with my sword out in front.  I could see the sentry parapet but the glow bulb was dark.  In the gloom I could make out shapes on the ground.  I pulled my dagger with my free hand.
 
   When I was close enough to see more detail in the dim light I saw grappling hooks caught on the lip of the wall.  Dozens of them.  The still bodies of our two sentries lay bleeding on the walkway.  I reached the station and peered over the edge.  The ropes were dangling but no one was on them.  I cast the grapples free and knelt down and put my back to the wall.  The officer should be reaching Station Five soon.  
 
   I heard a scuff of soft moccasins on stone.  Then muted grunts.  Greys.  I duck-walked farther along the rampart, keeping low so as not to offer a silhouette to the enemy.  More noise reached me.  It was diminishing as if the makers of the noise were traveling farther away and downward.  I did a quick mental recollection of my position on the wall.  Was there anything critical in this location or were we just experiencing a probe to see where we were soft?  There were two well- heads three levels below, a forge, several shops, and the food stores…food stores!  
 
   The moment the thought struck I heard the alarm sound.  Immediately below me came several showers of sparks as flints struck steel.  Torches caught and grew high.
 
   “Enemy in the walls!” I shouted as loudly as I could.  All reserves to the food stores.  To the food stores!”   Bells started clanging around us.
 
   Flames erupted in several locations below me.  I knew immediately what they were doing.  Our single biggest advantage that we had over our inhuman enemy was our ability to withstand a long siege.  Sieges were most taxing on those who set the condition.  If a walled city had sufficient stores it could sit in quiet comfort for months or even years as the enemy squatted by a campfire eating cold food and swatting hungry insects.  But if the food of the besieged was destroyed?
 
   I waited another fifteen seconds for backup warriors and when they did not arrive I yelled again, “Enemy in the walls, all reserves to the food stores!”  Then I sprinted down the steps toward the burning structures beneath me.  Our on-watch reserves numbered two hundred warriors who were armed and ready for combat.  But these troops were broken up into four groups, each one located in a different spot.  I descended the stone stairs to the floor beneath me before encountering enemy infiltrators.  
 
   Two Greys who had obviously been stationed behind the main group of infiltrators as a rear guard, came running up the stairs at me, roused by my shouts.  They were both nearly naked, clad only in loin cloths and the thick leather belts they favored for carrying their weapons.  Both had swords and one also had a javelin.  As I drew near the one launched his javelin.  I barely avoided it but the evasive maneuver cost me a sword slash from the other beast.  The blade bit along my side about three inches before the thick leather of my vest stopped it.  I was quicker than my attacker and was able to impale his wrist with my knife before he could retract it.  His partner paid no attention to his scream and swung his sword with both hands, intending to separate my head from my torso.  I ducked again and the beast was not able to check his swing.  Instead of rending my flesh the blade struck that of his fellow raider and amputated his sword arm.  He cried out in agony and fell bouncing down the stairway.
 
   We both ignored the unfortunate raider’s screams and sized each other up in the dim light.  In his eyes I could see that he had never in his wildest nightmares expected to meet a human of my size.  He scampered backward, trying to get enough room to turn and run.  I ran him down, deflected a half-hearted sword-swipe and buried my dagger deeply into his back.  I then tossed him off of the stair steps and continued rushing below.
 
   By now flames were roaring and jumping from roofs to eaves.  I heard animals and people crying out and running.  Some of our non-military people were snatching up buckets to fight the fires while others armed themselves with tools and farm implements and charged the raiders in desperate and noble attempts to stop this attack on their city.  Most were young boys and older men, either below or above the age of military acceptability.  Most of them had died courageously, showing they at least had the heart for combat.
 
   I met another enemy rear guard on the ground level.  There were four this time and all were engaged in fending off the pitiful attacks of our young and elderly.  I leapt upon the infiltrators from above and behind, using my weight and size to drive three of them to the ground.  They were quickly pierced and skewered by kitchen knives and hay forks.  The fourth one saw me and turned to run.  A young girl, barely fourteen years by the look of her, swung a sickle into his neck.  A fount of blood gushed over her night dress.  The doomed Grey raised his sword to take his slayer with him before dying of blood loss.  I disabused him of that notion by taking his arm off at the shoulder.  He dropped, jerking in the dust.
 
   I grabbed the young girl by the front of her blood-soaked garment.  “Get under cover,” I shouted at her, “You’ve done your part.”
 
   I don’t know if she obeyed me or not because I was now among the huge warehouses in which our food was kept.  The fires lit the area like it was midday.  Tons of grain was already burning as well as whole buildings full of dried fruit, vegetables and meats.  One well head was burning and the other was smoldering, having been extinguished by our people.  The human bodies lying around them gave testament to their bravery.  Heat washed over me in waves and somewhere I heard timbers crashing.  Cinders stung my eyes as the entire vicinity began to ignite.
 
   The area I was in was shaped like a large “L”, with a wide avenue that led into a narrower street.  Most of the larger warehouses were located on the larger street and most of those were now in flames.  The band of Greys had gone rushing from building to building, setting alight everything they could reach.  Old buildings and storehouses that were made from dry ancient wood caught quickly and burned fiercely.  
 
   The invaders were now cornered at the end of the narrow avenue which had no outlet and was set up against the interior of the city wall.  As I raced around the corner I saw approximately twenty of them.  They were turned with their backs to the city wall and were brandishing weapons, preparing to meet the ill-equipped Olvioni citizens who were closing in on them and cutting off their escape.
 
   I rushed to the front of the mob and yelled for them to stop, fearing for their safety.  Some did and others didn’t.  About five citizens were cut down before I heard the reserve guard converging on our position.   The Greys were going nowhere.  The wall was unclimbable and Olvioni warriors had now cut off the only exit out of the blind alley.  Store houses burned on either side of them.  As a warrior, I admired the sacrifice they were making in order to win their war.  As a man I wanted the beasts who had attacked my city dead.
 
   I now had fifty warriors at my back.  A few started to push the citizens back.  I stopped them.  They had shed blood and lost loved ones while acting as the initial responders to the attack.  It was they who kept the Greys from getting to other areas and increasing the damage.  And it was they who deserved to be part of the end of this nasty business.  I handed my dagger to a lad next to me.  He took it and dropped the pitiful wooden rake handle with which he’d been fighting.  I shouted at the Greys, asking if they would surrender.  They did not understand me.  I didn’t care.  I signaled the beginning of the slaughter.  It was over fast and we lost not one defender but I turned around to see the flames rising higher on either side of us.  The heat chased us away from the area.  We ran coughing and wiping our eyes.  We had been too late.
 
   The next morning we walked the ruined streets, me Ruguer, Vynn, and The king.  Also with us was Joon, one of Brackus’ top lieutenants.  Now that the Vice Monarch had fled to safety, Joon was taking his place.
 
   “Just how bad is it?” I asked.  I had black soot marks covering my face and arms.  The smell of burnt wood and flesh was all around us.
 
   King Zander stood gazing at the smoking black walls and skeletons within.  His face was framed by sunlight.  He looked over to Joon.  The head bean-counter winced and shook his head slowly from side to side.
 
   “We lost every food storage facility in this district,” Joon said.  “And this is the main storage area.  The storehouses in the west side were untouched but they are smaller.  Much smaller.”  He looked at the king.  “We lost all of our grain stores.  The only things we have left are a few tons of dried fruit and our livestock.  We have to start rationing immediately.  I’ll have my people take inventory and I’ll have you a more accurate report by tonight.  Your Highness, we should put out an immediate notice to cease food distribution until we know what we actually have.”  He shrugged as if he didn’t know what else to say.  “May I have your leave to get our inspection started?”  
 
   Zander nodded and the small-statured accountant strode away shouting instructions to his staff.
 
   “I can tell you what he’s going to say,” Ruguer said, pointing at Joon.  “He’s going to tell us we will soon be starving.  We need to start making plans to take the fight outside the walls.”  He sighed and turned to me and Vynn.  “Let’s get some ideas on paper.  Take a few hours and meet me in my quarters at sundown.  Tag-Gar, chase down Gallan and tell him what is happening.  I last saw him in the east quadrant.  Don’t bother eating dinner, I’ll have food and spirits.”  With that he and Zander walked away to discuss the problem at the highest level.
 
   I left Vynn to find Gallan and to seek out my lady.  She was kneeling in the street giving aid to a little girl.  The child looked to be no more than six.  She had deep burns on both hands.  Her little lips quivered as Dwan bandaged her wounds but she did not cry.  Tinker sat in the damp ashes in front of the child, her presence serving to distract the child from her pain and losses.  Dwan stood and brushed ash from her knees. Her grey trousers were filthy.
 
    “She’ll be all right”, she said.  She lowered her voice.  “If only I could say the same for her brother.”  The girl was Dwan’s final patient resulting from the night raid.  She followed me back to a spirit house located near the castle proper.  The shop, like most of the others around it, had opened its doors to feed the warriors and others who were caring for the injured.  We took a seat at a hastily-erected table out on the cobbled patio.  A tall pitcher of iced water was left on the table along with a stack of cups.  I took two and poured us both a helping.  Tinker jumped onto the table and examined her surroundings.  She, too, was filthy, far from her normal immaculate state.  From the patio the full measure of damage could be judged.  A low, keening trill, almost like a cricket came from her. She looked at the Olvionis cleaning and pulling what they could save from the ruins of the warehouses.  They were black from their hands to their elbows with dark streaks on their faces where they’d wiped at sweat.  Since I’d found her that first day Tinker had never cried but now a sadness flowed from her mind to ours which felt very much like tears.  The intensity of her grief was almost overpowering.  I reached over and poured some of the cold water into a bowl for her to sip and stroked her back.
 
   Dwan drank deeply of her water and sighed.  “So much destruction.  So many lives lost.  There are almost a hundred dead as of this morning.  Many people had homes near the warehouses.  I know of at least five more children who will not live past midday.”  She took a turn at trying to console Tinker with a few scratches to her nape.  “I have heard that a watch officer was at fault.”
 
   “Not true”, I said.  “The young officer had not received that station’s report but it was not so long overdue that an alarm should have been raised.  We were on our way to check on them when we saw their grapples on the walls.  The attack must have been extremely quick and it was executed at the perfect time.  That plus a warning that Tinker sent me bought us a little time and probably got the reserves there in time to confine the infiltrators to the storehouse area.  The truth of the matter is that they simply got lucky.  They picked the best place to breach the wall, the best time to do it and hit the most valuable storehouses.”
 
   She stretched her arms over her head and yawned.  She, like myself, had now been without sleep for thirty hours.  “Are we sure it was luck?”  Seeing my arched brows she explained.  “There are few secrets in a walled city.  Everyone is aware that the Greys are acting in a manner that is not common for them.  Until very recently they have acted like little more than barely controlled animals.  Now they are making complicated war machines, employing new battle tactics and somehow they knew exactly where to come over the wall?  I’m just saying, it is curious behavior for Greys.”
 
   I finished my water and poured another.  “Well, we won’t know the truth, probably ever.  Either we’ll defeat them or they’ll defeat us but either way this new behavior will likely go unexplained.”
 
   Just then Tinker gave out with what I called her “seagull scream”.  It was a rude type of screech that usually signified intense displeasure.  She turned from watching the cleanup of the ruins and scampered across the table to be closer to us.  Then she rocked back on her haunches and stared at us.  We waited, expecting her to somehow give us a clue as to what was wrong.  I saw her clear reptilian eye shield slide slowly over her eyes.  She appeared to be losing her focus.  Then we felt it.  A flickering of our own sight, growing dimmer and less clear.  The sight of the ruins behind our little animal friend dulled and fuzzed out and was replaced by one of the valley.  I could feel Dwan slipping her hand into mine, seeking comfort and reassurance.  I had received strong signals like this from Tinker before but Dwan never had.  I tried to use the connection that Tinker was opening to let Dwan know that she need not worry.  
 
   The view of the valley grew clearer.  It was as if we were all in the war room looking out and down upon the valley floor.  We could see the enemy camp. Sprawling across the valley, past the bluffs and up into the foothills.  Sooty fires burned all throughout their campsite.  We saw fur pelts hung up to air out on wooden frames.  Burden beasts were still hauling wagons full of grey cadavers, leftovers from their catastrophic earlier defeat, out and away from the tents.  Water wagons creaked through the encampment, splashing water with each bump.
 
   Then we saw the large black tent near the center of the camp.  It was the tent that was occupied by their king.  The image grew larger.  The tent flaps shuddered in the wind but remained tied shut.
 
   We felt nothing more for a full minute.  Then another awareness started to grow within both of us.  It was faint and uncertain at first but it was determined to emerge.  I felt Dwan’s hand squeeze mine tighter.  The message Tinker was sending emerged slowly into our consciousness.  Doubt waned and eroded much like a sand castle caught in a rising tide.  And then her meaning was there, bright and true and undeniable.  And we both knew.  Knew beyond a shadow of doubt.
 
   I had to get Tinker into that tent.  Tonight.
 
   ***
 
   “No!” Ruguer shouted angrily at me.  
 
   I tried to explain again.  “You know she has psychic abilities,” I said.  “She warned me on the wall last night and kept the danger from spreading.  She has warned me in the past and has always been correct.  Now she is telling me what we must do.”
 
   Ruguer looked at me with an expression of unbelief.  “What did she say?  Tell me, Tag-Gar, what words did she use?”
 
   I struggled to explain.  “She does not communicate in words, Commander.  She uses images, emotions, even smells sometimes.  It is almost impossible to explain to someone who has not experienced it.”  I wiped hair from my eyes and went to the window wall, pointing out at the black tent below.  “Somehow she knows that our success depends on me getting her into that tent.  It is something that I must do.”
 
   “Stars Man!  Do your ears not work?  I said no.  You are a Division Commander.  You have valuable information in your head that could severely damage our war plans and put our people at unnecessary risk.  We have lost enough for one day.  If you insist on putting the poor animal in harm’s way then send some of your people.  Your Rangers should be up to the task.  That’s the end of it!”
 
   I was stung by his rebuke on two counts.  The first was that I had much respect and admiration for this man as a person and as my commander.  Second, I knew what he was saying was right.  It was reckless and irresponsible and I was one hundred percent convinced that I had to do it anyway.  He simply did not know what I knew about Tinker.
 
   King Zander, Gallan and Vynn all kept their eyes averted from us, embarrassed by my dressing down.  Ruguer stalked stiffly over to the table on which he had laid our mugs and spirits.  He poured a long draught and downed it.  I felt like doing the same.  Instead, I pushed my luck.
 
   “Commander, you know I place the welfare of this kingdom above all else, including my life.  But I strongly feel that this is something that is crucial to our survival.  With all due respect, Commander, it is something I intend to do.”
 
   Ruguer closed his eyes and let out a long breath through his nose.  He carefully set his mug on the tray and turned to me.
 
   “Tag-gar, your suggestions and observations have been uniquely helpful to our war effort.  Without you and your ideas we would undoubtedly be in a far worse position than the one in which we now find ourselves.”  He paused as if carefully considering what he was going to say.  He walked back over to where I stood and looked up at me.  He stood very close.  I was much larger but there was no fear in the eyes of my Commander.  “You are hereby removed from your position of Division Commander.  Your status as Warrior is also withdrawn.  This gathering of warriors has urgent matters with which to occupy our time.  You are dismissed.”
 
   I felt as if he had slapped me.  I almost turned my head to look over to the king to see if he would overrule him.  But I caught myself.  It would not be fair to ask him to second guess his military commander.  And Ruguer had proven himself to be an effective strategist since long before the two had ever heard of me.  So I did the only thing I could do.
 
   “Thank you, Commander, Your Highness and my friends, for the faith that you placed in me.  Should you need me in any capacity please don’t hesitate to allow me to be of service.”  The room was reeking of embarrassed silence.  I turned on my heel and left.
 
   I was close to tears as I descended the stairs from Ruguer’s private apartments.  Warriors along the way greeted me with the Olvioni salute and showed hurt in their eyes when I did not return it.  What could I do?  I was no longer deserving of the honor and I wasn’t going to explain it to every person I met.  I reached the main level and crossed over to the opposite side of the castle to go back upstairs to my little apartment.  Dwan was gone, probably working with her fellow healers on preparations for the hostilities to come.  Tinker was sitting on the little ledge which lined our small window, gazing out at the enemy camp.  I stared at her, angry now that she had put me in this position.  How certain could I be that what she was having me do was the correct thing?  Enough to lose my position as Division Commander and lose my status as a warrior?  Really?  
 
   I glared at her across the room.  She had not even spoken to me.  I reflected on our past together and recalled the one time that I had actually heard a word in my head that surely had come from her.  When we first encountered the Greys, the day that I freed Dwan and Vynn she had actually formed the word “Fight” in my thoughts.  It was the only real word she’d ever used.  The rest had always been emotions and feelings.  Hints, really.  Nothing more.  I crossed the room angrily and reached out with both hands to roughly grab her.  
 
   I checked myself just in time.  My hands were paused an inch from where she was sitting raised up on her haunches and looking directly at me.  Her long and beautiful tail, which was usually perpetually in motion unless she was asleep now stood straight up behind her little body, still and spiked.
 
   I closed my eyes and forced myself to take a deep, cleansing breath and get a grip.  I reminded myself that, without this little creature, I would probably be a dead and desiccated husk lying somewhere under the Olvioni sky.  She had pulled me from my fear-induced stupor, led me to food and water and, finally to other people.  She had saved my life on several occasions.  I recalled that day when she had looked directly at me and let me know about our…connection… to each other.  And how she communicated to me that she had a type of love for me.
 
   Without thinking, I smiled.  Her tail went from spiky to lush and began its usual graceful swishing to and fro.
 
   I put both palms out in front of me and she unhesitatingly stepped into them.  I took her over to the bed and sat her down on the pillows.  She almost lost her balance but righted herself and quivered her whiskers.  I looked at her and wished I could speak with her.  I had lost so much already tonight.  My best friends, my status and my military command.  I cared little for the recognition but I was certain that I was here for a reason and that I could be, in fact already had been, of real assistance to the Kingdom of Olvion.  I thought about Dwan, how would I tell her?  How would I sit on the wall and watch as my friends and others marched out to meet horrendous odds while I sat safely behind?  Would we even be allowed to continue occupying our rooms?  
 
   Suddenly, it was all too much for me to think about.  I simply resolved to accept my situation.  It no longer mattered if I died or lived.  I was here to accomplish something and Tinker was my guide.  She had been my guide since the day I arrived here.  I would play out my role as long as she wanted me to.  Live or die.  The tears formed even though I fought hard to keep them inside. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY FOUR
 
   Words
 
    
 
   She watched the human as he came in.  She was aware of all that had happened.  It pained her to make him choose but she had no choice.  Much depended on their actions.  Other humans, animals and her kind, all stood to lose so much…too much… if they failed.  She searched his face, let her mind slip into his, reaching out and searching his mindscent, trying to identify his feelings.  He was in pain.  Not pain of a physical nature but that of emotions.  He was angry, furious and he was approaching her to vent those emotions.  She would not flee or protect herself.  She had decided to allow him whatever action he needed to accept the necessity of it all.
 
   Then it happened.  Slowly.  He stopped.  His mind calmed.  A drop of liquid ran from his eye and down his cheek.  She’d seen this before and had thought it most curious.  But, more importantly, she felt the emotions break over her.  They were projected at her, getting stronger with each moment.   He had accepted their challenge and would follow her direction even to the point of death.  But it was still a grueling task for him to totally understand why. She realized what he needed.  But it was so difficult to her kind that it was painful.  Her mind was not arranged that way.  But she had to try.  It was the only way to be fair to him. 
 
   ***
 
   Immediately after I made my decision to follow Tinker regardless of what happened she walked across the bed slowly on all fours.  She sat directly in front of me and raised up as tall as she could stand on her back legs.  Her blue-black eyes stared directly into mine.  
 
   “Diffi-cult.”
 
   I jumped to my feet, shaking the bed so much that she had to drop onto all fours again.  I looked at her and pointed.
 
   “You spoke.  You spoke to me in my head.”
 
   “Spoke…difficult.”
 
   I was shocked.  My head reeled and I started breathing rapidly.  “If you could speak to me why have you waited so long?  I could have been more convincing to Ruguer and the king.  I could have shared details to make them understand.”
 
   She flicked her tail several times and drew closer.  
 
   “Difficult,” she said again.  “Pain.”
 
   I digested that.  It made since even though it was a little frustrating.  Was she limited to only a word or two?”  I forced myself to calm down.  If this is painful for her maybe I could make it easier in some way?
 
   She appeared to have caught my musings.
 
   “Eyes.”  
 
   She looked at me then and closed her eyes.  After a second she opened them to see if I had caught her meaning.  Since I had not she closed them again.  Then I thought that I understood.  I sat back down on the bed and closed my eyes.  I deliberately slowed my breathing and worked to calm myself.  My reward came soon.
 
   “Better.  Mind better.”
 
   I could actually feel her in my head stronger than I ever had before.
 
   “Mindscent strong.  You, Me.”
 
   “Yes,” I said, keeping my eyes closed.”
 
   “Mind better.”
 
   I puzzled over that for a second or two.  Then I thought I had caught her meaning.  In my head I spoke and reached out wordlessly to her.
 
   “Yes, I understand you.  Speaking with our minds is better, easier for you.”
 
   A wave of elation flowed into my head.
 
   “Sad.  You?”
 
   “Yes, sad.  Friends will fight this war without me.  I thought I was here to help them.  I want to help them.  But I will follow you.  I trust you.”
 
   With my eyes still closed I felt her scoot forward onto my lap and her little hands touched my face.
 
   “Help friends.  Danger…in tent.  Must stop.”
 
   I took a few moments to try to get the full meaning of her words.  Obviously the Grey King was a danger to us.  But if I were to kill him would his army simply fold up camp and go away?  I doubted it.  Nothing that I had observed so far had led me to believe that they would respond in that manner.  I heard her words forming in my mind again.
 
   “King…no.  Other.”
 
   “Other?  You want me to destroy another Grey One?  Are there two kings?”
 
   “One king.  Other…you no kill.  Me.”
 
   I could actually feel her fatigue and pain.  The act of communicating with words instead of emotions was taxing her, causing her actual physical pain.  She was trying hard to maintain our connection but I could feel it growing weaker.  But I had to have clarity on that last point.
 
   “There is another?  In the tent?  And you intend to kill him?”
 
   Her hands fell from my face as she sagged down, exhausted into my lap.  I got one last thought from her.
 
   “Tinker kill.”
 
    
 
   Before Dwan could come back I scribbled a quick note to her, loosely explaining what I was doing.  I begged her to understand and told her how much I loved her.  I didn’t dare risk roaming the castle searching for her and calling attention to myself.  Then I took off my Olvioni warrior uniform and folded it neatly.  It still meant too much for me to throw it down no matter how much of a hurry Tinker said we were in.  Then I put on the clothes that I found in the cavern of skeletons, my leggings, soft leather boots, thick leather vest and helmet.  I examined the weapons that I’d taken from the grave of the Legend who had come before me.  The sword was large but I would be able to move well enough with it stowed in the sheath across my shoulders.  The long dagger was too useful to leave behind and carried easily on my belt.  The war mace had been my most effective weapon and I would definitely need such a tool.  I looked at the rest of the items, the big shield with the cleverly located knife blade and the spear that was too heavy and long for a covert incursion.  They would have to be left behind.  I briefly thought about leaving a note willing them to Ruguer but then decided against it.  He was the only Olvioni that was anywhere close to being strong enough to use them.  But I had to think positively.  Tinker had been very clear.  If I wanted to keep communicating with her I had to keep focused on our task.  Thinking about dying led to thoughts of leaving Dwan unprotected.  And that wouldn’t do us any good.
 
   I took a long last look at our little apartment before closing the door.  Then I hoisted Tinker to my shoulder and strutted through the hallways of the castle like I owned the place.  Now that my hair had grown out down to my shoulders, Tinker had stopped holding onto my ear and started clinging to a lock of my hair.  It was much less distracting.  She trilled so quietly that only I could hear her.  In my head she continued to feed me information, catching me up on facts I needed to know as we traveled.  People still waved at us and made sounds to Tinker (which she ignored).  I smiled and waved back at them.
 
   Reaching the ground floor I turned and went west until I found the passageways that led to the lower levels.  I prayed that Zander, Ruguer and the others were still meeting above me in the castle and word of my demotion had not yet been circulated.  I went down two flights of stairs then stopped and took a glow ball that was attached to a wooden dowel from a crate of them.  Holding it aloft, I let it light my way through the more dimly-lit halls.  At the lowermost level there were two sentries.  They appeared confused by my lack of uniform but they recognized me and saluted anyway.  I returned the salute, feeling guilty.  I continued past them even though one of them had gotten the courage up to ask my intentions.  I ignored him.
 
   I passed several turns, staying always to the left, counting on my memory to get me to my objective.  I suppressed a smile when I came to a widening in the hall where there sat two more sentries.  They leapt to their feet.  
 
   “Stand down,” I said reassuringly.  “I’m just checking security.”
 
   The tallest one took in my attire.  He was suspicious, a good warrior.  “The watch commander has already been through here.  This seems overly cautious, Division Commander”
 
   “Yes.  And we lost a year’s worth of food last night because we were not overly cautious” I said.  I took a step closer to him and let my imposing physical presence do its job.  He dropped his eyes.  “Relax, sentry.  I just want to check the guard station by the exit, then I’ll be back.  Report my inspection if you feel it is warranted.”  I actually hoped he would because that would further establish his lack of complicity in my mutinous actions.
 
   The sentry stood aside and I continued down the winding passage until I came to another opening in which were located two more guards.  The long, thick iron lever stuck out from the wall.  If the location of our secret exit were to be discovered it was the duty of these two guards to push down on that lever, burying the passageway.  The two guards snapped to attention when they saw me approach.
 
   “Stand down, I’m just here to check on the exit.”  The two warriors, one male, one female, relaxed a little.  The male started to say something but I silenced him with a pointed finger.  “Hold your question until I complete my inspection.”
 
   I left the small guard room and plunged past the thick curtain into almost inky blackness.  The dim glow bulb was already on its last legs, the natural phosphorescence of the glowing leaves within having decayed.  It barely illuminated my path to the end of the passage.  The wooden frame of the disguised door stood before us.  Tinker chirped.  I put the glow bulb on the ground and stepped on it.  It took a half-dozen stomps before the feeble light from the crushed leaves was entirely extinguished.  With nothing around us but darkness I pushed the door open a crack.  One moon was covered by glowing clouds, the other shined pale.  It was too much to hope that both would be clouded over.  I pushed the door open just far enough to slip out.  Then I knelt and listened.  The cricket-like insects of this planet stopped their music when they heard the scuffing of my boots on the rocky ground.  I waited, silent.  A few moments later they resumed their serenade.
 
   I duck-walked until I reached the bottom of the path.  There I was able to stand without presenting a silhouette to a would-be assassin.  I took a quick look around.  Tinker delivered a brief thought to my “mindscent”.
 
   “Quick.”
 
   That was good enough for me.  I moved quickly in the direction of the enemy camp.  I picked this exit because it was the closest one to the Grey King’s tent.  There were trees all around us.  I was surprised that there were no Greys patrolling.  Certainly, If Ruguer had been the one overseeing this siege no enemy subversives such as Tinker and I would have been able to sneak out of the city walls unseen.  But we had been watching the Grey Horde shrink day by day.  It seemed as if their numbers were growing smaller every morning, their raiders having deserted during the night.  Not that the absconders had made that much of a difference in their strength.  The bean counters in the War Room estimated that they lost about a hundred to two hundred fighters each night.  That still left a formidable number to deal with.  The last estimate that had been given to King Zander had been a few less than one hundred and twenty thousand fighters.  If we only had more time the rate of attrition would win our war for us.
 
   But the destruction of our stores had cost us dearly.  We had only enough food to feed our citizens and warriors for six days.  That included slaughtering all of our livestock and putting non-combatants on half rations.  I knew Ruguer would not wait until his troops grew weak from hunger, he would hit the Greys with everything he could muster. 
 
   I was under no illusions that I would survive this day. I said a quick prayer that our efforts out here tonight would make a difference and, maybe in some way, aid in the kingdom’s defense.  If not, the only thing I’d lost was one more night with Dwan.  Yeah, only.
 
   An hour on the prowl had us within three hundred yards of the Grey King’s tent.  I squatted behind some brush and surveyed the surroundings.  Tinker sent me another pain-laced message that there were “monsters” about.  Really?
 
   The line of trees and bushes stopped where we were currently squatting and there was nothing but dozens of enemy campsites between us and the tent.  I thought furiously, trying to come up with a way to crawl past the fires and guards.  Evidently they had finally learned their lesson regarding posting guards at night.  For the first time I regretted our Rangers’ successes at hitting their camps at night.  I finally just accepted that in trying to get Tinker to the tent I would be swarmed and killed.  So be it.
 
   Then Tinker sent me a thought.  “Stay.”
 
   I almost shouted to her out loud.  I caught myself and used our silent ability to communicate. “What do you mean?  I’m not staying anywhere.  I’m getting you into that tent if I have to cut us a path with my sword.”
 
   “Stay.  Me tent.  You war.”
 
   I hesitated and put my hand on her silky back.  I didn’t want her to go.
 
   “Must.”
 
   “I don’t think I can let you go in there alone.”
 
   “Must.  Will.  Legend reality.  Tinker reality.”
 
   “So you have to do this alone?”
 
   “Yes.  Tinker…alone.”
 
   I released the pressure of my hand on her back.  She hopped down and stood by my knee as high as she could on her rear legs.  I leaned my head down.  She put her soft, little furry cheek to mine, first one side, then the other.  She stepped back.  Her eyes reflected the light from the surrounding fires.  I didn’t want to give up yet.  I tried to delay her departure.  “How will I know what to do?  Or even when to do it?  And…will we see each other again?”
 
   “Trust self.   Legend.”  Tinker nuzzled me one last time.   She turned and scampered soundlessly off toward the tent of the Grey King.  A brick formed in my gut as I watched her go.
 
   I found a leafy bush that I could hide in the middle of.  I snuck inside the foliage and put my back to the thick trunk.  The night was cool and I smelled the disgusting odors of the enemy camp.  Despite Tinker’s assurances I had no idea what to do now.  Should I wait here for her?  Should I create distraction elsewhere so she would have cover to complete whatever task was before her?  I just didn’t know.  And it was a terrible feeling.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   The little animal crawled under the leather skirts of the shelter.  The smells of the camp were bad but inside the tent it was overpowering.  She smelled sweat, badly-tanned pelts, urine and feces.  She took a moment and adjusted herself, tuning down her sense of smell.  She compensated by increasing her hearing.  Violent snores were coming from the monster asleep on the wood and rope cot.  She reflected that she would never again complain about the noise her human made while dozing.
 
   She took it all in.  Her senses went out into the tent and mapped it for her mind.  She discerned the layout of each room, what was in each little corner.  Her mind drank it in, searching, searching.
 
   “You are here.”
 
   She froze, not out of fear but to focus her senses.  The voice came from her mind but she could tell it was originating from a black wooden box in one of the smaller rooms attached to this main chamber. The speaker was communicating to her in the manner of Tinker’s kind.  The combination of emotions and images forming understandings as clear as any spoken word.
 
    Tinker glanced at the Grey King on his cot.  The owner of the voice knew what she was thinking.
 
   “He slumbers.  With the potions he sips and the control I have over him he will not awaken unless I allow him to.  The space is ours.  I have been waiting for you.”
 
   “I am required to offer you safe exit.”
 
   “Consider it returned in kind.  We both know that will not occur.”
 
   “It could.  You have more free will than I.  You can choose to withdraw.  I am bound by the task given me by the Awareness.”
 
   “The curse of the White!  Would it really be so wrong to disobey?  Challenge it?  How can you be certain that you cannot ignore it if you do not try?  Withdraw.  Live a long life.”
 
   “I do not wish to disobey.  I am bound to my task. And I am here to earn my name.”
 
   “As am I.”
 
   There was a soft rustle, unseen in the other room.  The other being strode slowly and gracefully into the main chamber.  It looked like another Mountain Child, but larger, nearly twice as big.  It was silver in color with the face, feet and tip of the tail being a shiny black.
 
   “You are old to have no name.”
 
   “True.  I have spent much time on this.  But I shall grow even older after tonight.  You shall not.”
 
   “You can earn your name without causing so much death.”
 
   There was a brief cessation in their interaction when the large and hairy body on the cot snorted loudly and turned over.
 
   The silver animal continued.  “True again.  But I wish to earn a great name and have an exciting life.  I am not content to lie in the meadows and watch clouds drift.  You will not find me napping among the Browns.”
 
   “The Browns are the most fortunate among us.  They are subject to no edict but to enjoy their lives.  Only Whites are summoned by the Awarness.  Only Silvers are driven to gather power unto themselves.  My task takes me from my family to remove your stain on this world.  You are cursed.  I wish only to prevent unnecessary death to my kind and the humans.  You hunger for death that need not happen.  All for power.  All for a name.”
 
   “For a great name.  This new war has been forming for hundreds of seasons.   I am simply taking sides in the struggle.  You cannot stop me.  You are young and small and female and do not have the strength.  ”
 
   “But that is their struggle and not ours.  The Awareness has helped them to avoid another war for so long.  Others of your kind have attempted what you seek and have failed.  Walk away.  Earn a lesser name.  Let me go home and lie peacefully in the meadows with the Browns.”
 
   “It is too late.  I have already helped him.  The dawn will bring many surprises for your humans.”  The silver animal turned to look at the sleeping monster on the cot.  “I found him a long time ago.  He is special.  He has strength and I have knowledge.  His primitive mind is more easily communicated with.  Even using his words is not so difficult.  Not like it is with your precious humans.  Together we will rule this land.  I am connected to him just as you are connected to your human.  It is only fair, you help the other side.”
 
   “You care little for fairness.  This is about power.  The Silvers have never been able to accept that they are not the only ones with the ability to track the mindscent and connect with other species.  Your kind seeks out death and pain the way we seek out peace.  The Awareness sends us to help the humans so we can all have peace.  You help the grey monsters in order to benefit from their blood thirst.  They barely have a mindscent.  You wish them to conquer because then the silvers will actually rule behind them. You will use their strength to cause more death and try to remove the White Mountain Children from this world.  And then what?  With us gone, who else will you destroy?”
 
   “When that happens, we will see.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY FIVE
 
   The Tent
 
    
 
   I stayed hidden in the branches of the big bush for about thirty minutes.  I strained my ears trying to hear what was going on inside.  It was useless.  The noise from the camp drowned out everything else.  I looked up to the sky and saw that the cloud cover had now spread to the other moon, diminishing the available light.  It was a good thing for me.  I was not a small figure and I needed any advantage I could get to stay hidden.  
 
   Tinker had urged me to complete my destiny after I had gotten her close to the tent.  I took that to mean that I had to use every advantage I had at my disposal to weaken the Greys.  I didn’t know what I could do against over a hundred thousand raving Grey cannibals but I guess my ego was just large enough to convince me that I might make a small difference before being overwhelmed and stopped.  I sat in the leaves of the big bush, knowing that the dawn was coming.  In the sunlight my hiding place would be useless.
 
   I thought about Ruguer and Zander while I waited.  What would they think of my disobeying my explicit orders to stay inside the city walls?  Would they be disappointed in me?  Would Dwan be ostracized once the story leaked out?  That would be a horrible injustice since she would have   had no idea that I had even gone until she read my note.  But there was no way for me to change anything now.  Especially since I probably would not live much longer than daybreak.
 
   Just as the sky was getting pinkish I heard faint sounds emanating from the city.  It was just random noise at first.  There was a clang of metal meeting stone, then the snort of a horse.  One of the more alert enemy guards stood from the rock upon which he had been perched and sniffed the air in the direction of the city.  The others appeared unfazed.  
 
   I heard more horse sounds, then some rattling noises.  Some more clinks and clanks.
 
   “Oh No,” I thought.  “Not now!”
 
   But the sounds were increasing.  Multiplying.  A few more enemy guards took notice.  I saw one kneel to waken another that I assumed was an officer.  I had no doubt about what was happening now.  Ruguer had decided to attack while we were at our strongest.  The sounds were those of thousands of our warriors assembling behind the walls as quietly as humanly possible.  
 
   I glanced around again.  The Grey’s sentries were still trying to decide what the noises meant.  I guessed that rousing an officer for a false alarm had a less than pleasant result.  Still, more were putting two and two together.  Officers were being roused.  Two or three of them were now standing and watching the city gates.
 
   Then, with unbelievable suddenness, all four of the main gates on the East side of the city dropped open with a crash as the huge counterweights fell and spun the equally huge gears to which they were connected.  
 
   Now the Grey guards and sentries were rushing among their sleeping brethren, kicking and shouting.  The camp was coming to life.  Alarms were shouted.  Somewhere a hanging metal gong was being sounded.  I looked to the black leather tent that was standing by itself.  Two Greys were running toward it, shouting.  The two went inside and I tensed, ready to sprint across the open ground to Tinker’s defense.  Luckily, the two emerged a few seconds afterward with their king held suspended between them.  
 
   The king was in obviously poor shape.  I watched as he angrily shoved both of his junior officers away from him.  He then leaned forward with his hands on his knees and vomited onto the ground in front of him.  One of the two subordinates yelled at him and pointed towards the city walls.  The king slapped him on the ear, knocking him to the ground.  The other officer looked away, obviously fearing that he might receive the same treatment from his monarch.  The drunken king retched again then wiped his mouth with a forearm.  He shouted something to one of the two underlings.  The Grey dashed into the tent and came back out with a mug of some type of liquid.  The Grey King snatched it and swallowed the contents.
 
   While this was transpiring I could hear the booted footsteps of our warriors as they dashed through the gates, over the bridges and out toward the open area in front of the enemy campsites.  I saw an initial force of thousands of infantry scrambling to get out across the bridges and assembled into defensive positions before the Greys could react and form up.  Two long lines of infantry fell into position and were followed by hundreds of burden beasts pulling wagons on top of which rested our new crossbow cannons.  On each wagon rode the crews who were designated to operate the crossbows.  Behind each of the crossbow wagons was another wagon which I knew to be carrying the short and deadly iron bolts with which to supply the weapons.  These wagons also had wide platforms projecting out on either side.  The wagons and cannon made up our third line of defense.
 
   I glanced back to the tent, wondering what had happened to Tinker after she’d gone inside.  I reached out with my mind struggling to make contact with her.  I failed to do so.  I lay stretched out in the foliage struggling with my desire to run to her aid yet not seeing any indications that she had even been noticed by the beasts.  I knew that exposing myself would mean being set upon by dozens of the enemy fighters but I was fully prepared to take my chances if it became apparent that she was in danger.  I reminded myself that she still had not told me exactly what she was wanting to accomplish inside the tent of the Grey King.  My rushing inside might stymie her efforts.
 
   Now the Grey King had finally taken notice of the fact that the Olvionis were preparing for an attack outside of the city walls.  He was being helped into his fancy gold armor by several slaves and one of the two officers who had roused him.  He was shouting orders and spraying saliva at all who were close to him, angry that so many of our warriors were able to get out across the no man’s land in front of the castle and into good defensive formations.
 
   It appeared to me that the numbers of Greys had shrunk by a significant measure.  That was a welcome situation if it turned out to be true but we still had at least eighty to a hundred thousand of the foul-smelling beasts with which to contend.  
 
   Catching the enemy still in bed was aiding our efforts.  As I watched about half of our sixty thousand infantry troops were now out of the walls and into position.  Recruiting efforts and drafting had swelled our ranks to a total of sixty two thousand infantry, two thousand cavalry and twenty five hundred civilians pressed into service to stay behind and defend the walls against a surprise attack there.  More infantry were streaming out of the gates and the “cannon” crews were busily setting up, loading and aiming their weapons.  
 
   I saw no traces of our cavalry and wondered what Ruguer was holding them in reserve for.  Whatever plans Gallan, Vynn and myself devised our Commander always retained absolute control of our mounted forces.  He would take his time and see how the battle was taking shape before committing our most effective troops.  Whatever scheme he had in mind it was certain to spell disaster for the Grey fighters.
 
   Our warriors had arranged themselves into a formation shaped like a huge, blunt arrowhead with the point directed at the middle of the enemy encampments.  Because I had had a hand in devising our attack plans I knew that the front line was composed of some ten thousand of our physically largest and heaviest warriors.  This was another adjustment and (hopefully) improvement over our last battle.  Like before they were all well-armored and carried large, heavy shields which they wedged into the ground before them.  The shields were odd-looking contraptions insomuch as they were flatter and larger than normal shields.  I had had some input into a change in the construction of those shields. It had kept our iron workers at a frantic pace for days and I was anxious to see if it helped.  But I was also eager to join in.  I felt my place was in the middle of that front line.  But I could not bear to leave Tinker in that tent all alone and unprotected.  Once again I reached out to her mentally but, again, with no result.
 
   The sun was getting higher in the sky now and I scooted back into the branches of the bush as deeply as I could go, trying to limit the chances of my being spotted.  Thankfully, the action that was taking place in front of the city walls was keeping the enemy distracted.  
 
   Owing to the insights and design genius of Geord, the cannon had been constructed to be able to employ two totally different types of missiles.  The large pole-like shafts that were employed to destroy the trebuchets were good for attacking larger targets and fortified positions.  The smaller iron bolts were primarily for whittling down the enemy’s numbers while they were unprotected such as when they were attacking.  Even the heavy wooden shields favored by the Greys could not stop the heavy projectiles.  Geord had fitted each weapon with a removable top rail that featured a single large groove on one side and three smaller grooves on the other.  Changing to the side that was desired was a simple process of undoing three large wingnuts and flipping the rail over.  I knew that the cannon in the field today were rigged to accept the iron bolts.  Each triggering of the weapon would send three deadly iron projectiles streaking into our enemy’s lines.
 
   Our front line with the odd shields was backed up by another group of infantry directly behind them.  This men in this contingent also were armored and had shields but these shields were twice as wide as those of the first row.  That was another part of our surprise.
 
   Behind that second row were located the cannon and their crews.  All of the new weapons had been loaded and the warriors manning them sat high up in the wagons giving them a clear view of the battlefield over the heads of their fellow warriors.  The wagons were purposely built high so the weapons could be employed over the heads of our warriors.  
 
   While the Olvionis were still surging outside of the gates I saw yellow flags being hoisted from the castle walls and, in turn, waved from a dozen of our signalmen on horseback.  At the sight of the flag signal each cannon crew made small adjustments to the height and direction of the weapons. Then, before the Greys could get fully organized, the yellow flags were dropped and black ones raised.  As one, the two hundred huge crossbow cannon fired six hundred heavy iron missiles.  I watched transfixed as the stubby iron bolts arced beautifully and perfectly up high into the air then seemed to hang there for a heartbeat before dropping with their weighted points facing downward.    
 
   Screams and shouts erupted from the Greys as thousands sought cover from the deadly deluge of iron.  Our cannon crew captains had chosen only the densest clusters of enemy fighters and the bolts soared out of the sky and sank deeply into grey flesh.  As usual, few Greys had bothered to equip themselves with shields.  The few shields that were present were now being fought over or crowded underneath.  The heavy iron bolts had little difficulty penetrating them.
 
   We had hoped to get an average of one strike for every three bolts that were launched.  On this first strike, when we had the enemy unaware of the danger, it looked to me as if we had achieved as many as two out of three.  If I was correct that meant that four hundred Greys had died in an instant.
 
   As soon as the first barrage was fired the crews were cranking the double bows to bend them back with the charging levers.  More bolts were loaded and launched.  The result, at least for now, was just what we had been hoping for.  The targeted enemy formations, already undisciplined, were devolving into chaos even though the number of Greys being killed or wounded was actually small when one considered the advantage in numbers that the Greys had over us.  But terror catches and spreads like measles.  It matters not how many are left untouched when it is your head that is in danger of being pierced by a heavy iron spike.  So many of the beasts ignored the threats and lashes of their supervisors and fell out of ranks, fleeing and seeking any type of shelter.
 
   Just as the second volley struck, the Grey King, now fully armored, was strutting through the ranks yelling, cursing, kicking and punching in an attempt to restore order.  I watched him cut down two of his own fighters who had made the unfortunate decision to try fleeing past him.  The slayings had an effect and some of the more panicked enemy raiders appeared to be getting themselves under control.  The enemy lines were solidifying and getting straighter.
 
   I looked from the beast in the gold armor to the tent.  Most of the attention of the Greys was focused toward the castle walls where our battle lines were still forming.  The tent was now behind them.  I thought about my options.  I could scramble out of the concealing bush and try to duck-walk over to our lines or I could crawl over to the tent and see if I could get inside and check on Tinker before some sharp-eyed grey beast spotted me and brought fifty of his friends to see about cutting me up into a few dozen pieces.
 
   I opted to make for the tent.  There was just no way that I could leave my little friend out there in enemy territory by herself.  As I made my way on elbows and knees I steeled myself for what I might find.  The Grey King had not seemed upset when he had exited the tent earlier, only hung over.  But waking to find a strange critter in his living space might not be something that he would be concerned about.  Maybe he’d seen her, stomped on her head then continued outside with nary another thought about it.  If such happened to be the case I resolved that my last act in this life would be to fight my way through to the gold-plated jackass and plant my mace in his helmeted head.
 
   I crawled on hands and knees as quickly as possible to within several feet of the tent flaps.  At that point I was on a slight rise of damp soil.  As I fumbled my way forward I saw a Grey beast lying on the other side. He was obviously trying to keep himself hidden from his superiors and our iron bolt barrage.  He saw me and his eyes widened to the size of silver dollars.  He started to yell but I was able to reach out and grab his head in my hands pushing his face into the soil.  I squeezed with all of my Earth-earned strength until he stopped squirming.  Then I wiped my hands on his tunic and dashed the last few feet into the black leather tent.
 
   ***
 
   Vynn and Gallan circled our ranks on proud Olvioni mounts.  All of the infantry were now safely out of the gates and across all four bridges.  Their biggest concern had been getting them deployed before the Greys were able to form up into an effective counter-attack formation.  They had succeeded.  Vynn took a quick accounting of the numbers of enemy troops.  It seemed to him that there were fewer enemy numbers than they had expected to meet.  The administrative-types that Ruguer employed in the war room had been keeping a running count and had concluded that the Grey King was rapidly losing much of his army.  If they had another two weeks or so this would have been an easier operation against a much-reduced force.  But wishes were useless in war and they had not the time to sit back and let the attrition rate do their job for them.  Still, the army that now sat before them was not as imposing as the one they’d feared they would meet.  Hope grew.
 
   Vynn looked for Gallan and saw him on the opposite side of the Olvioni lines.  The sun was still coming up over his shoulder. The older soldier was fearless and known to be a ferocious warrior.  His division could not be in better hands.  But Vynn still yearned to have Tag-Gar at his side.  The huge warrior inspired confidence just by his size and strength and many believed him to be the Legend as well. Some felt that victory and the Legend were intertwined.  They took courage at his presence.   His absence on the battlefield was not a good turn of events. 
 
   Not that their commander had been wrong to relieve him of his command.  Ruguer had done the only thing he could have done short of throwing him into chains.  Tag-Gar’s division had been hastily split into two groups and put under the command of the remaining Division Commanders.  Since this was to be an all-or-nothing gamble only a few warriors had been left to help man the walls as archers in case they were needed to support a retreat back to the city.  Vynn looked at the warriors arrayed before him and felt overwhelming pride.  Should he fall this day he couldn’t have chosen better men to be among if it happened.  They were here outside of the walls because the civilians within needed protection.  Every Olvioni warrior would fall before any grey bastard got past them and into their city.  That was their way, the Warrior way.  
 
   ***
 
   Gallan acknowledged Vynn’s nod from his location across the sea of warriors.  He looked around himself and saw the unusual formations that had been decided upon.  He was not so certain that the new tricks would be successful.  But he was willing to do all he could to make them work.  He thought of the two sons who had already given their lives to Olvion in earlier skirmishes.  If today was to be his last and he found an afterlife it would be a wonderful reunion.  His wife had been lost in childbirth years before along with the daughter that he’d long wanted but was not to have.  He would kiss his wife and finally meet his girl child.  
 
   He turned to observe the Grey beasts as they finished forming their lines and formations.  Yes, he might die today.  But he would take many enemy fighters with him first if such was to be the case.
 
   ***
 
   Ruguer stood in the war room watching the thousands of warriors below scrambling to form up into the pre-established positions.  He would soon have to leave and take the elevator quickly to the ground floor but he had deemed it imperative to first watch the reactions of the Grey Ones to the initial deployment of troops.  The first volley from the crossbow cannon had struck.  The effect was what they expected and what they needed.  Along with the death and destruction they caused came terror and a desire for some to flee.  Those had been turned back by their superiors but more volleys meant more impending deserters.  The new weapons were brutally effective and they could have used a few hundred more.  But there was only so much iron in the kingdom that could be spared from other war preparations and their time had run out after the food stores had been burned.
 
   From his vantage point high above the field of battle he examined the scene before him.  The enemy was deployed all throughout the eastern edge of the valley as close to the bluffs as they could get.  Many of them had actually climbed up into the hills and were too high up to be any real use until they could descend into the valley.  Ruguer, military genius that he was, thanked the stars that the Greys had not put all of their army up there, keeping them safe from any form of swift attack.  By keeping his raiders in the valley the enemy king had left them vulnerable to the crossbow cannon attack.  They were now in the position of scrambling to climb the bluffs, with the crossbow weapons merrily cutting them down, or attacking.  Ruguer’s instincts told him this king would be emotionally incapable of fleeing.
 
   The main force of Greys, owing to their large numbers, were stretched from the bluffs out to a point about an eighth of a mile from the defense troughs and bridges.  The crossbow cannon were engaging the points closest to the city where the enemy were most clustered together.
 
   The sub-human grey beasts were proceeding as expected to form up into their “blocks” of five hundred fighters, each one shepherded by four or five officers wielding bullwhips and bludgeons to enforce discipline.  The blocks were taking shape and materializing into one long and formidable wall of grey raiders.  This wall stretched unbroken for hundreds of yards from north to south.  The Greys were pushing as far to the east as they could in order to minimize the effectiveness of the crossbow bolts. The cannon fire was playing hell with their formations but the Greys were keeping it together despite the near-constant rain of deadly iron spikes.  
 
   Ruguer could see the probable end result of the enemy’s planned battle formation.  They had a front line of twenty thousand skirmishers backed up by five lines of equal number.  That would total about a hundred thousand which was less than he had expected.  The military commander knew that the Greys were suffering attrition from deserters but he had not expected so many.  His warrior’s senses tingled with suspicion.  But when he searched the valley all the way out to the bluffs with his telescope he could see no traces of hidden enemy forces.  He shrugged to himself.  Maybe they’d gotten lucky after all.  If one could consider facing a hundred thousand raving sub-human cannibals as being lucky.  At any rate, they were committed.  The only option they had, other than to attack, was to slowly watch their people starve.  To Ruguer a quick death in battle was far preferable.  He closed his eyes and cursed the sniveling politicians in charge of the Coastal Kingdoms for their stupidity.  Many Olvionis would needlessly die this day because of their lack of courage.
 
   With no more time to spare the Olvioni Military Commander gave a few instructions to the War Room officers and headed for the elevator.
 
   ***
 
   On the battlefield Vynn and Gallan were using hand signals to inform the mounted flag signal officers to adjust the points of aim of the crossbow cannon to their farthest reach.  The large enemy block formations made enticing targets with grey bodies packed so densely together.  Another volley of iron missiles fell in amongst a group of them, most finding a mark.  Old Geord was now climbing onto the back of one of the cannon, slathering grease on gears and other wear points.  Several Olvioni civilians who had been trained by the old craftsman were doing the same on other raised platforms.  Dust from the sandy valley floor surged up and covered everyone with a fine coat.
 
   Another cannon volley streaked out over the human ranks headed toward the enemy.  Those warriors who had been trained to aim and fire the weapons were now getting accustomed to the way they handled and their aim was improving.  They were now concentrating their fire on the middle of the enemy lines.  Some of the Greys in that location were already abandoning their positions, seeking safety from the terrible black missiles.  
 
   ***
 
   I paused briefly at the entry to the black tent and looked around me.  The brewing battle was keeping everyone’s attention.  I slowly pulled back a flap and stepped inside.
 
   At first I could see only darkness.  My eyes slowly began to adjust to the gloom and I could make out the edges of larger objects in the dim interior.  I reached behind me and pulled the tent flap open a little, spilling more light inside.  The air in the tent was warm, stifling.  There was dust everywhere and I smelled sweat and spirits and urine.  A small wind ruffled the leather walls.  I listened for sounds of someone or something moving inside.  There was nothing.
 
   I hunkered down a little and crept around the darkened room.  I saw dust motes swimming in the lone shaft of sunlight from the entryway.  I stopped and listened again.  I wondered if I should call for Tinker.  Then my heart froze for an instant.  Across the room, in a corner lit by the sunbeam I saw a smear of blood.  A large one.
 
   I came back up to my full height, no longer worried about being careful.  Three long steps took me to the far side of the tent and next to a large cot made of rope, wood and animal pelts.  Tinker lay there, covered with blood.
 
    
 
   KARR
 
   Karr tore through his battle lines like a tornado, kicking, slapping and shouting for order.  He pointed at one of his fighters who was running away from the falling iron missiles.  Seeing the gesture one of his officers that happened to be close to the absconder threw a battle axe, catching the runner on the side of his head.  The beast dropped, spewing blood.  Others around him who were close to deserting saw what happened and steeled themselves anew.
 
   Karr could see that his people were nearly three quarters of the way into formation.  He screamed and cursed at the other officers, spurring them to greater speed and promising mayhem if he didn’t get it.  The Olvionis were now totally deployed and their damnable arrow-throwing weapons were continuing to cut into his numerical advantage.  He would have to get his people organized and formed up quickly to stop the hemorrhage of manpower and stem the rising tide of terror among his people.  But he was not going to again make the mistake of attacking before he had the entire force assembled.  He would do as he had been instructed.
 
   Karr wondered at the unusual formation that had been taken up by the humans.  The huge battle line looked like a blunt arrowhead.  Karr had never seen another one like it being employed by his enemies.  Why did they always have to do things differently?  It mattered little.  Victory was near.
 
   Karr searched the knot of people around him for his chief spy.  Spotting him he waved him over.  
 
   “Are there any signs of reinforcements from the other kingdoms?”
 
   “None, Lord King.  I left the foothills to the west before it was light enough to see anything but I saw no torchlights or moon reflections.  But understand Lord King, there was little moonlight last night.  Hardly any in the time just before the sun rose.”
 
   Having received his information, Karr shoved the spy away.  The unfortunate beast stumbled and fell on his face into the dust.  Karr felt no pity for him.  He had asked for a report, not an excuse.
 
   The Grey blocks to the right of where Karr was standing were now, finally, taking shape.  His battle formations were very nearly complete.  He checked the sun.  It was completely over the horizon now.  Karr looked back over his head to the bluffs behind him.  He saw nothing.  He checked his tent.  The Grey King thought he may have seen someone just disappearing inside.  He stifled his urge to rush over there and see who it was.  There would be plenty of time later to punish hiding deserters and cowards.  The real battle was now minutes away.  Mere minutes which separated him from his glory.  His destiny.  Tonight they would feast inside the walls of Olvion.
 
   ***
 
   I went to my knees.  The cot was soaked in blood.  I started to tremble.  This little white animal had been my friend from the day I woke up in this world and into this new reality.  She had been my close companion, almost as close as Dwan and, in some ways, closer.  She was my guide in this world.  My first connection to it.  And now she lay here covered in blood.  As I looked on I heard tiny plops as the blood slowly dripped from the cot to the dirt floor.  I felt hot tears gathering and spilling from my eyes.  
 
   She was on her side.  Her head was stretched way back to the point where it appeared that she was looking straight up.  Her little jaw was slightly open and her pink tongue protruded.  One upper limb was oddly bent.  Her beautiful tail on which she had lavished so much attention was sticky with drying blood.  I could see several wounds that looked like bite marks on her back and sides.  There was an especially ugly-looking one near her throat.
 
   As gentle as I had ever been in my entire life, I reached out with my hand and my mind.  Our mental connection, which I had relied upon for months was no longer working.  I tried over and over with nothing back from her.  I touched my hand lightly to her side.  Did I feel a movement?  A slight rise of the chest?  It was difficult to tell.  The amount of blood made it seem unlikely.
 
   I heard a loud noise from outside.  The battle was beginning.  I should be there.  I was needed there.  Every Grey monster that I could kill was one that would not hurt my people. One that would not reach Dwan.  But I could not leave Tinker.  I stroked her little side and whispered her name.  She didn’t respond.
 
   I heard a slight noise and sprang up to my full height, drawing my dagger.  I looked around in the gloom, searching for the origin of the sound.  I knew I had not imagined it.  
 
   I could just make out a gasping noise.  More like a ragged breathing but very slight.  I reluctantly stepped away from Tinker and deeper into a small anteroom that appeared to have been the quarters of an aide or attendant.  I couldn’t see anyone from the entrance and moved further inside.
 
   The faint sounds kept coming.  I knelt again as they appeared to be originating from a point nearer to the floor.  I saw a glow coming from under a pelt on the floor.  When I moved the pelt I uncovered a glow globe.  The thing was old and almost spent but it still emitted a fair amount of light.  I raised it over my head with one hand, the other still holding my dagger.  The globe illuminated the little anteroom.  I searched it from my position and saw movement.  I crept closer to a quivering object in one corner of the room.  I drew closer and was astounded to see another animal, much like Tinker, but twice as large and oddly colored.  It, too, bore bite marks and was streaked with blood but this creature also had large patches of skin and fur missing.  The long black tail had been torn completely away and was lying on the earthen floor to the side.
 
   The fur on this creature was a beautiful silver and black combination, reminding me of a Siamese cat.  As I watched I saw that the noises I was hearing was this animal struggling for breath.  Just when I drew nearer to stand over it, the silver body began to convulse.  I looked on, unsure of what to do. I suspected that this creature was responsible for Tinker’s injuries but I couldn’t be certain.  What if this new Mountain Child was an ally who had received its wounds while defending my little friend?
 
   I was relieved of my indecision a moment later when the thing expelled a final rattling breath and lay still.  I could see that one eye was slightly open and the other closed.  I knew without a doubt that it was now beyond help.
 
   The sounds of battle grew louder outside.  I could make out the unmistakable sound of thousands marching in lock step with each other.  Weapons rattled and men shouted and screamed.  I returned my dagger to my belt and reached behind me to draw my sword.  I would find a safe place to leave the body of my little animal friend.  If I survived this day I would come back to find her.  I would take her back to the Grey Mountains from whence she had come to be my guide.  There, I would bury her and say prayers over her grave.  But first, I would take myself outside of this stifling and smelly tent and I would make every grey bastard I saw pay for my loss.
 
   I tossed the glow globe onto the cot and stole one last look at Tinker’s body before throwing myself into battle.  The globe shone faintly on her.  She was still not moving.  I wiped my eyes roughly with the backs of my fists and turned to leave.  
 
   “Tag-Gar?”
 
   ***
 
   Ruguer accepted the reigns that were offered by one of his aides.  He swung up and onto the back of a stomping black stallion.  Two thousand mounted warriors were lined up far back into the cobbled city streets.  Ruguer smelled the sweat from his mount and felt the beast dance from foot to foot, anxious to be allowed to streak forward and perform the task for which it was bred.  With a wave of his hand the cavalry started forward.  Warriors manning the walls cheered them on as did the civilian citizens of Olvion.  Word had gotten out to all in the city, this was to be an all or nothing offensive.  If the warrior commanders were not successful in employing the new tactics and maneuvers to confuse the enemy and negate their numerical superiority then the city would be lost.  And all of the citizens of Olvion would die.
 
   The lines of mounted troops moved forward until they were just inside the four main gates.  
 
    
 
   KARR
 
   With his battle lines now fully formed, the Grey King turned his full attention to the Olvioni battle lines.  The most obvious disadvantage of the humans, other than sheer numbers, was the fact that the Olvioni battle configuration had a front line that was only half the width of his army.  Even Karr’s limited mental abilities told him this gave him the advantage of being able to wrap his battle formations around the flanks of the humans and force them to defend on three fronts.  However, the missiles that were still falling from the sky continued to cut down large numbers of his own army.  Every volley that struck his lines took down an astounding five hundred or so fighters.  If he was going to have any chance at maintaining order he had to close with their lines quickly, then penetrate them and silence those weapons.
 
   Karr grabbed an aide by the shoulder and yanked him roughly closer to him.  The aide ignored the foul breath wafting over him from his ruler and nodded his understanding of the orders he had received.  When he was released he shouted to the officers nearest where he stood.  The relayed instructions were further distributed out into the larger formation.  
 
   With what appeared to be agonizing slowness due to the constant rain of bolts, the two hundred blocks of Greys, each containing five hundred fighters began to move and rearrange themselves.  The wider front line began to melt into a narrower configuration.  Eventually the twenty thousand man front line re-formed into one that was now only fifteen thousand strong.  The new arrangement was still wider than that of the humans but now had the ability to strike more deeply into the Olvioni lines and reach their new crossbow machines.
 
   ***
 
   Vynn nodded to himself as he watched the morphing shape of the enemy lines.  He’d have preferred that the enemy had made their front lines even narrower but this new arrangement would still work.  Hopefully.  He recalled Tag-Gar telling him weeks ago that most battle plans only lasted until the first contact with the enemy.  But he was heartened by the fact that, so far, the Greys seemed to be following the script that the Warrior Commanders had written.
 
   Vynn gestured to one of the mounted flag messengers.  Soon orange flags were waving all through the Olvioni formations.  The infantry officers saw the signals and made certain that the foot soldiers were aware of what they meant and were prepared for it.
 
   ***
 
   Within the city gates Ruguer patted his stallion’s muscular neck.  The beast smelled the impending fight.  He pawed the cobbles beneath his hooves, anxious to enter the fray.  The steed had light armor on his head and chest and lighter mail hanging over his barrel.  His rear hooves had been encased in steel, adding more lethality to an already dangerous animal.  Ruguer held an eight-foot lance.  The base of the weapon was riding in a leather sock attached to the saddle.  The device was made especially for holding the lance upright with little effort by the bearer.  The tip of the weapon was two feet of thin, sharp and nearly indestructible steel.  On his opposite hip a long horseman’s mace was shoved into his belt.  The commander wore full battle armor which covered even his legs.  Ruguer peered out of the gate and willed the enemy forces to react the way he’d planned.  So far, so good- but there were many ways that this battle could go.  Only a few of them would result in a victory against so many.
 
   As he sat his horse anxiously he could hear the clop of several more horses off to the side, from the direction of the castle proper.  Mildly annoyed he turned to issue a sharp rebuke and direct the cavalry members to fall back into formation.
 
   He was surprised to see king Zander trotting up to the front of the line of cavalry.  He was followed by his royal guard which consisted of twenty-two armored warriors.  They were among the most lethal of all of the kingdom warriors.  The King was also armored.
 
   “Your Highness,” Ruguer said, dipping his head in greeting.  “Come to watch the battle from the gate?  I hope!”
 
   Zander wore armor of polished silver, highlighted by red and green enamel.  His helmet was carried under his arm.  His mount was an enormous black stallion with a white mane and tail.  The size of the animal put the king higher than Ruguer.  He looked down at his friend and military commander, the Sword of the King. 
 
   “I’m afraid not old friend.  This is a battle in which every sword is needed.  It makes no sense for myself and my guard to stay inside the walls when we can do more out here.”
 
   Ruguer shrugged, accepting the judgment of his king.  Indeed, if Ruguer and the warriors of Olvion failed in this battle there would be no safety for Zander inside the city walls.  The only real safety available for his monarch would require him to abandon his city and kingdom to flee for the coast.  That meant sneaking out through one of the many secret exits and skulking away while his people died behind him.  Ruguer knew too well that this king would never even consider such an action “As you say, Highness...My good friend.  Will I have the honor of being at your side?”
 
   “Where else would the King’s Sword ride?”
 
   ***
 
   The raiders of the Grey Horde were now repositioned.  Karr donned his helmet.  With his cheeks and chin protected only his eyes were visible.  They were red and watery from the previous night’s indulgences.  But he was eager to get on with the battle.  He raised his arms over his head and crossed them into an “x” shape.  Around him officers and aides began shouting and spewing orders.  Karr winced as he saw one of his most intelligent officers drop when a falling iron dart penetrated easily through his helmet.
 
   “Enough,” he shouted.  “Move forward.  A tenfold of females to the first officer to reach those machines.”
 
   A hundred thousand hunched and drooling grey-skinned Neanderthals lurched forward.  They shouted and snarled, energizing themselves for the slaughter that was to come.  The main body of raiders slowly edged away from the bluffs and westward toward the human lines.  They walked slowly, remembering the exhausted condition of their fallen comrades from the disastrous earlier battle.  But the hated war machines that the Olvionis were employing continued to drop death down upon their ranks.  Progress was slowed by lines and groups of their fellows dropping and dying around them.  Bodies had to be moved aside or stepped over or upon.  Cries of the suffering wounded and dying rose to cacophonous levels.  
 
   And still the iron bolts fell.
 
   ***
 
   “Tinker?”  I held my breath not daring to hope.  I moved to the cot.  The glow bulb was next to her small body.  I picked it up and held it over her.  There was a flicker to her eyelids.  “Tinker!  Do you hear me?”
 
   “Tag…Tag…”  The words formed in my mind.  The connection, though faint, was opening.
 
   I placed my forefinger under her chin and stroked her gently.  It was an action that she had always enjoyed.  
 
   I used my mind to speak to her.  “I’m here Tinker.  Can you speak?”
 
   There was definite movement now.  It was feeble but movement meant life.  I stroked her belly, unmindful of the blood.  
 
   “Tag-Gar.”
 
   My heart leapt but I was cautious not to get too hopeful.  Alive she may be but her condition was grave.
 
   “Tag-Gar,” she repeated.
 
   “Yes!  I am here Tinker.  Lie still.  I’m taking you back to the city.”  I searched frantically around the tent for something clean in which to wrap her.
 
   “No.”  
 
   I returned to the cot.  Her eyes were now open a little but they seemed to have trouble focusing.  “No, take.”  I saw her chest rising and falling now with more strength.  Her body shivered.  I pulled a pelt over her.  She closed her eyes then opened them again.  This time they seemed less vacant more focused.  She looked right at me.  
 
   “This fight… over.  Your …fight.  Out there...”
 
   I ignored her, stood and snatched a cloth from the floor.  It was the cleanest thing I could see.  I bent forward to wrap her in it.  Before I could accomplish that she trilled.  It was one of my favorite sounds from her.  It reminded me of a cross between a bird’s song and a cricket’s rasp.  In my head I could feel our psychic connection to each other growing stronger.  I also detected emotions.  Affection.  Desperation.  And defiance.
 
   “No.  Fight… waiting.  Destiny…waiting.  
 
   I fought against her objections.  
 
   “No.  None of those things matter.  I’ll take you back to the city and then join the battle.”
 
   I leaned forward with the cloth in my hands, intending to wrap her body in it.  Instead a feeling like a physical force hit me in my forehead.  It was like a gust from a gale-force wind.  But it was not physical.  It was mental, a painful psychic push.  I rocked back, astonished.  On the cot Tinker’s small frame shuddered.  The feeling of disapproval washed over me.
 
   “Friend.  Please.  No strength.  Effort hurts.”  She was looking me in the eye now.  Her mouth was open and she breathed deeply through it. Blood leaked from her nose.  Her back bowed as a jolt of pain hit her.  “Always… friend.   Go. They…..”  The projected words faltered.  I felt horrible making her use her waning strength she had to fight me.  I knew that if I pushed her much more it might be too much for her.
 
   I hung there on the horns of my dilemma.  If I did not immediately undertake to get her back to the city where Dwan could administer to her she could die.  Or at least I felt this was so.  But on the other hand, she was going to use what little remaining strength she had to force me to abandon her and join the battle.
 
   “Please, Tinker,” I begged.  “I am one man.  One man, one sword cannot make a difference in a battle of thousands.  I can get you to safety now and then fight.  Please let me do this.”
 
   Tinker licked blood from her paw then laid her head back down on the filthy bed.  Our connection strengthened in my mind.
 
   “Not… one man.  Legend. Sleep now.”  
 
   Her eyes closed.
 
   ***
 
   Vynn saw Geord standing up in the middle of the line of crossbow wagons beckoning frantically to him.  He rode as quickly as he could through the defense lines until he reached the old man’s side.  Vynn noticed he was red faced and sweating.  He had been working far too hard for a man his age.  Still, there was no sense in anyone being cautious now.  Everyone’s life was up for grabs this day.  He put a hand on the man’s shoulder and tried his best to calm him.
 
   “We have five weapons inoperable,” the elder craftsman blurted.  “And three more almost there.  The bowstring wires are fraying faster than we had judged.”  There was panic in his face.
 
   Vynn searched the line of weapons for the ones which were out of commission but was not able to see them.  There was still much confusion and movement of bodies in the ranks, not to mention the clouds of dust being raised by all of the activity.  Still, Vynn was not too concerned.  There were plenty of useable cannon working.  He began to tell this to Geord but the man was talking again.
 
   “And we are running out of iron bolts.  We have enough for three or four more volleys at best.”  Geord wiped the sweat from his face with a blue rag.  “When they are gone we will have to start using the wooden arrows.  Their range is shorter and they are less effective on armor and shields.”
 
   “Do what you can for as long as you can Geord,” Vynn said.  “As we are running out of iron bolts the enemy is growing closer.  The reduced lethality of the wooden arrows will be less of an issue.  But listen, my friend.  We depend on you, your knowledge of these machines is critical.  You can be of no help if you don’t slow down and let others help you.”
 
   Before the older man could object Vynn turned away to rise up in his stirrups and get a better view of the advancing enemy formation.  They were clearly getting closer.  But they were also just as clearly losing troops at every step.  Thousands of grey bodies lie dead or dying in the dust of the valley.  Already the black carrion birds were alighting.  This day promised a feast.  Vynn knew that each grey corpse they landed on was one less they would need to defeat in shield-to-shield combat when the two lines met.  Vynn glanced over his shoulder at the four main gates from the city.  He knew Ruguer and his cavalry were waiting just inside for the right moment in which to strike.  The cavalry had always been their biggest asset.  If only they’d had the time to seek out, capture and train more horses.
 
                                             
 
   KARR
 
   Karr watched his forces as they moved ever closer to the human battle formation.  He was still trying to figure out the reason for the odd configuration.  It offered no advantage that he could see.  But humans were clever.  In his heart of hearts he knew that they were far cleverer than his kind.  But he was confident in his own intelligence and in the tactics offered by his “advisor”.  Surely with such a magical creature on his side victory would be his.
 
   The Grey’s front lines had progressed over half of the valley floor and were now three hundred yards from the humans.  The constant rain of missiles from the damned new weapons had paused momentarily while the warrior crews were repositioning them, dropping the elevation to account for the changing distance of Karr’s main attack body.  He decided to take advantage of the lull.  The Grey King raised his battle axe above his head and made an exaggerated motion of chopping it downward.  His aides and officers saw the signal.  
 
   A terrifying howl rose up from their ranks.  Having now finally been released from their forced slow advance and the constant deluge of the terrifying black bolts they eagerly surged forward at a run.  Gone was any attempt at maintaining a solid and even front line.  The fleetest of the attackers raced forward, anxious to claim the glory of the first kill.  
 
   Karr screamed, cursed and spat but none of it was heard or heeded.  The plan had been to have his fighters advance more quickly but still in an organized formation.  Contrary to his earlier instructions the horde was once again operating as a mob.  Karr watched impotently as his fighters followed their instincts and past bad habits, throwing down the few shields they had among them and casting aside their heavier and longest-reaching weapons, all in an attempt to run faster.
 
   When the horde had closed to within two hundred yards the crossbow machines spat their iron darts again.  This time, instead of throwing them at an arc to fall on the beasts, they were launched straight into their formations.  As bad as the falling bolts had been this was even more devastating.  Faced with a wall consisting of thousands of advancing sub-humans the heavy iron bolts now were assured of at least one and sometimes two or three victims.  If a missile missed a target in the first rank it simply continued on until it struck flesh.  The sheer velocity of the bolts frequently drove them through the first target and into the raider behind.  Every volley now claimed at least six hundred casualties.  Karr screamed in frustration as he watched twelve hundreds of his fighters fall in a matter of minutes.
 
   Still, he had bodies to spend.  And he would continue to spend them until those evil machines were reached and destroyed.  He could see his uneven battle lines drawing ever nearer to the weapons.  They were now only a hundred yards away.  Once the raiders fought their way through the human defenders they would smash the weapons to splinters and turn their attention to the city dwellers.  Then the wider lines of the Greys would begin their slow but inexorable enveloping of the human flanks.  Like a serpent his raiders would surge along the sides of the human formation, turning their thinner front line of defense into a three-pronged trap.
 
   Then Karr saw something happening.  There was movement in the human ranks.  Something was definitely happening but Karr was unable to determine exactly what.
 
   ***
 
   Vynn now stood atop an ammunition wagon and waved at Gallan.  The older warrior was grinning broadly as he watched the mayhem being visited upon the enemy.  Vynn gave him the pre-arranged signal.  Gallan nodded then cupped his hands over the sides of his mouth as he yelled orders to the mounted warriors who were operating the signal flags.  Yellow pennants were now being waved back and forth by the signalmen.  Shouts rose up from the Warrior officers accompanied by loud blasts from buglers located at the rear of the Olvioni formation.
 
   The third line in the human battle configuration was composed of the wagons which bore the crossbow cannon and an equal number of wagons which carried the ammunition, both iron and wooden.  At the new signal the fourth line, which consisted entirely of ten thousand archers, ran forward. Many of them climbed up on the wide platforms which every ammo wagon had protruding from their sides.  The other archers simply aimed their arrows to pass over the heads of the Olvioni defenders in the front lines.  Ten thousand arrows were pulled back and held, awaiting permission from their commanders to be released.
 
   Vynn mimed a signal like a man releasing a bowstring and ten thousand arrows streaked a hundred yards and pierced wave after wave of attacking grey raiders.  By an agreement that had been reached earlier and passed on to the warrior troops, all of the archers under Vynn’s command were firing at the Greys on the north side of the battle lines while those under Gallan concentrated on the beasts attacking from the south.  
 
   The reason for the unusual shape of the Olvioni battle formation was now finally becoming apparent.  Having a bent front line gave the archers a better angle from which to target the Greys who were trying to wrap around the human flanks.
 
   While the wings of Karr’s army were being assaulted by the archers, now that they were close enough to be effective, the crossbow cannon continued steadily chewing away at the middle lines.  
 
    
 
   KARR
 
   Karr screamed in anger.  He ripped off his helmet and threw it to the ground, then slapped a soldier next to him and sent him to retrieve it.  The slow but steady progress that his raiders had been making was now stalling.  
 
   The typical Grey One went into battle expecting a brief and furious fight against inferior humans who were terrified of him.  Most of the raiders with him today had experienced numerous smaller victorious raids marked by few casualties on their side.  Afterward they would gorge on the remains of their enemies and pack away their stolen treasure which would be quickly taken back to the Grey Mountains.  There they would receive the admiration of females and the new council of elders.
 
   This was something different.  This was not raiding.  This was not sneaking down into the valley in tenfolds and falling upon humans working in the fields or sleeping in their wooden dens.  This was battle.  This was war.  And it demanded patience and loss and sacrifice.
 
   All throughout Karr’s main body of raiders, individuals were looking around themselves.  Tens of thousands of dead Grey Ones now littered the valley.  The smell of blood and spilled viscera was overpowering.  Cries were rising up from those who were horribly wounded and dying.  Any Grey, no matter how dense, could easily see that a full third of their army had been destroyed already.  And they had not yet struck even the first blow on the human enemy.  Why were they following a “king” who had led them to this slaughter?  Where was the easy victory he’d promised them?  The food?  The treasure?  The honor and admiration of their people?
 
   Karr was no fool.  He could read the thoughts of his raiders in their eyes and their glares.  He saw fighters melting away from the front lines, disappearing into the safety of the rear ranks.  The hunger and greed of his people that had served Karr so well and had attracted the army that followed him and named him king was draining away like sand through his fingers.  He had to do something soon or this would become a rout.  Already dozens could be seen fleeing toward the hills, deserting their task and their king.  Those could be dealt with later.  But if something was not done soon the dozens would grow to hundreds, then thousands.  Then the others would see their brothers running away and ask why they should die for this king when others would not.  And then it would be over.  
 
   But one last task would be performed.  The Grey Ones had few traditions.  Some had recently been done away with by Karr, himself, as the new king.  Like the superstition about consuming the flesh of a vanquished foe.  With an army this size that was an irrational belief that could not be afforded.  The same thing happened with the notion that the word of the Elders was law and not to be challenged.  Karr himself had put them to the sword as they lie in their sleeping couches.  
 
   But those were not the traditions that Karr was now thinking about.  He was remembering the tradition of killing and dismembering the body of a war leader who unwisely led.  The body parts were then carried home to the Grey Mountains and fed to the curs.  Except the head.  It was skewered on a sharp pole and installed at the toilet pits.  This was the most disagreeable of all possible deaths for the Grey Ones.  There were no such skulls in the pits of Karr’s tribe.  That meant he would be the first of his tribe to be so dishonored.  And it was this prospect that Karr could feel closing in on him.  He knew he had to do something.  And he had to do it now before the collective courage of his raiders broke.
 
   ***
 
   Gallan smiled as he watched the advance of the enemy stall, then slowly begin to recede.  A veteran of many battles he could feel that a shift was near.  The Greys were losing tens of thousands of fighters and the Olvionis had yet to give up even one.  Many grey murderers were paying for the losses of Gallan’s sons.  The old soldier felt a great calm descend upon him.  Whatever happened now, he had definitively avenged their deaths.  The debt could now be marked paid.  
 
   Not that he was willing to gently lie down and go to his reward.  There would always be beasts such as this lot to kill.  But he looked forward to a time when he would be too infirm to wield a sword.  Then he would sit on a bench at an inn and people would ask him to once again tell the story of this great battle.  And he would pretend to be weary of the tale but reluctantly let himself be convinced.  It would be a good time.  A just reward.
 
   Then Gallan saw a man frantically waving his arms over his head.  He stood on tiptoes and could make him out to be Geord.  The man was upset and motioning for Gallan to come to his location which was about twelve cannon down the line.  When Gallan arrived he was at once concerned for Geord. The old engineer was bright red in the face.  His skin, which should have been wet with perspiration was completely dry.  The man’s eyes drooped and his hands shook like a palsied beggar.
 
   “Empty,” Geord said, pointing to the wagon’s walled bed.  “We’ve run out.  Iron, wood, everything is gone.  If it is like that here it is the same on every station.” 
 
   Gallan, who was not much younger than Geord, reached out to catch the builder when he teetered and fell backward.  Gallan and one of the cannon crew helped him to a sitting position on the bare earth.  Geord was not yet finished.  He grabbed at the breastplate of Gallan’s armor.
 
   “One more volley.  That’s all that is left.  That and what is in the quivers of the archers.  I’m sorry, Good Warrior.  We brought all that we had.  It was not enough.”
 
   Gallan tried to calm him.  He gave him a sip of water and bade him to lie flat on his back.  The warrior had seen heat stroke many times in his life.  Fighting all day in a metal shell under the hot sun served to produce many examples.  Gallan ordered two civilian volunteers to take him back into the city.  But the concern showed by the older man was valid.  The steady barrage of arrows and bolts was the only reason the enemy had taken so many casualties.  When those ran out it would fall back to the few tricks remaining in Ruguer’s arsenal. Then it would be shield-to-shield.  
 
   Gallan jumped back up on the wagon and searched for Vynn.  He could see him some fifty wagons down.  But his fellow Commander was bent forward and deeply into a discussion with one of the captains of the crossbow cannon teams.  Gallan could guess the subject being discussed.
 
   ***
 
   I wrenched apart the leather flaps of the darkened black tent and walked out into the bright sunshine.  My eyes watered and stung but I forced them to stay fully open.  Outside of the tent I smelled dust, blood and the horrible stench of open bodies and voided bowels.  I’d smelled the odor before on this world but not to this extreme.  This was the unavoidable horror of large-scale war and the stench was overpowering.  Heretofore I had only smelled battles.  This was war.  I took my mace in my left hand.  My dagger was in my right.  I surveyed the death and ruin about me.  
 
   Before I left the tent I had gathered up my little friend, my Tinker, and wrapped her in cloth as gently as I could manage.  The blood flow appeared to be waning but she’d lost plenty. I put a cup of tepid water to her lips and she had lapped it gently then laid back, exhausted from the effort.  I had then carried her into the little anteroom in which I had found the silver animal, the one she had apparently fought and defeated.  I was amazed when I saw the two of them closely together on the little cot.  The silver one was at least twice her size.  My mind briefly flashed back to the night when myself, Dwan and Vynn were journeying to the outpost.  It seemed like a year ago that the serpent attacked Tinker and I had been certain she was lost.  But she’d showed then that she was not nearly as defenseless as she appeared.  
 
   I pulled a pelt over her.  Then I took the body of the dead silver animal and stomped it a good four or five times just to be sure.  Then I left.
 
   Thirty seconds after leaving the tent I saw four Greys running in my direction.  Having snuck up to the tent of the Grey King I was now actually behind the enemy’s lines.  The sudden appearance of a human there was cause for some real anger by these four.  I looked at them then down at my weapons.  I replaced my dagger and took hold of my war mace with both hands.  On Earth this simple weapon would probably have weighed over twenty pounds with most of that weight being in the thick lower section.  Here in the lighter gravity of Olvion it felt about like ten or twelve.  I gave it a few practice swings as I waited for them to close with my position.  I smiled as the muscles in my back stretched and I felt the pops in my spine.  Let them come.  I had a lot of payback coming for Tinker and I was anxious to collect.  Survival was not even in my mind now.  Just death and destruction.
 
   I started walking toward the four.  They began to look wary of my size and the fact that I wasn’t running from them.  All four carried the double-headed battle axe that was the most favored weapon of the Greys.   When I got within a yard of them I put my left leg forward and started half-stepping, keeping my club hand back so as not to give one of them a chance to seize it.  
 
   They all charged at the same time, growling and shouting their rage.  I waited until they reached me then bolted to my left and swung my weapon like Willie Mays.  The Grey on the left side caught the blow fully on his forehead and did a backward somersault before landing unmoving in the dust.  Before the others could react I executed a double backhand swing and connected with the beast next to him.  The club hit him in the center of the back right about where the spine would be.  He died before he knew he’d been hit.  Two down.  Grey number three backed up five paces, threw his axe at me and abandoned his last ally, running back in the direction of the bluffs.  I easily ducked the thrown weapon and let the beast flee.  The last of the four took a strong swing at me with his axe and almost connected.  My Earth-conditioned reflexes allowed me to just barely sidestep the slash and I pivoted up behind him.  I wrapped my left forearm around his neck and lifted him off of the ground.  I then jumped straight up and came down hard on the packed dirt of the valley floor.  It was a move that I had seen executed almost every Sunday afternoon in my teenage years on the Wrestling Channel.  Of course when the oversized professional wrestlers did it they relaxed the pressure on the neck before they hit the ground.  I did not.  So much for number four.
 
   The entire skirmish with the four had taken only thirty seconds.  With no more enemy near me now I was able to take a moment and find a high point.  It happened to be on the carcass of a dead burden beast.  I used my new perch to get a feel for how the battle was going.  I was astonished to see tens of thousands of dead and dying Greys littering the ground between my location and the point where the battle lines began.  The enemy formation appeared to be stalled about a hundred yards short of our position.  As I watched a volley of arrows flew forth from our archers cutting down scores of Grey attackers.  My heart swelled with pride for my fellow Olvionis.  They were taking it to the enemy and making them pay big.
 
   I took off sprinting in the direction of our battle formation.  I had no sneaky plans for getting through the enemy to join our lines, I was just winging it now, throwing caution to the wind.  As I ran I noticed that, even though our archers were still engaging the Greys, the crossbow cannon were almost still.  I could see two or three machines still launching wooden arrows here and there but by and large they were now silent.  Could we be out of bolts already?  I turned to see the terrain I had just crossed and noted the sheer number of enemy corpses.  Yes, it was certainly possible.  I increased my speed, desperate to reach our lines.  If I were to die today I wanted it to be among my friends.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY SIX
 
   The Iron Rain
 
    
 
   Vynn watched as the last full volley of arrows streaked toward the enemy.  The iron bolts had been exhausted and the cannon crews were now using ordinary wooden arrows.  Not that those were ineffective.  They shot out of the crossbow cannon with three times the speed as they did from a recurve bow.  But they were disappearing quickly.  With ten thousand archers sharing them with the crews of two hundred war machines the stockpiles dwindled quickly.  Now the last of them were gone.  There was no more ammunition for the crossbow cannon and the archers were conserving whatever was left in their quivers, making certain that each shaft counted.  Vynn Leapt up onto the wagon next to him.  He did a quick check to make certain that the situation was the same throughout the lines.  Then he whistled to a signal rider and made a hand gesture.  
 
   Purple flags rose from the mounted signalmen.  Behind the last line, bugles blew a specific set of notes.  The cannon crews all sprang into action.  When the weapon and ammunition wagons had been delivered to the correct spots for deployment the crews had unhitched the animals and brought them from the front of the wagons around to the rear.  There they had been re-attached to identical hitches affixed to the opposite side.  Now, having seen the signal of the purple flags, the teams urged the animals into motion and away from the front lines, back toward the bridges. This was done to prevent the other lines of warriors from getting pushed back and trapped between the enemy and the large wagons.
 
   As the wagons and cannon were removed from the battlefield our front two lines remained motionless while the warriors behind them now marched forward in lockstep until they were in position to support the front lines.  Archers who had arrows remaining continued picking off enemy fighters but those who were out tossed their bows and quivers aside and drew shortswords in their strong hands, daggers for the weak.
 
   Another series of notes blared behind the lines and the two wings of the blunt arrowhead shape of our formation began to reposition themselves, swinging out until they were even with the other parts of the formation.  The Olvioni battle formation was now a single solid rectangle.
 
    
 
   KARR
 
   Karr felt his spirits rise.  The wicked and cowardly war machines had done all they were capable of doing and were now fleeing the field of battle.  The Grey King searched the expressions of the raiders around him and saw that they, too, seemed buoyed by this turn.  He started shouting instructions, urging his officers to spur them forward.  This, now, was their chance.  With no more constant rain of deadly iron spikes the battle would now revert to one where the Greys had the advantage.  Their numbers and physical strength could prevail in such a war.  But they must not give the humans a chance to breathe.  They had to close the distance between the lines and strike hard.
 
   All around him Karr saw his fighters surge forward.  Cowards who had earlier dropped to the ground feigning death were now rising, grasping weapons and joining the battle.  They, like he, could feel that victory was finally achievable.  The hundred yards of distance between the lines dropped to seventy five.  No arrows reached out at them.  Now fifty yards, still no surprises, no cowardly flying weapons.  Twenty five yards.  Karr began to run behind them, now that it was safer, shouting, urging them on, promising riches and feasting and glory.  He could feel it now, so close.
 
   Those in the vanguard of his army’s attack were now raising their swords and axes.  A deafening cacophony enveloped the valley as they screamed and shouted their intention for the humans.  Karr smelled blood and sweat and the ever-present dust being raised by thousands of feet. 
 
    Now only ten yards separated the two armies.  Finally the humans would spurt blood.  Karr would ensure that there was enough of it shed to erase the humiliation and the loss of so many of his kind.  The mud of this valley would be red for many seasons.
 
   ***
 
   Vynn and Gallan both signaled with hand signs and the purple flags that were being waved by the signalmen now were replaced by banners of black and white stripes.  The buglers at the rear did their job of making certain that none of the Olvioni troops missed the new instructions.
 
   Just as the fleetest of the Greys were reaching the Olvioni front lines the signals were heeded.  
 
   The very first line of Olvioni warriors were composed of the largest, heaviest and strongest of all of the warriors of the kingdom.  The odd-looking long, flat shields which had not moved since they had been planted in the dirt were now pulled up and revealed their true purpose.  While other events were transpiring on the battlefield the warriors of the first line were busy engaging a cam and lock mechanism which was attached to the top and bottom of each shield.  Held directly next to each other the cams securely locked each shield to the ones on either side.  Once this had been accomplished the result was ten thousand attached shields each one being eight feet high, too high even for the first rank to see over.  When the bugles sounded again the warriors of the first line simply pushed the shield wall forward with all of their strength and let them fall toward the approaching enemy.  Too late to stop, the Grey attackers now saw that the back side of the shields, now on the ground and facing up, were covered in wickedly sharp barbed spikes that were each eight inches high.
 
   After dropping their shields, the first line warriors took three steps backward.  The second defense line, this one being populated by the tallest of the Olvioni warriors, had created openings through which their brothers in the first line retreated.  Once those warriors were in place the shields of the second battle line closed up again.
 
   The first of the Greys to reach the Olvioni lines vainly tried to stop their forward progress but their comrades behind them pushed them forward.  The unfortunate beasts either stepped directly on the spiked shields with bare feet or light leather sandals or they were pushed over on their stomachs by their fellows behind them to be impaled.  
 
   The immediate effect of this tactic, besides the screams and curses, was another abrupt delay of the forward progress of the Grey’s charge.  But the attackers in the rear of the formation were unaware of the misfortune that was befalling their brethren ahead of them.  They pushed onward, fearing recriminations from their officers if they should slow down.  The Grey formation eventually slogged forward again, slower this time owing to the fact that most of them had to step on and over their unfortunate comrades in arms.  The spiked shield tactic had not stopped them for long but it had succeeded in maiming thousands more of the invaders.
 
   In the meantime the Olvioni forces had all obeyed another flag signal and taken five steps backward so that the flailing and falling Greys did not encroach upon their now even stronger shield wall.  The warriors that had originally started off in the first rank had now joined forces with the fighters in the second battle row.  Now each shield had not one but two warriors holding up and supporting the barrier.
 
   As the Grey attackers stumbled and stomped their way past their crippled brethren they surged forward with uncertain footing.  Many of these were still being pressed forward by the weight of those behind them.  They were quickly and unceremoniously impaled by long spears known as pikes.  These vicious weapons were used for centuries on Earth as a means for infantry to counteract cavalry charges.  They had an equally devastating effect on the enemy ground forces.  Once again we had stopped their forward advance and inflicted meaningful losses upon our attackers.
 
   Vynn watched the battle progress with mixed emotions.  He was elated that their tactics were scoring sizeable casualties on the Greys.  But he also knew that the tide of battle could turn swiftly.  The battle plan, which had been almost amazingly successful so far, called for the attrition of enemy forces to a point where more conventional tactics could be employed.  Tricks were fine as far they went but everyone knew it would eventually come down to warrior versus beast on the battlefield.  It was critical that the imbalance of numbers be evened out before that happened.
 
   Vynn examined the flanks, so far no real attempt had been made to swamp them from the sides of their formation.  The archers had decimated those who had tried earlier.  Soon they would figure out that the arrows had been expended.  How had that happened?  Thousands upon thousands of the shafts had been crafted throughout the years for exactly this purpose.  They were gone before the sun had traveled a quarter of the sky.  Yes, they had exacted a terrible toll, but the job was larger than had been expected.  This was the first time that our planning had not been adequate.  Many more arrows should have been crafted with less care taken with polishing and aesthetics and more emphasis on turning out crude but effective shafts.  They wouldn’t look as pretty in a quiver but they would have been made in greater numbers.
 
    Still, he should be happier but Vynn was a warrior with many battles under his belt.  Instinct told him that the new tactics, as successful as they had already been, were not going to reduce the enemy forces quickly enough before it came down to a one-on-one battle.  When that happened the Olvioni forces had to have a significant advantage in numbers or all would almost certainly be lost.  He looked up to note the position of the sun.  
 
   ***
 
   Ruguer had one more trick to use against the enemy.  The wily commander of Olvion forces sat just inside the walls of the city.  Beneath him the muscular stallion still pawed and blew, anxious to do what he was trained to do. The King of Olvion sat next to him. There were twenty mounted warriors in the front row of cavalry lined up at one of the two larger city gates.  A like number was arrayed at the other large gate.  The two smaller gates hosted a front row of fifteen, each followed by a column of hundreds.  A total of two thousand armored and mounted cavalry sat at the ready, waiting for Ruguer to give the signal to attack.  The sun was higher in the sky now and the temperature inside the armor was stifling.  But this was a well-trained army and no one complained.
 
   Ruguer raised in his stirrups and peered out across the bridges and over into the battle lines.  Every fiber of his being begged to spring forward and join his men and women in combat.  Combat was what he was born for.  In his early years he fought that awareness, aching for a life that held no killing or war.  But such was not to be the case.  As a young man he had entered military service to do his part to defend his king and kingdom.  His plan was to serve for the standard six years then pursue more artistic aims.  Reality has a way of dashing dreams and it does it in many different ways.  For Ruguer reality was taking notice of his natural affinity for military tactics.  While still in his first year his ability to read a battlefield had been noticed and exploited.  Rapid promotions followed.  Before his third year he knew he was duty-bound to make the military his lifelong profession.  He could have left but his absence would have resulted in the deaths of so many who would have been saved by his particular, albeit undesired, form of genius.  
 
   The early days were marked only by occasional skirmishes.  The Greys had descended from their mountain dens and attacked in tens, twenties and thirties.  In the last few years the raiding parties had grown into hundreds and even thousands of the slavering beasts.  Ruguer, always one step ahead of the present, intuited what would eventually happen.  It would once more be an all-out struggle for the existence of humankind on the planet Olvion.  He had done all that he could to prepare his kingdom.  King Zander had given him full authority to make preparations and had fought with Brackus in Parliament to make sure he had the funds that were needed.  But his king could not provide him with the one thing the kingdom needed most.  Time.  Time to forge strong ties with the Coastal kingdoms.  Time to coordinate attack plans with those cities and to participate in war games so that reality would hold fewer surprises for them to deal with.  
 
   Alas, they were also victims of their own successes.  The Coastal Kingdoms were happy to commit troops to defend Olvion and the Lion Road.  They knew that holding any large groups of raiders at the Olvion stronghold was the best opportunity they all had to prevent their own kingdoms from being attacked.  But as the battles were won and the successes mounted up under Ruguer’s oversight things slowly changed as all began to believe that the danger would never be large enough to pose a serious threat.  Slowly, troops had been withdrawn.  A hundred here, a thousand there.  Now, with this new and dire threat against all humans, the Coastal Kingdoms had only a total of two thousand additional committed warriors from the Coastal Kingdoms on duty within the Olvion city walls.  That was not enough.  Even more dangerous was the reaction of some of the members of Parliament in those kingdoms.  More and more the political class had been taken over by those such as Brackus; brazen self-promoters with more allegiance to power than to king and kingdom.
 
   Ruguer adjusted his seat and checked the sun in the sky.  Time was dragging.  Waiting always did this to him.  If he had another two thousand mounted cavalry, he thought, he could slash his way through these stoop-shouldered grey bastards and carve off a few thousand at a time, steadily laying waste to their numbers until the numbers shifted enough for a rout.  That was all he had needed.  He had not received them.  And now, it was probably too late.  If reinforcements came at all they would find either a sacked and conquered city or a kingdom stripped of the greatest part of their population.
 
   The military commander looked back to the western part of the city, wishing he could see through those stout walls.  Help was not coming, apparently.  Well, if military life taught one anything it was that you could count on nothing… nothing but the mount beneath your loins and the warrior on either side of you.  He turned back to the battlefield again and smiled grimly.  As a great philosopher of Olvion once said:  “Do you want to live forever?”
 
   ***
 
   After five solid minutes of scrambling in a crouch I stopped behind one of the last bushes large enough in which to hide.  Before me now was about two hundred yards of open ground which offered me no concealment.  I was still behind enemy lines but much closer to our formations.  I briefly considered detouring even further south and going back into the city via the secret waterfall exit.  I discarded that idea because of the amount of time it would take for me to get back out on the battlefield where I might be of help to my fellow warriors.  Besides, for all I knew Ruguer had left orders to arrest me on the spot.  If I made a beeline for our assembled forces it would take me close to the Grey formations but was the quickest way to join my men.  On the other hand, making a wide loop around toward the south and later circling back north would minimize the chances of my being seen and attacked before I could reach the relative safety of the Olvioni defenses.  I decided to make a straight run for it.  Most of the Grey soldiers that I could see from my vantage point were fixated on the human battle formations.  To see me they would have to have reason to turn around and look behind themselves which gave me something of an advantage, however small.
 
   I took several deep breaths and darted out of cover.  The high oxygen content of the Olvion atmosphere had served me well in the past and I was counting on it aiding me now by keeping me going at top speed without running out of breath.  I almost made it.
 
    
 
   KARR
 
   Karr was now behind his attacking formation and urging the more reticent of his raiders forward.  He was keeping a loose total of the number of fighters he was losing to the evil human tactics and was extremely displeased.  The war machines spitting their iron bolts had been bad enough but then the cowardly trick that had used the front line of shields as a spiked barrier had killed or crippled at least a tenth of his remaining people.  Maybe more.  
 
   He bent over to drag the body of one of his fallen fighters on top of another.  He then stepped up on both of them to get a better view of the enemy formations and his own.  Both armies still had extremely wide battle configurations with approximately ten thousand soldiers in their front lines.  His plan of extending his lines around the flanks of the humans had gone horribly wrong when the archers of the humans mowed them down like plains grasses.  Once again he checked the position of the sun.  Time was moving too slowly for him and the battle had not been going well.  He cursed his stupidity for not insisting on his people learning to make and use bows and arrows even though the Silver Mountain Child had suggested it. He had offered to show them how the weapons could be crafted.  But humans had never fought this way before.  They could usually be counted upon to join in battle with Greys hand-to-hand.  This…this was a coward’s war.  Standing back and raining down death from afar.  But in the back of his mind Karr admitted that it had been effective.  Too effective.  
 
   For the hundredth time the Grey King checked the gates of the walled city.  Where were the cavalry?  Almost every battle that had been fought thus far had started with the humans using their mounted warriors to disrupt and scatter his lines.  So far they had not shown.  Certainly they were waiting, planning to use them when Karr’s army was tired and they would be most effective.  Or were they?  The idea took root in his mind; had the insane human commanders decided that those warriors were better used on foot as infantry?  It was possible.  It was certainly time for them to finally make a mistake.
 
   Questions kept flooding his brain and no answers came with them.  He needed answers.  He needed guidance.  He willed himself to relax and close his eyes.  He slowed his breathing in the manner he had been taught so long ago and reached out with his mind.  He was dimly aware of sweat balling up and running down the interior of his sun-warmed armor.  He opened the connection.  
 
   Darkness.  A flat black yawning chasm met his mind’s eye, dragging him deeper and deeper into its nothingness.
 
   He broke off with a scream.  Fear vibrated inside him.  The image was enormously frightening.  He dropped down to one knee and did his best to compose himself, glancing around to make certain that none had seen his fear.  But that image remained, a yawning, sucking darkness.  It was like…death.
 
   Karr looked back toward his tent.  There was no movement. No indication of anything being afoul.  
 
   He turned his attention back to the battle.  With a furious growl he saw that, despite crippling losses, his own forces still had yet to fell even a single human warrior. This simply could not be happening.  He looked toward the bluffs and checked the sun’s position again.  Still no sign of the mounted human forces.  Maybe they had converted them to infantry, thinking that this was unexpected enough to make a difference.  Maybe.  The little voice in the back of his head did not think so.  The voice was saying other things too.  Like the fact that they had been fighting for nearly half a day and had only succeeded in losing tens of thousands of his people.  They would not continue fighting on like this for much longer.  He shaded his eyes with the flat of his hand and looked again to the city gates.  Where were the damned cavalry?
 
   ***
 
   I made it almost to a position midway between the front and rear lines of the enemy formations.  They were to my north and I was running east.  A guttural cry rose out from several voices within the Grey ranks.  I kept running as fast as I could.  I heard the footfalls behind me.  I thanked God for long legs and redoubled my speed.  Others in the enemy formation were alerted to my presence and joined the chase.  I risked a quick backwards glance and saw a dozen Grey raiders in pursuit.  I was still far enough off on the south side of the battlefield that the main force could not reach me with spear or thrown axe.  But I was now growing tired and my pursuers had just started their chase.  
 
   A crude spear flew by me, far off to the side.  Another came in a little closer.  My chasers were now close enough that I could hear them panting and cursing.  I noted that I was now past the position of the enemy front lines and was about fifty yards from the Olvioni formations.  Some of the warriors in that front line saw me and a cry rose up from them, quickly joined by others.  I heard the name Legend being shouted.  I had a flash of insight then as to what might happen if I simply continued running, intercepting the southwest corner of our lines and taking advantage of the safety that that option offered.
 
   Tinker told me I had a reality to experience.  Was I The Legend?  Was I there to inspire and encourage?  Or was I just another warrior?  I flashed back on the last few months of my life, as incredible and frightening and wonderful as they had been.  There was no way that I was simply another man.  I was living a miracle and I was here for a reason and that was a fact.  Nothing else could explain my circumstances.  
 
   I slowed my sprint then stopped altogether.  There was a grunt of triumph from the beasts behind me.  I turned.  There were now eleven of them, one having dropped out of the chase.  I could hear the cheers of the warriors behind me, egging me on.  I began walking back toward my pursuers, sucking in oxygen to refresh myself.  The Greys kept coming, a mere ten yards now separating us.  I drew my sword, my war mace was already in my right hand.  I raised both hands over my head, sword in one, and mace in the other.  I sped up, jogging then trotting and, finally, sprinting again.  But now I was attacking not escaping.  More cheers reached me from our battle lines.
 
   We met with a loud crash of weapons and bodies.  I slashed with my sword and bashed with my mace.  Bodies flew and helmets went spinning into the air.  Still I kept running, kept swinging.  I hammered one beast on top of his helmet.  It settled down around his upper lip, blood seeping from beneath.  An attempted sword slash from another of the enemy was avoided by removing the sword, hand and half of the forearm. A javelin point entered the fleshy part of my shoulder.  I felt no pain being infused with an overdose of adrenaline.
 
   Then I was through the knot of attackers and on the far side.  I wheeled just in time to see an attacker charging with a war hammer raised in both hands and coming straight at me.  I hopped to the side and kicked as hard as I could, catching the beast in the chest and caving in the thin copper breastplate he wore.  When he hit the ground I lunged forward and skewered him with my sword.  
 
   The beast behind that poor soul tried to remove my head with a double-headed battle axe.  I pivoted and ducked.  He overshot, losing his footing and scampering past me, trying to stay upright. I took a quick count.  Besides him there were another six Greys left.  
 
   One had the javelin and he wisely side-hopped in, waiting for an opening to bury it into my chest rather than risking all on a toss.  Another was shouting at the remaining attackers, trying to get them organized.  I short-stopped his effort by executing a fencer’s lunge that would have made my weapons teachers proud.  My sword caught the shouting Grey in his protruding belly and continued on, exiting through his back.  He screamed and dropped his weapon to hold his abdomen.
 
   I felt a pressure in my side and looked to see that the beast with the javelin had taken advantage of my attentions to his fellow attacker.  The sharp tip had already tasted my blood once but it had mercifully missed this time and merely scraped along my left ribcage.  The wound smarted some but I saw that it was not serious.  I responded by clamping my arm on the blade of the weapon, preventing it from being withdrawn and used on me again.  With my right hand I swung my war mace forcefully at the point where his neck met his jawbone.  There was a muted crunching sound and the lights went out in his eyes.
 
   I barely heard the sound of an attacker behind me and swung around to see another beast with a battle axe charging in.  He had not learned from his companion’s earlier experience and was, himself, charging at top speed with his axe raised overhead in both hands.  Meanwhile two of his friends were inching in off to my right side.  I could not handle all three at one time so I gambled and threw my sword at the two.  They both dove away from the blade allowing me time to give my full attention to Mr. Battle-axe.  Using my greater reach I swung the mace like a baseball bat into his ribs.  His entire body folded up sideways like a snapped pencil and he went down screaming in pain.
 
   I swung back around to meet the remaining attackers but was happily surprised to see them all sprinting at top speed back to their lines, abandoning the effort to stop me.  Now cheers raised up behind me again from the Olvioni ranks.  I tried my best to appear casual as I picked up my sword and sheathed it then strolled the rest of the way to our battle formation.  I was swallowed into the cheering and backslapping crowd of warriors.
 
   ***
 
   On Gallan’s side of the battle he could see that the Grey’s had now mostly overcome the barrier presented by the spiked shields because that obstacle was now covered over by dead raiders.  The fighters behind were quite simply stepping on and over their bodies.  
 
   The front lines of both sides now finally clashed.  Immediately the number of casualties on the human side went from zero to dozens.  The pikes at the front shield wall continued to exact a toll on the beasts but there too many of them to stop.  Some of them were now able to reach over the tops of the shield wall and score kills with spear and sword.  They were paying dearly for it.  For every warrior who fell three to four Grey’s went down.  But they had a seemingly unending supply of fighters to expend.
 
   Gallan climbed up on an overturned wooden grease pail that someone had brought to the battlefield.  He had dismounted his horse earlier and had no idea where his mount had gone.  He used the height of the bucket to survey the condition of the shield wall.  It was holding but there several bows here and there.  He glanced back at the city.  Timing.  It all would come down to timing.  Gallan had faith in his King but, mostly, he had faith in his commander.  If Ruguer said it could be done then Gallan would believe it.  The stars knew they had practiced the maneuvers long enough.  He looked again at the gates.  When?
 
   ***
 
   Ruguer raised up in his saddle, trying to see the last of the line of cavalry behind him.  His head swiveled back to the aides standing to the side of the open city gate.  
 
   “Now”.
 
   The aides spoke into communication tubes that were monitored in the war room high above them.  Unseen to Ruguer and his officers, orders went out which resulted in flag signals being raised on the highest section of the castle walls.  On the battlefield the signal riders saw the castle signals and raised the appropriate pennants.  All along the rear of the human lines trumpets and bugles blared out three specific notes.  Again and again the notes were repeated.  Down on the floor of the valley battlefield other bugles took up the call.  Even over the din of war the sounds of the horns could be heard, repeating themselves over and over.
 
   Along the ranks of the Olvioni warriors every man and woman heard the sounds and tensed, remembering the tactics that were drilled into them over and over in the days leading up to this final battle.  All knew they were about to execute the most difficult battle maneuver that had ever been attempted.
 
   Ruguer relaxed down into his saddle now.  To a man like Ruguer, a born soldier and warrior, waiting was always the hard part.  When the time came to attack, that was when he relaxed.  And now it was he who gave the order.  All along the lines of the mounted troops warriors prepared themselves.  Maces were checked, lances were readied, reigns were gathered and boots were tucked snugly into stirrups.
 
   Then, finally, the relentless repeating of the three notes by the horns above and below stopped.
 
   “Attack,” Ruguer shouted, and spurred his mighty black stallion forward.  From all four gates the cavalry streamed.  Two thousand men on horseback.  At their head was their king, resplendent in green and red armor, surrounded by his royal bodyguard.  Ruguer and his closest aides were directly behind, ready to surge forward and help protect the monarch should such action be necessary.  “Now,” the military commander thought.  “Now, if only they can execute as we taught them during the fog of battle.”
 
   Vynn was on one side of the battlefield and Gallan, the other.  Vynn had seen Tag-Gar fight his way into the fold but he had been too far away to do anything to help him.  Thankfully the big man had succeeded.  But Vynn had other things on his mind now.  The horns were signaling for preparations for performing one of the most complicated battlefield maneuvers that Vynn had ever heard of.  In his heart he knew his warriors could do it.  In the back of his mind he knew that so much could go wrong.  He caught the attention of his officers, arrayed evenly down behind the shield wall.  He kept signaling until he was satisfied that each of them had heard the bugles and knew what was coming.  They were sending their subordinates around to make sure all of the warriors were aware.
 
   Then the horns stopped.
 
   “Execute!” he shouted.
 
   All through the Olvioni battle formation officers and sub-commanders shouted the word.  There was a terrible half second in which nothing seemed to happen.  Then, almost like a loaf being halved by a sharp knife, the human battle formation cleaved itself, separating into two solid bodies.  An alley some fifty yards wide opened in the middle of their formation, as thousands of warriors sidestepped in almost flawless unison.  
 
   The initial shield wall at the front of their lines had been facing east toward the enemy’s advance.  When the Olvioni formation split, half of their number stepped north while the other half went south.  The final result was two separate rectangular formations with a wide alley between them.  Along that alley shields that had been hidden now were raised.  
 
   The Greys, gleefully thinking that they had succeeded in breaking the ranks of the humans surged forth into the breach, growling and slavering in triumph.  Once inside the opening they were set upon by pike and spear from defenders from either side of the newly-formed shield wall.  The flood of Greys continued into the alley of shields by the hundreds.  The ability to penetrate deep into what was an almost unbreakable barrier a moment beforehand was like an adrenaline rush to the grey-skinned troglodytes.  They threw themselves at the shield walls to either side of the alley, determined to earn yet another divide of the human lines.
 
   It was exactly at that moment that two thousand mounted cavalry came pounding through the other end of the breach.  Having gathered speed from the gates of the city to the avenue of attack they lowered their lances and hit the Greys in the alley at top speed.  At the front of the attack rode King Zander and his royal guard, all heavily armored and bearing lances.  The spearhead of the cavalry attack now numbered fifty horses across.  Behind them the rest of the cavalry attack formation thundered.  
 
   Some of the Greys that had happily scurried into the breach now saw and heard the approach of their doom.  They turned and sought escape, running, instead, into a wall of their oncoming brothers.  Denied a way out of the now-revealed trap, they could only shout, scream and cry as tons of metal and horseflesh plowed into them.  Horses reared and whinnied, men shouted and invaders died.  The first wave of riders skewered hundreds of Greys.  The sounds of lances snapping was deafening.  The long weapons were devastating to an enemy that could neither retreat or escape to either side.  But they could usually only be used once.  The sheer energy contained in a clash with the speed and weight of a mounted, armored warrior was enough to skewer two or three of the enemy on most of the weapons before the combined weight of the bodies grew too heavy.  The splintered remains were then tossed aside and maces were drawn and employed to lethal effect.
 
   Maces were the perfect weapon for a mounted attack.  The weapons used by our horsemen were long-shafted for extra reach from horseback and had a weighted head that contained various kinds of protuberances, most of them dull.  Long history and experience had shown the folly of employing spiked maces from horseback.  The spikes were devastating on the first swing but too prone to embedding themselves inextricably into armor, clothing or flesh.  A man on horseback was then left with the choice of casting his weapon aside or being torn from his mount.  The maces used by Olvion’s cavalry were sufficiently deadly without any such drawbacks.  
 
   After sweeping aside the Greys that had flooded into the breach between our two separated formations, the king and others who had been at the vanguard of the attack now drove their mounts off to either side, cutting furrows into the Grey’s battle lines and opening up the front of the lines to the cavalry following behind them who still had yet to wet their lances.  The tactic continued as a line of a hundred or more riders would smash into the enemy and then drive off to the sides, making room for yet another following lance attack.
 
   With my above-average height I was able to see over the heads of my fellow warriors.  The cavalry attack was breaking the Grey’s battle formations apart.  As always, the cavalry was the best tool for fomenting confusion and fear among the enemy.  It was doing its job well.  I watched the enemy battle configuration being completely cut into two pieces.  Groups of cavalry, supported by following infantry were now carving those two larger groups into smaller ones. 
 
   And the enemy advantage of numbers was now dropping as hundreds of the Greys were pierced by lance or shattered by mace.
 
   From the city walls and the rear of the battle line we heard the trumpets sound again.  I paused and held my breath.  I counted the three musical notes sounding once, twice, three times.  Then we all started sidestepping again, but this time it was back the way we had come on the first effort to open the breach in our lines.  Now we moved back together, stomping on and stepping over the dead bodies of fallen Greys.  In the space of ninety seconds our front line was now, once again, a single formidable wall of shields, pikes and spears.  
 
   I took a second to reflect that, no matter what happened today, the genius of Ruguer, the Warrior Commander and Sword of the King, would forever be sung whenever two or more warriors sat around the fire and passed the spirit skins.  The maneuver of splitting one’s forces into two formations to make room for a surprise cavalry attack, then reforming, was unheard of until this day.  The ability to judge what was reasonable to expect from his warriors and push that to the edges was what made great generals.  Ruguer knew that his fighters were capable of great things and he exploited that.
 
   Now our formations started to advance and the careful selection of the warriors making up the different lines of defense became clear.  The larger and heavier warriors that had been in the front line now used their weight to push slowly forward.  The taller warriors from the second line (now standing side-by-side with those of the first rank) were also pushing the shields forward but they were utilizing their long limbs to piston out spears and pikes over top of those shields.  The enemy did their best to keep one eye on the cavalry and the other on the advancing shield wall but it was an impossible situation.  Grey bodies fell before us in large numbers.  
 
   We were winning.  I knew it.  I briefly tried to connect to Tinker and tell her of our apparent success.  I felt nothing.  I did my best to bury my fears and join the battle.  I was currently caught in the middle of the formation on the south side of the valley and was far from the action.  I pushed and maneuvered myself around my fellows, making for the front of the line where I could be of help by throwing my weight and strength behind the shield wall.
 
   We continued to move slowly forward.  Greys that were caught between us and one of the several arms of cavalry were knocked to the dirt and either speared or simply stomped to death.  We had reached the point where our first line had employed the trick of spiked shields and marched over it.  The bodies of dead and still-dying Greys provided a gentle ramp over the spikes which we were too happy to utilize.
 
   But all was not good.  I was seeing horsemen pulled from the backs of their animals.  Chains were swung by the beasts to trip the mounts and their riders, both of which were then set upon and butchered.  It was here that I learned that horses could actually scream.  It was a sound I would not soon be able to get out of my head.  
 
   And our shield wall which had held true for so long was now showing cracks.  The Greys were getting desperate now and desperate creatures are the most dangerous.  They were employing the tactic of throwing themselves at the shield wall in threes and fours, dragging the shields down with their weight.  The ploy was working in many places and every breach opened up a small hole into which others streamed.  Just as we had penetrated their lines so too were they penetrating ours.  The formal maneuvers and formations were quickly disappearing.  I was not surprised.  They had already lasted longer than I had ever dreamed they would.  We were fast approaching the point where this battle would devolve into a simple bloody melee.
 
   I looked over the shield wall trying to catch sight of Zander or Ruguer.  I could not see either one.  I did catch the glint of sun on gold and saw that the Grey King was running toward the bluffs.  He was flanked on all sides by other armored beasts.  Since few of the Greys used armor other than thin copper breastplates I concluded these were his aides and advisors.  The fact that they were heading toward the bluffs gave me courage.  Was he fleeing the battle?  Had he and his entourage glimpsed defeat and decided to literally “run for the hills”?
 
   I continued to push my way through the glut of men and women, most of whom were doing the same as me.  We all wanted to throw our weight against the enemy, to put our mark on this battle.  We all knew that every dead invader got us closer to victory.  And we were getting there.  We could all sense it.  The Greys had suffered too many losses.  Their one advantage, superior numbers, appeared to now be erased.  There were simply too many of them lying dead in the valley dust.
 
   I gently pushed aside a young woman who looked to be seventeen or so.  She pushed me back and kept fighting her way to the fray. 
 
   When I was only two people from the front of the lines the shield wall in front of us was pulled forward and down.  Scowling Greys flooded into our lines.  The breach was unexpected and twenty or more of our people fell beneath chopping battle axes and spears.  I bulled my way forward pushing and shoving.  
 
   “Damn it, let me through,” I yelled.  I had my sword sheathed across my back and my mace was held high over my head with both hands.  Another young lass in front of me heard my shout and stepped aside for me.  Just as she did another break appeared in our shield wall and we were now attacked from two different angles.  I finally pushed myself up next to a muscular young man who was visiting terrible injuries upon the attackers with a pitted and bloodied sword.  He dropped two more Greys before I was able to step up and support him.  
 
   I hopped forward and swung my mace as hard as I could. It collided with two beasts, knocking them both backward.  A third raider jabbed me in the side with a short spear.  Before I could respond the youngster at my side took off both of his arms.  I said a frantic and brief prayer that this young powerhouse would survive so I could take him to his favorite pub and provide him with every ounce of liquid cheer he could hold.
 
   I was able to return the favor an instant later when two more attackers with axes leapt toward him.  I put my body between them and him, shouldering one aside and bringing my mace down on the other’s head.  Before the first could recover he was set upon by three of our warrior women who beat him senseless with war hammers.  
 
   But more and more the Greys were pushing through the gaps now.  It was becoming increasingly difficult to even fight now because of the shoulder-to-shoulder conditions.  Our warriors were falling with more regularity now.  For the first time we were suffering losses on a major scale.  With extreme reluctance I sheathed my mace.  I just didn’t have enough room in which to make full swings with it.  So I abandoned it and drew my sword.  Using the sword I could now thrust forward with it when that was the only opportunity afforded to me by the cramped conditions.  If some room opened up around me, I would be able to swing it in an arc, cleaving bone and flesh alike.
 
   Around me the sound of the battle was overwhelming.  The pounding of hooves, the buzzing of the black flies and the ring and clang of metal on metal.  It all blended in to a single din that strengthened and faded in volume but never stopped.  
 
   The sounds I expected.  Not the smells.  The roar in my ears could be ignored but not the scents in my nose.  Months of combat had acquainted me with their cause.  I recognized the odor of spilt blood and opened bodies.  And then, there was the unmistakable stench of the enemy.  But it all was being expressed on a scale that I had never before encountered.
 
   There was pain.  My body was splashed with blood, some mine, some belonging to…them.  My wounds burned with agony but there would be no help for them until this was over.    I was tired to the point of exhaustion but I couldn’t stop.  If I stopped others would die so I pushed forward.  I lashed out with both hands.  I grabbed with my left and stabbed with my right.  I thought of her.  If we fell she would also die, a brutal and painful death.  So I pushed myself onward.  She was the only thing that was important.  The thought of her kept me going forward.  Blood loss made me dizzy but it didn’t matter.  Only she mattered.  Others crowded in around me.  I tried to protect them but they were dying all around me, crying out in pain.  Young people who should be living on for decades lie still in the dust of this alien world.
 
   We killed them by the thousands.  We climbed over their bodies to kill more of them.  And still they came.  There was no end to them.  They had become the nightmare of any soldier: the enemy that does not stop coming.  How many must we kill before it ends?  How many of us must die?  This isn’t right, it makes no sense.  They should turn and flee.  There actions are…inhuman.  
 
   But no one said they were human.
 
   Soon an assortment of warriors attached themselves to me and we swept forward, pushing back at the Grey intruders.  We reached the point where the shield wall was still somewhat in existence and pushed on through.  The people around me had seen what I was capable of and they fell into a voluntary supporting role.  While I chopped and stabbed my way through walls of Grey beasts they guarded my sides and rear, engaging and dispatching any who threatened a rear attack.  As the minutes stretched on our group grew larger.  Some augmented my efforts by adding lethal pokes with pikes that had been dropped and recovered.  Others leapt forward with all different kinds of weapons.  I even saw the young lady that I had earlier pushed aside pelting Grey fighters with large rocks.  I would have to add this courageous youngster to my planned celebration with the young powerhouse.
 
   My entourage and I were having an effect but it was coming at a price.  The Greys were loutish brutes but brutes can be dangerous fighters.  Olvioni Warriors were fearless but not invulnerable.  All around me I was seeing young men and women killed and horribly wounded.  I, myself, was not getting away with my efforts unscathed.  One of the armored pieces on my leather vest had been dented inward from some weapon I never even saw and it had left a sharp piece of metal bent inward which scraped flesh every time I moved.   I had wounds on both thighs and my left bicep.  My head throbbed from a glancing blow from a war hammer and there was a spear wound to my back that I feared was serious.  The blood that flowed from that wound was running down my spine, mixing with sweat and pooling around the belt at my waist.  The pain was significant but what I really feared was passing out from blood loss.  And to top all of that off my helmet had been knocked off and sweat was running down into my eyes making it difficult to see.  But I was determined to take out all of the slimy grey bastards that I could before I fell.  
 
   Aided and supported by my helpers we slashed and cut our way ever forward, deep into the Grey’s formation.  What had started out as three or four warriors had grown to a dozen, then two dozen and now looked to be somewhere near fifty or sixty.  I didn’t know how well the fight was going elsewhere but we seemed to be doing quite well all things considered.  Then, quite unexpectedly, we kind of broke through the barrier of Grey fighters.  We found ourselves stumbling out through the enemy’s rear ranks.  I looked around momentarily confused by the lack of any enemy forces in front of us.   It dawned on me that we had fought our way all the way through the enemy formation or what remained of it.  A few of my fighters gave off a short cheer but most realized we were nowhere near to being able to claim a victory.  Still, it was refreshing to know we had carved a scar through the enemy forces and left hundreds of them lying on the valley floor behind us.  
 
   Some of my followers called for a return to battle but I held up a hand and told them to grab a breath while they could.  I was almost totally winded and I had taken some of Dwan’s special medicines for pain and energy.  I could only guess at the state these other warriors were in.  So I held them back while they bent forward with their hands on their knees and gasped air.  I was no military genius like Ruguer but I knew better than to waste a rare opportunity to allow exhausted troops to physically recover.  I watched as several of the Greys observed us and started our way then stopped as I stepped forward.  They quickly went elsewhere when they saw my size and the number of warriors with me.
 
   While we huffed and puffed I searched for signs of how the battle was progressing elsewhere.  We had fought our way northward and were now in the approximate middle of the battlefield.  Because of the direction our fighting took us we were also now behind most of the Grey formation.  I stood on tiptoes and searched for Zander or Ruguer.  I was disheartened to see that only about half of the cavalry still sat horse.  Dead and bleeding horses littered the valley adding to the horrible sights and smells.  I frantically cast about until I saw the King’s distinctive armor.  He was flailing about on both sides of his horse with his mace.  Blood and gore flew around and over him.  Of the original royal guard there was now fewer than six left.
 
   Things appeared to be working out for us.  The shield wall, I now saw, was entirely gone and fighting had gone to the inevitable state of man-to-man with humans and Greys alike using sword, spear, hammer, club, teeth and rocks against each other.  There were no lines now only crowds and groups. I could see that the battle on the south side, where my followers and I started out, was in the last stages.  We had suffered horrible losses but the Greys had simply lost more.  The battle on that side had gotten to the point where groups of Greys were being surrounded and cut down by larger crowds of Olvion Warriors.
 
   But another dynamic was taking place also.  Both sides were nearing exhaustion.  Everywhere could be seen Greys and humans too weary to even fight back.  Some were dropping their weapons while others simply knelt where they were trying desperately to regain their energy or catch their breath.  The battle had gone on too long but there was simply no help for it.  As is often said here as well as in my old world; war is hell.
 
   The north end of the battle was still nip and tuck.  I saw that Zander had rallied most of the mounted cavalry around him and was using the tried-and-true tactic of carving off sections of the enemy and leaving them open to assault from both horseback and infantry.  But the number of mounted cavalry had been decimated.  In several locations throughout the battlefield horsemen were being pulled from the saddle and chopped apart.  I caught a glimpse of Ruguer, all alone and cut off from the group of riders around Zander.  He was keeping his mount moving quickly and destroying every grey head he passed.  Any Grey unfortunate enough to try to step in front of his steed was savagely broken apart by hoof or mace.
 
   “We’re winning, Tink,” I said again even though I detected no sign of a connection.
 
    
 
   KARR
 
   Karr was running now.  He was not a military savant like the human commander but he had enough common sense to keep a running account of how the battle was progressing.  The humans had surprised him again, this time with a maneuver involving tens of thousands of fighters moving in an impossibly complicated maneuver.  First they had split their formation into two parts, allowing hundreds of Karr’s people to surge forward smelling victory.  Then the cowardly animal-riding soldiers had come thundering through the gap and killed some six or seven hundred of his raiders in less than a heartbeat’s time.  Just as amazing was the fact that, after the mounted fighters had passed through, the gap was made solid again by fighters marching in unison like dancers.  Karr had thrown his helmet away for the fifth time when he saw it happen.  That time he had not been able to recover it because the human warriors were advancing ever closer and he had to flee with his aides.
 
   Now they all made for the north side of the battlefield.  They had fallen back to the most eastward position that they could go, with the bluffs rising high behind them.  The Grey King stopped when he could run no more.  He shielded his eyes against the sun and looked out over the field of war.  The fight on the south side of the valley was lost or soon would be.  Well, that was expected.  Heeding his advisor he had put his weakest fighters and those who were already wounded on the south side.  He needed his strength on the north side.  He checked the sun again.  It was time.  
 
   ***
 
   I took a final deep breath and checked those around me.  They seemed to have recovered and were now showing signs of impatience to reenter the fight.  I knew how they felt.  Battle was scary but this was not something we could hide from.  We would be victorious this day or every warrior on this field and every man, woman and child in the city would be butchered by sub-human Neanderthals.   That would not happen while blood still coursed through our veins.
 
   I raised my sword preparing to order a charge.  Then a surge of motion over on the north side of the valley drew my attention.  I looked to see a knot of Greys swarming King Zander’s horse.  There were no longer any of his personal guard left to come to his defense.  Now, alone and still swinging his mace, he was being overwhelmed as the beasts tore at his reigns, his clothes and the legs of his mount.  I pointed and yelled.  “The king.”  The fighters around me all turned to see the horror that was taking place.  Could we get to him in time?  It did not seem possible.  But, as one, we took off in his direction.  We looped around other groups of enemy fighters.  We all had the same thing in mind, to protect our king the man to whom we had sworn our loyalty.  We ran as fast as we could.  The more fleet of us, including me, left others behind.  Some peeled off as they were set upon by beasts and had to defend themselves.  Two or three fell after being struck by spear or stone.  We could not stop to help them.  They would not have wanted us to. 
 
   I watched what was happening as I made my way northward.  It was like seeing something happen in slow motion.  The small knot of Greys around the king grew.  Now there were dozens.  He was still fighting.  Each time a beast would leap up to grab his reigns he was dropped by a mace swing.  But now it was just a matter of time.  There were just too many Greys around him.  And he…our king… was alone.  I watched in horror as one of the Grey raiders jumped up and grabbed him from behind, grasping the back of his armor and hanging on.  Zander was pulled sideways but still fought to stay in saddle.  Then another beast found purchase on the saddle horn and others leapt forward grabbing and pulling.  The horse struck out twice with his rear legs, sharpened steel shoes crushing and slashing his enemies.  But then his mount, too, gave in to the overwhelming weight of dozens of grey beasts pulling on one side and pushing from the other.  
 
   Horse and King went over and both were immediately covered over by hacking and stabbing Greys.
 
   “No, you bastards,” I screamed.  I was still twenty yards away.  There was no hope but I hoped anyway.  Maybe he was protected by his armor, maybe he was hurt but could survive his wounds.  Deep inside I knew the truth but still I ran.  The remaining warriors who had attached themselves to me were right at my side.  There were now only ten of us left, the others having been pulled away as we ran and fought our way to protect our king.
 
   I searched for more cavalry as I ran thinking irrationally that I could get one’s attention and send him to the king’s aid.  I saw no more cavalry save one.  He was farther away than I was but, on his mount, he could still reach the king before us.  My heart leapt when I saw it was Ruguer.  He too was fighting his way in the direction of the king.  He must have also seen him go down.  Despair turned to hope again.  Then it was dashed when Ruguer’s horse was also swarmed by the enemy and taken down.  The last thing I saw was Ruguer leaping back up and swinging his mace two-handed at the dozens of grey-skinned attackers.  I tried to put that image out of my mind as we fought to get to our king’s side.
 
   As I ran I took stock of how we were doing.  A quick peek over the shoulder showed me that the major fighting on the south side was over.  There were still pockets of skirmishing fighters but the Greys on that side had mostly been cut down.  Warriors from that part of the battlefield were now crossing over to join their brethren fighting to the north side of the valley.  They moved slowly now, managing only a fast walk.  They were fighting to regain their wind and to ignore the searing thirst that we all felt.  The battle had been going on for hours and everyone had been putting forth maximum effort.  The valley dust coated our tongues and throats.  Never had I been so fatigued.
 
   Even having lost our king I thought we were still destined for victory, however solemn and grim a victory that might be.  We had been fighting now for four hours, Earth-time.  If the other warriors on the field of battle felt anything like I was feeling they were almost spent.  The only good thing about that was that our enemy had to be feeling the same way.  I could not come anywhere near being able to count the numbers of fighters in this valley but it appeared that we now held a slim advantage in numbers.  We had taken their best and whittled them down to the point where our exhausted troops could now defeat their exhausted troops.  As I continued to run I prayed that the Greys would come to their senses and just run away.  Why would they continue after seeing so many of their fellow raiders die?  It didn’t seem sane.  But no one said they were sane.
 
   I was now some ten yards from where Zander had fallen.  Only three of my original group of fighters remained, two men and one woman.  We were so close that we were raising our weapons, prepared to carve our way through grey flesh to recover the body of our king.
 
   ***
 
   Karr saw the human king being dragged down and shouted in triumph.  At last something in this damned war had gone his way.  But there was more to come for these humans.  Much more, and it was coming fast.  The gold-armored beast turned to search the bluffs behind himself.  There.  Three Greys were above him on the hills.  Their heads could just be made out.  Karr jumped up and down waving his arms until one of them stood and waved back.  Karr grinned and crossed his forearms in front of his chest.  The Grey on the bluffs nodded and returned the signal.
 
   ***
 
   Just before we would have gotten within striking distance we skidded to an abrupt halt.  I held out an arm and caught the young woman running with us as she attempted to continue on.  
 
   We had been running north in the valley.  The bluffs were to our right, east of where we were.  Now down from the bluffs flowed thousands of Greys.  Tens of thousands.  I didn’t know how many were now descending toward the battlefield but I had a hunch.  
 
   When we started this battle we were surprised to see so few Greys lined up to do battle.  We had been watching their numbers diminish for weeks.  A hundred here, two hundred there.  We thought they were deserting, running back to the Grey Mountains and fleeing the unsuccessful war brought upon them by their king.  In the time we were watching we estimated a loss of thirty thousand raiders that had evidently ran away.  We were fools.  We had been suckered by half-human beasts with the brains of an imbecile.  Some had certainly deserted but others had been stashed away, hidden in the heights of the bluffs.  They had been holding them in reserve for the time that they would be most useful.  That time was now.  Now when we had lost half of our number in a fierce battle.  Now that we had no more surprises to even the score on our enemy.  Now that we were an exhausted army, barely able to muster the energy to stand much less fight.
 
   Presumably under the cover of darkness, a ramp had been dug out of the earth and stones that led up into the bluffs and down this ramp they came.  It was a brilliant move, one that I intuited had never come from the dull mind of the Grey King.  I was certain that I knew from where the new tactics that were being used by the enemy had come.  Tinker had already made certain that he would provide no further aid.  But the damage already done may have been just enough to make it all meaningless.  There was no way we could defeat this advancing wave of fresh and rested Greys.  The only thing we had in our favor now was the distance between them and most of our surviving warriors.
 
   And then we were fleeing.  Our entire army had broken and was running for the bridges and gates for the scant and temporary protection that they offered.  We were beaten.  There was no way we could now stand against the enemy.  We had barely thirty thousand physically spent warriors left alive.  At least that many fresh Grey troops now came flooding into our beautiful valley joining the surviving remnants of their army.
 
   I watched as our warriors turned and ran.  The Greys that were still standing from the original battle shouted insults in their language and laughed as we stumbled and ran past them.  Now it was a race to see if we could make it to the bridges before the reserve enemy force could all get down the ramp and assembled for attack.  It would be close.  None of our people were able to use their best speed.  Some were still engaged in fighting pockets of the enemy.  Others were helping their limping and bleeding comrades to retreat.  The rest were just too tired to run.  Some simply stopped and sat in the dirt.  Others stood, too exhausted to even flee while watching the fresh Grey fighters gather, so tired that they would die before being able to run away.
 
   I had stood there so close to where Zander had fallen.  For thirty seconds I teetered between continuing on and seeking the temporary safety of the city.  Even if we reached the city in time to close the gates on our attackers we were too few in number now to adequately defend the miles of our walls.  Ours was a huge city with the largest walled area in the entire known world of Olvion.  The sheer size of the walls made them difficult to defend.  
 
   I stood for a second longer then I, too, broke.  I started jogging my way back to the bridges.  The three warriors with me followed my lead.  We ran.  We were humiliated.  We were afraid.  And we ran for our lives. I was running with one thought in mind: If my life was going to be measured in minutes I wanted to spend them with Dwan.
 
   As I ran for my life I punished myself.  I mentally branded myself a coward.  Legend?  I was supposed to be The Legend?  I was supposed to be the one who rallied the defenders of Olvion, providing the inspiration to regroup and attack the enemy regardless of the cost to ourselves.  My strength and size was supposed to encourage others.  They were meant to see me rise up and take the battle to the enemy thus gathering the spirit of the people of Olvion and directing it at the enemy.  But in the end, I was just a man.
 
   I passed over the different parts of the battlefield, leaping over the dead bodies of friend and enemy alike.  The blood from my back wound was now plastering my vest to my flesh and I was growing dizzy.  I ignored the cries of wounded and dying horses.  Halfway to the bridge I saw a woman on the ground, a hand clutched to her bloody side.  I made for her and was astonished to see that it was Meena, the fierce female warrior with whom I had descended the walls of Olvion and fought the Grey’s champions.  I knelt down and took a quick look at her wound. 
 
   “Tag-Gar,” she said, amazed at my presence.  “You still live?”
 
   “Your eyes still work, Meena.  It’s me and your wound isn’t that bad.”
 
   She smiled.  “I’m not hurting that bad, I’m just tired, Warrior.  I couldn’t keep running, I had to rest.”
 
   I hooked an arm under her legs and another around her shoulders and lifted her up, ignoring her protestations.
 
   “Put me down,’ she bawled.  “This is…it’s embarrassing.”
 
   “I promised Dwan that I would look after you and I damn well mean to do it.”
 
   After a few moments of struggling she calmed down.  “I promised her the same about you,” she said.  “Fine, but when we get close to the bridges you put me down.  I will walk through those gates.”
 
   “If we don’t hurry neither one of us will get there.”
 
   And so we ran on, all of us, me barely managing to carry Meena, others carrying others.  Behind us we heard the Greys chanting and yelling as the number of them that had made their way down to the valley floor grew.  I risked a glance over my shoulder and saw that some were walking toward us now, eager for the order to attack.  The Greys that had been involved in the original battle and were still left alive on the battlefield, some ten thousand or so, were also laughing and gesturing our way, enjoying the sight of our retreat after they had suffered so many defeats.
 
   We were close now, no more than a hundred yards from the bridges that spanned the defense troughs.  I could see the small force that we had left behind to man the walls.  They were calling to us, urging us onward toward safety, however brief.
 
   Then I saw a man.  
 
   He was bloody and covered with dust.  He held a war hammer in each hand.  And he was halfway between the bridges and Meena and I.  And he wasn’t running.  He was walking.  Away from the city. 
 
    I stared at him thinking he had gone mad in all of the turmoil.  But he looked calm.  Determined, but calm.  As I got closer I noticed something that looked familiar about him.  He did not walk, he strode.  His shoulders were wide, his head held high.  And he continued to walk away from the city, in the direction of the enemy.  Those who passed him shouted out to him, trying to bring him to his senses and reverse his direction.  But still he strode forward.  There was something noble about him.  Something proud.
 
    
 
   Meena leaned forward and squinted.  “It’s Ruguer.  Put me down.  Put me down!”
 
   I dropped her feet and she swung to a standing position.  We both rushed to our commander’s side.  Meena stood directly in front of him, forcing him to stop.  She took his head in her hands so that he had to look into her eyes.
 
   Ruguer’s uniform was filthy and caked with drying mud and blood.  The scar over his eye was a blazing red color and he was streaked with sweat that mixed with dust and run down his face.  I could see several bleeding wounds.
 
   “We’re lost,” Meena told him.  “The Greys had thousands of fighters hidden in reserve up in the bluffs.  We must hurry back inside and close the gates.”
 
   Ruguer held her gaze for a second then he surprised her by taking her head into his hands letting the war hammers dangle from their thongs.  She was shocked when he leaned forward and gently kissed her.
 
   “Go,” he said.  “Take shelter inside.  Sneak out if you can and make for the coast.  Live as long as you can.”  He smiled.  “This world needs beauty such as yours.”
 
   He left her standing in a state of awe as he gripped his weapons again, walked around her and continued on toward the enemy.  She turned to follow him, catching at his sleeve.  “What are you doing?  That way lies death.  We are beaten.  Come with me, Love.  Stay alive.  You’ve done all you could do.  But it is over.  Your death buys us nothing.”
 
   He continued on, not even slowing.  His fingers opened and closed on his weapons.
 
   He walked past me, honoring me with a pat on my shoulder, stretching high up to reach it.
 
   “Take care of them, Legend.  Take care of all of them.”
 
   I turned and watched him walk toward the enemy.  Never in my life had I seen anyone exhibit such courage.  This was not a man driven crazy by war.  He was not expecting anyone to follow him.  He was not a giant.  He was not a legend.  He was just a man.  A man of incalculable honor.  And his sense of duty was leading him in the direction his honor dictated.  It was a simple and glorious decision he was making and it was the only decision he was capable of.
 
   I don’t know how it happened, I don’t recall making the decision, but I found myself walking beside him.  He did not try to send me back with pretty words.  He just kept walking.  
 
   Meena was beside us.  She reached over and took one of his hammers. She put the weapon in one hand and took his hand in the other.  And we marched forward.  
 
   Cries and shouts flowed out from the city walls, people were urging us to turn back, calling us inside.  I reached back to where I had sheathed my bloodied sword and drew it out.  My hands ached from where they had been blistered and bruised from wielding it all day.  I paid it no mind.
 
   Across the valley from us the Greys were now apparently fully assembled on the valley floor and starting in our direction.  Some jogged, others walked quickly, not eager to spend their energy on running.
 
   And still we marched forward.
 
   I heard the sounds of scuffing feet and the ring of metal on metal.  Others came running up from behind us.  The noble people of Olvion, the people to whom I had voluntarily given my loyalty, were forming up behind and beside us.  Dozens at first.  Then more. 
 
    I did not look back to see them but I knew they were there.  I could hear them.  Hundreds now.  Voices around us were now shouting, not in fear but in solidarity.  It was a call to arms.  A call to fight and to die, a refusal to concede defeat.   It was like an understanding had settled upon our collective consciousness.  We would not go out like cowards.  We would not run away and hide in fear behind our walls as the enemy swarmed over them to kill and butcher our children.  And we would not leave this evil horde alive to do to our brothers and sisters in the Coastal Kingdoms what they had done to the people of Olvion.
 
   People began to pass us now.  Warriors in torn and bloodied uniforms.  There were house maids clutching kitchen knives.  Farriers and smiths swinging hammers.  Farmers bore scythes, young people, boys and girls, barely into their teens carried poles and pipes and sharp tools.
 
   The Greys were moving faster now, growing closer.
 
   And still we marched forward.  
 
   Two hundred dusty, blood-soaked yards now separated us from our enemy.  The heat of the day camouflaged their lines with distorting waves and the dust choked us.  Flies and black birds were everywhere, feasting on the newly-offered meat.  The copper-like scent of blood was strong.
 
   Now Ruguer quickened his pace.  I heard a cheer raised behind us.  What could they possibly be cheering about?  I thought of all of the good people who had died fighting for their King and kingdom.  Layann, Crain, Mag-Gan.  Maybe Vynn and Gallan for all I knew.  All dead because these inhuman bastards wanted to treat us like cattle.  I thought of Dwan.  My beautiful and wonderful Dwan.  Would she escape and seek temporary safety on the coast?  I prayed such would be the case.  I prayed that, just once, she would not be so wonderful as to stay where she was needed until death sought her out.  I prayed but I knew her too well. 
 
   I will see you soon my love.
 
   We were a hundred and fifty yards away when Ruguer raised his hammer.  
 
   “For Olvion,” he shouted.  The crowd around us roared and repeated his words, “For Olvion”.  Ruguer began to jog then.  We all matched his pace, forgetting our exhaustion and running straight into the maw of a certain but honorable death.  
 
   I found myself raising my sword and shouting, “For Zander!”
 
   “For Zander,” the crowd echoed.
 
   Now the noise around me grew deafening.  The sounds of stumbling feet on dusty ground.  I was amazed at how loud it was.  The floor of the valley itself rumbled with the pounding of feet.  Were there really that many of us left?  Had all of our warriors now turned around and joined us in our mad rush into death?  Certainly we were seeing the civilians of Olvion among us but could there be that many?  A few thousand pitifully armed civilians and youngsters alongside thirty thousand or fewer warriors who were completely spent?
 
   We did not look back, we ran forward.  I felt energy well up inside me, burning away my fatigue.  Who could not be energized by such courage that was on display all around me?  I increased my speed.
 
   The Greys had watched our approach with cautious curiosity.  They knew they had enough fresh fighters to prevail but they appeared to be at a loss as to what they should make of our wholesale rush to suicide.  Then there was shouting from behind their lines as their king and officers urged them forward.  They started out slowly like us then gained confidence and sped their attack.  Bloodlust started to take hold of them.  Days of watching their brother’s fall at the hands of our forces emboldened them to take revenge.  As they ran their caution waned.  They growled and shouted for blood and flesh in their language.  
 
   And still we ran forward.  
 
   When there was only the length of a football field separating us a warrior bearing a lance galloped past us on horseback.  I was surprised to see this because I thought all of our cavalry had been destroyed.  Then two more passed us on the other side.  I noticed their uniforms.  They were blue and brown and they were clean.  That fact barely registered but it tickled something in the back of my brain.
 
   A dozen warriors also in blue and brown ran past us to our right.  Then twenty or so more passed on the left.  These wore clean green uniforms with yellow epaulets on their shoulders.  They were running with no hint of fatigue.
 
   More horses passed us, racing toward the enemy, lances down and ready.  The noise coming from our rear was now deafening.  The sound of feet pounding on ground was growing louder.  There more cheers reaching out from behind.  And…was it more hoof beats? 
 
    I looked over my shoulder then and saw thousands…no…tens of thousands of fresh infantry and more cavalry than I could even begin to estimate were passing them on either side.  The mounted warriors passed those on foot and converged in front of Ruguer and me and the remaining Olvionis.  They all wore different colors in their uniforms and they all left us behind as they spurred their mounts to battle.
 
   Our courage was fresh but our bodies were waning.   Even the infantry passed us now, running full out as they shouted the words; “For Olvion!  For Zander!”  
 
   The galloping cavalry closed up in front of us as they passed.  
 
   Before my vision was obscured by tears I saw the Greys.  They were running away.
 
   “They flee,” someone yelled.  Another cheer rose up.
 
   Then there was a furious sound of sharp metal lance tips piercing grey flesh.  Horses screamed again but this time seeming in fury rather than pain.  Over the heads of the mounted fighters I saw helmets and whole grey bodies fly, knocked into the air by the enormous energy of a full cavalry charge consisting of thousands of horsemen.
 
   We could have stopped there.  There were at least three times the number of fresh human warriors than were Greys.  Add to that the huge mounted force that had been brought against them and the outcome was obvious.  But this was our kingdom and our valley.  And it was our king who had died.
 
   We came into the fight behind the fresh troops of the Coastal Kingdoms.  Ruguer, Meena and I waded in, our weapons swinging, seeking out grey flesh.  We fought our way to a group of fifty or so of the bastards hiding in a small loop of hills and set upon them as if they were the ones who were outnumbered, not us.  Meena screamed with each blow of her hammer.
 
   “Die, you bastards!”
 
   Ruguer smashed away at heads, shoulders, arms and anything that came within striking distance.  What he didn’t crush I chopped.  Blood sprayed over all of us, so much that I could barely see.  But I could see enough.  Others were coming in behind us, citizens of Olvion and of the coastal cities.  I saw Vynn to my left laying into the enemy with a captured battle axe.  The knot of Greys broke and tried to escape by climbing up the surrounding hill walls.  They were grabbed by bloody hands and yanked back down to their deaths.
 
   We cleaned out the little hive of Greys and plunged back into the larger battle.  I saw three or four people that I took to be the military commanders of the Coastal Kingdoms.  They were easy to spot, each of them riding magnificent mounts and surrounded by their guards.  The blood and gore dripping from their armor marked them as men not afraid to fight alongside their subordinates.  One turned in his saddle and seemed to recognize me.  I was befuddled because I had never seen him before.  He was so tall that his legs had to bend to fit the stirrups and he had a patch covering one eye.  He turned and spurred his horse in our direction.  I readied myself to greet him when he looked across from me and hailed Ruguer.  It made sense, one military commander would probably recognize his peers from past meetings and such.  The two engaged in deep conversation shouted into each one’s ear to be heard over the clamor of battle.  Meena stayed close to watch Ruguer’s back and I turned away to find more Greys.  
 
   There weren’t many left.  The large numbers of the remaining enemy had made for a huge melee.  But they were outnumbered several times over and could not stop from being carved up into smaller groups then dispatched as they sought to run.  All around this valley horsemen were riding down the raiders and dispatching them either with lance or mace.  The infantry, enjoying numerical superiority, were methodically surrounding the enemy in their smaller groups and engaging them hand-to-hand.  I made a mental note to myself that the myth of two warriors being needed to fight one Grey was now forever exposed as a lie.
 
   The earthen ramp that the Greys had built for the purpose of ambushing our army was now used by the cavalry to pursue the retreating enemy.  I watched as wave after wave of mounted warriors scrambled their horses up the construction and out of sight on the other side of the bluffs.  I knew what everyone was thinking.  There would be no compassion, no quarter, no end of killing until every grey invader was dead.  We would buy centuries of peace for our descendants just as King Ausloe and his warriors had provided for our previous generations.  The Greys had come here anticipating wholesale slaughter.  They found it.  But it was not the type they sought.
 
   I eventually ran out of targets to attack.  The parts of the battle that were still raging were too far away for me to be of any help.  I looked around and saw that the Olvioni Warriors had now finally given in to their fatigue and were standing bent over with hands on their knees or sitting down in the dust.  It didn’t seem like a bad idea and I almost gave in to it.  But then I remembered Tinker lying bloody on that filthy cot.
 
   Frantically I searched around until I saw the tent.  It had partially collapsed but I couldn’t tell if that was because it had been overrun in the battle or had just fallen from wind gusts.  I started toward it.  My mind begged me to run or even to jog but I had no spare energy left.  Besides, whether she was alive or dead a few more minutes would not make a lot of difference.  I sheathed my sword across my back and stumbled my way closer.  My many wounds flared with pain now that there was no combat to steal my attention.  Blood flowed over my legs and down from my injured shoulder.  I paid it no mind, I was too tired even to wipe it away.
 
   As I walked I kept turning my head to watch the war.  It was now almost over.  I could see fighting in the heights on top of the bluffs as our forces continued to pursue the enemy.  They were all fleeing now.  The only fighting going on was where some of the beasts had been surrounded and had no way to escape.
 
   Halfway to the tent I reached out to Tinker with my mind, calling, seeking a connection.  None came.  I prepared myself for what I was probably going to find.  I hated myself for leaving her when I could have gotten her to Dwan for care.  But that option had been nixed by Tinker herself.
 
   I skirted past a cooking fire with two big smoking kettles over a partially collapsed cooking frame.  I shuddered to think what may be inside them.  The tent flap was mostly closed.  I squatted down on my haunches and peered into the gloomy darkness.
 
   “Tinker?”
 
   No answer.  No sounds.
 
   I threw the flap up and tucked it into a tie rope to hold it open, then took another look inside and couldn’t see much more than I had before.  I scrambled in bent over at the waist.
 
   A thousand sparks exploded in front of my eyes and I was knocked to the ground from behind.  Stunned, it took me a few seconds to realize that my sword was being pulled away from its sheath.  I made an anemic grab for it and was punished with another blow that was just a little bit harder than the first one.  This one I was able to take on my shoulder because I saw a shadow on my right side and guessed what was coming.  Which was not to say that it didn’t hurt because…it did.
 
   I lashed out with my legs to my right and connected with what seemed like a knee.  The scream that issued forth from that direction told me I was probably right.  But my attacker now had my sword and he was trying to get into position to use it on me.  I struggled into a pushup position and rolled to my left.  A “snick” coming from my right told me I had just evaded being cut in two by my own sword.
 
   The light was the same but my eyes were now getting adjusted to the dimness.  I could make out a Grey, larger than most of them coming at me fast.  I rolled again, then again, frantically trying to put some distance between me and this beast, my fatigue forgotten in my panic.   I lucked out when he lunged and tripped on a small copper-topped table.  It wasn’t that heavy but he wasn’t expecting it to be there and it made him lose balance and fall forward.  Now I was up on my feet and he was the one on the ground.  He struggled to stand but I gave him a hard shove from behind and he went over again.  
 
   I cast around frantically for a weapon.  I knew this guy was armored because I had felt his breastplate so I would need something sharp or heavy.  I could see nothing.  I grabbed a heavy skin from another table and threw it over his head to blind him.  He fought with the pelt for a few seconds and I used the time to find a chain.  It was about four feet in length and had a solid iron ball on one end and a leather collar on the other.  It was just the sort of thing a malevolent monarch might use to punish or control a slave.  
 
   I wrapped two feet of the heavy links around my wrist and forearm and let the heavy ball dangle.  Yeah, this would do it.
 
   When my opponent finally threw the skin off of him and saw where I was he stopped and looked at my face.  I saw recognition in his eyes.  Well, Hell, I wasn’t that hard to recognize here in this valley.  I was a whole head taller than even the tallest of humans or Greys and I was probably the only person in this entire world with blonde hair.  I wasn’t too surprised to see that he recognized me.
 
   He still held my sword but he started circling me cautiously now that he saw the weapon I had dangling from my hand.  My eyes were even better acclimated to the light now and I could see that he was wearing gold armor.  This, then, was the Grey King.  He had fled back here for some reason, leaving his followers to die without him.  I watched him as he struggled with the weight of my weapon.  
 
   To my surprise he spoke to me in passable Olvioni tongue.
 
   “You, the big human,” he slurred.  “Yes you, the one who killed my people at the wall.  At least I will have your head to take back to my people.  When they see your yellow hair they will know that it was evil magic that defeated our fighters.”
 
   I began some circling of my own now.  The sword, though heavy, was still a superior weapon to my ball and chain.  It had a much longer reach which I would have to get inside of before I could hope to bring mine to bear.  But I figured if he was going to talk a little smack I should probably give it back to him.  Maybe make him mad.
 
   “Sorry there king.  The songs of your humiliating defeat will be sung around the fires of both of our people.  You and your overwhelming army with three times as many fighters as us.  Your people died by the thousands because you were weak.  And your leadership was weak.  You are a weak king, and a stupid king.  Your followers are dead.  They will call you the Coward King who ran away as your people died on the field of battle.”
 
   That did it.  He roared in anger and rushed me.  He got in one good stroke with my sword that I caught on my forearm guard.  Then I whipped the iron ball over my shoulder and right onto the top of His Highness’ head.  He went down hard and I gave him a few more licks for good luck.  Then a few more after that.
 
   I dropped the bloody ball and went over to where I had left Tinker.  She was still on the cot next to the dim glow bulb.  Miraculously she had gone unnoticed by the beast king.  I picked her up, still wrapped in a cloth and hurried out of the tent.  As exhausted as I was I now found the energy to run.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY SEVEN
 
   Victory
 
    
 
   I stood in line with Dwan, waiting for our turn.  She was happy and had maybe taken a bit too much of the spirits that were offered to everyone waiting in line to be seated.  I’d had a little too much myself.  I don’t normally like to drink but I told myself it was to counteract the pain in my back.  Turns out the back wound I had received in the big battle from a spear had penetrated farther into my body than I had been aware.  I bent down to wrap my arms around my lady.  She was beautiful tonight, wearing her finest clothes and smelling of something pleasant that I could not identify.  We had spent the last two weeks recovering from the damage that the war had done to our kingdom.  
 
   I passed a couple of days in the hospital, watched over by a vigilant Dwan who threatened me with a withholding of sexual favors should I defy her orders.  Faced with that prospect I kept my mouth shut and did everything she and the other healers told me to do.  I was sprung two days later and claimed my prize for good behavior.  Dwan still works at least half of the day taking care of the almost overwhelming number of wounded.
 
   The kingdom has survived, of course.  The Coastal Kingdoms were sending everything they had to help us recover including people.  Every day caravans arrived bringing food, lumber and medical supplies.  They were suffering from the shame of dithering too long and leaving almost the entire war for us to fight.  But they came through in the end.  I had it on good authority that the Kings and military commanders finally persuaded their sitting members of parliament that they were not going to sit on their hands while Olvion died protecting the human race.  Seeing a mutiny and loss of position in their futures the members of all three parliaments authorized the military to reinforce us.  
 
   With the unfortunate passing of my good friend King Zander we were left without a monarch.  Brackus heard about Zander’s fall while cowering in Aspell and immediately sent for a military escort to return to Olvion and claim the crown.  He had earlier snuck out and fled our city for the safety of the coast.  It was the source of much conversation when he came up missing one morning on the trip back, apparently carried off by wild animals in the night.  Vynn, my good friend had volunteered to be one of the “Honor Guard” that went to fetch him back to Olvion.  Vynn and every other member of that detachment testified that they had seen him being dragged away from the fire by a predatory cat.  They assured us that a rescue had been attempted…first thing the following morning.  So we were, once again, left without a leader.
 
   An election was hastily arranged even though everyone knew that Ruguer would be chosen.  There were others in the parliament that were before him in line but the example set by Brackus seemed to rob them of their ambition.  The lifelong soldier balked about giving up his military command but was finally persuaded that he was needed in the higher office.
 
   “Your Majesty,” Dwan said with a shallow curtsy as we reached the front of the line.  The new king took her hand and favored her with a kiss to each cheek.  I stepped up.
 
   “Congratulations Your Majesty.”  
 
   Ruguer looked miserable.  He wore a heavy blue coronation robe over his shoulders and a thin gold crown balanced on his head.  His usual utilitarian uniform had been replaced with a glitzy ceremonial affair festooned with braids and ribbons and medals.  He looked at me and I could not hold back a small chuckle.
 
   “Tag, be nice,” Dwan whispered.
 
   “Yes Tag, be nice,” the new king advised in a voice too low for others to hear.  “You wouldn’t want me to assign you to stable duty when you heal.”
 
   I performed a long and low bow (and was painfully reminded of my wound).  “Of course, Your Majesty.  My humblest of apologies.”
 
   Ruguer adjusted his crown for the hundredth time that night and motioned to the beautiful woman standing next to him.  “Take these two and show them to a suitable table,” he ordered.
 
   Meena smiled and took Dwan’s arm.  She led us past the man of the hour who still had a few hundred people yet to formally welcome to the celebratory coronation dinner.  Representatives from all of the kingdoms were here along with their attendants.  I was not too surprised when she steered us over to the royal table.  We had all grown quite close in the time after the battle.
 
   When we were seated I asked Meena about a subject that had been bothering me.
 
   “So when did you and Ruguer get together?  It was fairly evident on that battlefield that you two had had something going for a while.” 
 
   “That is a little personal, don’t you think?” Dwan admonished.
 
   Meena laughed.  “I don’t mind.  We’d been running into each other in odd places all around the city.  It got to the point that I began to suspect that the accidental encounters were not so accidental.”  She grinned at Dwan who smiled back.  “I finally told him that if he wanted to explore a relationship with me he should just come out and say it.  Well…he said it.”
 
   We all laughed and she continued.
 
   “Because of his rank we decided to keep our feelings for each other a secret, at least until after we got through this war.  I moved into his quarters as soon as he was released from the triage building.”
 
   “Well I, for one, was astonished when I found out about it,” I said.  I turned to my lady.  “Weren’t you?”
 
   Dwan shook her head.  “Not at all.  It was obvious whenever they were in the same room together.  I actually started to suspect on the day that you two went over the wall to fight those four Greys.  I saw the way he looked at her.”  Meena laughed and touched Dwan’s arm.
 
   “But,” I persisted, “I thought you and Pulg had some sort of thing going on.”
 
   Now both of the ladies laughed.  
 
   “Tag,” Meena said, “Pulg is twice my age and he has a woman.”
 
   “Yeah, well he seemed to forget about those things whenever I saw him around you.”  That provoked another spate of laughter from my tablemates.
 
   We sat with Meena for another hour until Ruguer finally joined us.  He asked about Tinker and Dwan placed the large bejeweled bag she had been carrying over her arm onto the table.  Tinker stuck her head out of her new carrying pouch and sniffed.  There were still white bandages on her front leg and around her chest and neck.  She closed her eyes and purred as King Ruguer stroked her head with one finger.  He then asked a steward to bring her a small bowl from which to eat.  We all took turns hand-feeding her tidbits since she was still weak.
 
   “Well Tag,” Ruguer said.  “Have you been able to figure out yet if you are, indeed, The Legend?  Were you sent here by a mysterious force to be a leader and inspire our people to victory?”
 
   Dwan squeezed my hand under the table.  We had talked about the subject at length over the last few days.  I picked Tinker up and held her in the crook of my arm as she rested.  I looked back at Ruguer and took a moment to compose my thoughts because I wanted to make certain that my words made sense.
 
   “About my being The Legend; I think there is not enough evidence to answer that question definitively either way.  But if I were forced to give an answer I would have to say yes.  The manner in which I arrived here and meeting up with Tinker are just too coincidental to ignore. 
 
   “As far as my being a leader and inspiring the people of Olvion?  Both of those actions were performed by someone other than myself.  That person, by his simple act of courage, stopped the wholesale retreat of thousands of Olvioni military and drew every citizen of this city out of the safety of the walls for the purpose of joining him in the defense of our city.  And that person now wears the crown. ”
 
   Ruguer started to protest but Meena spoke first.
 
   “True that may be, but everyone in this room knows that Ruguer had help getting to the point where he could exert that influence.  The novel ideas and tactics that you suggested helped turn the tide of the war.  Maybe that was the intended task of The Legend this time.”
 
   I had no answer for her.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY EIGHT
 
   TINKER
 
    
 
   She lay cuddled and comfortable in the warm crook of her human’s arm.  It was a good place and a good feeling.  The wounds were healing.  The more serious ones on her neck and back still felt tight but she could feel her strength returning.  The noise around her was too loud so she had dialed back her hearing, remaining tuned in only to the humans around the table where her friends were.  They had all become her friends.  
 
   Tinker had had much time during her convalescence.  She had searched for and found the mindscent of the woman, Dwan.  She had detected it once before so very long ago and it was still very strong.  She opened a contact with Dwan many nights ago when she had lay sleeping.  Her mindscent was a mixture of strength, determination, confidence and love for all creatures.  Opening herself to it was like approaching a cheerful fire.  It was she who had tended to Tinker’s wounds and coaxed her away from an early journey to be with the Awareness.  Following the encounter with the Silver, Tinker had been so close to slipping away, had yearned for it in fact.  But the woman Dwan would come back to the small sleeping place several times a day, taking time away from healing the horrible wounds of the other humans.  She would change her bandages and apply the miraculous herbs and potions that only her kind possessed.  Eventually the pain and fever had receded.  
 
   The man that she knew as Tag was now full of happiness and eager for what the future would bring.  He had hated the war and the senseless loss of life that had been inflicted upon the humans by the Greys and the Silver.  But he had done what the Awarness had brought him here to do.  He, too, would pamper Tinker, feeding her by hand and lifting her fevered head to the water bowl.  Lately he had taken to walking her throughout the castle proper pointing out things of beauty to her and constantly trying to lift her spirits.  At night Tinker lie between her two humans and go to sleep with one or both of them gently stroking her back or scratching her nape.
 
   But Tinker was now troubled.  She was almost healed and soon she must make a choice.  She loved the humans.  They were as much her family as her littermates.  But there was also the pull of her own kind.  She longed for a mate.  She was of an age where the call of her home was strong.  
 
   She had a name now.  Tinker.  She had examined the memories of the man and now knew that it was inspired by a wonderful creature that was able to fly about like a flutter-bird.  That Tinker also had a human that she aided in overcoming a horrible villain.  She cherished her name.  With it she could now return and claim a mate from the village.  The danger was now past and her littermates were safe to seek their own names when they were called. 
 
   The Grey Ones were vanquished and their numbers had been drastically reduced.  It would be a very long time before they again grew numerous enough to threaten all that lived in her beautiful mountain home and elsewhere.  She had been deeply affected by the amount of death that had occurred.  But it was all part of the plan for this world.  One day, not soon, even the Greys would look out at the world from the mountains and see only places to explore and enjoy.  They would finally learn the horrible lesson of loss.  Until that day the Awarness would continue to call upon her kind but she would no longer be there to see it.  She would have to be content in the knowledge that it would happen.  Some day.
 
   She turned her head with difficulty to look again upon the faces of the humans.  She could foresee a future in which she was happy here among them.  She could be an advisor and a friend.  Would it be enough?  She had opened her mind to the Awarness every day but there had been no direction, no glimpse of what the future would offer.  She had closed every search for guidance with a plea, not for her but for the humans.  They had sacrificed so much, lost so many whom they had loved.  She wished them one thing above all else; peace.  They had paid a high price and they deserved it.  
 
   But the Awareness had revealed nothing.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY NINE
 
   Time
 
    
 
   Later that night my lady and I walked slowly back to our little room.  Passersby waved and said hello.  Warriors saluted.  I had been reinstated and Ruguer had offered me his old position as Sword of the King.  I was honored by the gesture but begged off.  The new king had then given that position to Vynn, ignoring the warrior’s objections that he was not qualified.  
 
   I was not cut out for the full-time military commander life. I wanted nothing more than to be an advisor to the king and the leader of my little group of Rangers should we be needed.  There were still bands of raiders roaming our valley.  
 
   I looked forward to traveling and exploring the lesser known parts of this strange and wonderful world.  I was also enjoying just being a part of the community.  Now that Tinker was healing I took her on walks around the city.  Her ability to mentally communicate with words had increased but it would always be painful for her.  So I encouraged her to keep to the manner in which she was most comfortable unless the situation dictated otherwise.  She was still celebrated by the citizens of Olvion as a mystical creature that had helped bring victory to the kingdom.  Every day I took her with me to visit the monument that had been created to honor those who had fallen in defense of their kingdom.  I would slowly touch the names that had been engraved there; Gallan, Waan, Layann, Crain, Temms and thousands more, each as brave and heroic the other.  Only their names remained now, their lives having been spent foolishly.  I felt it my duty to touch the name of each of them that I had personally known.  It was my personal homage to them, my comrades in arms.   My friends.
 
   Now I mostly wanted to enjoy the time that our victory over evil had provided.  Time to spend with the love of my life.  Time to walk with her through the valley under the light of the twin moons with no fear.  Time to watch her as she slept, time to see her face light up the room when she smiled.  Time to feel the emotions that she inspired in me.  Time to hold her close to me as we slept.  And, mostly, I looked forward to enjoying the time to grow old with her, giving this world that had adopted me a new generation that combined her beauty and wisdom with whatever I could provide to the mix.  We wanted children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren.  And now, at long last, there was time.
 
   Back in our room I stood at our window as Dwan showered.  Below me there were celebrations and feasting happening all throughout the city.  Laughter could be heard from all points of the compass.  I was happier than I had been in my entire life.  I had no car or television or electric lights.  No microwaves or computers.  But I had my lady.  
 
   I turned and walked over to the small mirror hung on the wall.  I looked at my reflection and smiled.  The lines around my eyes had deepened.  My hair had grown down past my shoulders now.  I had expressed a desire to cut it but Dwan had said no.  Yes, I could have insisted but I wanted her to be happy.  She loved my long blonde hair.  My beard had grown out as well and that she was not so fond of.  I was not that crazy about it either but the past months had just been too hectic to even think about shaving.
 
   I ran water into a cup and poured in some of the mild soap that the Olvionis used for bathing and shampoo.  I mixed it up with a wooden dowel until it was frothy then reached for the shaving brush.
 
   My hand passed through it.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Gerard Fleming, Fresno Bee
 
   May 16, 2016
 
    
 
   Clovis man who fled hospital found.
 
   Jack Taggart, the Clovis man who fled the operating room at the Clovis Metro Hospital on January 12, 2016, was discovered this morning in the same hospital operating room.  Readers may recall that Taggart disappeared from the hospital while actually inside the operating room and awaiting surgery.
 
   Security manager James Turner told this reporter that he was called to the third floor surgery theater by surprised surgical personnel.  The operating team had entered the room in preparation for a scheduled procedure when they found Taggart lying naked on the operating table.  Taggart was disheveled in appearance and sporting long hair and a beard which authorities believe he grew in an effort to hide his identity.  Because Taggart appeared confused and was relating “improbable” explanations for his sudden appearance he was taken into custody by Clovis Police for his own protection.  Hospital personnel could not explain how the man achieved entry into a locked and alarmed hospital room.
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