Chapter 3

The Dark One

The Dark One was in a foul mood as he paced around his study. He should have heard of the Children's capture or death by now, but no one informed him of any successes and Sarac knew that could only mean that there weren't any. Everyone would be tripping over each other to bring him good news, but only Lattimer had the courage to bring him the bad news.

"Lattimer!" called Sarac. Bad news or not, he must know what was going on. Forgetting what he was doing, Sarac passed through the cursed sunlight again and kicked out viciously at a pile of books on the floor in reaction, sending them flying into the wall. His light skin did not fair well in the harsh sunlight, but he didn't want to cut off the breeze by boarding up the window.

Lattimer was Sarac's closest confidant and he strode quickly into the room. "I'm afraid there isn't much new information from the field," Lattimer stated frankly.

Lattimer was also the only Black Devil who did not scrape and bow to the Dark One. Sarac wasn't certain if that was what he liked about Lattimer or if he put up with his aide in spite of his lack of protocol. Sarac threw himself down in his chair, sending his long, black hair flying over the chair back.

"The man we sent out to scout from the air never returned," continued Lattimer. "We have had several other reports come in, but they tell us little. Do you wish to bothered with them?"

Sarac tugged on his long, black mustache and sighed. "Yes, Lattimer, if it's not too much trouble to inform me about what my forces are doing."

Lattimer looked across the desk at Sarac's black eyes boring into him and continued without any visible sign of fear or irritation. "Very well," Lattimer stated. "The southern pass through the West Mountains is blocked by one hundred Dark Riders and six Black Devils. Forty Dark Riders and one Black Devil man the northern pass. This is the group that was supposed to meet up with the detail out of Kantor."

"Why aren't they any farther than the pass?" snapped Sarac.

"They did go farther," Lattimer explained. "They made it almost to Dani before deciding it was better to block the pass. They feared the enemy would get around them and figured if the Children were still west of them that the detachment from Kantor would already have them in their possession."

"What makes the Field Commanders think they can change my orders?" growled the Dark One.

"Actually," Lattimer offered, "the Dark Rider in charge, Xerog, I believe, discussed it with Calastano and they agreed. I think it was a wise move based on the other reports." Lattimer paused to see if Sarac would object some more and when he didn't, Lattimer continued. "The group from Kantor found the spot where the enemy was camped for some time. They left a very obvious trail southward, so the Commander split his forty men. Half will follow the track to the south and the other half will continue east as planned. The forces from Kalamaar number around three hundred with a score of Black Devils, but I am afraid they will be too late to be of help."

"But you said they were heading south," interrupted Sarac. "How can they be too late if they are riding toward each other?"

"Dalgar sent three of his Black Devils out from Kantor before our group left," commented Lattimer. "They have already determined that the trail south was a ruse. They were tracking them northeast all day and figured that they would be heading for the northern pass, so Zorn and his people will be meeting up with Calastano."

"How did Dalgar manage to get his men out of Kantor before ours?" questioned Sarac.

"I can only assume that he sent his own people out as soon as he notified us," Lattimer guessed. "By the time we got word back to Kantor, Dalgar's people would have had a healthy start. It would appear that unless they continue northward, we have them surrounded. It should just be a matter of waiting."

"I hate waiting!" yelled the Dark One. "I have waited in this damn castle for seventeen years for these Children to be found. I don't wish to wait any longer. Another month in this prison and my skin will start to sprout mold."

Lattimer waited patiently for Sarac's temper to ease. He knew better than to talk when Sarac was like this. Other people had died for not remembering that particular lesson.

"Can they get out of this trap, Lattimer?" Sarac asked calmly. "Is there any chance that our plan will fail?"

"There is always a chance that any plan will fail," explained Lattimer. "I think Garth and Kalina Shado are still with the Children. He killed thirty Dark Riders and a Black Devil in two separate attacks down near Lorgo a couple of months ago. I don't think it will happen again, but it is certainly possible."

"What do we know about this Garth Shado?" Sarac inquired. "It seems that I have heard his name before."

"We don't know an awful lot about him," Lattimer answered. "Other than the two recent attacks involving the Children, I think his name may have come up once or twice. Those episodes were more of the typical type of encounters. I think I remember that he killed two of our men last year. We didn't pursue it because the men were trying to force themselves on a woman and it didn't have anything to do with our affairs. The men were assigned to a city garrison at the time and were off duty. I think he was thought to be a bandit at that time."

"So, he's basically a nobody," summarized Sarac. "Then why does he choose to get involved with the Children now? Maybe we can pay him to turn on the Children and give them up?"

"Perhaps he would accept such an offer," agreed Lattimer, "but for our people to be able to present it, they would be close enough to kill him. I think we can save our money and just eliminate him."

"Send a message to Majork," Sarac ordered. "Tell him I want his goblins to be ready in case the Children get across the mountains. Have it done diplomatically, Lattimer. The goblin king must think he is offering to help, not being ordered to."

"I am familiar with the goblin's personality traits," smiled Lattimer. "He will be begging for a chance to get his people involved."

The Dark One waved his aide off and returned to pacing the floor of his study. Lattimer was correct, there was not much news to be heard.

***

Kaz quietly set down on a clear area of the mountain peak near the northern pass through the West Mountains and Alex swiftly dismounted. It was dangerous for Kaz to fly in amongst the mountains at night, but Alex was disturbed by the tracks found near the knoll on which the Rangers slept. The large group of Dark Riders had turned around for a reason and, if Alex's guess was correct, he would find those men guarding this pass.

Alex threw several coils of rope across his shoulder and made his way towards a narrow gully below him. He had ordered Kaz to set down near one of the peaks so there would be less chance of an accident, which meant the Dark Riders guarding the pass would be well below him. He would still have to get much closer to the actual pass to verify his suspicions.

Alex found a trail after descending a fairly easy slope and turned towards the pass. The night air was cool and the stars twinkled brightly above. The moon was in its last hour, which meant Alex would have to hurry to use its light in order to see the Dark Riders. Alex loped along as quickly as he could yet still remain silent. Several times during the journey the gully he was using ended and Alex had to seek another path towards the pass.

Finally, the Ranger arrived on a cliff that overlooked the pass. Two hundred feet below lay the northern road through the West Mountains. In a wide area of the pass, just east of the summit, was a campfire with several men sitting nearby. Not far from the fire, several dozen men lay sleeping, confirming Alex's suspicions. Alex searched for the sentries he knew would exist and found four of them, two on each side of the road, but only on the western approach. Alex frowned at the sloppy, haphazard approach to security. The Dark Riders were totally exposed to an eastern attack. If he still commanded the Targa Rangers, his men would simply climb over the mountains and attack from the East, wiping out the enemy force before the sentries knew what was happening.

Alex paused before leaving to look again at the men around the campfire. He subconsciously reached into a pouch and extracted the scope the elves had given him so long ago. Focusing on the men around the fire, Alex inhaled sharply. There were four Black Devils talking down there, when he thought there would be only one. He collapsed the scope and returned it to its pouch. Alex sat there thinking. Sarac must have known about the Children well before the clearing of the sky to have reacted so swiftly. There could be no further doubt about the Southern Pass being filled with Sarac's men.

Alex rose and started the series of climbs necessary to get him back to Kaz. All the while his mind raced to figure out how Sarac could have known. The reports General Fernandez had shown him in Kantor would not have been enough evidence for Sarac to commit troops to this desolate area. If they had been discovered in Kantor, the troops would not be blocking the passes, but marching through them.

A sudden chill ran up Alex's spine. If Sarac had known about the Children being in the fairy village before the clearing of the sky, then the forces he was expecting from Kalamaar and Kantor would be much closer than he had originally thought. The real threat to the Children could be coming from the south or the west and the men in the passes are meant just to contain them until the others arrive.

Alex hopped onto Kaz's back and told the unicorn to fly past the Children's campsite to the west. The moon was gone from the sky and the land sped by in darkness below him. Alex detected the scent of smoke several miles west of the Children's campsite and he had Kaz circle the area while he peered down into the darkness. Alex thought he heard something moving and directed Kaz to land near the river, which was far enough away to avoid detection.

Alex once more made his way towards a suspected enemy camp as silently as he could. The terrain here was much easier to maneuver and Alex quickly found what he was looking for. The horses were easy to spot and numbered around twenty, much less than Alex would have suspected if this was the killing party that was supposed to attack the Children. He circled the entire encampment and could not find any sentries. The Commander obviously did not expect the Children to attack him. Alex thought it was time to eliminate the careless man and his troops before the Children were encircled. Quietly, Alex made his way back to Kaz and headed for the Children's campsite.

Alex was a little surprised when Tedi detected his approach to the campsite, still the young Ranger had made the right call. When Alex rode onto the path to give the recognition call, he found he was framed in a crossfire by Arik and Tedi.

"You young Rangers are learning quickly," complimented Alex. "Wake Tanya and Fredrik. We have some work to do before morning."

The four young Rangers gathered around Alex as he explained the situation. Fredrik was chosen to remain as sentry for the campsite and the other three prepared for battle.

"Each of us will have five Dark Riders to take care of," Alex explained, "but they are sleeping and there are no sentries for their camp. As long as you remain calm and place your arrows swiftly and efficiently, we should accomplish this task quickly."

"What if we can't get all five of our targets?" Tedi asked. "Should we stay or leave?"

"Once we start the attack, we finish it," Alex declared. "If one of them remains alive, he will report the attack and we will be overrun with Dark Riders. This group must be eliminated without the other groups finding out about it. If you can't get to all of your targets, just remain calm and kill anyone coming towards you. If I see a problem, I will try to draw them towards me. That will give all of you some breathing room. With arrows coming in from all directions, any resistance they give us will be disorganized. Trust me, this will work."

The four Rangers mounted their horses and rode out of camp leaving Fredrik to stand sentry. When they got to within a half-mile of the enemy camp, Alex halted the group and they dismounted. Alex gave final directions to the Rangers and they split up.

Alex had the farthest to go as he was taking the most westward position. Arik had the north, Tedi the south, and Tanya would get the east. By the time Alex got into position the others would be ready. He found an old log near his position and he stabbed ten arrows into it so they would be available quickly. He nocked his first arrow and gave the prescribed owl call. Three responses came immediately and Alex let his first arrow fly.

The Dark Rider camp came alive with the first man's scream and men started grabbing for weapons. Their swords were useless against the incoming arrows and a few of them lifted shields. Unfortunately for the Dark Riders, their shields only protected them from one direction and their backs were vulnerable to another Ranger. As the Dark Riders continued to fall, their Commander eagerly sought a solution. He attempted to rally his dwindling number of men to make a rush in one direction. When Alex saw what the leader planned he stood erect and let himself be seen.

Predictably, the Dark Rider Commander chose that direction to attack. Alex unsheathed his sword and leaned it against his leg so that he would be able to keep shooting right up until the time that they reached him. The other Rangers continued to rain arrows into the Dark Riders and by the time the enemy reached Alex there were only three left. Alex dropped his bow and brought his sword upward, slashing the first Dark Rider from his abdomen to his chin. Twisting to his left, Alex brought the high sword down on the second evil killer, removing his head from the rest of his body. Even as his sword was slicing through the second man, Alex dropped to his right knee and swiveled, thrusting his sword over his left shoulder to pierce the chest of the third, and final, Dark Rider.

Alex pulled his sword free and let the man topple to the ground. "Rangers," Alex called, "let me hear you and get a body count quickly. Be careful."

The three other Rangers shouted their good health and Alex wiped his sword off on one of the fallen men. He walked into their campsite and met with the rest of the Rangers. "Are they all dead?" Alex asked.

"They are now," Tanya supplied. "Same number of bodies as horses. A few of them needed a helping hand to make it to the next life, but they are safely there now."

"Okay," approved Alex, "gather whatever supplies make sense and leave the rest. All arrows will be taken. I have a feeling we are going to need every arrow we can find before we get over the mountains."

The Rangers pillaged whatever they could and made their way back to their own campsite. Alex let Fredrik and Tanya go back to sleep, then turned in himself after issuing orders to wake him an hour before sunrise.

When Alex was awakened, the whole camp was cleaned up and the Rangers were ready to leave. "We figured you would not want to stay here a second night," chuckled Tedi.

"That's quite true," agreed Alex groggily. "The problem is, where do we go? There must be more to that band we met last night than what we saw. The passes are blocked and more Dark Riders will be coming soon. They mean to contain us here until they can be sure of wiping us out."

"I heard you took some of the boys out to murder travelers last night," accused Niki.

Tanya started to verbally lash out at Niki, but Alex cut her off. "It might be time for the Rangers to learn about mountain climbing. We have only two choices, as I see it. We can continue paralleling the mountains until we reach the north coast and we can get around the mountains there. Or we must go over the mountains where the Dark Riders don't expect us to."

"Maybe we can talk to them," insisted Niki. "At least, if we talk to them before they find out you killed twenty of them, they might let us through the pass."

Taking his cue from Alex, Arik ignored Niki's comments. "What do we do for horses on the other side of the mountains if we decide to climb over?" inquired Arik.

"What if we only climb half way over the mountains?" suggested Tedi. "You said you were able to look down upon the forces in the pass. Couldn't we attack them from above and clear the pass out?"

"Oh, great!" exclaimed Niki. "Now you all have the blood lust and can't wait to kill some more innocent people."

"That is not a bad idea, Tedi," acknowledged Alex, "but they also have four Black Devils among them. I wouldn't want to take the chance of any of you getting blasted off your perch."

Niki was opening her mouth to speak, but nothing was coming out. She looked frantically from Fredrik to Jenneva, but both of them just smiled. "I think we can take care of four Black Devils," Jenneva stated.

"What if we just toasted the entire pass?" asked Fredrik. "There wouldn't be need for any one of us to climb the mountain and risk injury."

"That would alert Sarac as much as the sky clearing," Alex said thoughtfully. "Prince Midge might be able to take care of the Black Devils for us, though. Jenneva, do you have the ingredients for that Fire Glue you concocted during the war?"

Jenneva's eyes widened with agreement. "Of course," she smiled. "I never travel without the ingredients. I see where you are heading, Alex, and I like it. If Midge can put the Black Devils asleep, the rest of us can light the entire pass on fire without making any magic signs which point to us."

"What is Fire Glue?" asked Tanya.

"Fire Glue is a concoction that burns through anything," answered Jenneva. "Well, not really anything, but it is a gel which burns fiercely and sticks to whatever it touches. Water won't even put it out. It continues to burn until it burns itself out."

"The Targa Rangers used it in a similar situation," continued Alex. "Thousands of goblins were pouring through a pass in the Boulder Mountains and Targa did not have enough men to hold them off. We positioned Rangers above the pass and at the Targa end of the pass and fired arrows with Fire Glue on them. The pass became a furnace and the goblins were cooked in it."

"What if Midge can't put the Black Devils to sleep?" Arik asked.

"Then we each choose one and they become the first targets of the battle," Alex declared. "We start the fight with the four Black Devils dying at the same time."

Niki was going hysterical, stamping her feet and shaking her head from side to side. Suddenly, her scream filled the morning air and she looked more surprised than anyone. Everyone started laughing and Niki stormed off to be alone.

"Fredrik," Alex began, "you help Jenneva with the concoction. We should have two containers each. Tanya, you will pair off with me. Arik and Tedi will take the other side of the pass. We have a good day's ride to reach the mountains and I do not doubt they will be looking for riders coming their way, so we will have to split up halfway through the ride. We must swing wide enough away from the pass so they will not see our approach. Prince Midge will be used as a messenger to coordinate the three groups."

"Three groups?" quizzed Fredrik. "Why three groups?"

"Our magicians are going to lag behind," explained Alex. "If another group comes from the West, we don't want them to reach the pass. You three will be dressed very colorfully and be in plain sight of the pass, but you will not approach it. You will set up a camp and have a large campfire as if you are travelers that plan to transit the pass tomorrow. They may send a scout to check you out and that is okay. Jenneva has makeup that will make you look like three old hags and the Dark Riders are looking for younglings."

"Can't we all use the makeup and just ride through the pass?" asked Tanya.

"The makeup won't hold up through a close inspection," Jenneva explained. "We will look disgusting enough and diseased so the scout won't want to get close. Trying to get through the pass in the disguises would never work."

"So, the attention of the sentries will be on the old hags," chuckled Arik. "In the meantime, we will be climbing the mountain."

"Yes," commented Alex, "but I still have concerns about everyone getting up the mountain safely. Mountain climbing is a skill I have not taught you yet. It is not as easy or safe as it sounds. I can help Tanya, but I can't be in two places at the same time."

"Let me switch with Arik," suggested Tanya. "I have had some lessons in climbing. They were not enough to satisfy me, but at least I will be able to share the basics with Tedi."

Alex looked surprised at the young woman and nodded his head. "Some day you must tell me about all of this training your uncle arranged for you," smiled Alex. "It sounds like he expected you to get into a lot of trouble."

"The world is a very troubling place," stated Tanya. "I expressed an interest in learning and he always obliged me. I miss him very much."

"I am sorry," consoled Alex. "We have all left loved ones behind. I know that doesn't help, but at least you will know you are not alone."

"But I am all alone," Tanya said softly as she turned to recheck her mount.

***

Zorn rose and stared at the sunrise. It had been many years since he had seen one and despite what the Dark Riders believed, he enjoyed seeing the sun. He enjoyed talking with Calastano last night. The man had an intelligence that Arpal and Quilo could only dream about. Those two didn't even deserve to be called Black Devils like Calastano and himself. Calastano was concerned that the Kantor group did not arrive yesterday and hinted at going to meet them. If the trip was made, Zorn wanted to be part of it. He detested waiting and the troops assembled in the pass wouldn't miss him. He saw Calastano walking with Xerog and headed towards them.

"Calastano," Zorn greeted, "I would like to accompany you today, if you don't mind."

"I was just discussing my little trip with Xerog," grinned Calastano. "He is concerned about me going alone, like a mother hen."

"Protecting you is one of my major duties," declared Xerog. "The Dark One is never pleased with a Commander who loses his magician. If you must go, I will accompany you personally. My men are trained enough to hold the pass without me and we will probably meet the Kantor group before midday. Zorn is welcome to join us if you have no objections. That will still leave two magicians in the pass and they are not my responsibility to protect."

