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          ORDERS FROM THE KING

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “Even a blind sow gets an acorn once in a while.”

        JIM KREMS

      

      

      

      Walking the same street for the tenth time that evening, Captain Corbyn Cauldron of the King’s Own 25th Lancers couldn’t believe the orders in his hand. The Captain cut a dashing figure in his green, perfectly tailored lancer uniform. Six foot, eleven inches tall, massively broad shoulders displayed corded muscles running down his arms; the Captain was the perfect example of the best type of officer. While the uniform bore the rank of Captain on the shoulder lapels, the medal insignias filling his chest spoke of a warrior having seen many successful battles.

      The Captain fumed at his Sergeant, shaking the orders in the Sergeant’s face. “I realize we must obey our commanders. By the high moon above, why in this world or any other is a lancer regiment off their horses, searching like madmen through the basements and attics of every ducal manor in the royal quarter of the city? Are there no infantry divisions to tread into people’s homes?”

      Sergeant David Wise, hiding a smile behind a military expression, nodded sagely at his commanding officer. He took the crumpled orders from his Captain’s hand and gave them off to Private Donont for the fifth time that night. Wise was almost as tall as his Captain. While his green uniform wasn’t as neat as his leader’s, he bore almost as many medals on his chest. As an officer, Cauldron had to be clean-shaven, but a Sergeant could sport a thick beard and long hair, and that’s what Wise liked to do. A few gray hairs coursed through the beard, but Wise was fond of saying, “I’ve earned every one of those hairs in the King’s service.”

      With the moon high, irritation at silly orders forced Cauldron into a nervous pacing. Wise stood back, waiting to carry out orders and remembering many a time when his leader rode into the thick of battle, displaying not the slightest bit of tension. The good Captain showed himself to be a coiled spring of irritation now.

      For some strange reason, unknown to the normally in-the-know Sergeant, his leader displayed more power and deadly capability when the moon was full and high. The Captain’s magical ability proved itself greater during the times of the full moon as well. Magic-using battle leaders weren’t that uncommon in the King’s regiments, but his Captain was something special.

      Corbyn proved himself a deadly swordsman and a crafty spell-user in the service of the human empire of Dulse. In past conflicts, Wise witnessed Corbyn’s eyes glow the color of the moon and saw moon-colored lightning leap from Cauldron’s hands to burn enemies massing in front of their battle position.

      Known as a lucky officer among his men and the other cavalry regiments, there wasn’t another leader in all the armies of the King that Sergeant Wise would rather follow. “I can see you don’t like what we’re doing. Begging your pardon, Sar, but this work detail is easy as details go. You could look at it this way: we’re saving the lives of servants in these manors who would be forced to fight and die at the talons of zombies.”

      “True, I’ll give you that, Sergeant,” Corbyn replied. “The zombies are crazed things; their best attack seems to be a charge straight ahead with talons extended. So far, troopers with a good blade in their hands have been able to down such monsters with practiced strokes.”

      Wise munched on the last of the pastries he grabbed from the manor kitchen they had just inspected. His Captain was relaxing so the Sergeant could as well. “Besides, there are excellent kitchens in every rich man’s home, and everyone knows zombies often hide behind freshly baked cream puffs,” Wise said with a mouthful of food.

      Both men laughed, and the lancer regiment continued searching.

      In the hours that followed, they found several zombies on Gold Street and dispatched them. The head of a zombie had to be cut off, or the creature rose again, no matter how many wounds it suffered in a battle.

      “Sergeant, what do you think is causing all of these zombies to rise?” Corbyn asked, knowing the answer but wanting to discover if his Sergeant knew as well.

      “There are several ways to make a zombie,” Wise replied. “An evil priest can raise the dead. Some powerful wizards skilled in death can make them. Those that we’re killing are from a demon. Common knowledge dictates when a Nevil Demon feeds, it sucks the life out of a person, leaving an enchanted corpse to rise and search hungrily for its lost life essence. Zombies in their hundreds, appearing all over the rich quarter of the city in the past few weeks, speak to an unusually powerful Nevil Demon doing its evil mischief.”

      On this pleasantly warm summer’s evening, with the full moon rising in the sky, the regiment marched onto Silver Street. Corbyn turned to the long column of men and shouted his orders. “Corporals, each of you take ten men and search these manors. Don’t take no for an answer. When servants try to stop you, mention the orders from the King and proceed. Sergeant, you and the remaining men and I will take the White Goose Inn for ourselves.”

      The squad walked to the end of the street.  Porters and city watch roamed the area with weapons ready. This White Goose had been left alone in past searches, more orders from above. This time, Corbyn was going to search it as well.

      The good Captain snorted, noting night watchmen going by. “These streets are guarded better than some of the forts we’ve been in.” Corbyn gestured to the many mansions all around them. “I see night watchmen. I see Ducal guards at every mansion gate. Some of them armed and armored better than we are. By the gods above and below, was there ever such a waste of time?”

      Then, the Captain’s eyes fell on the inn. Famed all over the city, the White Goose Inn presented the best in food and entertainment for the elite of Sanguine. The inn was also a place reserved for the rich and royal of the kingdom to play and have fun away from the lower classes. Normally, a Captain and Sergeant couldn’t get near the establishment.

      “Sergeant Wise.” Corbyn turned toward his Sergeant with a gleam in his eye.

      “Sar!”  Wise said, coming to attention.

      “In the last nine times, we’ve searched this street. We haven’t gone to the White Goose Inn, have we, Sergeant?”

      “No, Sar!” Wise rolled his eyes, knowing the look and tone of voice. The massively muscled Sergeant enjoyed a good scrap as much as the next man, but he didn’t enjoy dealing with royals. His big, calloused hands clenched tight as he dreaded the orders he knew he was about to hear.

      “I think it’s time we obeyed the orders we have to the letter. Follow me.”

      Wise would normally have cautioned his Captain about the folly of entering a royal establishment. The set of his leader’s square jaw and the look of pure bedevilment in Cauldron’s gray eyes told Wise not to bother. We’re in for it now.

      Smiling, Captain Cauldron stepped lively to the double doors. The inn was a huge, two-story stone structure more than five hundred years old. A sign displaying a white goose in a copper kettle proclaimed the name for any passersby. The connecting stable had long ago been converted into a gambling den and theater for the rich. The fresh white paint on the stonewalls and the many stained glass windows displayed an elegance not found in most inns.

      People in the know claimed the current King loved this place, but Cauldron doubted it. He thought the King would never be able to fit through the double doors of its entrance.

      Dressed in white, the doorman stood beside the large portal. With a disapproving grimace, the lackey walked in front of the inn doors. An impressive, well-used mace appeared in the liveryman’s hand. The powerful weapon’s handle displayed wear; the business end clearly showed lots of use. “Why are you at our door, lancer Captain?”

      There was a smile on Corbyn’s lips as he shifted position so that the porter would have to take a wide swing to hit him instead of a short jab. It would be a very long swing to reach Corbyn, and the lackey would be dead long before the mace landed on its intended target.

      Corbyn tried to defuse the situation with a bit of humor and goodwill.  “We’re on the King’s business, don’t you know. My orders are to search every house for zombies and their like. My men and I will disturb your guests as little as possible. Please, won’t you let us inside?”

      “I’m sorry, Captain. Only military Colonels and above, with their retinues, are allowed to cross this threshold. There are no zombies in here, I can assure you,” the lackey answered.

      “The nerve of the idjet.” Private Stonefist shouted, his blood up. “It’s been a long night already. I’ve been ripped by a zombie claw a street back. Let me at ‘em, Captain. I’ll soon . . .”

      “Steady on Private,” Sergeant Wise interrupted. He shifted to his Captain’s right, brandishing his nine-foot-long halberd. The weapon was a twig in the big man’s hands. “Our Captain’s up front doing his job. You remain in the ranks and do yours.”

      Suddenly, with a hand signal from the Sergeant, they all drew their curved lancer sabers, the hiss of steel sounding deadly.

      The eyes of the door steward grew wide. “Ahem, I see. I’ll tell the mistress you are here. Please wait outside.”

      The lackey went in. Corbyn turned to his men. “Sheath your blades. There’ll be no waiting at this door. Who knows how many zombies are escaping out the back of this place right now?” The huge grin on his face showed he wasn’t serious.

      “Left column, search this floor and any basement or wine cellar you find. Be discrete. Right column search upstairs--if there’s roggering going on in a room, it won’t have zombies, so leave them to their fun. I don’t want any Duke complaining to the King that one of my men rousted them from their important royal endeavors. Sergeant Wise, you come with me.”

      Corbyn pushed open the door and walked into a riot of light. The front entrance to the inn dazzled the senses. Blazing hearths sparkled with firelight. Blindingly reflective copper kettles hung from the ceilings everywhere, each holding an ivory goose. The place clearly deserved its silly name.

      “Never been in a room where I’ve sunk in the carpet like this,” Corbyn said.

      The place smelled of flowers, without a single flower in evidence. Corbyn cocked his head and sniffed. “Magic or clever architectural design, I wonder. Most inns smell of beer and sweat. This place smells like Teka roses.”

      “I thought only elves could grow Teka roses,” Wise mused.

      “You know, David, a hundred years ago, I favored sleeping under an oak covered in Teka vines.” Corbyn shook off the memory, indicating he was back to business.

      A gorgeous longhaired blond and her companion, the famous Duke of Tens, rushed to confront Corbyn. The Captain’s men ignored the Duke and filtered up the stairs and into all the chambers off the first-floor landing, seeming ignorant of the wealth and nobility around them. All the troopers in the King’s armies knew the Duke of Tenn. He’d served for years in the King’s regiments in the cavalry and was the commander of all the infantry armies. The Duke grew famous for his love of being in the thick of every action. Retired now, he still commanded respect.

      “Captain, I must protest,” the fair lady at the Duke’s side spoke in an excited rush.

      Corbyn silenced her with his hand and a winning smile. The worried lady strained the Captain’s eyes as he drank in her beauty.

      Her ample bosom overflowed the dress, and her long blond hair spilled onto her bodice in curly waves. The lady’s cheeks shone bright crimson from her irritation. Her fan, studded with gold and gems, was easily worth more than Corbyn made in ten years on a Captain’s pay. It moved with stunning swiftness across her bodice.

      Corbyn offered a courtly bow to the lady and the Duke. His eyes never left the Duke’s face.

      The Duke was a swordsman, evidenced by the well-used grip on his expensive rapier. Corbyn moved to the unweaponed side of the Duke, a move the Duke acknowledged with a turn of his body and the shifting of his stance.

      “Is this search really necessary, Captain?” the Duke asked. “Surely this inn, filled with the Dukes and Counts of the land, harbors no zombies.”

      “I’m positive you are correct, my Lord,” Corbyn’s tone was polite. “The men will be in and out as quickly as possible. I’m sure you realize when the King orders every building in the city searched, his wishes must be obeyed.”

      “Err, well, hurmph,” the Duke replied. “You are jolly well correct, sir. I served in the King’s regiments myself and know a good officer when I see one. Lady Eve, we must let the men do their work. Come, Captain, and sit with the Lady and me at our Blood & Guts table while your men go about their business.”

      “But Percy, there are delicate negotiations upstairs. What of them?” the hostess protested.

      Corbyn took her tiny white hand and kissed the tips of her fingers. He noted the red of her cheeks increasing somewhat. That was all right with him because he liked what he saw.

      Corbyn found the innkeeper far too lovely to keep distressed. “The lancers are following orders to be discrete, and they will be. You have my oath as a gentleman and King’s officer on that dear lady. No one wants to interrupt spirited negotiations.”

      The Duke put a protective arm around her, and she rapped him with her fan to show she didn’t want protection.

      “There you have it now,” the Duke told her. “When a king’s officer gives his word, you have nothing to worry about. Come, come, Lady, and bring the good Captain and his capable-looking Sergeant some of the house biscuits. I wager they haven’t had their like before. Searching houses is hungry work, what?”

      The gambling chamber of the inn held ten large Blood & Guts tables. The huge room showed itself lined with tables heavy in food and drink. Kettles of all sizes, covered in gold, hung from the ceiling and walls. The gold brilliance of each light-shedding kettle stunned the eyes as each increased the illumination given off by the lanterns and fireplaces. The food smelled wonderful, and servants constantly removed cold platters, replacing them with warm ones. The jewels and wealth displayed on the ladies and men in this chamber could pay the salaries of entire armies for years.

      Corbyn was sure there wasn’t royalty less than a Duke among the fifty men and women playing at the tables. He recognized several court Earls and Counts among the throng.

      Naturally, the Duke led them to the center table. Three other lord types played there. One of the lords was massive, easily as tall as Corbyn with plowshare, handle-wide shoulders, and a deep booming voice.

      Corbyn noted the man’s weapon was an unusual axe. The weapon’s long handle rested against the gambling table at the side of the Duke. Corbyn’s moon-enhanced powers sensed magic about the weapon. Axes were not the usual weapons of choice among royals. As Corbyn looked at the axe, his magically enhanced vision showed it to have a dark mist all around the blade. He could also smell a bitter odor of dark magics on the weapon. Whatever it was, the blade was dangerous. All the rest of the Lords wore swords at their hips, even the older players.

      The other two men at the table were local Earls, men who followed the King and helped collect taxes. They smiled politely at Corbyn but clearly dismissed him as unimportant.

      “Will you play a few hands, Captain?” the Duke of Tenn obviously tried to be charming, and Corbyn appreciated it. Blood & Guts was one of Corbyn’s favorite parlor games, and an offer to play with such powerful men wasn’t something to refuse for a Captain of the King’s lancers.

      “What’s the buy-in, my Lord?” Corbyn asked.

      “Oh, we like to keep things simple here. It’s a hundred gold for the red and two hundred for the white. If you can’t afford it, we’ll understand. I’d offer to take whatever marker you wished to give, but as you know, that’s forbidden at a Blood & Guts table.”

      The buy-in was a lot for a Captain in the King’s 25th Lancers. For some reason, Corbyn didn’t want to appear any less in the eyes of these men. He also wanted to observe the big axe-owning Duke during the game. Corbyn twisted his hand, causing a large moon opal to appear in his palm with a slight of hand trick, and threw it to the dealer. The opal was easily worth two thousand gold. The dealer gave him a red and white token, a silver round player marker, and seven hundred gold in seven sliver-thin gold bars. He was shorted a thousand gold but expected nothing less in a gambling establishment. Corbyn wouldn’t be in for many hands at this rate.

      Blood & Guts was a kingdom-wide popular dice game with many strategies. Each player bought into the game getting a red marker (blood token), a white marker (guts token), and a colored player marker. Each player had their own particular color to mark them from the rest of the players. The gold was spent on tokens collected at the center of the table for the winner of the game. One of the players rolled two dice into a bladder at the center of the table. The bladder prevented dice cheats, allowing the dice to tumble down a long tube and out onto the table. The number rolled out determined what the roller could do at the table.

      Corbyn loved the game because he was a lucky roller. He also liked to see how others handled the roll of seven. One could tell a lot about a person by how they played Blood & Guts.

      Corbyn was introduced to the Duke and Earls, but the big axe man, the Duke of the Eastern Forests, held his attention the longest. The Captain instantly took a disliking to this Duke. Corbyn acted on his deadly hunch. He motioned for Sergeant Wise to come over and whispered: “The good Duke over there, the one with the bloody great axe, stand a bit behind him. If and when I dance with him, I’ll signal you and the dance will start with you ripping that axe away.”

      Not blinking or showing his surprise, Sergeant Wise nodded and slowly moved about the room, getting into position.

      Corbyn’s dislike was just a soldier’s hunch. Still, there was enough evidence in Corbyn’s mind to make him wary. Dukes were rarely as heavily muscled as this one was. Generally, as a group, they didn’t have time to do physical things, being too busy governing their lands or enjoying themselves. The magic on the axe was another sign. The humans of the empire didn’t generally like magical weapons. Magic put intelligence in the heart of a weapon. Often, that intelligence demanded a price for service. Finally, there was a deadly look about the Duke of the Eastern Forests. Even as he smiled at Corbyn, the Captain could sense death and danger hanging about the man like a black cloak.

      As the new player, he rolled the dice first. He picked up the two wooden cubes, hesitated for a heartbeat, and tossed the dice into the top of the bladder. Smiling, he watched a seven come out at the bottom. The others sighed, not liking the roll and what would happen next. He pushed four of his gold bars into the tiny circle, thus doubling the wager amount.

      “Everyone roll.”

      Corbyn, senses on high alert discovered something when he picked up the dice. The cubes were magiced in some way. Without careful study, he couldn’t figure out how the enchantment affected them. He reached for the dice on the table, needing to sense their nature with his own magic. Closing his eyes so that no one would see them glow, he held the dice for a heartbeat in his fist and coated them in the invisible essence of the moon. It was a minor mirror magic preventing anyone else from adding magic to the dice. He passed the cubes with his eyes closed to the Duke of Tenn.

      Eyes open again, he watched the Duke roll a five.

      “Damn it all.” The Duke forcefully tossed in his blood token.

      “Bad luck, Percy.” The axe Duke picked up the dice, and as he rolled them, he grimaced. There was the slightest puff of smoke as he hurriedly tossed the dice into the bladder. The Duke stared at the red cubes as if they were his enemy. He’d rolled an eight, forcing him to toss in his blood token. The other two Earls rolled nines and tossed in their blood tokens as well.

      Corbyn felt moonlight on his shoulders and looked up to see the full moon from a large transom in the ceiling. Welcoming its energy, he knew he’d need all its power tonight if his suspicions were true. He noted his Sergeant well positioned behind the Duke of the Northern Forests.

      When it was Percy’s turn to roll, he made a ten, forcing him to throw in his guts token as well.

      The Forest Duke picked up the dice with his fingertips and flipped the cubes into the bladder as if each was a blazing thing. Corbyn thought he noticed a darkening of the Duke’s flesh. It was very possible the moon enchantment burned his fingertips.

      A roll of double fours allowed the Duke to make the wager eight hundred gold. Everyone but Corbyn turned in his guts token. Poor Percy threw in his all-in-marker and was out of the game. Corbyn threw in his blood token.

      On their turns, the other two Earls rolled a six and a five,  forcing them, according to the rules, to throw in their player markers.

      “Lady Eve, could I have a large flagon of wine, please?” Corbyn asked.

      The chamber was filled with punch bowls and tiny cups. Corbyn could see by the looks of the men around the table that he was thought incredibly boorish to order Lady Eve about like a tavern wench.

      “Of course, Captain, I’ll see what I can find for you,” she graciously replied.

      Before he rolled his next play, there was a large tankard of dark wine at his elbow. He rolled a nine and was forced to throw in his guts marker.

      The Forest Duke smiled as he still had his last token. He reached for the dice and quickly tossed them into the bladder. There were clear burn marks on his fingers. A large cockroach crawled out on his sleeve. Such things were common everywhere. No one thought a second about the bugs, but this time, in the intense action of the game, the Duke slipped up. With tables full of food all around, he shouldn’t have reached down smiling as he picked up the cockroach. He bit into the bug with great relish, and Corbyn beheld a Nevil demon.

      A seven came out of the bladder.

      Corbyn raised his heavy tankard as if to salute the Duke and signaled Wise by balling his other hand into a fist.

      The Sergeant pulled the axe away from the table and the Duke’s reach. Corbyn threw the entire contents of the large tankard into the Duke’s eyes.

      Lady Eve screamed in shock. Corbyn rose, beginning the dance of death. Corbyn drew his sword and, in one smooth and perfectly timed lunge, sheathed it into the heart of the demon.

      That didn’t end the matter, as his worst fears were realized.

      The room filled with screams as chairs flew back and weapons were drawn. Those with common sense rushed out of the gambling hall.

      The demon-Duke sat there laughing. With a sword in its chest, it slowly wiped the wine out of its eyes, and its body grew larger as it transformed.

      “Well, it was fun while it lasted.” The deep base of its expanding throat revealed deadly menace. The creature’s voice rasped into a barely understandable growl. Tusks erupted from its mouth. Its manicured fingers turned into huge razor-sharp talons. Inhumanly large muscles burst through its silk shirt and pants. “Little human, you and I must dance for a bit. I really need to take your soul since you took away my fun.”

      Corbyn stood his ground as the creature rose and reached for him. Using the essence of the moon, light streaming down on him, he cast a deadly spell. A huge crash of lightning erupted from his hands and smashed into the demon. The creature flew back twenty feet into the wall. Hitting it with a bone-crunching smack, the demon rippled down the wall to the floor.

      Laughing, it got up and grew even taller and broader.

      “You can’t kill me, little human.” The creature’s growing voice was terrifying. People around the demon froze in fear at just the sound of the monster’s words. “You don’t have a demon dagger here. I can sense those, and they’re all at the palace. I’ll be eating you, and there’s nothing you can do that won’t make me grow larger and stronger.”

      Corbyn mentally sorted through his options, noting his sword still in the monster’s heart, not slowing it down at all. His deadliest spell made the creature grow more powerful. As the demon moved toward him with its talons outstretched, taking its time and enjoying itself, Corbyn signaled to Wise to try the axe.

      With a huge swing, the tall Sergeant smashed the blade of his newly acquired weapon fully into the neck of the demon. A small weal of blood appeared on its throat, and the thing grew even more massive with the axe bouncing off its hide.

      Dukes, Earls, and Counts rushed for the only door and jammed it up so that no one was leaving the chamber. Suddenly, intense fire bathed the demon from head to foot. Trying to protect a lady behind him, a Duke used a potent magical ring on the demon. While Corbyn respected the effort, all it did was make the monster grow even larger.

      Corbyn’s only option seemed to be running, and he didn’t like the chances of getting away from an eight-foot-tall demon from the pits of hell.

      Some of his lancers cleared the press of the entrance and rushed into the room with their swords drawn.

      Corbyn shouted at them. “Men, throw wine in its face. David, to me!”

      Corbyn jumped onto a food table and tried unhooking the largest cauldron in the room. It was a huge thing, coated in gold.

      Sergeant Wise helped him get it unhooked; the weight of the thing required two strong men to move it. “What in the world are we doing with this thing?” Sergeant Wise asked pulling the china goose from the pot.

      There was lots of wine in punch bowls all over the room. His men splashed the head of the demon with gallons of the stuff.

      “Owe, that hurts!” The demon whined as it constantly opened its eyes, was dashed with wine, and squeezed them closed again to shed the stinging liquid. The demon blindly picked up two of the lancers and bent them in half. The sounds of their spines breaking were lost amid the shouts of fear as the last of the guests dashed from the room. The alcohol raised puffs of grape-colored smoke from the eyes of the demon, but the creature blinked the liquid away.

      Corbyn and Wise rushed forward with the heavy cauldron and threw it over the demon’s head. The kettle barely fit.

      Corbyn pulled his sword from the heart of the creature with a twist.

      “Stab it! Chop it! Kill it!” Corbyn ordered his stunned men into action while he repeatedly lunged his blade into the creature.

      His men chopped and cut as well. Wise used the magical axe. The weapon started screaming a battle song. The attacks failed to kill the monster, and the demon grew and grew. In seconds, the inches-thick kettle became wedged tight around the head of the creature. Its talons raked the metal and gouged grooves in the cauldron but didn’t penetrate all the way through the thick metal.

      The size of the monster grew to fifteen feet, but the kettle held the massive head of the creature in a deadly vice the monster couldn’t tug free.

      Wounds would close magically, but the lancers put hundreds more into the creature. The massive monster finally fell to the floor, twitching its last. It took thirty minutes of constant stabbing for the creature to die. At death, the demon turned to dust, and the dust vanished back to its demonic plane of existence.

      In the quiet of the chamber, Corbyn looked around to see Duke Percy standing over Lady Eve with his sword drawn and a deadly look on his face. She’d broken her leg and fainted at his feet.

      The mountain Duke, who used the magic ring, checked his still unconscious lady and rose up to shake Corbyn’s hand.

      “It’s the damndest thing I ever saw. I’ll make sure you’re nominated for a King’s Commission for this, damned if I won’t. You’ve saved the lives of hundreds of royals. Damned clever, choking it in that pot. How did you ever think of that one?”

      Corbyn wasn’t going to tell the Duke; he only wanted to put it on the demon’s head so that he could gather everyone up and retreat. “The King’s training, of course, sir. We’re supposed to think clearly in any situation. I was just lucky the effort worked.”

      Percy handed him a large leather bag with a white goose emblem on its side. Later Corbyn would discover several thousand in rubies and diamonds, and his moon opal.

      “The sack is just a remembrance of the good lady Eve and me. Well done, Captain. I, too, will make sure the King knows of your effort and considers you for a King’s Commission.”

      Corbyn took his command and left the inn smiling. He treated his men to many rounds of drinks at a much friendlier inn. Corbyn Cauldron’s star was clearly on the rise.
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        “Do not put your trust in Kings and Princes;

      
        Three of a kind will take them both.”

        ROBERT C. SCHENCK (1880)

      

      

      

      

      Racing quickly down the gold-gilded hall of the greatest palace in the world, Lord Anwardentine of the High Passes felt in his bones that a nasty, nasty day lay before him. Rushing up the stairs to the throne room, his fifty-two years didn’t slow him down a bit as his hands checked each of his tools of the trade. Magical rings, bejeweled armlets, and fresh herbs decorated his clothes and protected him from all sorts of magical and unmagical effects.

      Lastly, pausing on the wide black marble stairs, he took out his small personal notebook in a ritual done every day before entering the throne room. The first page opened to four tiny hand-painted images. His lady, Delsenora, and his three sons looked up at him. By the gods, he loved them dearly, and he would see them and his empire safe at any cost. Hopefully, he sighed as he put the notebook away; the costs would only be measured in gold today.

      “The King is having thoughts,” he muttered to himself. “Why today would the King have thoughts?”

      Anwardentine tried to concentrate on the last of his enchanted items. His mistletoe brooch was fresh, and there were oak coins in each of his pockets. The juniper leaves under his lapels were a little old; he’d replace those this afternoon. Two more steps took him to the small side entrance to the throne room.

      “Morning Thomas, how goes the court today?”

      “Chancellor, good to see you this morning. The King’s having thoughts today, he is. The nation’s already changed some holidays, and it looks like we might be planning to build a bridge over the Swanee again, imagine that.” Thomas, the king’s enchanted door guard replied. Looking like a huge China statue of a warrior, it stood eight feet tall if it stood an inch. Its magical spear could punch through the thickest plate mail or demon hide at need. It was arcanely protected from illusions and destructive charms, and it had worked for the rulers of this empire for several centuries. Golem guards of this type were common in the royal palace as they could not be bribed or filled with fear.

      The sarcastic smile on Thomas’ face clearly foretold of very bad news for the day. Thomas was an able doorguard, like all the enchanted throne guards. This fact hooked it into the web of information surrounding the King. When Thomas was sarcastic, Anwardentine would be spending thousands of the Kingdom’s hard-earned gold pieces on useless projects.

      The chancellor threw open the door, not waiting for Thomas to open it. He took several long breaths to survey the throne room. This chamber was the heart of the empire he loved, and Anwardentine adored every moment he worked in this focus of the empire’s power. He noted the chamber’s scent was still morning pine. The magical chandeliers lit every corner during the day and dimmed their diamond lights at night for the many grand dances held for this or that holiday or because the King was in the mood to dance with a pretty Countess. The four chamber corners held large alcoves where court administrators processed the business of the Dulse Empire.

      He glanced at the north alcove to see his people hard at work. Lord Anwardentine was rarely there, but his court officials picked lords, and ladies knew their tasks well. He smiled to see Lady Marsh enter from another side entrance. Hopefully, she would be bringing in the tax revenues from the northern mountain provinces.

      Military types in gleaming armor filled the south alcove. That was not a good sign. Dulse had just finished another disastrous war with the elves. The size of the army had to be increased, fearing a counterattack from the elfin territories. He could not blame the elves, really. His people had invaded the elfin nations six times, each campaign an utter failure.

      The east alcove only had a sprinkling of merchants and guildsmen today. He breathed a sigh of thanks for that small favor. Life was hard enough dealing with the King without having to smooth over the ruffled feathers of the merchant class.

      The seven magical Sars mirrors on the west wall were all in use. These wonders allowed instant communication with officials all over the empire. They were one of the reasons the government was so strong. He frowned, noticing several of the court ladies gossiping at mirrors with ladies of the court elsewhere in the empire of Dulse. That wouldn’t do at all.

      What’s this? The west alcove is empty? Normally, there were ten to twenty clerics and bishops working on holy missives for the temples of the empire in that alcove. There must be a high holy day today. Which one was it? It was impossible to keep all the holy days straight. Oh, never mind, on to business.

      Anwardentine had to get in there and put a stop to something! He sprinted the one hundred yards to the throne, noticing there were few courtiers around the King this morning, another clear sign of trouble. No one wanted to be associated with some of the King’s more dangerous or stupid thoughts. The chancellor arrived just in time to hear the latest of the King’s royal ideas.

      “I think an elfin brooch would be nice for Princess Talyn’s birthday. What do you all think?” the King asked no one in particular.

      The King sat slumped on his throne in irritation. King Hamel came from a long line of slumpers. He’d taken slouching to a new kingly art. Although he was six feet tall and almost that wide, he looked about four feet tall as the huge gold throne engulfed his body. As usual, his long hair was pasted to the sides of his giant jowls. There was something magical about his clothing. The King could put on brand new clothes, especially tailored for him, and instantly wrinkles appeared everywhere, and sections of the cloth, normally more than wide enough, pulled tight against his body parts. The magical effect was not pleasing to the eye. Small piggy, unkind eyes and tight little lips served to pinch up a face that rarely smiled. It didn’t really matter what those around King Hamel the thirteenth thought. As ruler of the vast empire of Dulse, his every word was law.

      Anwardentine muttered as he reached the throne, “It’s a good thing laws were made to be broken.” He took a louder tone to make himself heard over the rumble of the court. “Well Sire, there is a slight problem.”

      Lord Anwardentine was forced many times to tell the King what was and wasn’t possible. That didn’t mean he liked to do it. “Magical elfin brooches are difficult, if not impossible, for humans to get. Elves and their brooches being the way they are, you understand.”

      Lord Anwardentine presented everyone in the immediate area of the throne with a strained smile. Many of the King’s courtiers found other places in the palace to be just then, knowing full well what was going to happen next.

      “Blasted elves!” the King snarled. “Insufferable creatures! No, I don’t understand!”

      His throne trembled with the strain of holding his bulk. Even solid gold throne parts had their engineering limits when put to massive stresses. “Are you telling me someone can’t take a bag full of gold into elf lands and buy me a simple brooch? Furthermore, are you telling me one of my more loyal lancers can’t just kill an elf and take the creature’s brooch?”

      “Well sire, to answer your second question first, the brooches magically vanish when the elf brooch owner dies. Buying a brooch from a friendly elf would be almost impossible as we have, after all, unsuccessfully invaded their country six times and finding a friendly elf is going to be dashed difficult.”  Anwardentine held his hands out in a pleading gesture with his King.

      A burst of blinding light erupted in the throne room.

      It seemed in sensing the extreme anger of the King, young Commander Janon’s ancestral magical armor suddenly burst into a protective magical glow under the redirected glare of the King.

      “We aren’t at war with them now, are we?” The King’s voice filled with sneering disgust as he twisted his head sideways away from his court. This little infamous gesture told everyone the King was in one of his moods. For the next five hours, it didn’t matter what anyone said. Every word, every idea would be wrong. In the past, at times like these, lords were sent to the headsmen’s axe for the most trivial of comments.

      Commander Janon felt the need to answer this charge, as guilt at the loss of the war was driving him to an early grave. An imposing man sporting powerful magical armor, Janon’s well-muscled frame never seemed to tire of wearing the heavy enchanted plate mail. “Well, no. But we have only just gotten our troops out of their lands in the last month. Even though we lost the. . .”

      “That’s quite enough, Commander.” Lord Anwardentine liked Janon and didn’t want to see another high Commander lose his head for speaking undiplomatically to an angry King. “An elfin brooch is what is needed; does anyone have any ideas on how to get one?”

      “Princess Talyn, just the other day, said she really liked dwarven harps. Maybe we should get her one of those instead.” Lord Cortwin, titleholder of the Rill lands, wasn’t watching the King when he made his stupid suggestion. A tall, lanky man with long, dark, greasy hair and a thin mustache he was constantly fond of twirling with his fingers, Cortwin was new to the court. He’d taken over the Rill lands from his recently dead father. Mincing about and trying to be friendly to everyone, the term country bumpkin was often used to describe him behind his back.

      Not only had King Hamel turned his head away from the group, he was tapping his fingers on his kingly stomach. It was a huge stomach, and tapping his fingers on it showed any fool who had been at court more than two weeks that a nasty rage was building in the King.

      Commander Janon’s armor glowed even more brightly now. It knew, even if its wearer didn’t, that the King was about to blast at him as the closest target. The magical essences alive in the armor considered the current problem of its owner. The armor would do its best to stop a headsman’s axe, but it was not sure its makers had that sort of chopping in mind when the armor magically rolled off the creation anvil. The good Commander turned to leave in a glowing haste when the treasury chancellor’s words stopped him.

      “Janon, may I have a moment of your time? With your leave, my King, we will be presenting you with an elfin brooch in thirty-one days.”

      Turning to the cringing servants at the far corner of the court, Lord Anwardentine waved them closer in a jovial manner. Muttering under his breath, he said to no one in particular, "I don't believe in miracles. I rely on them."

      To the people of the throne room, he called out, “Minstrels, jugglers, attend the King while lunch is served.” It was an hour before lunch should have been served, but eating was one of the things the King did best, and that damn head turning was impossible when the King stuffed his jowled face with food.

      Stepping off the dais, Anwardentine put his arm around the young general and led him away from the king’s group, “Janon, why don’t you send a brace of lancers to the towns along the edge of the border between the elf lands and ours. Maybe someone there has an elf brooch.”

      “Won’t work,” Cortwin chimed this up, even though he wasn’t asked as he followed the pair. “There’s no way to tell if it’s a true brooch. What would happen if a false piece of jewelry were presented to the King?”

      Janon’s armor broke into a magical sweat at the very thought of those words.

      Lord Cortwin slapped Janon on the back in a friendly manner and walked off.

      Janon appreciated the gesture, so his armor allowed the physical contact. The enchanted armor also noted the magical listening scarab Lord Cortwin placed on his wearer’s back. It didn’t hurt the master, so the armor allowed it to stay. There was something odd about the hand or talon that placed the scarab, but the armor wasn’t bright enough to decide what it was. It made a magical note to itself to not allow Lord Cortwin near its wearer from now on.

      Anwardentine really liked this young Commander of all the empire’s armies.  “Err, humph, quite right, quite right. Calm down, Janon, calm down. The next thing you know, that sword of yours will start singing its enchanted battle songs.”

      Commander Janon held on to the pommel of his sword to prevent it from doing just that. Battle magics reacted to the fear of their user. The good Commander was completely unruffled on the battlefield with hundreds of swords turned against him but wasn’t made for political maneuverings at court against a single unarmed King. The sword really wanted to belt forth with a rousing battle chant to calm his owner’s fears, but the huge grip Janon held on the pommel prevented any rousing music from happening just then.

      “What are we going to do? The King wants this bloody elfin brooch! After what we have been doing in their lands, chopping and raiding and the like, there isn’t an elf in the world that would give us one!”

      In seconds of conversation, the two planned how to get a brooch at any cost and whom to send to do the job. A King’s commission like this didn’t come along every day, and although it wasn’t important to the safety of the realm, it was a clear order from their King.

      Little did anyone know just how important this simple brooch-finding task would be. . .
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        * * *

      

      In another alternate dimension, an entire underground world existed made of brimstone, lava, and dark enchantments. At the heart of this world, there came a deafening crash!

      Lord Cortwin of the Rill lands, transformed into its true ten-foot tall Nevil demon form, hit the hot stone floor of the pentagram. All spikes, talons, and massive muscle, this unexpected teleportation might have ruined all the Nevil demon’s plans if any court human saw it vanish in a burst of sulfur and brimstone. The creature roared its anger, looking for the fool who summoned it back to the under-dimension.

      “How, by all the evil deities past and present, can a creature get its work done if it’s constantly being called back to its home interdimensional plane?” the demon roared.

      As the demon gingerly stepped out of the gold dust summoning pentagram, it noted its surroundings. The outer pit cavern delightfully displayed the usual number of delicious Nevil larva crawling around on their bellies, avoiding lava flows. The worm-like larva with human heads mewed their pain and agitation at existing in their larva form. The cute little demons often took thousands of years to transform into the more humanoid demon-kind, and they were all naturally upset at their lot in life until that change. Briefly, Talonten shuddered at his own memories of larva life. There was a difference in the cavern, however. A half-mile section was fenced off, and glowing humans milled around inside. By the strength of their glows, watching demons could tell there were several different human gods angry at having their clerics stolen and placed here. There was no natural way those humans could have found their way to this dimension. Their gods held little power here, but any deity could lend some magical support to their worshipers. The brighter the glow, the more angry the god and hence the more holy power the god lent his or her cleric. Two of those humans were beauties in power, glowing with sun-like intensity. The ugly mass of humanity represented a new feature in a cavern unchanged in millennia.

      “Calm down, Talonten. ‘The It’ wants you, and you know how it gets when it’s in a state,” Tailstinger tried to explain.

      Talonten picked up a larva and munched on its wormy side. No demon liked having his true name spoken aloud. Tailstinger was ‘The Its’ cavern-spokes-demon. The title gave the powerful Nevil demon certain speaking rights, but Talonten didn’t have to like those rights. He crouched on his haunches, munching and pleasantly listening to the larva’s screams as the unwanted spokes-demon approached.

      Talonten thought about ignoring political conventions and ripping one of Tailstinger’s heads off, there and now. Talonten’s position as the only demon currently with free will and able to travel to the ancestral dimension at will gave him a certain amount of push among the Nevil demons. He just wasn’t sure if it extended to killing the current ruler’s favorite lackey.

      Tailstinger raised its three right talons in an effort to calm down the obviously agitated Talonten. The uncaring Talonten continued to munch on the larva worm, knowing larva breath was unusually rude for any demon to endure.

      Tailstinger had centuries before changed its form in favor of multiples: multiple hands, multiple legs, and multiple heads.  “I know what you’re going to say, and it’s not anyone’s fault. ‘The It’ wants you to report in person, and that’s what you must do. I’ll tell you that for sure.”

      The munching demon nodded over to the new enclosure.

      “Oh, that. Those are obviously holy humans. You must be noting the glows.  Suddenly, there seems to be a devilish need to study them and their hellish, holy effect. Tricking them from the ancestral dimension proved difficult; I’ll tell you that for sure,” Tailstinger gloated. “Now that they are here, we have to keep them penned like larva pets. I locked them up so we all didn’t have to put up with their painful glowing in the power cavern. ‘The It’d tried eating one just a bit ago, and the human burned our master’s forked tongues so bad the master couldn’t talk until healed. Let’s get you into the power cavern so you can get back to the ancestral dimension as soon as possible. Demon gods, I hate their glow, and it never shuts off or dims; I’ll tell you that for sure.”

      Talonten always liked teleporting into the power cavern. The miles-long lava flows meandered attractively around the cavern into special pools of boiling plasma. Every once in a while, one or two larva would accidentally fall into a lava stream, and their burning flesh would fill the cavern with wonderful scents. Many considered it bad form for an adult demon to toss a larva into the molten streams, a feeling not shared by Talonten.

      Nevil demons seeking favor filled the cavern. Pushing one of them into a plasma pool also made the cavern smell delightful, but most of these fun spoilers made that activity difficult. Talonten was one of the few there who had successfully pushed over one thousand Nevils into the plasma. The honor wasn’t lost on any of the demons as they all crowded away from plasma pool edges when he magiced into the area.

      As ‘The It’ noticed Talonten, the summoned demon fell to his spiked and crusted knees. “I’m truly sorry I couldn’t bring a human skull to add to your throne. My summoning was quite unexpected.”

      The twenty-foot-tall ruler of all demons shook with its usual anger on the mountain of human skulls it called its throne. “You’ve been summoned here for a history lesson. Grovel and learn spratling,” It commanded. The demon lord’s head tentacles plastered themselves to its wide-tusked face. Fleshy layers of scaled hide flopped from side to side all over its weighty body as the demon ruler moved.

      The demon lord stood up from his skulls and began pacing around the cavern. Demons packed wall to wall started falling into the lava flows, much to the amusement of watchers farther out in the masses. Several of the fallers hit plasma pools, instantly killing them but making the cavern more flavorful. Size did count when it came to demons, and ‘The It’ was the only demon allowed to grow to a height of twenty feet. Most of the demons here were in the ten-foot range, and so they were flung like ten pins as their ruler shuffled about the cavern in deep thought.

      “In the ancient times, before even I was spawned, our kind roamed freely in the ancestral dimension. We were supreme overall save the elves, but we cared nothing for their foul forests. Then came the humans with their tainted gods!” This last said as ‘The It’ stomped on part of his throne, crushing several hundred of the human skulls. Skull dust lay thick on the edges of the bony mountain.

      Talonten noted there was an unusual amount of bone dust floating about the ruler today. He shook his head in mock sympathy for his lord and master. Demon life was so hard for those in charge.

      “They cast us out! Humans with their god-given powers forced all of demon kind away from our true home!” roared the It.

      The long-suffering Talonten began mouthing sentences, mocking his not-so-beloved ruler, “While this dimension is pleasant, it’s not the ancestral dimension.”

      “While this dimension is pleasant, it’s not the ancestral dimension. You, Talonten, are the only demon currently able to move about freely. It was clever of you to trick your human summoner into giving you free will. The only other demon to achieve your status recently returned to us dead. You must continue to work toward keeping elves and humans apart. You must also work toward turning those silly humans away from their gods. Tell me what you have done so far. Rise, you idiot!”

      “Um, yes, well, I’ve become the minor ruler of a rather nasty section of hills and swamps called the Rill lands. I’ve tricked the humans there into believing their temple clerics have been stealing from them for years. I’ve also talked the King into the last of several foolish wars with the elves, in which the humans suffered great losses. Summoning me here has disrupted several of those plans. I was wondering if you could leave me there for a few hundred years so that I could get my work done?”

      Splat! Magical essences covered Talonten, smashing him to the rocks of the cavern floor.

      “There, I’ve given you the ability to summon a few of our kind in case of need,” the It said. “They won’t be there long, but they will do as you order. Go and get my work done.”

      ‘The It’ plopped back on the throne of skulls, turning its head sideways and ignoring everyone, never a good sign in any ruler.

      Talonten teleported happily back to work with the pleasant scent of the caverns in its nostrils. The Nevil demon briefly considered growing a little taller. It was really sick and tired of its boss, and among demons, there was only one way to rise in the company of demons. It wondered for the thousandth time how ‘The It’ would taste.
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            THE MAGIC OF CORDELLIA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “Throwing down a gauntlet in challenge means one of your hands is cold.”

        COMMANDER JANON

      

      

      

      
      Sex was a great deal like casting a magic spell, Captain Corbyn Cauldron of the King’s Own 25th Lancers observed, gently moving the lady Cordellia onto his bed. As her shapely legs came into view, Corbyn smiled, pleased that her ample breasts weren’t her only amazing feature.

      Planning a spell beforehand made its casting much easier. Planning to bed, Cordellia also made that task easier. Lunch in his chambers proved magical in its success. There was just the right amount of tender and perfectly prepared food. The heady wine, chilled with mountain ice, was also perfect, and the vintage brought the enchanting Cordellia to a rosy, almost mystical, glow.

      A sexy giggle escaped her lips as the last of her clothing was flung to the end of the large canopy bed. She was a true redhead all over, as her long, curly hair cascaded over her creamy white shoulders all the way to her ample hips. Corbyn, being the consummate soldier, charged ahead, lance held at the ready, mind moving in one direction while his hands moved in quite another.

      Cordellia was polite enough to give a moan of encouraging pleasure.

      Spells required a great deal of a person’s inner force. Cordellia, as he shifted above her, was getting a great deal of his inner force as well.

      The best magical spells erupted quickly and with satisfying force. While the same thing could be said for Corbyn’s current activity, he liked to savor this type of magic for as long as. . .

      BAM! BAM! BAM! “Captain Corbyn, are you there? Corbyn, open up, damn it all!”

      Cordellia revealed amazing strength as she twisted away and threw the covers over her head, disrupting a very enchanting moment. “Corbyn, I mustn’t be found here.”

      The lady had a flair for the obvious. It was good to know that her legs, hips, hair, and breasts perfectly matched her amazing sense of the ridiculous.

      Calmly rising, he closed the heavy curtains of his bed. Grabbing his shirt, he mused for the hundredth time--nay the thousandth time--how silly it was that humans should think curtains around a bed good only for keeping the heat in and the light out.

      “Corbyn, damn it all, man, I know you’re in . . .”

      Cauldron threw open the door and bowed with a flourish while at the same time totally blocking the entrance to his chambers. “Commander Janon, damned decent of you to come to my door. How may this simple swordsman help you?”

      “Captain, you just received the King’s rank of Royal Commissioner, did you not?” Janon sniffed the air, a curious expression filling his features.

      “Yes, Commander, and it was unusually difficult to pass those tests, as you well know. That smell you’re catching is lilacs, sir. The court is all in a rage for lilacs, and I just started using the stuff myself. Damned silly for a fighting man, but court fashion is court fashion, don’t you know.”

      “Yes, indeed, I do know. The court picked up that fragrance from my lady and fiancée, the Countess Cordellia.”

      “Fiancée? I had no idea. Congratulations! Have you announced your marriage to the court?” Corbyn asked.

      “Well, err, no. Damn it all, man, I haven’t really asked her yet. What with Dukes and Earls constantly buzzing around her, I haven’t been able to get a word in,” Janon replied.

      “Well, Commander, when you ask, I’m sure she won’t refuse you,” Corbyn exclaimed.

      “Humph. Well, to matters. You are the latest to receive the King’s commission rank, so it’s up to you to carry out the latest of the King’s orders. He wants an elfin brooch for Princess Talyn. Take twenty hand-picked lancers, a bag of emeralds, and anything else you need in the way of supplies. Race to the lands of the elves and bring back one of their magical brooches within thirty days. You’ll have to hurry, as it’s a good six-day ride to elfin lands, but there’s sufficient time. Have you any questions?”

      Corbyn had thousands, but he also had Commander Janon standing there thinking of lilacs and fiancées.

      Janon’s brows drew closer and closer together as he noticed Corbyn was only dressed in a lacy dueling shirt.

      “I will attend to it instantly; long live the King!” shouted Corbyn, closing the door.

      “And the empire with him!” The Commander turned and left, expecting his orders to be accomplished with haste.

      Turning, Corbyn mentally recalled his magic and sex analogy. He wasn’t pleased at Janon wanting to marry the target of Corbyn’s attention at the moment. Corbyn wouldn’t be seeing and dining with the countess after today. However, if magic spells weren’t finished to their conclusion, all sorts of ugly aches and pains occurred within the caster’s body. The amazing Cordellia was a spell needing  finishing and Corbyn was just the caster to do it. Sixty minutes of brooch-searching time could be spared to finish a project well worth doing. Even as the good Captain opened the curtains to see the still-amazing Cordellia, his mind was in the armory gathering supplies for the impossible task of securing a magical brooch from an elf who would rather die than give one to a human.
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        * * *

      

      Deep in another section of the palace nestled the rooms of a certain wizard. Wizards being who and what they are, these chambers seldom attracted human visitors. Even the shouts of pain heard down the corridors by the distant guard posts didn’t move the guards there; after all, the shouts came from a wizard’s chambers.

      “Argh! It takes time!” gasped Disingen. “I can’t cast the spells you want in seconds!”

      Long ago, he magically placed his heart in a heart-stone ring. At this moment, that ring twisted in the talon of
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