
CHAPTER ONE

7 Iekelda, 6960 R.T.

After well over a year of preparation, General Rudhuir Escoreth finally had his quarry in his sights. As the Supreme Commander of the Fiean Army peered through his monocular, he made a mental map of the city of Luanith and the surrounding geography. From what he could see to the south and east, the maze of stone and wood had little in the way of static defense, but that was because the Avelingians had elected to barricade the northern outskirts of the city with tents and a small number of cannons. He feared that a head-on assault would destroy his army, so he and a small section of his most elite guards tried to look for an alternate plan of attack as they sat atop their war horses.

Fortunately, his principal intelligence officer had something in mind.

“Sir!” Colonel Amrau Mearin stopped his steed. “Our scouts have returned with a new assessment of the enemy and the lay of the land. Shall I assemble the generals for you?” 

“Tell them that they shall be needed in an hour, Colonel,” General Escoreth returned his scope to his traveling bag. “I must see the Medical Corps before we commit to any offensive action.”

“I understand, sir. That will give us some time to examine our strategic options.”

“Thank you. You are dismissed.”

The fair-haired human spymaster turned his horse away and galloped back to their forward camp, leaving his commanding officer to assess the field. With little time left to spare, General Escoreth turned to Captain Moribi Stravarus, who had always been regarded as one of the best tacticians in the burgeoning Fiean Army.

“How many regiments do you see, Captain?” he asked.

“By my count, we are looking at three regiments with artillery and medical support,” Stravarus answered. “Our strength is roughly equivalent to theirs... apart from our artillery advantage, of course.”

“Then we will have to use the terrain against them. They do not seem to be entrenched, so that should work to our advantage.”

“It depends upon our approach, but I am sure that you know that.”

“The entire field might take a full day to march across. What are the odds of an interception?”

“Minimal. The enemy seems to be concentrated here.”

“Very well. Let us head back to camp.”

“Yes, sir.”

General Escoreth turned his horse around and trotted off to the north. A few moments later, the Elite Guard followed after, carefully observing the surrounding area for anyone who might do their elven leader harm.

● ● ●

When Rudhuir removed his cap and stepped into the largest tent of his Medical Corps, he took a few moments to admire the doctors and nurses under his command. In many ways, their handiwork reminded him of a time in his youth when he’d borne witness to the medical exploits of his father, but he did not want to tarry for too long.  He needed to ensure that the males and females who shuffled to and fro were prepared for all-out war.

Fortunately, a young elven nurse by the name of Moreliah came to his aid with great haste.

“Your Excellency,” she folded her hands. “Are you feeling unwell?”

“No, thank you,” General Escoreth said. “I just thought I would stop in and see if our quartermasters missed anything.”

Moreliah smiled, dropping her hands to her sides.

“We are not missing anything from our regular stock, but I have been meaning to bring something important to your attention. Do you have the time?”

“I can spare a few moments. What is this about?”

“Walk with me, if you please.”

Moreliah led General Escoreth to a small break area on the leftmost side of the tent.  Rudhuir was not surprised to see that Doctor Felwaith was finishing off an apple there, but he was quite shocked by the seemingly endless row of books along the side of the tent. As he approached the makeshift library, Felwaith noticed his commanding officer, stood up, and snapped to attention.

“As you were, Doctor,” General Escoreth said.

As Doctor Felwaith returned to his work, Moreliah picked a textbook off the shelf, sat at the corner desk, and fingered through the pages until she arrived at page 233.

“Here it is,” the nurse said. “An examination of binitrogren oxide and ether.”

“Are those not chemicals that the upper class huff for their own amusement?” Rudhuir wondered.

“Yes. However, look at the observations from a few parties in the West.”

Moreliah pointed to a section of the text.

“Several participants fell out of consciousness from the usage of binitrogen oxide or ether, but suffered no extensive side effects apart from a willingness to attend more of the parties in question.”

“If we can find a way to obtain these compounds and deliver them in a safe manner, it could work wonders for our surgeons. With your permission, sir, I would like to conduct some trial experiments on our charges here.”

General Escoreth thought about the proposition for several moments. On one hand, her idea was highly experimental and not without risk. On the other, he knew that the Fiean Army needed every innovation possible if it was to win the war, and it was worth pursuing anything which might keep his soldiers safe.

“Your observations have some promise, but I am not quite sure if we can set aside the money for it. Develop a viable plan, and I will see what we can do.”

Moreliah could not help but smile. She shut the textbook, put it back on the shelf, and turned to face her leader.

“Thank you, Your Excellency,” she said.

“You are more than welcome,” Rudhuir replied. “I must be going.”

General Escoreth donned his hat and left Moreliah to her work.


● ● ●

A brief shower irritated Rudhuir as he made his way to the command tent. While he appreciated the feeling of cool water on his skin, the rational side of his mind feared for the welfare of his soldiers. He knew that they would not be harmed by the occasional wet sock or gust of cold, but the soggy terrain would put them at far greater risk than he was comfortable with.

Never mind the fact that their muskets did not operate at all when loaded with wet powder.

General Escoreth shook off such thoughts, entered his command post, and removed his cap.

“Attention!” Colonel Mearin shouted.

The Fiean command staff snapped to attention as their leader placed his hat on the planning table.

“Be at ease,” General Escoreth said.

Colonel Mearin, Captain Stravarus, and Major Valuri Colbren stepped forward and placed five packets of fresh intelligence atop the maps in the center of the table. After a few moments, they stepped aside, giving Lieutenant General Aenri Irithani a first glance at the information. Seconds later, Major Generals Nevin Ledrin, Soras Heicani, and Leidras  Morsano stepped forward and began riffling through their particular stacks of parchment.

“What news has come in from our eyes?” Major General Heicani asked.

“Our patrols report no signs of additional enemy reinforcements along the perimeter,” Colonel Mearin said. “However, there is some concern about the weather and the affiliation of the nearest towns. Our sergeants are telling us that there is a lot of wet ground in the northwestern forests. It is fine for infantry, but our cavalry and artillery will almost certainly have a rough go of it.”

“Are the roads in good condition?”

“Yes, sir. Unfortunately, we know that they are watched by enemy scouts.”

“Were your pairs spotted?”

“It is not in the Avelingian character to let such a small number of enemies go,” General Escoreth pointed out.  “If they were seen, the enemy would have closed and engaged them.”

Lieutenant General Irithani compared the intelligence on the northern portion of the possible battlefield to their map. It was far less developed than the rest of the field, and the middle-aged human did not like that.

“And what of our center and left?” he asked. “The open ground leaves much to be desired, especially since there are no obstacles out there that might hinder the enemy.”

“I agree,” Major General Ledrin said. “If I press my infantry across that kind of ground, they are bound for a slaughter. We need to look for another path.”

General Escoreth looked over the map and portions of his assembled packet. According to the information at hand, the enemy had placed a token force of approximately one thousand males in each of the surrounding towns of Meldrith and Sibanis. He had every reason to believe that his subordinates were accurate, and their work gave him an idea.

“We have to go where they are not,” he said.

“Sir?” Lieutenant General Irithani replied.

“We are in agreement that the enemy would spot us on the road. However, we can easily avoid their patrols if we place a token part of our force here and push a small attack against Sibanis.”

“You want to throw almost everything at Meldrith?”

“Yes. If we can overwhelm the exterior, it will give us enough breathing room to fight the main army.”

“I can see it, sir.”

General Escoreth smiled.

“I should hope so,” he said. “With that in mind, Major General Morsano shall have the honor of leading two of his battalions to Sibanis.”

“Gladly, sir,” the elf replied. “What of the third?”

“It shall be placed here in a show of false force. Someone has to show off our professionalism to the enemy.”

“Ah. Very well, sir.”

“Get your formations ready for battle. We shall attack at dawn. You are dismissed.”

As the field commanders and scouts hurried out of the tent, General Escoreth grappled with the weight of the task before him. At his word, thousands of Fiean sons were prepared to kill and die in the name of liberty. He knew that some of them would not make it home, but he hoped that their efforts would not be in vain.

● ● ● 

As night fell over the continent, the Fiean Army packed up much of their equipment and organized for battle. In accordance with the overarching plan, the junior commissioned officers emphasized a need for relative silence, so their enlisted charges spent much of the day wrapping wagon and cannon wheels in oily rags. Their efforts would not completely eliminate all noise from the field, but it would do just enough to ensure that the enemy did not hear the patriots from afar.

In the middle of it all, Colonel Mearin approached Major General Morsano, pulled a sealed slip of paper out of his carrying pouch, and handed it over.

“What is this?” Leidras asked.

“Additional orders from General Escoreth, sir,” Amrau answered. “He told me that this is for your eyes only, and you must burn it after reading.”

“Very well.”

The Major General opened the dispatch. It read: DO NOT HOLD POSITION AT SIBANIS. IF YOU ENCOUNTER NO RESISTANCE OR ELIMINATE THE ENEMY, YOU ARE TO RETURN TO CAMP AND AWAIT FURTHER ORDERS.

A few seconds later, Major General Morsano crumpled up the order and threw it into the nearest fire.

“Thank you, Colonel,” he said. “You are dismissed.”

“You are more than welcome, sir,” Colonel Mearin replied.

● ● ●

8 Iekelda, 6960 R.T.

In the dark of the early morning, Major General Morsano directed nearly two and a half thousand males and females on their long journey toward Sibanis. As he pushed his small army down the network of cobblestone roads, his scouts looked for any shortcuts that might slash their travel time. Unfortunately, the updated intelligence reports were proven to be correct at every turn. While the rain had long since ceased, the Major General knew that the earth could not support the eight twelve-pound cannons that had been entrusted to him, let alone the horse that he rode.

Still, he had no choice but to press on. 

“Major Turinias,” he called.

“Sir!” his assistant pulled up to his right side.

“Have our forward scouts reported back from the latest patrol?”

“Some of them just told me that the encampment outside of Sibanis is smaller than we previously anticipated.”

“Do they think that the enemy has taken up residence with the locals?”

“They are sure of it. That should give us an advantage when we press our attack.”

“Not necessarily. If they do not wish to fight on the open field, then it may take a great deal of time to dislodge them from the town.”

Major Turinias thought about the strategy for a moment.

“I am not sure if that is a good idea on their part, sir. The commanding officer would have no way to use cavalry or artillery in a strategic manner.”	

“Anything is possible under the right circumstances. How long until we reach our objective?”

The dwarf looked across the field, checked the position of the Moon above him, and matched his findings up against a mental map of the area. 

“At our present speed, we should reach Sibanis by half past five.”

“Good.”

“Do you need any other assistance?”

“Sweep the column. Make sure that our fighters are not falling behind.”

“Yes, sir.”

Major Turinias turned his horse around and trotted back to the bulk of the strike force. As the dwarf carried out his duties, Leidras went over several of his best-laid plans in his mind. He knew that he had to follow the traditional conduct of battle, but each and every maneuver only brought with it more questions than answers.

Will the enemy actually surrender? he wondered. What will they do to us should the worst happen? Will I have to kill them because of their stubbornness? What of the females and children?

The Major General did not like any of the possible answers.

● ● ●

In wee hours, Major General Morsano overlooked the town of Sibanis from a hilltop to the north and east. The town was a mere shadow of Luanith, but Leidras knew that it possessed an incredible strategic and economic value. In more peaceful days, five major roads had funneled an extraordinary amount of traffic into the trading center, giving the town a good share of the overall economy. Unfortunately, the arrival of the Avelingian occupation meant that naught but a few caravans of military supplies and basic necessities could get through.

I do not think that I shall take from these people, Leidras decided. The enemy has already seized too much.

The Major General took out his scope and reconnoitered the roads that led into Sibanis. His scouts had correctly pointed out the small size of the two enemy camps. However, they had not given him a full picture of what the locals had to offer. 

From what he could see, each camp was placed within walking distance of two large inns. The establishments could not provide a bed for everyone, but they were large enough to shelter at least half of the enemy army from the wind and rain.

“Major, call my Brigadiers,” Morsano ordered. “I need them up here.”

“Yes, sir,” Turinias turned away and walked down the hill.

A few minutes later, he returned with Brigadier Generals Ikarin Ludrei and Mordras Mursulei. The two humans pulled their scopes out of their packs and walked up beside their commander.

“You needed us, sir?” Mursulei asked.

“Yes,” Morsano replied. “Do you see the inns near each enemy position?”

Mursulei and Ludrei peered through their looking glasses and observed the enemy encampments.

“Avelingians are guarding each establishment,” Ludrei remarked.

“Do you want to attack them now, sir?” Mursulei added.

“I would rather achieve surprise,” the Major General replied. “If we extinguish most of our torches and move quickly, they will not be able to sound the alarm until we are on the verge of closing the gap.”

“That approach would also deny us our artillery support, sir.” 

“If we can secure the enemy emplacements first, that will not matter. How long will it take you to bring your infantry and cavalry into formation?”

“We can have four companies ready in fifteen minutes, sir.”

“Very well. Ikarin shall have the honor of leading the assault on the northern camp, and I shall lead the northeastern press with Mordras. Prepare for battle!”

In a matter of moments, the Brigadiers were down the hill and galloping away on their war steeds to quietly relay the overarching plan to their most experienced soldiers. In a matter of minutes, hundreds of male humans, elves, and dwarves snuffed out their torches, loaded their muskets, and fixed bayonets.

Major General Morsano was quite pleased with the speed and preparedness of his subordinates. After a few moments of reflection, he called for his horse and joined Brigadier General Mursulei at the front of the cavalry.

“Are we ready?” he asked.

“We are when you are, sir,” Mursulei answered. “Shall I stay back with the second wave?”

“Yes. If the worst should happen, I want you to lead the regiment.”

“Very well.”

Brigadier General Mursulei directed his horse to step off the road. Once he was clear of the massed cavalry, Major General Morsano drew his saber, held it high for a few moments, brought it down in a forward swipe, and pressed his heels against his horse. 

Morsano and his gallant steed galloped off toward Sibanis, and two companies of cavalry followed after.

One third of a mile, the Major General thought.

Leidras looked to the west. While he could not see much in the dark of night, his six torch bearers gave him the confidence to press the attack.

One quarter.

All of a sudden, bells rang out at the edge of town.

“Alarm!” someone cried. “The rebels are here!”

The Fieans fully committed to their strike. There was no turning back.

A tenth.

Several loyalist musketeers emerged from their tents. Some of them tried to form a line in front of Leidras, but it was too late for them.

Contact.

The Major General slashed open the neck of an Avelingian, passed the enemy line, and
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