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Prologue
“I want to kill them all,” Landri muttered as he ground his teeth.
Maybe it would have been different if his mother still lived, but she had been gone for five years, taken by a fever that refused to break, the delirium that had overcome her at the end a memory he couldn’t escape. His father had grown colder to him then, something he had not thought possible, the iciness a bitter contrast to the way his mother had burned up from the inside. What little love his father could express was now solely shown to Frelis, Landri’s older brother.
Landri kicked aside a stool, thinking of the way his brother had stood over him as the gathered crowd laughed, the older boy having easily parried aside the younger’s blows as they practiced their combat skills with wooden staffs, and then the world turning upside down as Frelis managed to hook Landri’s legs and send him flying. The faces grew harder and more sinister as he replayed his latest defeat over and over in his mind, none more so than that of his father, Thrum, who cheered the skill of his elder son while sneering at the feebleness of the younger. Even besting Frelis, Landri knew, would never bring him the respect and love of Thrum, not even his grudging approval.
Landri swatted a pile of papers off a desk just as he had swatted away Frelis’ hand when his brother had tried to help him up.
“Your anger causes you to lose balance,” Frelis had said quietly, “both physical and mental. You have the skill, but not the patience to use it.”
Landri had spit at Frelis and the laughter suddenly stopped. Thrum rushed forward then, his face red with rage, ready to strike at Landri, but Frelis held him back with an upraised hand.
“It is nothing,” he said. “He just needs time to calm down.”
Landri had jumped to his feet and tossed his practice staff aside, then ran from the looks, the shaking heads, the pity in his brother’s eyes and the scorn in his father’s. He had run through the castle, the servants scattering, seeing the seventeen-year-old was in one of his rages, but Landri had no interest in taking his anger out on them. It would simply be another reason for his father to scold and punish him later.
He found himself in the library, drawn by its promise of solitude. The books he had spent little time with, far less than Frelis. Frelis was only older by two years and was smaller of frame than Landri, but he had an interest in learning that was foreign to Landri, and everything seemed to come easier to the older boy, be it lessons in math or history or weapons training and horse riding.
Landri’s face, red with embarrassment only a few moments ago, was now an even deeper hue of crimson, fueled by rage. He wanted to scream, the feelings welling up inside him and demanding a primal release. He managed to control himself, not wanting to draw anyone near, but his eyes went black, swimming with hatred.
“If they were dead,” he mused aloud, a thought or a wish. No one would laugh at him then, no one would dare, for if King Thrum and Prince Frelis were dead, then he, Prince Landri, would be king of Longvale.
And if I were king, he thought with a wicked smile playing on his lips, then everyone would pay.
The dread images he conjured up calmed him, and he strolled the vast library, driven to do so without knowing why. He found himself taking one of the candles that cast only a faint light in some of the long-forgotten aisles, and went deeper, past where the library was regularly kept lit, past rows of older tomes that had collected dust over years of non-use.
A glint of gold caught his eye, and he bent low, holding the candle before him to see what he had found. The candle reflected off the edges of a slim volume that was framed in metal, brass or tarnished gold perhaps. Landri carefully set the candle down and worked the book out from under the small pile of larger volumes that rested upon it.
In the dim light it looked black, but when he drew it nearer he could see it was a deep red. No title or marking of any sort was upon the book, and a clasp held it shut. Before he could despair of not having a key, he noticed there was no lock on the clasp, and he gave it a gentle pull, expecting it to open easily.
The clasp did not budge.
He turned the book over in his hands three times, trying to see what held the clasp in place, but had no luck. He pulled again, harder, his muscles straining, but the clasp resisted him. With a grunt of frustration, he flung the book against the nearest wall, the candle guttering once but clinging to life.
Landri stilled his ragged breathing, thinking to leave the book alone, trying to convince himself he need not know what it contained.
“Probably some old hag’s foul recipes,” he groused to himself. 
He glanced at the book, a sideways glance, hopeful that the toss had broken it open. It remained closed, the candlelight dancing on its casing.
Landri snatched the book up and tore at it with his pent-up fury. After all he had been through, this book spiting him was more than he could bear. The flesh of two fingers on his right hand were sliced open by the metal frame, and Landri let out a quick gasp of pain and dropped the book. He put the fingers to his mouth, tasted the blood, then spit it out. As he absently brushed the wounded digits on the leg of his pants, he looked at the book, and what he saw made his eyes go wide with wonder.
The clasp fell aside and the cover of the book opened, even though the book rested with its back flat on the ground. A dull light seemed to come from the first page, a muddy yellow glow, and as he leaned forward to see what was written there, the bitter smell of sulfur stung his nostrils.



Chapter 1: The King’s Room
(Ten Years Later)
 
Sasha Stoneman looked at the king’s bed, and her hand crept upward until it held the collar of her work blouse tightly closed. She swallowed, felt the hand there, and forced it down. She wished she could calm her racing heart and churning stomach as easily.
She had been in the room before, doing her cleaning, and had always thought it a humble room, for a king. The bed was large enough for three, but was of simple construction and was covered with a faded tan quilt. The dresser, nightstand, and desk were nicely crafted, but made of local oak, rather than some exotic species. A small fire burned in the cozy fireplace on the western wall, while opposite a simple window, over which the curtains were currently drawn, looked east. But tonight the room seemed sinister and close, the smell of alcohol and acrid sweat lingering in the air, and it was with fear that she looked back at the door that had just been shut behind her, waiting for the knob to turn and the king to enter.
She went to the window, gently pulling aside the curtains and peering out, hoping against reason to find some salvation there. But the window was heavily barred—likely to keep away would-be assassins—and the darkened courtyard was three stories below, abandoned but for the sentries that kept watch. Even if she could call out to them it would bring no help—it had been one of the sentries that had brought her here.
Sasha had seen this particular sentry before, an older man with a stubbly beard and a hard look. He had simply said, “The king requests the pleasure of your company,” with a knowing look, and had grabbed her roughly by the elbow and whisked her away from the other servants. She knew better than to protest. Others had done so and been beaten, or worse. The other women just looked away, sorry for Sasha but glad it wasn’t them.
Sasha crept back toward the door and listened. A moment’s silence was like a glimmer of light in the gathering darkness and she reached for the doorknob, but then she heard the guard clear his throat and the rap of the base of his staff against the cold, stone floor.
Slowly she paced the room, playing out conversations in her mind, picturing the king being reasonable and sending her on her way. Perhaps he only needed someone to talk to, she thought, while a deeper part of her laughed at her own naiveté. There is no escape, that icy voice whispered.
She sat down to try to calm herself, realized being on the bed when the king entered would send the wrong message, then quickly stood up. Her skirt caught a candlestick on the nightstand beside the bed, knocking it to the floor. In the empty room, the sound seemed far louder than it was, and she half-expected one of the guards to come in to investigate.
As she knelt to pick up the candlestick, she could see how badly her hands were trembling. She stayed crouched for an instant with her eyes closed, forcing herself to take a deep breath. She opened her eyes and placed the candlestick back on the nightstand.
She paused, something out of place playing on her subconscious. She slowly knelt down again and looked under the nightstand. There a thin metal chain hung from a small key, which had been left in a lock on the underside of the nightstand. She hesitated, feeling she had found a secret and wanting to investigate, but afraid to pry. The nightstand’s lone drawer had no lock. She opened it instead of the lock, grimacing at the small squeak of wood-on-wood, and studied the contents with growing disappointment: a nightcap, a sweat-stained shirt, an old brush full of hair, a couple of spare candles. 
Something about the sides of the nightstand bothered her. She caressed the smooth wood while her eyes fell upon the drawer, and then she understood. The drawer’s face was the right height, but the inside was much shallower. It dawned on her that the key likely opened a small compartment hidden under the main drawer.
The key in the lock drew her attention once more. She reached out, hesitated one last time, then gave in and turned the key.
She felt the weight immediately, something substantial being supported by the thin wood. She let the panel down slowly and reached in to keep the contents from spilling onto the floor. As the panel fell completely open, Sasha found she held a book. Without thinking she placed it on the ground and recoiled, something inside her repulsed by the tome. She closed her eyes and took a moment to compose herself, confused by such an irrational reaction.
With a little distance of space and time she again regarded the prize. No picture or word graced the book, and this, along with a keyless clasp that bound it shut gave it a certain air of mystery. Sasha reached tentatively at the clasp, pulled once, and was unsurprised that it did not yield.
Subtle noises from outside the room alerted her, voices and approaching footfalls. Quickly she closed the secret panel and turned the key. With a foot she nudged the book under the bed.
The door opened with a bang. King Landri stumbled in, a half-empty bottle of wine clutched in his right hand. His shirt was badly soiled with food and wine, and his pants were little better. He reached for the doorknob and missed, lost his balance, and would have gone down but for his shoulder hitting the wall, which held him up. He tried again, managed to find the handle, and flung the door closed. He took a long pull from the bottle, most of the liquid finding the target but plenty spilling down his chest, and then his eyes found Sasha, who had backed against the wall. He held the bottle out toward her, an offering.
“No, thank you, your majesty,” she said, more calmly than she thought possible.
He shrugged at this and took another long drink. “Waz-yer-nam?”
Sasha forced a smile. “Excuse me?”
Landri stood as upright as his current state allowed, and with a touch of anger asked, “WHAT…IS…YOUR…NAME?”
“Sasha, sire.”
This response amused the king. “That’s a funny last name…what people call me!” He went to the bed, struggling to keep his balance and plopped down. Some of the wine slopped onto the quilt, starting a muddy brown stain. He pulled at his chin, lost in some reverie for a moment, his back now to Sasha. He shook his head and asked, “Do you know who I am?”
“Of course, sire. You are Landri, King of Longvale.”
“So I am!” he said, as if surprised by the fact. He took another drink, turned his head fractionally to catch a glimpse of Sasha, then turned away again. “Do you know why you’re here?”
She did, but without hesitation she replied, “No, your majesty.”
“How old are you?”
“Twenty-seven.”
“Married?”
“No, sire.”
He drained the bottle and tossed it aside. “Why don’t you come and sit next to me.”
Sasha closed her eyes and tried to keep her composure. She felt like her heart would beat right out of her chest. “I’m more comfortable standing, your majesty. If you don’t mind.”
“But I do mind.” He made to rise but fell back onto the bed instead. “Here, come and help your king stand.”
“But, sire, I—”
“Don’t make me call the guards. You wouldn’t like that.”
Sasha was sure she wouldn’t, but she was beginning to consider it a viable option. Still, if she was only helping him off the bed…
Sasha moved to where Landri sat and took hold of his left hand and forearm. For a moment he simply smiled at her, and she started to pull him to his feet, but then suddenly his face went hard and he gripped her wrist fiercely. He used his strength and his dead weight to pull her down onto the bed, then started to kiss her roughly on the neck.
Sasha had worked all her life, on the farm as a young girl and in the king’s castle these last six years. Her build was average, but the labor gave her a sinewy toughness. When she instinctively pulled away, she was able to break Landri’s vise-like hold and leave him flat on his back. The short-term price for this was a pair of scratches on the back of her hand and a slight tear of her blouse at the shoulder. The longer-term implications were of more concern, especially considering the way the red color was moving up Landri’s neck and onto his face, as if he were a thermometer suddenly dropped in boiling water.
Sasha backed away while Landri sat up. He swooned, the alcohol overcoming the adrenaline rush born of his rage. He flopped backward, grabbed the discarded wine bottle by the neck, and flung it half-heartedly at Sasha.
Sasha dodged aside and the bottle smashed against the wall. She looked from Landri to the door and back again, wondering if the noise would bring the guards. To her surprise Landri started to laugh.
“I suppose you have me at a disadvantage, dear,” he said, still lying flat on his back. He continued to laugh and shook his head, and Sasha realized that the king was mocking his own alcohol-fueled impotence.
He fell silent and closed his eyes, and for a moment Sasha dared hope he had drifted off to sleep. She inched toward the door, wincing even at the subtle swishing sound of the fabric of her skirt against her legs.
In the courtyard the watch sounded the hour.
“You have no idea how powerful I am,” he stated flatly.
She froze in place but remained silent.
“Do you?”
“Of course I do, sire. You are king.”
His laugh this time was derisive. “Kings come and go. They have the power given by birth or law. Power that can be taken away by an assassin or an invading army…or even a fever run amok.” Here he paused, his mind somewhere else for a time. “I have a better source of power.” He reached toward his neck, as if expecting to find something there, and when he didn’t he frowned, mumbling “Where’s my key?” With a start he rolled over and onto his elbows. The motion was too much for him, and he muttered under his breath about how he wished the room would just hold still for a moment. He shimmied forward, making little progress and bunching the quilt up underneath himself. He seemed to be trying to reach the nightstand beside his bed. Slowly he lowered his head and his body sagged as if having completed some great effort. “You’ll be back,” he muttered.
Sasha held her breath, praying the king had drifted off into a drunken sleep. Just when she began to hope she could make her escape, he slowly lifted his head, his eyes suddenly wide and bright.
“You’ve seen it!” he shouted.
“Sire, I don’t know—”
“Liar!”
His eyes went to the floor once more, and she followed his gaze, and there saw that the corner of the book yet peeked out from beneath the bed. Involuntarily she gasped, and as she raised her eyes she met his, and she knew from the fire she saw there that all was lost.
“Now you know my secret,” he said, his voice suddenly soft but holding dire malice. “No one can know that and live.”
“My king, I know nothing,” she begged.
“You know far too much.” He struggled to sit up, his anger not quite enough to overcome the alcohol that impaired his senses.
Sasha backed toward the door.
“Go ahead, call for help, run out the door even. They won’t aid you.”
Sasha did not doubt the truth of these words, but still she reached for the door.
The candlestick she had knocked over earlier suddenly banged against the wooden doorframe, missing her head by mere inches. The king rose and stumbled toward her, forcing her to circle around the room, trying to keep the bed between them.
Landri retrieved the candlestick and stalked toward her again, his gait wobbly and unsure. “Hold still and we can make this quick.” 
As he came around the corner of the bed, Sasha rolled across it. He lunged forward, hoping to grab her skirt, but instead lost his balance. His head smacked against then heavy wooden footboard of the bed with a sickening, wet thud, and he slumped to the ground.
Sasha stood in absolute stillness on the far side of the bed for two minutes that felt like an hour. Keeping as much distance as she could, she finally found the strength to move and check on Landri. He was propped against the bed, a thin stream of blood flowing from his right temple, which had already started to bruise and swell. His breathing was deep and steady. She considered her plight frantically, believing she could leave now, but sure he would come for her when he regained his senses. His drunkenness had saved her for now, but his threats were far too real. She looked at the candlestick and the unconscious king, a fleeting thought passing through her brain that she could kill him, but she knew that wouldn’t free her, wasn’t sure she could do that, even now. Flight was her only choice, but once she left, she was sure she could never be safely seen again by Landri or anyone else at the castle, that she would be a refugee with nowhere to call home. And if that were the case, then there was little risk in learning what secret the book might hold, and if that secret gave some advantage, some hope that she might escape Landri’s clutching grasp, so much the better. 
Outside the door she heard the guards muttering to one another as replacements came on duty. She heard a few low, knowing laughs, and realized she was likely the topic of conversation. She heard the shuffling feet of the relieved guards moving away, and then things fell still once again. The brief interlude reminded Sasha that time was passing. She decided she needed to move on.
Sasha carefully removed the chain and key from the secret panel, then laid the chain in the king’s partially open hand. Thinking better of this, she risked slipping it over his head, gently whispering in his ear as she did so, the king smiling through his drunken stupor at the empty promises she made. She slipped the key down the front of his shirt and left him to his drunken repose.
For a long moment she stood looking at the book. It felt foreign to her, a strange thing full of malice and hate, but it was dear to this king who had brought so much harm to his own kingdom, who ruled cruelly and without mercy, and who, upon waking, would never allow Sasha even the simple, hard life she had known. Fighting off her instincts, Sasha grabbed the book and held it to her chest. That done, she moved quickly, ignoring the rising bile in her throat and pushing away her fear of this last hurdle she needed to cross to attain the dubious freedom of the fugitive. She tousled her hair, pulled on her sleeve to exaggerate the tear in her blouse, then went to the door. She opened it only enough to allow herself out, shutting it swiftly but quietly behind her.
“King Landri does not want to be disturbed,” she said as she moved past the guards and down the hall, keeping her head down and avoiding any eye contact. As she fled she heard a few snickers of laughter but not what she feared most, an order to stop, a question about the book.
Sasha walked briskly down the stairs, through the servants’ quarters and outside the castle without pausing to look at or speak to anyone. Her time here was at an end.
Once outside the castle walls Sasha fled into the night’s dark embrace.



Chapter 2: The Book
Darius Stoneman hefted another basket of corn, feeling the oddly pleasing dull ache in his back as he poured the ears on the cart. It was an ache born of a good, honest day’s work, and just like the sweat that covered his body he knew it would soon be gone, leaving him with the satisfaction of what he had accomplished.
He looked to the summer sun, sinking fast toward the horizon, and if he needed any other convincing that the work for the day should be considered done, his rumbling stomach reminded him how late supper would be. As his brother, Luke, added more corn to the cart, Darius said, “That’ll do for today.”
“As you wish, my liege,” Luke replied, adding a mock bow to hide the grin that spread across his face.
Darius didn’t try to hide his smile. He and Luke had always gotten along well, and he knew there was no malice behind the words. Being seven years older, Darius had spent many of his teenage years with Luke tagging along, wanting to join in on his elder brother’s adventures, and Darius had rarely found it an imposition. Luke was smart, quick with a joke, and good with a secret, and as the years passed an honest friendship grew between them. When Darius had been forced into service in Longvale’s army, he was surprised at how much he missed his little brother. Darius shook away the creeping dread that stalked him when he thought of the army. His leave would soon end, and he would be thrust back into service. And it would not be long before the king’s men came for the seventeen-year-old Luke as well. Luke was still filling out, still thin although not overly so for his age, but thinking of him being in the army almost made him look frail to his older brother. Darius frowned as he pictured Luke having his wavy brown hair shorn close, and then having a sword and shield shoved into his hands. He rubbed his own hair, the sandy-colored locks that once touched his shoulders reduced to little more than stubble.
Darius grabbed his shirt, which he had hung on the cart while they worked, and hopped into the cart’s seat, grabbing for the reins. Luke was there an instant earlier.
“Allow me,” Luke said. “A man of your advanced years needs his rest.”
“That I do,” Darius agreed, folding his hands behind his head and leaning back as if to nap. With a start, he sat up straight. “Wait a minute. Last time you drove the cart, you and old Bess nearly took out half the garden.”
“That was a rabbit that startled her,” Luke replied, “and you know it. Besides, it wasn’t all bad. Had a nice little stew for dinner that night.”
“Fair enough,” Darius said. “Just try to stay on the path this time.” He eyed his brother, who flicked the reins to get them started with a look of utmost concentration on his face. Darius laughed and nudged him with his elbow, and soon both young men were joking and looking forward to a well-earned supper and a good night’s rest.
The cart path curled around the edge of the cornfield, and as their home came into view so did the young woman sitting on a small rock. She was disheveled and dirty, and she looked as if she had not slept. She rocked slowly back and forth, cradling a book against her chest as if it were a newborn child.
Darius placed a hand on Luke’s arm, a silent request that he stay put, then leapt clear of the cart and went to his sister. He knelt beside her, peeled one hand free of the book and held it in his own.
She looked at him, and recognition spread across her face in a smile. “Darius,” she said in a voice barely above a whisper. “I thought you were fighting the war.”
“I was,” he answered, matching her smile despite the knot in his stomach. “Still am, actually. I’m just on a short leave.”
She nodded, but her eyes lost focus as her mind went elsewhere.
“Sasha,” Darius asked, “why are you here?”
“I…don’t know where else to go. I can’t be here…it’s not safe. But…I’m so tired.”
“Let me help you inside. After you rest a bit we can talk.”
“No!” she said, louder than she wanted. She calmed herself, then went on. “I’m not sure I want to go to Mom and Dad…it might put them in danger.”
“What’s happened? Who are you running from?”
“King Landri.”
That gave Darius pause, not because he thought well of the king—few did—but because it confirmed for him that Sasha’s problem was a dire one. “His men would look for you here,” he stated.
She nodded. “I shouldn’t have come, but I have nowhere else to turn.”
“You know they’ll want to help,” he said, referring to their parents. “Regardless of the consequences. You’re their little girl. Always will be.”
She smiled at the truth of that. “I’m glad you’re here. Maybe if I tell you first…”
Darius waved Luke on, telling him he’d catch up shortly, then listened while Sasha told him what had happened two nights ago, and of her endless flight since.
Darius found it hard to keep his eyes from wondering to the book while she told her tale, and even now it was only with an effort that he raised his gaze to meet hers. “You haven’t slept in two days?”
She shook her head.
“That ends any question about coming inside. Risk or no, you need rest and food. Since you still have the book, I assume you’ve found something useful inside.”
“I haven’t been able to open it.”
“Really?” Darius said, surprised. He considered his sister quite capable and industrious. “Mind if I take a look?”
She held the book out toward him, but as he reached for it he suddenly pulled back. 
She shook her head. “It’s all right. You don’t have to take it.”
He grimaced, then snatched the book quickly, as if hurrying to take it before he could change his mind. He made a half-dozen attempts at the latch, turning the book as he did so. Giving up, he handed it back to her. “Everything about it’s odd. Gave me a shiver just touching it.”
“Same with me. When I first took it, it was like picking up a snake or a hairy spider.” She looked down and saw the way she was clutching the book again and added, “You get used to it.”
He rose and held out a hand to help her up. “C’mon, let’s go home. We’ll work this out together.”
“Okay.”
As they walked, Darius said, “What you did took a lot of guts. Not that I’m surprised. For what it’s worth, I think you did the right thing.”
“Thanks,” she said. She laid her head on her little brother’s shoulder and together they went to the house where they had grown up.
Kevin and Marissa Stoneman had hardly had time to let out gasps of surprise at seeing Sasha before Darius set some ground rules—they needed to talk, but Sasha needed some food and sleep before they did so. Such was the stern warning in his eyes that they did as he asked through supper, the table banter minimal and the questions that boiled inside them making discussion about the weather and the meager corn crop more pointless than usual.
After they had eaten, Sasha modified the plan, unwilling to make her parents and Luke wait any longer. “I’ll tell my tale and then rest a bit,” she said, smiling at Darius. “It’ll give everyone time to think.”
When she had finished Luke was red with embarrassment and anger, Marissa was weeping softly and clinging to her husband, while Kevin nodded his head, pondering what he had heard. He patted his wife’s hand as he pulled away from her, telling her things would be okay, then went to Sasha and kissed her on the cheek.
“Sleep now,” he said, taking the book from her and laying it quickly on the table. “We’ll figure this out in the morning.”
Sasha had kept herself together through a king’s assault and days and nights of uninterrupted flight, but at these kind words she finally broke down. She wept, unashamed, while her father held her. They remained frozen in an embrace for several minutes, her soft sobs the only sound. When her tears finally abated, she felt the tiredness wash over her like a deep, warm ocean wave. Her mother took her hand and led her off to bed.
Kevin sat down at the table and bit at his right thumbnail, as he often did when thinking. Darius and Luke waited patiently, knowing better than to interrupt. When Marissa returned, she started to announce Sasha comfortably asleep, but seeing her husband’s pose, she instead worked at the dishes, Luke joining her to have something to do. Darius sat next to his father and waited.
Kevin glanced at his son and said, “Seems there’s nowhere in the world one can hide from trouble anymore.”
Darius nodded his agreement. War had been a way of life in the three southern kingdoms of Corterra for nearly a decade now, and as if that didn’t create enough suffering, there had been periods of drought, famine, and plague as bad as history recorded to further deepen mankind’s misery. The Stonemans, for the most part, had been lucky. Their home was old but in good repair, their land not abundant but yielding enough to keep food on the table even after the king had excised his share. Darius had been conscripted for the war, but had survived with no outward sign of injury. Sasha, until now, had found employ in the king’s castle. All-in-all the Stoneman family would have to consider themselves fortunate. Now the two men looked at the book on the table, neither able to see it as anything other than a harbinger of dark days ahead.
“What do you think it is?” Kevin asked his son.
The question surprised Darius, not in its content, but that it had been asked. His father was a fair, honest man, but he rarely shared his thoughts or asked for opinions where important matters were concerned. Darius had expected a period of brooding silence, then a pronouncement of some course of action. The first had happened and the latter likely still would, but the question was a sign to Darius that his father now clearly viewed him as a man, not just a son. “A diary? War plans?” He pondered for a moment. “Sasha said the king referred to its power, as if it protected him. Information that might be used against someone, maybe? But he’s king. Why would he need to bother?”
“He did rise to power in a way that raised a lot of questions,” Kevin said, referring to the unsolved murders of King Thrum and Prince Frelis. “Questions that no one dared ask aloud once Landri was king.”
Darius shrugged. “Everyone believes Landri was in some way involved in the murders. But even if someone knows of a direct connection, he’d be the one holding the secret evidence, not Landri. If the book implicated the king, he’d have destroyed it.”
Kevin grimaced and shook his head. “Your reasoning is good, but we’re getting no closer to an answer.” He took up the book with a visible shudder, and then studied the strange clasp. “We need to open it to see what’s inside. Otherwise we have no idea what we’re dealing with.”
He had not doubted his daughter when she said the latch was not easily undone, but the rational part of his mind insisted that he at least give it a few stout pulls. He was unsurprised that the effort gained him nothing. He stood up, retrieved a dull knife, and slid the end of it into the opening between the clasp and the pages, angling the knife so the book’s edge, upon which the handle rested, would act as a fulcrum. With one hand he pressed the book tight against the table, while with the other he used his crude tool. He grunted with the strain, the muscles of his arm, toned from years of work in the fields, bulging.
With a loud snap the knife broke, sending Kevin onto his back. He shook his head at the now worthless piece of metal in his hands. As Darius helped him to his feet, he said, “I’m half tempted to try an axe on it, but that would likely only damage the book.”
They stood shoulder-to-shoulder, staring at the tome, which rested comfortably on their table, mocking them. “Maybe that’s the answer,” Darius said. “If the latch won’t give, then we carve away the part of the cover it’s attached to.”
“Grab a candle,” Kevin said, as he gathered up the book and headed for the door.
They went to a small shed where the tools were stored, and Kevin quickly found the axe with the aid of the candle that Darius held aloft. As he headed to the stump of an old oak, he saw Luke had followed them. He paused for an instant, then gave a quick nod of assent to his youngest child, inviting him to join them. He placed the book squarely on the stump, making sure it was well supported, then lined up the axe with its target.
“The latch first,” he announced. “One try at least.”
Kevin lifted the axe and brought it down in a quick, sharp blow. A spark flew as the report of metal striking metal echoed in the night. The latch was unharmed.
Kevin studied the axe’s edge in the candlelight. “Struck it square, I guess. Don’t see any damage, just bounced straight back up.”
“Try the cover now,” Darius said.
Kevin lined the axe up again, just to the side of the clasp. Again he raised the weapon high, and brought it down hard.
The sound of contact was different, no metallic ping, just a dull thud. The book lifted fractionally off the stump and slid an inch to the right, while the axe bounced back a half foot.
The three men leaned in close, Darius putting the candle within inches of the book. There was no mark to indicate where the axe blade had fallen.
“Back up boys,” Kevin said. There was an edge to his tone that his sons knew would brook no argument.
He raised the axe again, this time letting out a small yell as he drove it home, less concerned now with the accuracy of the blow than with its force. He struck again and again, his shouts growing with each attempt, his muscles drawing strength from the emotions he had kept buried while listening to his daughter relay what had happened to her. His last blow was accompanied by a cry that could have been boiling anger or an anguished sob, and as it landed the book fell from the stump and Kevin fell back onto the seat of his pants, totally spent.
Darius gave his father a few moments to slow his ragged breathing, then pried the axe from his trembling hands. He set it aside, then leaned in close to the book so he could study it. “Nothing,” he reported.
Kevin did not reply, just sat with his head hung, beaten.
“Let’s sleep on it,” Darius suggested. “Might have a better feel for things tomorrow, plus we’ll be able to see what we’re doing.”
Kevin remained silent, but assented by his actions, grabbing the book and starting back for the house while Darius put the axe away.

 *
Darius found sleep hard to come by despite a long day toiling under a harsh summer sun. Thoughts of Sasha and the strange book whirled in his mind, but he could neither come to a satisfactory solution to the Stoneman family’s new problem, nor call a truce with his mental struggles so that he might get some rest. Finally in the darkest hours of the night exhaustion took him, and when he awoke he felt hardly more refreshed than if he had not slept at all.
He found his father still at the kitchen table, the candle not out but burned low during the passage of the night. Kevin’s eyes did not even flick to Darius as he entered the room, but rather stayed fixed on the book. Kevin rested his chin on the thumbs of his folded hands, as if to steady his head for a staring contest with the book, a battle of wills he had no chance to win. 
By unspoken consent the family gathered in the kitchen and waited. Sasha was last to rise and still wore the haggard look of the hunted. She sat next to her father and squeezed his forearm, breaking the trance. He offered her a wan smile, then cleared his throat.
“I see four options,” he said. “We destroy the book, hide it, try to find someone who might know how to deal with it, or return it. The last is not even worth consideration. The third opens us up to betrayal, and I would not even know where to begin to look. If we destroy it, we lose whatever is inside, which would deny Landri whatever power this thing represents, but would also mean we could not use it as a bargaining chip if it comes to that.
“I care little for the book or what it holds, but if it might in some way protect Sasha, it will be preserved. I will find a safe place for it, known only to me, and Sasha will remain here, where we can look to her safety.”
“It’s too dangerous for me to stay, father,” Sasha protested, “as much as I want to. Once they know that the book is gone, and I with it, they will surely come here to look for me.”
“No doubt,” he replied evenly. “But we will be watchful, and when they come, we’ll hide you as surely as we’ll hide the book. Once they leave, you’ll be safer here than running from them forever, with no food or shelter.”
“But I can—”
He held up his hand. “My word on this is final.” He rose and said, “We have a lot of work that needs done. Farms don’t run themselves.” With that he took the book and walked out the door.
The others watched the door for a moment, as if expecting something further to happen. Then Marissa said aloud to herself, “I guess I better get breakfast started,” and the others took that as a signal to begin their morning chores.

 *
As the sun set in the west that evening, not a word to contradict or question the course of action Kevin Stoneman had prescribed was spoken by his family. But for the trepidation they all held in the their hearts, the day passed as any other, with only their frequent, watchful glances at the surrounding countryside indicating that something might be amiss.
While the dim stars flickered in the hazy summer sky, Darius found a patch of ground where the grass had grown thick and long, and sat gazing heavenward. When he heard the soft swoosh of feet passing through the grass, he did not turn, but rather waited for his sister to join him.
Sasha sat down, looking at her brother instead of the sky. “I can’t stay.”
“I know.”
For a while they listened to the cicadas singing to one another, a sound from a more peaceful time. A cool breeze gusted from the north. It was hard to believe anything could be wrong with the world on such a night.
“Where will you go?” he asked.
“I don’t know. South, I suppose, to where it will stay warm in winter. If I can find work in some small village I’ll take it.”
“You can’t take the book with you.”
She shrugged. “I can’t leave it here. If I’m lucky, maybe I’ll find someone who might be able to open it.”
“It’s our best hope,” he agreed. “But I’ll take the book, and head north.”
Sasha’s eyes widened in surprise and fear. “No. I’ve already endangered everyone enough by coming here. If you’re found with the book…”
“I’ll be no worse off than you would be. They won’t be looking for me, though.”
“They will soon enough, but not because of the book. I thought your leave was over soon.”
He nodded. “A few weeks from now. It may be enough time. If not…we’ll see.”
Sasha shook her head. “Going missing from the army is as good as a death sentence. I know it must be awful fighting, but I’ve heard the king has been merciless with conscripts that refuse to do their duty.”
“I’ve heard the same. And the war itself…well, it’s bad enough seeing men die, and knowing you’ve got to kill or be killed. But I’ve seen things, things no one should see…”
“War is an awful, brutal thing.”
“There are worse things,” he said, and he looked at her directly for the first time since she had joined him. There was a shadow behind his eyes that made her recoil, a fear that he would not name that she dared not ask about.
“You know where the book is, don’t you?” she asked, changing the subject.
“Yes. I’ve known Dad’s hiding places since I was a kid. I bet Luke does too.”
“You two had too much time to play spy,” she said with a laugh. “I guess there’s no chance of me talking you into getting the book for me and letting me take it.”
He shook his head. “You need to do what you have to do, and so do I.”
“You’re as stubborn as Dad,” she said.
He took it as a compliment and returned it. “So are you. Must be a family trait.”
Slowly the smile faded from Sasha’s face and she grew serious again. “Should we go tonight, or risk another day?”
“You need rest, and we both could use some time to plan our next moves.” He grimaced and shook his head.
“And we’re leaving tonight,” she stated.
“No choice. If the king’s men come tomorrow, we’d never forgive ourselves, and even if they don’t, we’d be so distracted we’d likely give ourselves away.”
She sighed, felt the tears coming, then held her brother close, wanting to say so many things, but sure her voice would simply be a choked-off squeak if she tried to speak. She felt the wetness on her cheek and realized Darius was weeping, and then she could hold her emotions in check no longer.

 *
Darius had always hated goodbyes. He struggled to find the right words, the right facial expression, the right way to depart from those he loved. Now he found that not saying goodbye was even worse. Sasha was the hardest, because he had so many questions, and because he knew even if all went as well for both of them as he could hope, he still might never see her again. He wanted to know where she planned to go, what road she would take, what name she would use. But such information, in the wrong hands, could betray her, and as much as he knew he would never intentionally do anything to harm Sasha, he had heard enough about the methods used to make war prisoners talk that he did not trust himself with such knowledge. His parents might understand why he and Sasha had done what they did, assuming they pieced it together, but they could leave no note of explanation behind. At least he hoped to return home someday, so they would know his fate, and perhaps that of the book. Maybe he could even go south then, looking for Sasha, if things were right in Longvale.
Leaving Luke was hardest for him. They had grown close, and not including him felt too dismissive, like Luke was the kid brother who could tag along for fun but who was sent away when there were important, grown-up things that needed to be done. Darius didn’t feel that way at all, and wanted Luke to understand that he respected him as a friend and even as a man. He didn’t know how he could verbalize such thoughts even if given the opportunity—these things were easier to consider in one’s own mind than to say to a seventeen-year-old who would likely be embarrassed and crack wise to hide it—but he regretted he wouldn’t get the opportunity to try.
Darius had left in the wee hours of the morning. He had quietly packed his few belongings and strapped on the sword the army had provided him. He collected enough food and water for a couple days, planning to find enough nourishment for the rest of his journey on the way. He left the house without looking in on the others, afraid he might wake someone, and he wasn’t sure as the door closed behind him if Sasha had already left or not. The moon had just passed full a few days back, so he had plenty of light to see what he was doing as he brushed away the loose dirt near the bottom of the grain silo, slid aside the wood plank that hadn’t been fastened in years, and reached inside one of his father’s favorite hiding places. He pulled out a canvas bag, checked to make sure the book was inside, then covered the hole once again. He doubted the king’s men would find such a spot without an extremely thorough search, but they had other ways of getting information that would render any secret liable to exposure.
Darius had headed southwest, thinking to eventually come to the Old Road, which connected Longvale’s capital city of Old Bern to Anson’s Furnace. The initial portion of the trip was cross-country, as he wanted to avoid walking directly into Old Bern to get to the road, and Darius knew the area well enough that even at night he moved with decent speed. He knew he was now a fugitive of sorts, but only in his own mind. He had the correct papers, and the Old Road was an acceptable route to be taking to get back to his unit at the front. If any of the King’s Guard came upon him, even those who might be engaged in looking for the book, he would be a traveler with a solid story. Hopefully they wouldn’t demand to search his pack anyway...
Anson’s Furnace was a possible destination for him, although he was hoping to find help at some of the smaller towns along the way. If it came to it, he could lose the book deep in Wyndham Forest or perhaps at the bottom of Westlong Lake, but what he really wanted was to get the book open and see what secrets it held. The more he thought about the problem, the memory of how the book resisted the axe his father wielded with such savage fury still fresh in his mind, the more he whittled down the possibilities. There was a chance an expert locksmith might know of some trick to keep an apparently keyless lock closed against physical attempts to open it, but that would have little to do with the cover resisting the edge of a sharp weapon. He was willing to admit to himself what his father never would, that some sort of magic was in play. Kevin Stoneman was a man of the earth, a farmer who lived by the sweat of his brow, who brought forth a crop through knowledge and hard work. Tales of sorcerers roaming the world had been just that to him, stories told for amusement or to wile away the hours of a dark winter evening. Darius had been brought up as his father had, and until he had gone off to war he would have been as reticent to come to such a conclusion about the book as his father, preferring to think it was made of some new material or alloy. But his time fighting for Longvale had changed him, and though he had not seen any wizards, he knew there were things in the world that couldn’t easily be explained. The problem would be finding someone skilled in the magic arts without drawing too much attention to himself, and then having enough trust in such a person to reveal the book and ask for help getting it open.
The first day of his journey passed without event, Darius staying to goat paths and cart roads as much as possible. With the exception of a few noisy dogs, one of whom gave Darius a second dose of barking after he was well past, he managed to remain out of sight and unnoticed. As he gazed at the sun setting in a blaze of orange glory, he guessed that he was within a couple miles of the Old Road, and he thought he should start to look for a likely spot to spend the night. He munched on an apple as he went, taking his time with it, having decided it would have to suffice as dinner. As he was finishing, twilight arrived, and just at the edge of his perception he heard a noise that was out of place, a rustling of leaves and branches behind him and to the right without a corresponding gust of wind to explain it. He avoided turning or stopping, continuing forward with the same cautious gait, but he tossed the apple aside and swallowed the last bite of it so that the sound of his own chewing would no longer act as cover.
His senses heightened, Darius wished the insects which had emerged with falling night could be silenced. The chirping and buzzing he found comforting when he slept under the stars was now an annoying background noise. Ten steps, then twenty, then thirty, and Darius wanted to relax, wanted to tell himself it had likely been a rabbit or a squirrel, nothing unexpected and surely no cause for alarm.
A twig snapped, maybe twenty feet behind him.
Darius’ fingers slid unbidden around the hilt of his sword as he froze in place. The lane on which he traveled—two dirt tracks where the carts had etched the ground from frequent use—was bordered by cornstalks on his left that stood as high as his head, and by a mix of trees, shrubs, and brush to his right, thick enough to hide a man or a large animal, especially in the growing dark. He strained his eyes to look ahead, but was unable to see a break in the cover that bordered his path where a pursuer would have to stop or show themselves.
Starting forward again, he found a decent-sized stone. In one swift motion, he stopped, grabbed it, then wheeled and flung it into the woods, saying, “Go on, beat it,” in a voice just below a shout. If it was some animal or possibly a lone thief hoping to catch a traveler unaware, he hoped he might simply scare the source of the noise away.
He expected no outward reaction and didn’t get one. He pressed ahead again, moving more swiftly now, thinking that if he was being pursued that he’d take away his tracker’s chance to move with any stealth. But the quicker pace made his own footfalls louder, and his breathing soon grew audible as well.
The sounds of pursuit became unmistakable—a heavy rustle of leaves, a broken branch, then even a grunt that might have been pain.
Darius stopped, turned, and steadied himself. His eyes searched the ever-darkening brush. He drew his sword, appreciating the grating sound of the blade against the scabbard.
“I know you’re there,” he said. "Might as well come out now.”
The only answer was the endless buzz of the cicadas.
He picked up another stone, a bigger one, and flung it blindly into the woods. A few seconds later, much to his surprise, a smaller stone flew in his direction, just missing his left arm.
“Cripes, Darius, put down the sword.”
“Luke?”
Another rock flew by, and then Luke emerged from the darkness of the trees. “And enough with the stones. You’re lucky you didn’t hit me, otherwise I would have actually tried to hit you, and I had a good enough view to do it, too.”
Darius was too stunned to speak. He put away his sword, and waited with hands on hips as his younger brother approached.
“Well?” Luke said. “Are you trying to catch flies with your mouth hung open like that?”
In another time and place, Darius might have had to stifle a reflexive laugh, but not now. This errand was no game. “What are you doing here? How long have you been following me?”
“Since you left.”
“You’ve been tailing me since last night, and—”
Luke finished the thought for him. “And you didn’t know until a few minutes ago. Thought that dumb dog was gonna give me away with all that yelping. But it was falling night that did me in. Figured I had to get closer not to lose you, though I thought I’d soon have to let you know I was here. Afraid I’d sleep in too late and you’d be gone tomorrow morning.”
“Okay, so now you’re here. Why?”
“I’m coming with you.”
Darius shook his head and scowled. “Oh, no.”
“Don’t see that you have much choice. I’m here.”
“Doesn’t mean you’re staying.”
“Two can do better than one,” Luke reasoned. “One can watch while the other sleeps, stuff like that.”
“You don’t even know what I’m doing.”
Luke let out a snort of a laugh. “You don’t either, hauling that book around—”
“Lower your voice,” Darius said in a sharp whisper, while a quick flash of anger flared in his eyes.
“Sorry,” Luke replied in a quieter tone. “You’re not sure what to do with it. I heard you and Sasha talking. Besides, I’ve already helped.”
“How has all this spying been of help?”
“I put the book where you could find it. Dad quit using the silo as a hiding place over a year ago.”
Darius, surprised again, didn’t respond immediately, and Luke jumped at the chance to keep pressing his case.
“You and Sasha figured it right. She goes one way, the book another, and Mom and Dad don’t know anything so they can’t let anything slip. Problem is, I know too much. I’m safer, and so are you and Sasha, if I’m with you.”
Darius mulled it over. “I don’t like it, and Mom and Dad will need you at the farm.”
“They’ll need to do without me soon enough. The army men will come calling soon. Besides, this is a lot more important than gathering crops.”
Darius started down the road again, grumbling aloud, “C’mon then. It’s too late to send you back now anyway, and I suppose I can’t order you home.”
“No, but I’ll call you ‘Captain’ if it would make you feel better.”
“Please don’t.”
“Whatever you say, Captain.”
Darius sighed heavily and half-wished he had another rock.



Chapter 3: On the Road to Anson’s Furnace
Darius briefly considered sneaking off when he woke the next morning, thinking maybe Luke would eventually give up and go home, but he realized his brother’s reasoning was sound, and if the King’s Guard came to the Stoneman home, none of them were truly safe anywhere. He stretched his aching muscles and breathed deep the cool morning air, allowing Luke a few extra minutes of rest. As the rising sun edged toward the horizon, Darius decided it was time, and so he reached under the bough of a large pine tree they had sheltered under and woke Luke.
Luke moaned softly and dragged himself to his feet. A farm boy, he was used to getting up before the sun, but he now understood how accustomed he had grown to sleeping in a bed.
Darius hid his smile behind the piece of dried meat he was breakfasting on.
“Got any more of that?” Luke asked.
“You didn’t bring any food?” Darius replied with mock surprise.
“Didn’t have as much chance to pack as you did. Just a few changes of clothes and a full water bottle.” Luke held up the small pack he had used as a pillow.
Seeing that Luke, at least for the moment, was being serious, Darius bestowed the remainder of the meat upon him. “Let’s get moving,” he said as Luke devoured the meal in three swift bites. “We’ve got a lot of ground to cover today.”
After they had settled into a good walking rhythm, Darius asked, “So why are you walking along with me?”
Luke sighed and rolled his eyes. “I thought we went over this last night.”
“We’ll soon hit the Old Road. The King’s Guard will be patrolling the highway, which is a good thing, because there are a lot of people who are suffering with the war and all. And some of those people are desperate enough that they’ll take whatever they need from those that can’t defend themselves.” He patted his sword to show that he had no intention of being targeted as such.
“Wow,” Luke said. “Coming on kind of heavy, aren’t you Darius?”
Darius stopped and looked his brother straight in the eye. “No more than I should. This is no joke, Luke. I know you can handle it, I know you’re not a kid anymore. But we can’t laugh and joke our way through this.”
Luke returned his brother’s stare and understood how earnest he was. “Okay, Darius. I get it.”
“So back to my question. If I’m stopped by the authorities, I’ve got my papers, my uniform, and I’m heading back to the front. What’s your story?”
“I’m signing up for the army?”
“It works, but if you say it to the wrong person, you might end up in the army.”
“That seems inevitable.”
“True, but I’d rather make them come for you next year, when they’re supposed to. If we’re lucky, the war’ll be over by then.”
“I’d fight,” Luke protested.
“I know,” Darius retorted, just as sharply. “Quit changing the subject.”
“All right, all right.” Luke thought a moment. “The Old Road runs to Anson’s Furnace, right?”
“Yes, and then on into Westphalia.”
“So I’m heading to Anson’s Furnace to stay with some distant relatives and to look for work. You’re going along to make sure I get there in one piece, then you’ll rejoin your unit. That would explain why you left a week or two before you had to. I doubt they’d think you were so anxious to get back to the fighting.”
“Not bad,” Darius said as he thought it over. “Actually, it’s quite good.”
Although they moved at a good pace, it took longer than Darius expected to reach the Old Road. When it finally appeared, the sun had already reached its zenith for the day. When the brothers spotted the road, they both halted, eying it warily, as if it were suspected of occasionally swallowing travelers up whole.
“Is it true what you said,” Luke asked, “about bandits prowling the road?”
“Yeah,” Darius replied. “But a lot wouldn’t bother with such as us. We clearly don’t have much, and I’m armed. Most will look for easier marks, but the worse things get, the more desperate people become.”
“I know things have been tough, but we’ve made do. Is it really that bad?”
“For some. We’ve been lucky around Old Bern. Things have been a lot worse elsewhere, famine and plague, and then wherever the war goes…the armies don’t leave much behind when they move on, just decimated landscapes littered with dead and wounded.”
“Sounds wonderful,” Luke said with a sigh. “Well, I guess if we’re going to get where we’re going, we need to keep moving.”
Darius knew it was time, but still he hesitated. He wasn’t reconsidering his recent choices, but until now, traveling in back country, he felt relatively sheltered and safe, and had he wanted to lose the book and return home, it felt like a feasible option. Stepping onto the road was stepping into the open, literally and figuratively, and he sensed there was no turning back once he had done so.
“Darius?”
“I’m fine,” he said, forcing a smile and sparing a glance at Luke. “Let’s go.”
The Old Road wasn’t the longest or, despite its name, the oldest road in Corterra, but in happier times it was the most traveled. The war had slowed trade within Longvale, and stopped it completely with the kingdoms of Westphalia and Dalusia. The road was still in good repair, the wild growth that lined several long stretches not having encroached upon it, held at bay mainly by the wagons that hauled supplies to the front. As such, travelers on horseback, or those on foot such as Darius and Luke, could cover far more ground on the road than they could in the more sheltered areas that framed it.
They passed two more days under the summer sun and two more nights under the shelter of trees a few hundred yards from the road. The weather was warm but not bad for July, and the well-packed road kept their feet from kicking up the choking dust that could make the days seem much longer. They had only encountered a dozen or so fellow travelers, each keeping to the far side of the road, apparently as uneager for contact as Darius and Luke. It was on the third day that hoof beats were finally heard, closing on them from behind. Luke’s eyes grew wide and he frantically searched for a place to run and hide.
Darius laid a hand on his arm. “Relax. There’s nowhere to hide on this stretch of road, just open fields, and we have a reason to be here. If our story was true, we needn’t hide from the King’s Guard.”
“And if they’re thieves?” Luke asked, but in a calm tone.
“Then we can’t outrun them if they have horses, and we don’t have much to lose anyway.”
Darius wasn’t really sure which he preferred, robbers or the king’s men. He prodded Luke to keep moving along at the same measured pace, only occasional glances back giving away the fact that the approaching riders were of any concern to him. After a time, he told Luke, “They’re wearing Longvale colors. Soldiers or guards.”
As the horsemen neared, Darius and Luke stepped off the road and waited. There were four, all armed, dressed in the blue and yellow of the kingdom. As they neared the travelers the shield-shaped emblems on their right breasts, indicating they were of the King’s Guard, became apparent. They slowed to a trot and drew their weapons. Darius knew better than to do the same.
One of the riders moved forward. “Papers,” he commanded, holding out his hand toward Darius.
Darius pulled them from his pack and presented them.
The man took so long with them that Darius started to get nervous. He had a lean, hungry look, and whether he was just a poor reader, a slow thinker, or was looking for something to be out of place, Darius could not tell.
When he finished reading he did not hand the orders back, but instead looked at Luke. “How old are you, boy?”
“Seventeen, sir.”
Darius could see some of the threat go out of the man at the show of respect. He wanted to hug Luke for being bright enough to play to the man’s pride.
“Looking forward to joining up next year?”
“Well, sir, I’ll do my duty, just like my brother.”
The man eyed him for a second, then nodded. “I’m sure you will.” He handed the papers back to Darius and rode on, his men following.
Luke blew out a long breath as they drew off. “That was fun.”
“You did great,” Darius told him. “It’ll only get easier from now on,” he added, wishing saying it aloud could make it true.
At dusk the first small town they had encountered came into sight. Until now they had only seen residences well back from the road, and the occasional inn or tavern. A serviceable side road connected to the main road and led to the heart of the little hamlet. At least forty buildings were clustered together, some homes but many places of business, and the candles that had been lit in many of the windows gave the place a welcoming aspect.
“Do we go in?” Luke asked.
“I think we should. Might even find a bit of food and a place to spend the night.”
“What are we looking for, a blacksmith, a locksmith, or a wizard?”
Darius looked gap-jawed at his brother.
“I’m not Dad,” Luke said, “no disrespect to him. But I doubt any normal skill will open that book.”
“I agree. The problem as I see it is how do we find a wizard?”
“I was hoping, older and wiser brother, that you had a plan for that.”
“Not a good one. There is a lot of illegal trade these days, people will sell what they can to survive, including information. I’m hoping in one of these little towns we can find someone to get us in touch with someone that might be able to help us.”
Luke tilted his head back and regarded the darkening sky. “Or we could try wishing on a star. That might work, too.”
“I told you it wasn’t a good plan,” Darius answered in an even tone. “Let me know when you’ve got a better idea.”
“Will do,” Luke said. “In the meantime, I hope your pack is full of money if you intend to buy information.”
“I have some, not much. But information can come cheap after a few pints of ale. Listening doesn’t cost anything.”
“Great. We’ll have the drunk guys pointing us to the wizard. That book’ll be opened before we hit the sack.”
“Not if we stand here yammering all night.” Darius turned off the Old Road and headed into the small town.
It was a place like many in Corterra, a village that grew out of the collective need of a group of local citizens to trade goods and services with each other and travelers on a busy road. A small sign indicated the name of the place was Toryn. An inn and two taverns served as the focal points of evening activities, and these were easily identifiable from the noise that emanated from each, raised voices and laughter and song. The shops had closed for the day, but most appeared to be in good repair, and the lanterns that lit the main street gave the town a warm, inviting glow. The only thing that seemed out of place was a building near one of the inns, or rather a former building. As the brothers approached they could see the place had burned down some time ago, and not only had it not been rebuilt, there apparently had been little effort made to clean the area up. The ruin was so out of character with the rest of the town that Darius and Luke studied it more than they might have otherwise, and even in the fading light Darius could make out what the place had been.
“A church,” he stated.
“Never saw one before,” Luke said. “Guess I still haven’t.”
“I’ve seen a few, though more often than not burned down, like this one. War does that.”
“This one wasn’t the war.”
Darius agreed. “Must’ve just been an accident.”
The inn near the former church was called the Roadside Rest, and they decided it was as promising as any other nightspot. They entered, the smell of alcohol and burning tobacco and, more promising, roasting meat, hitting them before they had crossed the threshold. The innkeeper, a heavyset man in his early fifties with a bushy mustache, smiled and asked if he could be of service.
“A bit of supper and two pints would do us well,” Darius said.
The man showed them to one of the few empty tables, a corner spot that gave them a good view of the room. The eyes that fell upon them as they were escorted to their seats held looks neither contemptuous nor questioning. Travelers were clearly common here.
The innkeeper was swift in his work, and set bread, cheese, a generous slice of beef and two ales before them. They ate slowly despite their hunger, enjoying the food, simple though it was, and settling in to listen and watch, looking for clues as to who might be approached for information.
Before they had finished eating a man came at them, his wobbly gait telling them all they needed to know about his current state. He smiled broadly and greeted them as if they were old friends, then plopped down in one of the empty chairs at their table, spilling some of his drink as he did so. He leaned in close, speaking in a conspiratorial tone. “You boys look like you’re looking for something. I can get it for you.”
Darius took a slow sip from his tankard. “What is it you think we’re looking for?”
The man let out a low laugh, then brushed a few strands of his stringy hair behind his ear. “Healthy boys like you, farmers no doubt, here in the city. Lot of pretty girls here.” He added a wink to this last statement.
Darius smiled. “Thanks anyway, friend, but I can get my own dates.”
“No doubt, no doubt,” the man said, emphasizing that he meant no insult. “But some girls are more…affectionate than others.”
Darius now leaned forward as well. “What I really need is to find someone with very special abilities. Someone that could help me out with a problem I need to solve.”
The man scrunched his face up in confusion. “What’s that? What kind of special abilities?”
“Rare ones, for sure. Mystical. Magical.”
The man laughed, loud and hard enough that several heads turned their way. When he calmed himself, he said, “Better be careful, asking around for things like that. Get you in a lot of trouble, it will.”
The innkeeper suddenly appeared at the man’s shoulder. “C’mon now, Luden, leave these young men be.”
“Aw,” Luden moaned. “Can’t a man try to make some honest coin?”
“He can,” the innkeeper confirmed. “Or he can behave like you. Off you go now!”
Luden gave a little salute and wandered off, throwing one last wink back at Luke, as if to say, “Come see me after you lose your uptight friend.”
“Sorry about that,” said the innkeeper. “He don’t mean no harm.”
“No trouble at all,” said Darius.
The innkeeper made as if to leave, hesitated, then sat down and leaned in close, just as Luden had done. “I certainly didn’t mean to eavesdrop, not on you anyway, but Luden was right about being careful with your…inquiry. Asking about certain things can be dangerous.”
“I’m not sure I—”
“Look, I don’t want to judge anyone, and religious folk for the most part are good citizens. But asking around about spiritual things these days isn’t a good idea.”
Darius paused, puzzled but trying not to show it. He made a connection and asked, “What happened to the church?”
“Nothing I’ll talk about, nor will anyone else here, if they know what’s good for ‘em. Now, you boys want a room, or will you be moving on?”
“Dinner will do, thanks,” said Darius. “I hope we didn’t cause you any trouble.”
“No, no, it’s fine,” said the innkeeper, although the way he looked around when he left the table left some doubt as to whether he believed himself.
A short time later they were outside again, and Darius suggested they depart. “Likely too late to strike up further conversations, and I’d rather save the coin we’d spend on a room for a less fair evening. Plus we’ve apparently hit a sore spot with the locals. I didn’t like some of the looks we got after we talked to Luden and the innkeeper.”
When they had reached the Old Road and started west again, Luke wondered aloud, “What if we have this problem elsewhere, people mistaking ‘mystical’ and ‘magical’ for ‘spiritual?’ ” 
Darius shrugged. “I hope we don’t. Maybe I can find a better way to phrase it. But I’d prefer not to come right out and say ‘sorcerer’ or ‘wizard.’ ”
“And you can’t just describe the problem of opening a book with a strange lock. That’s the kind of question the King’s Guard will be on alert for if they’re hunting for the book.”
“You’re right. Guess the lock’s not the only puzzle we have to figure out.”

 *
Over the next four days they stopped in three other towns, none of which had a burned church or local citizens who were put off by their odd inquiries, but none of which brought them any closer to the answer they sought. As Darius was brooding on their lack of success, his gaze eventually fell upon the ominous clouds darkening the horizon.
“Don’t like the look of those,” Luke said, eying the same thing.
“Well, our luck couldn’t hold out forever. Had to rain sooner or later. Let’s step along a bit quicker. If we can find shelter, we’ll take it.”
Gusts of cool wind met them before the clouds moved overhead, the smell of rain unmistakable on the air. The rain started slowly, a few big drops the precursor to the downpour. The sky had remained quiet, no thunder or lightning threatening them, and as they rounded a bend in the road Darius was ready to take shelter in the trees until the worst of the rain passed. It was Luke who first saw that luck was with them. He plucked on his brother’s sleeve and pointed ahead to a roadside tavern.
They broke into a run just as the rain started to pelt down, and despite their young, strong legs, the storm won out, soaking them before they reached the door. They entered hurriedly, slamming the door against the windswept drops that chased them inside, and shook themselves off as their eyes adjusted to the dim interior of the tavern.
A half-dozen patrons populated the place, each nursing a drink of some sort and each keeping to himself. The barkeep, a thin man with thick, bushy sideburns, barely glanced at the newcomers as they collected themselves and found a table. Reluctantly, it seemed, he deigned to walk over to them.
“What’ll ya have?”
“Just a couple of pints,” said Darius, the man’s attitude making him hesitant to order food.
The full fury of the storm hit, the rain slapping hard against the roof and walls while the wind whistled and shrieked. Luke shivered. “Sure glad we found this place. Trees wouldn’t have done us much good as shelter.”
Darius nodded while he watched the rain run down the tavern’s lone window, a waterfall broken here and there by direct hits.
They took their time with their drinks, hoping the storm might pass swiftly, and Luke felt a growing uneasiness about the otherwise quiet interior or the tavern. “Place is starting to give me the creeps,” he muttered.
As if the words were a cue, a grizzled man stood with some effort, then limped over to their table. “Mind if I sit with you young gentlemen a spell?”
Not seeing a good alternative, Darius gestured at an empty chair, inviting the man to sit.
The man licked his lips and looked at them with his right eye full open and his left squinting, as if trying to bring them into proper focus. “Lonely country for two young chaps,” he stated.
“The Old Road can be a lonely place,” Darius said, trying to shift the meaning of the word from veiled threat to simple conversation. “But there have been others through here, no doubt.”
“No doubt,” the man agreed with a strange, leering grin. “King’s men and robbers…and maybe the two of you are no different.”
Darius leaned back in his chair, trying to appear indifferent. He was glad they had chosen a corner table, as he knew no one was behind him and he could see everyone else in the room. Whether the others were in league with this man or not he couldn’t yet tell, but all eyes were now focused on the man and the two brothers.
“So which are you?” the man demanded.
“I’m no robber,” Darius answered, “and if you say robbers and king’s men are no different, then I guess I’m neither.”
The man looked Darius up and down, measuring him and his answer. He smiled, suddenly more affable, and the tension in the room abated. “Well enough said. If you’re neither, then you’re a simple traveler—though we don’t see many of them in these dark days—or you’re in search of something.”
“If I was looking for something,” Darius said, returning the man’s grin in a knowing way, “might you be the sort of man that could help me find it?”
The man nodded. “You bring honor to your parents. They raised a bright boy. Now, what is it you seek?”
“I need to get in touch with someone who has special abilities. Someone who has skills some might consider…unnatural.”
The man rubbed his nose with the sleeve of his shirt. “An odd request. One might ask for more information before responding to such. There are a lot of strange things going on in the world, and a lot of power better left unused. I’ve dealt with wicked men often enough, but there are others…” The man shook his head. “If you’re looking to make contact with those that are said to drink blood and call on dark powers, I can’t help you.”
Darius was taken aback. “I hadn’t heard of such a thing, and even if I had, you misunderstand me.”
“Then perhaps you should be more plain in your language.”
Darius cleared his throat, then said quietly, “I’m looking for a wizard.”
The man leaned back and scratched his head. “That’s a tall order. Quite tall. I’ve heard stories, but never more than that.” He pondered some more, and then said, mainly to himself, “He might know, if anyone would.”
“Who?” Darius asked, trying to contain his excitement.
The man waved the question away. “That’s information, son, and I don’t give that away for free. See here, it’s late. How about you take a room for the night, and I’ll go see if my…friend…knows anything that might help you. If so, we can talk price tomorrow. If not, we simply part ways.”
Regardless of how little Darius liked or trusted the man, it was the closest they had come to a breakthrough since the journey began, and a possibility, however remote, he could not walk away from. He agreed to the man’s proposal, then clapped Luke on the back and said, “Let’s go see the barkeep about a room.”

 *
The room was small, dirty, and overpriced, but the brothers tried to see the best in the situation—having a roof over one’s head and a bed to sleep in while a storm raged outside made matters seem far better. They wanted to rise early, and the nature of the accommodation gave them even more incentive to blow out the room’s two candles as soon as possible and settle in to sleep.
Sometime after midnight the storm passed, and a silence settled over this part of the world. Had the brothers not been so worn out from their time on the road, and so seduced by the dubious comforts of the lumpy mattress they slept upon, they might have heard the furtive whispers and shuffling feet earlier. As it was, when they were rudely woken each was held fast by strong arms, and knives were positioned over their throats.
Darius swam up from sleep, sure the situation was bad before he fully knew why. He tried to remain calm and still while his eyes fought for focus, a single candle that guttered in the breeze that wafted through the just-opened window the only light.
“Lay still, boy, or they’ll cut you whether they want to or not.” The speaker was the man they had talked to earlier, and the words were directed at Luke, who struggled to free himself from the two men that held him down. The assailants, the brothers could now see, were the other men present in the tavern earlier that evening.
Luke managed to make eye contact with his brother, and receiving a nod, did his best to relax, at least physically. He would wait for one of them to let down their guard, to loosen their grip, and then…
The man held up Luke’s pack like a prize. He turned out the contents, and then pawed through them for a few seconds with a frown that could have been disappointment or simply the mask of someone intent on a task.
“Good enough,” the man said, the words as non-committal as his expression. “Now for the other one.”
“If you mean to rob us, we don’t have much of value,” Darius said. He glanced at his sword. It was beside the bed, even within arm’s reach, but with the men holding him and the knife biting down on his windpipe, it may as well have been back home.
“I’ll be the judge of that, although I don’t intend to rob you unless you deserve it.” He searched around the bed with the candle before him, giving a small cry of triumph as he found Darius’ pack. 
The man knelt to go through Darius’ belongings, and as he did so Darius could see no more than his shoulders and the back of his head. He felt his insides tighten and forced himself to close his eyes and take a deep, calming breath.
“Well, what have we here,” the man said. He rose and marched to Darius’ side of the bed. Thrusting the candle and his discovery into Darius’ face, he demanded an explanation with a harsh, “What’s this?”
Darius had expected to be confronted with the book, but instead it was his blue-and-yellow uniform, one that identified him as a soldier in Longvale’s army. Unsure what kind of answer would be best, Darius chose to simply state the obvious. “It’s a uniform.”
“Yours?”
“Yes.”
“I thought you said you weren’t the king’s man.”
“Service is forced upon everyone once they come of age. Being forced to fight in the war doesn’t mean I’m part of the King’s Guard.”
The man leaned close, his stale breath making Darius want to recoil. “If I thought you were a member of the Guard we wouldn’t be talking.” He smiled, a cruel grimace that made one of his companions snicker and say “Want me to do ‘em?”
“Shut up,” the man said, annoyed at having been interrupted. Once his compatriot had lowered his head in obedience, he addressed the brothers once again. “One can’t be too careful in the business I’m in. Trading information, that is. If I was to lead the wrong sort of people to some of my contacts…well, let’s just say I’d like to keep my skin.”
“You needn’t worry about us,” said Darius. “We’re not here as the law or as spies.”
“So you say,” the man replied. “And I want to believe you. I do believe you. Problem is, the first mistake I make could be my last.”
The man pondered things for a few moments, then turned to Luke. “You always so quiet?”
“With a knife at my throat, yes,” Luke answered, returning the man’s hard look.
“Where are you from?”
“A farm perhaps thirty miles from Old Bern, as the crow flies.”
“What’s your name?”
“I’ll give you mine when I’ve heard yours.”
The man laughed, a short bark. “That you shan’t have. You’re not easily cowed, I’ll give you that.”
Luke simply waited for the man to go on.
“Where are you going?”
“We told you what we seek. We’re moving toward Anson’s Furnace, since that’s where the Old Road heads, but it’s not our destination.”
“Then what is your destination?”
“I don’t know. We’re looking for help, and we aren’t sure where, or if, we’ll find it.”
“Why does your friend here have a uniform?”
Luke sighed. “I heard his answer as plainly as you did, and I wouldn’t say different now even if it weren’t the truth, which it was.”
The man plopped on the bed next to Luke and pressed the knife more firmly against his throat. “You’ve a smart mouth for one your age. Maybe I should do something about that.”
Before Luke could process the threat and decide whether to reply or not, the room was shaken by a loud boom, and a flash of light so intense that all within were blinded by it. He felt the hands that held him go lax, and the knife moved away from his throat. He started to sit up, but was overcome by a sudden and surprising wave of dizziness. He fell back upon his pillow and lost the brief battle he waged to keep his eyes open. In seconds he was fast asleep.
 



Chapter 4: A Touch of Magic
Darius awoke in what seemed a familiar position, his back propped against a tree, the dull ache already working its way into his muscles. Seeing a hooded figure bent over him, he reached reflexively for his sword, but found only damp grass.
“Your weapon is safe, as are the rest of your belongings,” said the figure, the voice soft and melodic. “You’re welcome to it once you’re fully awake.”
Darius strained to see the speaker’s face, but the meager moonlight was not enough to penetrate the shadows cast by the hood. He suddenly felt panic rising inside him and started to look about frantically.
The figure pointed, the hand which emerged from under the cloak small and delicate, not skeletal as Darius had irrationally feared. “Your brother’s over there. He’s fine. I’ll wake him next.”
She started to rise and Darius took hold of her arm. “Who are you?”
“A friend,” she replied. “At least for now.”
He let her go and watched as she ministered to Luke. She spoke to him quietly for a few minutes, then returned to Darius. “Feeling more awake now?”
He nodded.
“Let me help you up. If you feel dizzy, lean on me.”
He got to his feet, swayed once, and then his legs found their strength. He took a few deep breaths, and then released the arm she had proffered. “I’m fine.”
“Good. Once your brother is up, we’ll be off. Those men who held you will be out a few more hours. I want to be miles away before then.”
“But what—”
She stopped him with a raised hand. “We’ll have plenty of time to talk on the road. Let’s get away first. Get your things.” Darius did as he was told, happy to have his weapon again, and relieved to find the book back in his pack.
She was equally reticent to answer Luke’s questions, so they set off in silence. She led at a quick pace, and showed no hesitation about where she was headed. They saw signs of neither the tavern nor the Old Road as they started out—in what direction neither brother could say—and they moved across open country as opposed to along any defined path.
They came to a dense patch of trees and entered in. She glided through gracefully, and it seemed to Darius she could have easily lost them in here had she wanted to. She slowed and glanced back from time to time to be certain they were keeping pace. After a time they came to a small clearing, and here she wheeled about and threw back her hood.
Even in the darkness they could see she was a beautiful young woman, her delicate features framed by wavy locks of raven hair. She looked at them with eyes both deep and playful, and the edge of her lip curled into a smile. “I think we can tarry here safely for at least a brief time. Where should we begin?”
“I’d say we should begin with ‘Thank You,’ ” Darius said, giving a small bow. “What happened back there?”
“I was hoping nothing,” she replied. “Nigaf and his lot are usually better for a threat than any real action, but once they get to drinking they can be a bit rash. I was afraid he’d really do some harm to your brother, so I had to intervene.”
“You were in the room?” Luke asked. “But where—”
“Wasn’t. I was outside the window. They came through the door, and likely thought one of you had left the window ajar to let a breeze in.”
“And we thought they opened it to get in,” Darius said, finishing the thought.
“Exactly, which is how I could follow along, being just outside.”
“But why were you there? Are you saying we were saved by chance?”
 “Hardly. I’ve been on your trail for more than a day. I was just waiting for the right time to make an appearance.” She shrugged, then added, “This wasn’t the way I would have chosen, but I suppose it’ll have to do.”
Darius folded his arms. “I have to admit you’ve lost me.”
“You were looking for someone with special ‘talents.’ I’m not sure why, or if I want to help you any further, but I’m willing to hear you out.”
Luke’s eyes grew round. “You’re a wi—”
“I prefer ‘sorceress.’ ”
Darius struggled for words, then finally settled on, “You aren’t exactly what I was expecting.”
“I would guess not. Probably thought you’d find a gray-haired old man with a pointy hat.” Seeing she had hit the mark, she smiled softly. “Nothing to be ashamed of…and there are a few like that. They tend to be a little more eccentric. Hard to fit into a crowd when you stick out like a sore thumb.”
Luke lowered his brow in thought. “So did you use spells to track us?”
“Nothing that exciting. I have contacts too, and when someone might have need of my particular skills, word reaches me. Your approach wasn’t bad, but I doubt anyone would have led you to a wizard. If we want to be found, we’ll appear at a place and time of our choosing.”
“Okay, but what happened back at the tavern? That was a spell, right?”
She nodded. “Best way I know to knock six men out, eight if you count yourselves. So, I’m here, I’ve given you a little demonstration, and perhaps gotten into your good graces by pulling you out of that room. Now it’s your turn.”
Darius hesitated. “I’m not sure where to start.”
“Names are always a good place.”
“Of course,” Darius said, slightly embarrassed. “Darius, and this is Luke.”
“I’m Adrianna.” She waited patiently for one of the brothers to go on.
With a sigh, Darius took up his backpack. Despite what she had done, he still felt hesitant to reveal why they needed her help. If they could have traveled together a few days, built a little more trust… But such a request seemed inappropriate, and insulting a sorceress was likely to have unpleasant consequences. Slowly, he pulled the book out and offered it to her.
She didn’t take it, but rather studied it for a time with her hands at her side. “Where’d you get that?”
Darius cleared his throat. “I’d prefer not to say, at least for now. I’d like to get it open, but it appears to be held fast by magic.”
“No doubt,” Adrianna said, more to herself than Darius. She reached a tentative hand out, and ran her extended index finger quickly along the edge of the book’s cover before pulling away again. “I don’t think I can open it.”
Darius’ heart sank. “Are you sure? We’ve tried forcing it, even an axe. I was sure it was bound by some sort of magic.”
“Oh, you’re right about that.”
“But you can’t help,” Luke said.
“I didn’t say that. I can’t open it, but I might be able to help. There are others more versed in such things. We need to seek out an old friend of mine.”
“You’d take us to this person?” Darius asked.
“At least part-way. But you’ll need to decide whether to trust me, and him, before we arrive. You’ll have several days to make up your mind, but we’ll need to know everything you can tell us about the book.”
“Fair enough,” Darius said. “We can’t pay much.”
“I have no need of your coin. I’ve decided for now that this could be worth my time. If that changes, I’ll let you know. Now, if you’re ready, we should press on a bit further before the sun rises.”
Darius and Luke watched her start off, exchanged a look, and both shrugged together. Feeling they had little choice, they followed.

 *
The small thicket of woods they passed through on their first night together proved only a prelude, as Adrianna led them straight into Wyndham Forest. It was dense with oak, pine, and poplar, and after a few miles the brothers realized they could easily be lost forever in this place. It covered several hundred square miles, and was unmarked by roads or any lesser sign of human passage. It wasn’t a particularly dark or foreboding place, but the sameness of the close-packed trees gave a traveler the claustrophobic feel of being trapped in a maze that might have no exit.
“This place gives me the creeps,” Luke whispered to his brother.
“Me, too,” Darius answered. He pointed at Adrianna. “Focus on her. She seems to know where she’s going.”
“I hope so. If she would collapse from exertion we’d be in a fine spot.”
“That’s unlikely to happen at the pace you two move,” Adrianna called back to them without turning around. Surprised at her acute hearing, the brothers quickened their step.
By the time the sun was setting Luke had been grumbling under his breath, and Darius was ready to swallow his pride and ask for a rest. Any notion that Adrianna’s slight form meant that she was in any way frail had been forgotten, and the brothers quietly marveled at her stamina. They had thought their gait on the road had been aggressive, but this journey in the forest was far more so.
When it became so dark that the assorted hazards of walking in the woods became hard to see, Adrianna finally called the day’s march to a halt. “How are you fixed for food and water?” she asked.
“Enough water for a couple days, and food, too,” Darius said. “We had been replenishing as we went.”
“It’ll do,” she said. “I know of no good source of water in these woods. There is some game if needed, but I’d rather not slow to hunt it.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Luke said. “We have no bows.”
“I wouldn’t need one,” she said with a grim smile that convinced Luke of the sincerity of her words.
“How much longer until we’re free of this wood?” Darius asked. “I’m assuming our destination is not within Wyndham Forest itself.”
“It’s not,” Adrianna replied. “Two more days, if we can keep to our pace. If we have to travel at night, we can, but it’d be better for now if we rest and be ready for tomorrow.”
“Can you see in the dark?” Luke asked, half expecting her to reply that she could.
“No better than you.” She stretched her forefinger into the empty air in front of her, and a small orb of light grew there like a bubble. After it was six inches in diameter, she withdrew her hand, and the orb ascended a few feet above their heads, casting a pale blue light upon them.
The brothers were too astonished to speak. Adrianna pulled her hood over her head, leaned back against a tree, and folded her hands on her lap. “Take some food if you wish and get some rest,” she told them. “We’ll be off before the sun rises.”

 *
They cleared the forest an hour before nightfall two days later. The days had been warm but the shade of the trees had aided them, and they still had a few sips of water between them. Still unsure where they were going, Darius was nevertheless happy to be free of the wood, and the open plain before him promised easier travel if more was required.
Adrianna kept on, obviously still well aware of where she was headed. They had traveled almost directly north through the forest, but now she led them in an easterly direction. Knowing they would be curious, she said, “We still have most of a day before us. I know of a spot we can spend the night. It’ll be several hours yet, but we’ll have the moon to light our way.”
“Not that we need it,” Luke said, remembering the orb of light Adrianna could call into existence.
“But if magic need not be cast, it shouldn’t be,” she said, understanding his meaning. “Using such power, even in small amounts, must always be done with caution. It has a way of attracting attention, almost always attention that is not wanted.”
“You keep your powers hidden,” Darius stated.
“Yes. From the curious, and now even more so from those who fear it, or would wish to bend such power to their will.”
“From what I’ve seen,” Luke said, “you can take care of yourself. I don’t see anyone being able to make you do anything you don’t want to.”
“I hope you’re right,” she said with a forced smile. “But much trouble has come to Corterra, and there are other powers in the world, powers that must be respected, if not feared.” She glanced at Darius as she said this, and for an instant their eyes met. She gave an almost imperceptible nod, acknowledging that at least to some extent he understood.
“I think you’re trying to scare me,” Luke said, in a lighthearted way.
She stopped and faced him squarely. “Not really. Not yet. But being scared isn’t the worst thing in the world. Sometimes it can even keep you alive.” With that she marched on.
Luke stood there, numb, unsure how to react or what to say. Darius took him by the arm and pulled him along. “I told you this wasn’t a game.”
“I never said it was,” Luke protested. He pulled free of Darius and trudged along in silence, trying to convince himself that he had understood the possible danger they might face all along, the wrath of a king. Was there something more, he wondered, something worse? He pushed the thought away but shivered anyway. “Getting chilly out,” he mumbled aloud. Getting no response, he realized the others hadn’t heard, and was glad for it. He knew they would say otherwise.

 *
Hours later Adrianna was at the door of a small farmhouse while the brothers waited along the cart path that served as a road to the place. The rail-thin man who answered regarded her with mingled pleasure and apprehension, and even as he invited her in for the night he couldn’t help looking right and left to be sure no one was watching. She declined the invitation while pointing out her traveling companions, and asked only that they be allowed to spend the night in the barn, and promised they’d be off in the morning. 
The man’s eyes grew large at this request. “The barn!” he exclaimed. “The wife’d never forgive me if I let you sleep there. Here, we’ll give these young gentlemen our bed.”
“Nonsense,” Adrianna said. “That won’t do at all. The barn is more than we’ve had on this journey so far, and better than what we’ll have going on, I’d wager. We’ll stay there, by your leave, with thanks.”
“You’re welcome here, always, as you know. But the barn…”
She laid a hand gently on his arm. “The barn. If you’d bring a light…”
He studied her face a moment, and then his shoulders sagged as he gave up the argument for lost. He went inside and was swiftly back with a lantern, and guided the travelers to a decent-sized barn where they could make beds of hay for the night. His eyes darted to and fro, at first on and off the brothers more than anything else, and then, apparently convinced they had no ill intent, to the surrounding countryside.
They no sooner had started to settle in than he and his wife appeared with a large tray of food and a pitcher of ale. His wife was as thin as he, and in the yellow glow of the lantern their sallow countenances were highlighted with shadows that emphasized their gaunt appearances. It was obvious the food they presented was not simply from their excess.
“You are too generous,” Adrianna said.
“No, no,” said the wife. “You’ve blessed us with your help many times. It is the least we can offer, especially if you won’t take a bed in the house.” Here she cast a hard look at her husband, who threw his hands up in a gesture of surrender.
“Don’t blame Carlyn,” Adrianna said with a smile. “He insisted on the same thing, but I won’t hear of it.”
The farmer’s wife put her hands on her hips, looking from Adrianna to her husband with a scowl that indicated she was considering accusing both of them of lying to her. Finally she relented. “If you need anything, please let us know.”
“Certainly.”
The couple went back to the house, arguing in whispers all the way.

 *
They slept well and longer than they should, the hay and the barn roof all the more comfortable after days of hard marching and sleeping in the open. Although they hadn’t taken a third of the food they had been given the night before, they found a new tray waiting for them along with cool, fresh water. After they had eaten, Adrianna said, “I believe we’ll be able to reach my friend by nightfall, and there we’ll either tell all or part company. We should be off, but I want to have a few words with our hosts before we leave. I won’t be long.”
 Darius’ knowing smile followed her out the door.
“What?” Luke asked after she had gone.
“She’s giving us time alone so we can talk about what we want to do without worrying she might hear.”
“Oh,” said Luke. He took a small apple, polished it on his shirt, then tucked it into his pocket. “So, what do you think?”
“I think she’s had us in her power once and could again anytime she wanted to. She could have taken the book back at the tavern if she chose to do so.”
“And she did deliver us from those thieves.”
“True enough.” He pondered for a moment. “I suppose I trust her as much as can be expected in these times. But did you see the way the farmer acted?”
“Yeah. Adrianna’s clearly helped them out before, based on what his wife said, but he seemed frightened. Uneasy. Not sure if she scares him, what with her abilities, or the thought of being seen with her does.”
Darius nodded. “That’s how I saw it, too. The only thing we have to offer right now is information on the book, which we’ll need to give her, and this mysterious friend of hers. After that…”
“We might be unnecessary,” Luke finished. “You don’t really think it’ll come to that.”
“No,” Darius replied. “But if the book can be opened, depending on what’s in it…” He shook his head. “I don’t see we really have any choice but to go on.”
“We don’t, if we want the book opened. And we need to do that if we hope to help Sasha.”
Hearing his sister’s name brought a rueful smile to Darius’ lips. “I hope she’s okay.”
“Do you think we’ll ever see her again?”
Darius shrugged. “I’d like to hope so. But even if everything we do goes as well as we dare dream, she may be beyond our reach. I’ll just assume she’s found a new life somewhere, and that she’s happy. All we’re trying to do is give her that chance.”
Luke stood and helped his brother to his feet. “Well then, what are we waiting for,” he said in a deep, booming voice, announcing he was ready to slay the dragon, win the princess, and maybe even save the world. “Let’s get to it!”
Darius shook his head and laughed, still amazed at his brother’s ability to change from serious to playful in an instant. “Lead on, oh great one,” he said.
With his head held high and his chest puffed out, Luke did so.

 *
Landri could feel the rage welling up within him, a building pressure that had only one possible release. He let a small, high-pitched noise out of his throat, a strangled scream. His breath came in ragged, hard gasps.
He looked again, too dumbfounded to stop himself from the fruitless effort. Empty. The book was gone. He knocked the table over and let out a shout of fury.
They would be aware by now, he knew. The guards would be eying one another, wondering what to do, whether their king was in mortal danger or simply raving about some petty problem. Vaguely he thought he needed to be careful, but he pushed the notion aside. He was king, and they feared him. They would not come unless he called for them.
Panic seized him. Without the book… It was too frightening to consider. He started to turn the room upside down, expecting with each flung-open drawer or tossed item of clothing that the book would turn up. Maybe he had just hidden it in a different spot some night as he sat drinking in his room and the alcohol started to lull him to sleep. Maybe—
He emptied the last drawer, looked under the bed, then stripped it to the mattress. Nothing. The book was gone.
He fingered the key, assuring himself he still had it. He was sure there had never been a copy made. Going to the fallen table, he studied it, trying to calm himself so he could think. There appeared to be no damage, no sign that someone had gotten to the book by breaking through some other way. He had misplaced it, or someone had managed to use his key.
Landri’s fevered mind would not allow him to systematically work his way back in time to consider the possibilities, and since he had struck his head, his memory had been poor. He did not take out the book often, and when he did he almost never used it. He simply reassured himself that it was there, and took comfort against some failure or other mishap with the knowledge that the book was his alone. He couldn’t recall the last time he held the book while sober, but drunk was another story. And he was quite free in his use of spirits. Frustrated, he felt the black rage building again and a choked snarl escaped him.
“Are you well, my king?”
Landri’s insides tightened at the sound of that voice. Only one person in all Longvale would dare enter his bedchamber unbidden. He turned to eye his top advisor with a weak attempt at composure. “Well enough, although with some of the servants I have here, it’s a wonder I’m sane at all.”
Kaelesh stepped gracefully toward Landri, moving with ease around the assorted items strewn about the room. “Have you misplaced something? It appears you’re having trouble locating a particular item.” Kaelesh was a handsome man, tall and polished. He rarely smiled, but when he did, as he was now, there was something to the look that always made Landri uneasy.
“Yes. A trifle really. A shirt that was a favorite of mine.”
Kaelesh’s eyebrows went up a fraction of an inch. “Oh. I was unaware you had such an attachment to any of your garments. Should I have it searched for? Perhaps it is being laundered.”
Landri waved dismissively. “Unnecessary. It’ll turn up.”
Kaelesh gave a small bow, his eyes subtly scanning the room. “As you wish, my liege.”
Landri could feel Kaelesh’s piercing gaze when it gripped him and as it probed the room. He fought a terrible urge to look at the overturned table, to see whether the secret compartment was open and visible. Almost as hard to resist was the impulse to order Kaelesh out immediately. That would only reinforce the belief that Landri was hiding something.
“Do you need anything at all?”
“No, thank you,” Landri said with a forced smile. “I’ll be fine.”
“Then with your leave, I’ll entertain Generals Blaston and Calest until you are ready to hear their reports.”
“Ah,” Landri said, trying to brighten. “I was unaware they had arrived.”
“Just in. I had come to announce them to you.”
“Very good. Tell them I will arrive shortly.”
Kaelesh gave one last bow and left.
Once the bedroom door was safely closed, Landri righted the bedside table, then closed and locked the secret compartment. He looked from where the table had lain to where Kaelesh had stood, and convinced himself his secret was still safe.
He went to meet with his generals, ordering the guards to have his room cleaned up before he returned.
 



Chapter 5: Krangstand
The half-eaten apple in Adrianna’s hand had been that way for so long it had started to turn brown. She looked from Darius to Luke, then back again, wondering if their sincere expressions would crack, and they’d soon be laughing at their little joke. It quickly grew apparent that they had meant every word of the tale they had just told her. “So the book is King Landri’s…” She let the words trail off, wanting to say more but still unsure what the book was or how much she should share with these young men.
“It was,” Darius said, no doubt in his voice. “My sister’s word is good enough for me. She’s not prone to tall tales.”
“It’s obvious to me that you’re being truthful,” said Adrianna. “The question is, can we unravel the mystery?”
“We’ve told you what we know, as promised,” said Luke. “Now, do you think this friend of yours can help?”
Adrianna shrugged. “Hard to say. But it’s the right next step.” She looked at the apple, frowned, and tossed it aside. “We’ve got a few hours before us yet, but we should make it in time for dinner.” She winked, then said to Luke, “Not that it’ll be much. He tends to live a bit frugally, but he’ll share what he has.”
Luke picked up his pack. “Lead on.”

 *
They reached the hamlet of Taswold several hours later, and Adrianna inquired after her friend at a few local establishments. Her first few attempts were met with what she was sure was feigned ignorance of who the man was. Finally a patron in the Foaming Flagon, who had caught her eye as the bartender turned her away with a shrug and a shake of his head, met her in the alley beside the tavern.
He hunched low as if that would keep him from being spotted talking to her. “Your friend gets himself in trouble, foolishly most would say,” the man told her. 
“What kind of trouble?”
“Not hiding his beliefs, if you know what I mean. I got no problem with what he believes, mind you, it’s just everyone knows you’re better off keeping that to yourself these days.”
“I understand,” said Adrianna. “Do you know where they’ve taken him?”
“Krangstand, I’ve heard.”
She sighed. “Again.”
The man’s eyebrows went up. “I’ve not heard of many going to Krangstand more than once. Usually those that go in don’t come out again.”
“My friend’s quite resilient,” Adrianna said with a smile. “This would be at least his third go round.”
“Then he’s a bigger magnet for trouble than I thought, and just as lucky. Perhaps the locals are wise to keep their tongues where he’s concerned.”
“No doubt,” said Adrianna. “And all the more do I thank you for talking to me.” She pressed a coin into his palm and waited a few moments while he wandered off.
Darius and Luke had loitered outside the tavern’s entrance, trying to look innocuous and ignoring the challenging looks the townsfolk occasionally cast their way. The expression on Adrianna’s face when she returned gave them no more pleasure.
“What’s wrong?” Darius asked.
“Not here,” she said. “We’ll talk once we’re away.”
They covered a few miles before Adrianna told them what she had learned. The news made Darius stop in his tracks.
“Krangstand?” he said with a scowl. “Is that where you’re taking us now?”
“I don’t see that we have any other choice,” she stated.
“I do. One would be not going.”
“Fine. Enjoy your locked book.”
“Look, I want to know what’s in the book more than you’ll ever understand. But showing it to someone in Krangstand is crazy.”
Adrianna folded her arms and regarded him placidly.
Luke cleared his throat to break the stalemate. “Sorry to butt in, but would either of you mind telling me what or where Krangstand is?”
“It’s a prison,” Adrianna said.
“Not just a prison,” said Darius. “A place for the worst criminals in Longvale. Murderers, traitors, and worse. The king has never been shy about executions, but those he wishes held for life go there.”
Luke turned to Adrianna. “So this is the sort of person you want us to risk our necks with? I have to agree with Darius, much as it pains me. Sounds crazy.”
“Darius, your description of the place is true enough, but much has changed over the last decade. You’d be surprised at the ‘enemies’ the king and his minions have locked up. The man I seek is named Silas, and he is as far from being a murderer or a traitor as anyone I know. Let me ask the two of you something. If we’re caught with the book, do you think the king would consider us criminals? Possible execute us, or put us in one of his prisons?”
Their silence was answer enough.
She nodded. “You’re wise to hold your tongues. There is a reason you travel as you do, and watch what you say and who you say it to. You’re both as guilty as Silas, probably more so. I’m sure he has no stolen property that belongs to the king himself.”
Seeing a protest rising in both the brothers, she held up a hand. “And I am an accomplice now, and equally a criminal in the eyes of the king and the law. Silas will be, too, once we show him the book. He will aid us if he can.”
Darius blew out a frustrated breath. “I still don’t like the idea of showing the book to a prisoner in Krangstand, whether he’s a friend or not.”
Adrianna shook her head. “And we won’t. Think. If we walk up to the prison gates and ask to be admitted, they would certainly search us. We can’t take the book in.”
“Then how can we—” Darius shook his head. “You can’t be serious.”
“We’re going to break him out,” Luke stated. “I don’t suppose you want to tell us how we’re going to do that.”
The left corner of Adrianna’s mouth curled up ever so slightly. “I’m sure we’ll come up with something.”

 *
Two days later they stood looking at Krangstand through the gloom of a steady summer rain. The lead-gray clouds were only a shade darker than the walls of the prison, an old castle atop a rock outcropping that was ideally suited to its new purpose. The only way in or out was a long, winding path that was easily visible from the castle-prison. Sheer-faced rock that promised death to any who fell formed the other three sides of Krangstand’s base. Lightning flashed in the distance and framed Krangstand for just an instant, the sharp metal spears that had been added as a further barrier atop the already high walls suddenly stark and forbidding.
“I’ll go on from here,” Adrianna said. “Stay out of sight.”
“I’m coming with you,” Darius told her.
“We’ve already talked about this. The book—”
“The book can stay with Luke.”
“Hey!” Luke protested. He was stopped by a piercing look from his brother.
“Look,” said Darius. “If we do this, we’ll have cast our lot with this Silas. We’ll be on the run together, like it or not. I want to meet him first. You’ve already said you can get in to visit. It’s the getting out that’s tricky. I might be able to help.”
Adrianna hesitated. “Maybe. You understand if you go along, you really will be considered an outlaw. The guards will have seen your face.”
Darius nodded. “It’s too late to turn back on that account. As long as we have the book, we’re all wanted. And besides, my leave is up, so I’ve forsaken my duty to king and kingdom and my life is forfeit. I decided days ago that I wasn’t going back, that I’d see this through, whatever the cost.”
After holding his gaze for a long moment and seeing his unflinching look, Adrianna finally relented. “Okay,” she said. “Just keep quiet and follow my lead.” She pointed to his sword and added, “Leave that here.”
“Great,” said Luke sarcastically as Darius handed him his sword and pack. “I’ll just sit here and wait.”
Darius patted him on the back. “Good. I knew we could count on you.”
Luke let out a low growl and gave a mock slash with the sword as his companions headed off.
It took nearly fifteen minutes to traverse the path to Krangstand’s main gate. Not only did the road double back on itself as it climbed, it was covered in many areas by loose rock that would have made the going slow even without the rain. By the time they arrived at the top Darius was so out of breath that Adrianna’s admonition that he keep quiet seemed rather pointless.
The doors of Krangstand were of heavy oak, the thick timbers held together by wide metal bands. They stood nearly twenty feet high, and by all appearances would open only with great effort, and slowly. In addition to this, a portcullis of heavy iron had been added, such that even when open the wooden door itself did not provide full access to the prison.
Darius finally found his breath and asked, “Should we knock?”
“No need,” Adrianna said. She pointed to one of the crenulations in the battlements above, and Darius saw the head of an arrow there, aimed in their direction.
“I’ve come to visit a prisoner,” Adrianna called in the general direction of the archer.
“By whose leave?” he asked.
“My own,” she answered.
“Which prisoner?”
“Silas, of Tasvold.”
There was a pause, then another voice joined that of the archer in a short, whispered conversation. The new voice answered. “That one’s trouble. I’m not sure he should be receiving any visitors.”
“I have the password,” Adrianna said.
“That’s well, but he’s a problem, that one. It may take a special password.”
“I’m willing to speak it.”
Darius turned to Adrianna with a questioning look. She silently waved his concern away.
The inner door slowly ground open, only wide enough for one guard to show himself and for his friends to show their weapons. He eyed Adrianna and Darius with open contempt, then said, “You’d better not waste my time.”
“I wouldn’t think of it,” Adrianna answered. From beneath her cloak she produced a small bag, held it up for the man to see, then slid it through the bars of the portcullis.
He snatched it quickly, loosed the drawstring, and reached inside. His fingers danced and everyone could hear the unmistakable sound of gold coins clinking against one another. “Hmpf,” he said. “Enough for a short visit, but just barely. Only ’cause I’m in a good mood.”
This brought barely stifled laughter from the other guards. He turned on them and shouted, “Shut your noise and open the gate! And be thankful I don’t give the lot of you waste bucket duty.”
This threat spurred the others to quick action, and the portcullis soon was drawn upward by heavy chains. The man backed up, gave a mock bow, and said, “Welcome to Krangstand.”
In its former life Krangstand was anything but gloomy, with large windows and open, airy rooms. But it had been reshaped for this new purpose, the windows replaced with stone and the inside now all halls and cells. Only the diffuse light of dirty lanterns lit the halls, and the cells for the most part were dark.
Many of the cells were empty, their doors slightly ajar so the guards could tell which were occupied and which were not. “Most of ’em are in the yard,” the guard explained. “Except for the hard cases and those that don’t ever get to leave their little homes.”
This last comment naturally caused Adrianna and Darius to study the occupied cells with a bit more vigor. Their eyes were rarely met, as those inside were broken of spirit if not body. Most of the prisoners lay or sat listlessly, although now and then one paced a cell, mumbling incoherently, and twice an inmate charged the bars of their pen at the sight of outsiders with pleas for help and protestations of innocence. These prisoners the guard swatted at in passing.
Finally they came to a door which the guard unlocked and pulled open. “Give a wave to the tower when you’re done and you’ll be let back in.” He pointed a finger first at Darius, then at Adrianna. “No funny stuff, or you’ll be filled with arrows.” In case they somehow missed the obvious meaning of the comment, he added a throat-slashing gesture for good measure.
The yard was the central courtyard of Krangstand, open to the sky above but surrounded by high walls on every side. Guards paced atop these, each armed with bows that could be used on the prisoners below if needed. A tower loomed another thirty feet above the wall, which gave views not only of the courtyard, but also the entire area around Krangstand as well. Around thirty prisoners milled about, talking or exercising, and they were not all men. Apparently some of the worst criminals in Longvale were women and children as well. Darius’ eyes were drawn to a frighteningly thin child, a girl of no more than eight years, who wore such a hollow look on her pale skin that one might argue that she had seen a ghost, or perhaps even was one. All the words Adrianna had used to tell Darius how things had changed, how Silas being here did not mean he was a criminal or someone to be feared, were unnecessary once he laid eyes on this child. How could this small child possibly be a threat to the king or to Longvale?
He became faintly aware that Adrianna was speaking to him. He forced his gaze away from the girl. “Sorry.”
“Silas is over there,” she said.
They came up behind a man whose well-toned physique was both impressive and intimidating. He was doing push-ups, and although each was accomplished with little strain, they could tell he must have been at it for some time. The sweat on his bare back and bald head stood out even as the rain continued to fall.
“Three…four…five…six,” Adrianna said, implying he had just started.
Silas stopped and rolled over into a sitting position. His clean shaven head and dark goatee gave his face a sinister look when he scowled as he did now, but he only held the look for an instant. Recognizing her he couldn’t help but smile. “I was up to eight, I think, but now I’ll have to start over. You made me lose my place.”
“You never were good at numbers. Or at keeping out of trouble.”
He raised an eyebrow at this but otherwise ignored it. “Did you come here to visit, or are you now a fellow occupant of this fine establishment?”
“I come and go at my own choosing. You know that.”
“Of course,” he said, adding a mock bow.
Adrianna introduced Darius and then asked if it was safe to talk. After Silas indicated that it was, she told him the key points of the brothers’ tale, and that they hoped he might be able to help them figure out how best to deal with the book.
Silas listened to the tale with his arms folded over his chest, an occasional nod the only indication he was following along. When she finished he asked, “Is the book somewhere safe, with this Luke?”
Adrianna said it was so.
“I’ll need to look at it. I assume you already knew that.”
“I did, although the way you get yourself tossed in here so much I wonder if I should be helping you out.”
“That’s up to you. But since you’ll be needing my help…” He smiled broadly
“Yeah, yeah,” Adrianna said with a wave. “And you’re lucky we do, or I wouldn’t be risking my neck for you again.”
“Sure you would,” he said, stating a fact.
“All right. Enough small talk. You need anything before we go?”
“Just my robe.”
As he went to retrieve it, Darius looked hard at Adrianna. “What are you going to do? Just march right out?”
“The two of you are,” she answered.
Darius turned to the returning Silas, and was surprised at the brown garment he wore. “You’re a cleric?” he finally managed to stammer out.
Silas nodded, a slow, composed gesture. The robes seemed to completely change the aspect of the man. A moment ago it would have been easy for Darius to picture him in a barroom brawl or wielding a mighty sword in battle. Now it was serene meditation and prayer. He wondered where in the continuum between those extremes the real Silas existed.
While Darius was inspecting Silas, Adrianna was subtly doing the same with the guards atop the wall. “No way to get out of sight,” she said aloud, “and we’d draw attention if we tried. But they seem disinterested for the most part. The one with the red beard worries me a bit, though. He seems semi-alert.”
Silas smiled. “Forbes. Not a bad man. Trying to do his job, I suppose…not really a surprise.”
“Darius, try to keep an eye on him without making it obvious. We’ll need a few moments when his attention is focused elsewhere.”
 “I’ll do what I can,” Darius said, positioning himself so he could look past Silas at Forbes while appearing to be talking to the cleric.
Adrianna addressed Silas. “I’ll need something that belongs to you. Something personal.”
“I have a cross on a chain around my neck. A gift from my mentor.”
“That’ll do. And I have a ring I’ll hand you. No need to wear it. Darius?” 
“Not now,” Darius said. “He’s pacing the wall, facing us…turning…now.”
Adrianna and Silas made their exchange. No call from above indicated that they had been seen.
“Darius, is he still looking away?”
“He is, but he’s running out of space. He’ll turn in a second. I’d wait until he cycles back again.”
“Okay. When I’m done, you two will need to go as swiftly as you can. It’s a tough spell to hold, especially when the two involved are separate.”
Darius started to ask what spell Adrianna had in mind, but Silas spoke first. “What about you? How are you going to get out?”
“Don’t worry about that. Once you two are gone, I’ll have plenty of ways to make an escape. I shouldn’t be too long.”
Darius, seeing the guard ready to pivot away from them, knew his question would have to wait. “He’s not looking.”
Adrianna mumbled a few words in a language strange to Darius, and then in an instant Adrianna and Silas seemed to change places. There was no flash of light, no slow changing of features, no loud bang to indicate something had happened. If Darius had turned his head at the right moment he might have thought they were playing tricks on him. But he hadn’t, so he knew better. He managed to limit his reaction to a stifled gasp of surprise.
The guards had seen nothing, but one of the other prisoners had. A girl of perhaps sixteen years stared at them with wide-eyed astonishment. Darius spotted her and quickly drew his companions’ attention to her. She appeared nearly ready to let out a scream.
Silas—at least what appeared to be Silas—lifted a hand ever-so-slightly, wiggled his fingers and said a few words.
The girl clutched at her mouth and swallowed hard three times. She worked her jaw back and forth and was able to open her lips only a small fraction of an inch.
Adrianna’s voice emanated from what appeared to be Silas’ body. “She’ll be fine, and we’ll be gone before she can speak. You two should go now. Silas, avoid speaking.”
He nodded while Darius waved to get the attention of the guards in the tower and then pointed at the door. Adrianna wondered off and resumed exercising, avoiding further eye contact with the girl, who was trying to get her mother to understand what she had seen and what had befallen her because of it.
It took some time for the message to get from the tower to the guards below, but soon the door opened and Darius and Silas-Adrianna exited the yard before the girl could interfere or call further attention to them. It was unlikely she wanted to do so, but the shock of what she had witnessed made her a dangerous wild card the two escapees were happy to leave behind. They only hoped she wouldn’t complicate things for Adrianna.
“Nice visit?” the same guard who had escorted them in asked sarcastically.
“Good enough,” Darius replied.
“Oh, so you can talk.” He leaned toward Silas-Adrianna conspiratorially. “Thought you might have a mute that followed you around to do your heavy lifting.”
Silas-Adrianna gave a half-hearted smile and shrugged.
Two guards pulled the outer door open with an effort, and the two guests were escorted out. “If you come back,” the guard whispered to what he thought was an attractive young woman, “leave the boy behind. You’ll need to offer more than coin to get in again.”
Silas pulled his hood up and moved on so the guard wouldn’t see any reaction on his face. His hand clenched into a fist, and it took all his willpower and a swift prayer to keep from wheeling about and knocking out the guard’s teeth.
They moved as quickly as safety and discretion allowed back down the winding path, fighting the urge to look back, uncertain when the spell would wear off. When they finally reached the small grove of trees where Luke waited, they both sighed with relief.
Darius scratched his ear as he looked from Luke to Silas-Adrianna, unsure how to proceed.
“What happened?” Luke asked with a grimace. “I thought you’d be bringing this Silas guy back with you.”
“Oh, we did,” said Adrianna’s form in a deep voice.
Luke gripped the hilt of the sword and stepped back.
“This is Silas,” Darius explained. “Adrianna worked some of her magic.”
“Literally,” Silas added.
“So I see,” said Luke. He studied the person before him with far more scrutiny than he would have dared a few hours earlier for fear of being accused of ogling her. “Flawless, except for the voice. And does she look like you now?”
Silas nodded.
“Then how’s she supposed to get out?”
“She didn’t feel the need to tell us,” Darius replied. “Only that she would. I don’t doubt her.”
“Nor do I.”
“Then you young men are wise, which is a good thing,” said Silas. He found a tree that had kept the ground relatively sheltered from the rain and therefore dry, and sat beneath it. “I guess we’ll just wait here for her.” He held up Adrianna’s hands and studied them for a time. “Amazing. Although, I have to admit, now that I’m free of Krangstand, I’ll be happy to be myself again.”
They made idle conversation while they waited, each knowing they should wait for Adrianna to discuss their true business together. Luke was in the middle of describing the family farm when he nearly choked on his own words. “Holy—,” he said, stopping himself from saying more due to Silas’ chosen vocation.
Seeing the shocked look on the young man’s face, Silas glanced at himself, then smiled with relief. “Back to normal. Though not as lovely a sight to you gentlemen, I’m sure.”
 “I’m surprised to hear you talk like that,” Darius said. “You’re a holy man.”
“That is my goal,” Silas answered, “but beauty is beauty and is to be appreciated, especially in these dark days. And I am a man, and not blind. As far as Adrianna, I think I’m only stating the obvious, unless one of you would gainsay it.”
“Wouldn’t think of it,” said Luke. “Can’t lie to a man of God.”
Adrianna arrived just after dark. The rain had slackened to a gentle mist, and they could hear her soft footfalls in the descending dark before she came into view. They were glad to see she had regained her usual appearance—the sight of twin Silases was something they were happy to avoid.
Darius was first to greet her. “Welcome back. Are you okay?”
“Fine,” she said, completely composed. “And I think we have some time before my various slights of hand, or Silas’ disappearance, are discovered. I suggest we put some distance between us and Krangstand while we have the chance.” They all agreed and then she added to Silas, “This is yours.”
He took his cross and put it around his neck, taking care to tuck it beneath his robe, where it lay over his heart. In like fashion he returned Adrianna’s ring.
As they started off, Silas asked, “Did you get the better of Greaves, the guard who walked you in? He made a comment that was…provocative, but there was little I could do about it. Apparently you had to pay gold to get in?”
“A small sack of coin,” Darius said with a rueful look. “A shame to give so much away.”
“Would have been,” Adrianna said, her lip curling in that subtle smile they were all coming to admire. “At some point he’ll find it was only a bag of rocks, hopefully when he’s trying to buy something with it.”
“I’d pay to see his face when he finds out,” Silas said.
“Where are we headed?” Darius asked.
“North,” Adrianna replied.
“Where north?”
“Just north.”
“Why?”
“Why not?”
Before Darius could open his mouth again, Luke took him by the arm. “Better let it go, big brother, or she might turn you into a newt.”
“Or something worse,” Silas added.
“Men,” Adrianna grumbled.
 



Chapter 6: Book of Dread
The night hike seemed endless to Darius, the sky black with clouds so that no movement of stars or moon could be seen. As his legs grew weary and his head started to swim from the lack of sleep, he started to question himself and his judgment. He had yet to show the book to Silas, but he knew that moment would be coming soon, and he knew he wouldn’t argue against it at this point. He was growing to trust Adrianna—and Silas because she trusted him—but her abilities frightened him at the same time. He had known the risks, had sought her out, but he felt any control he might have in his own circumstances slowly slipping away. Adrianna was making the decisions, asking him to share the secret of the book with another stranger, and directing their path without so much as consulting him. He reminded himself that he had no alternative to offer, but that didn’t make him feel any better. He glanced back at Luke, who stumbled along at his elbow, and felt even worse. It was bad enough how far things were spinning out of control for Darius, and the fact he had let Luke convince him that he should tag along dropped a weight of pending guilt on his shoulders, should anything go wrong.
When they finally stopped at an abandoned mill, Darius felt the call of sleep heavy upon him. But Silas was anything but tired. “Been cooped up for too long,” he explained. “Feels good to get out and see the world again.”
Luke looked back the way they had come and asked, “You think we’re being pursued?”
“Doubtful,” Adrianna said. “They’ll scout the area around Krangstand, but generally won’t call for a full search. They’d risk their own necks by admitting a prisoner had escaped. No offense, Silas, but I doubt you’ll be missed by any but the inmates and the jailers, so I think they’ve given up by now.”
“No offense taken,” Silas said. “And if you’re saying the king himself won’t be asking after me, you’re right. I was simply put out of the way for stirring up local trouble.”
“What kind of trouble?” Darius wanted to know.
Silas answered by closing his eyes and folding his hands in prayer.
“For praying?”
“In too public a fashion.”
“That’s hard to believe,” Darius said, not challenging Silas, but clearly surprised.
“Welcome to the new Longvale,” Silas said. “Now, as much as I appreciate your efforts to reacquaint me with freedom, I believe you had a book you wanted me to peruse.”
“We have to figure out how to crack it open first,” Darius said as he pulled the tome from his pack.
Silas reached to take the book from Darius, but as its weight settled on his fingers, he gave a small gasp and dropped it. Before anyone could speak he held up a finger, asking for silence. With that same finger he reached down and touched the book delicately, tracing its edge and feeling the rough texture of the covering hide and the cold metal of the lock. Finally he withdrew his hand and sat back with a sigh. “Sorry about that. It surprised me.”
“The book?” Adrianna asked.
“Yes. It is a source of great power, and great evil.”
“That fits with what Landri said to my sister,” Darius commented.
Silas nodded. “I can see why he might value it greatly.”
“Can you open it?” Luke asked.
“No,” said Silas with a shake of his head. “I’m not sure I’d want to, even if I could. It’s dangerous.”
Now it was Darius’ turn to sigh. “So where does that leave us?”
“Well, I can’t open it,” replied Silas, “but I can tell you it is called a Blood Book or a Book of Dread. Some have modified the latter term and say ‘Book of the Dead,’ although that’s not quite right. They are quite rare, thankfully. This may be the only one still existing—or I should say that anyone knows about—in Corterra. They are ancient tomes, better left buried in some dusty pile, forgotten.”
“Or destroyed,” Darius offered.
“That is far easier said than done.” Silas thought for a moment. “I can’t open it, and it is dangerous, but I think what you are trying to do is proper, and I will help you if I can. If Landri was using this book, there is no telling what kind of evil he may have loosed. We’ll know better once we can get a look inside.”
“Do you know what it contains?” Darius asked.
“Spells, most likely, though we won’t know what kind until we can open it. Not magic, like Adrianna’s, but…darker incantations.”
“If you can’t open it, do you have any idea who can?” Adrianna asked.
“Landri, for one, and I’m not being smart. I think those with a bent toward evil have the ability to get past the lock, while those, like us, with better intentions, do not.”
Darius laughed, a chuckle of dismay. “So we just need to find someone who would just as soon kill us as help us, and ask real nice if he’ll open it.”
“It does present a problem,” said Silas, “even worse than you’ve stated. I wouldn’t dare place the book in the hands of anyone who I thought could open it, for fear of what they’d see inside, and the possibility they might be able to use it.”
“This is getting easier all the time,” Luke said sarcastically.
“Worthwhile endeavors frequently meet with obstacles, and your quest here is no different. But I do have one other possibility, someone who might have enough magic to overcome the warded lock on the book.”
“Are you talking about Aerlos?” Adrianna asked.
Silas nodded.
“Well, she’s rumored to have skills beyond any other. But even assuming we could reach her, and that’s a big assumption, would she help us?”
 “She might,” said Silas with a soft smile. “I think she would, if I ask it.”
“You know her?” Adrianna asked, clearly amazed at this revelation.
“I was much younger then, even had some hair on my head.”
“Then it was in ancient times.”
“Such flattery will get you nowhere.”
Darius cleared his throat loudly, to be sure he was heard. “I hate to break up this little private discussion, but would you mind telling Luke and I who this Aerlos is?”
“Of course,” Silas said. “Aerlos is Queen of the Ice Elves.”
Darius and Luke stared at Silas, dumbfounded.
“Elves and men have not interacted since olden days,” Darius finally managed to say. He looked at Silas and added, “At least I was told.”
“Oh, that’s true, for the most part. One needs to venture to the Far North to meet the elves, and only then if they’ll allow it. The rulers of the human kingdoms have kept to the south and the elves to the north, since olden times as you say.” 
Adrianna was ready to get back to discussing how they could reach Aerlos. “This will be a long, arduous journey,” she said, looking from Luke to Darius. “I want to be sure its not more than what you bargained for when you left home.”
“It is,” Darius said. “Far more. But if it’s what needs to be done to protect Sasha, then I’m in. At least we’ll be moving away from Longvale, and away from Landri. I always thought I’d end up trying to lose it somewhere, hoping it would stay hidden. If this Aerlos can’t get past the lock, the Far North wouldn’t be the worst place to try to hide the book.”
“Luke?” Adrianna asked.
Darius jumped in before Luke could speak. “We’ll need to pass through the war front, then through Dalusia—who we are fighting with—and then who knows what perils in the north. And despite all that, anything we say to convince Luke to turn back and go home will be so much wasted breath.”
“You’re smarter than you look,” Luke said.
“I could put a sleep spell on him,” Adrianna offered. “We could sneak off and get a pretty good head start.”
“Very funny,” Luke said. “Then I’d just have to travel alone. Probably end up getting there before you lot.”
Adrianna smiled at the young man’s spunk, while Darius just grimaced and shook his head. Silas alone wore a serious expression, and waited until he had Adrianna’s attention.
“It will be a long journey, and dangerous,” he said. “I want to get Barlow to come along.”
Adrianna rolled her eyes. “I knew you were going to say that.”
“Who’s Barlow?” Darius interjected before the two started having another private conversation.
“A stuffy old man,” Adrianna said with a shake of her head.
“He’s not nearly as old as you,” Silas retorted.
“So which is he, old or not?” Darius asked. He would have placed Adrianna at no more than thirty.
“He’s fifty-nine, if my memory doesn’t fail me,” Silas said. “Past his prime maybe, but not past being useful.”
Darius was so taken aback by the notion that Adrianna was sixty or more that he was struck temporarily dumb. Ignoring the shock on his face and on Luke’s, she answered Silas.
“Well past his prime, if he ever had one, which is debatable.”
“Now, Adrianna, you needn’t get nasty. You know he’s good in a tight spot, and he wants to serve what’s right and just.”
“Why should I admit any such thing? He would say no kind words about me.”
“He respects you. He just doesn’t like your way of doing things.”
“My skills in magic,” she explained for the brothers.
Darius finally found his voice. “Why is that a problem? Does it frighten him?”
“Percival Barlow,” Silas said, “is a paladin. He sees most magic, at least when used by humans, as being derived from the dark arts, with the exception of that used to do God’s work. I think perhaps he has softened with age on the point, but he’s too stubborn to admit as much.”
“You obviously don’t see things that way.”
“No. I know nothing of the origins of magic—the arts themselves or the source of the power that makes a spell work—but I’ve known those who wield it for good, and those who wield it for selfish reasons or for evil. It is what is in the heart of the caster that matters.”
“You should try telling that to Barlow,” Adrianna said.
“I have tried,” Silas said, his open hands at his sides in a gesture of helplessness.
Darius sighed, thinking that yet another stranger was to be let in on their secret. “Can we trust him?” he asked.
“Of course,” said Silas.
“No offense, but I was asking Adrianna.”
She grimaced, looked at Silas, then grudgingly said, “Yes. That much I’ll give him. If he agrees to go along, he’ll be true. You needn’t doubt that. But I’m not sure he will, if I’m part of the bargain.”
“I’ll take care of that,” Silas said.
“So where is this guy?” Luke asked.
“He lives in seclusion, a few miles from New Bern.”
“At least that’s north,” Darius noted. “Not really out of our way.”
“Great,” said Silas. “Then it’s settled.” He did his best to ignore the dour and uncertain looks of his companions.

 *
Landri sat on his throne, inwardly fuming but doing his best not to show it. If he was honest with himself—and he rarely was—he would admit that his ability to hide an inner rage was basically non-existent. Like a thermometer on a hot day, the red color would move up his neck and then to his face, and all those around him backed away as best as they were able, knowing he was ready to blow. Such was the case now, and he had given an angry wave to his court and advisors, clearing the room of all save one. It was the lone remaining man—or rather the all-knowing smirk on his face—that was infuriating him so. “If you have something to say, Kaelesh, then be out with it. You tire me.”
“I only wish to serve my king,” Kaelesh said, in his usual too-smooth tone.
“Spare me the fawning words. I wish the night watch was as attentive to what goes on as you have been to my every move these last few days.”
Kaelesh replied as if he was being complimented. “You have been troubled. And what troubles you, troubles me. But I can do little to aid you if you keep the problem to yourself. Have I not gained your trust?”
Landri laughed, a short, hard bark. “I trust you, as much as you trust me. Ours is a relationship born of chance and circumstance.”
“Has it not been beneficial? If you wish me to go, release me from your service.”
“You know I won’t do so. You know I can’t.”
Kaelesh said nothing.
“Are you just going to stand there and fix me with that maddening stare of yours? What do you want?”
“Only to he—”
“Only to help. Yes, I know. All for me. Fine. Help me by telling me what it is you think I am troubled by.”
“As you wish.” Although the room was empty, Kaelesh stepped closer and lowered his voice. “I think you’ve misplaced the book.”
Landri felt like a trapped rat. Kaelesh’s eyes seemed to bore into his very soul. “That’s ludicrous,” he said. He had to make a conscious effort to avoid wincing at how unconvincing he sounded even to himself.
Kaelesh went on as if Landri had admitted the book was lost. “If you think the book not being in your possession changes things between us, you are wrong. But I fear it falling into the wrong hands. That could be a very, very serious problem.” As he said this he leaned so close that Landri could feel the heat of his breath,
Unable to bear Kaelesh’s gaze any longer, Landri turned his head. “I’ve always kept the book’s location my own secret.”
“Of course. But I believe someone has stumbled upon it and taken it.”
“Even if that were true, what could be done about it?” Landri asked in a dismissive way, even as he allowed a small bloom of hope to blossom within himself.
“I can find it, if you wish it.”
“How?”
In reply to this Kaelesh only smiled, a smile so cold and cruel it made Landri shudder.
 



Chapter 7: Two Farms
The sun was just rising over the horizon, and its first rays lit Luke’s face, but didn’t yet wake him. Darius looked past his brother and saw the light play on a spider web wet with morning dew. He didn’t care much for spiders, creepy, ugly little creatures that usually gave him the chills, but there was a beauty to their webs that few could deny. He marveled at how strong and delicate the web could be at the same time.
So lost did he become in admiring the web that when Adrianna nudged him he gave a start. He collected himself, smiled an embarrassed smile, and took the peach she offered. Glancing around, he asked, “Where’s Silas?”
“Morning prayer, I imagine. He’ll be back shortly.”
When the cleric arrived a few minutes later, he found his companions all awake and finishing their modest breakfast. Luke held a peach out toward him.
“No, thanks,” Silas said. “Already downed a few berries I found. But I brought you something.” He held up two sturdy looking sticks, and tossed one to Luke. “Your brother has a sword, and Adrianna… well, she doesn’t need weapons such as we do. However, as you and I are short-handed, I thought these might be of use.”
Luke looked at the stick with a smirk and a shake of his head. “This might be of use against a rabbit or a pig, assuming it was slow-witted. If you want to use this on a man…maybe if he’s asleep?”
Silas shrugged and smiled softly, clearly taking no offense. “Grab your brother’s sword then, and come at me.”
The challenge caught Luke off-guard. “I’d be afraid I might hurt you.”
“Not your problem. I need a workout anyway. Darius, give him your sword.”
Darius drew the blade slowly and offered it to Luke. “I’m not sure this is a good idea. We don’t need an injury.”
“I agree,” said Luke. “This is dangerous.”
“I promise I won’t injure you severely,” said Silas. He took his stick in both hands, holding it comfortably in front of himself.
“Silas, I—”
“Come on, Junior. Unless you’re looking to talk me to death.”
Luke sighed, then made a half-hearted lunge at the cleric, bringing the blade around in a cautious sweep, as if expecting to have to stop it inches from Silas’ ribs.
Silas spun the stick so quickly it seemed to have leapt from one point to another. It batted the sword aside, catching the flat of the blade, and Silas bounced back a couple of steps. “Better come in hard next time, boy. I’m not going to just parry this time.”
Luke did come in hard, too hard, charging when he should have moved with steady purpose, and hacking wildly. Again the blow was blunted, but this time the staff changed direction, taking Luke in the back of the knees. No sooner was he off his feet than Silas knocked the sword from his hand and brought the staff down hard, stopping within a long whisker of Luke’s face.
“Not much of a workout,” Silas said, “but we can practice in our spare time.” He offered an embarrassed Luke a hand and helped him up.
“I suppose if I grab the sword and lunge at you again when your back’s turned, I’ll end up on the seat of my pants again.”
“You would. But you’re too smart for that, I would bet. Emotion throws off your balance, and only a fool repeats what’s already proven a failure.”
While Darius put away the sword, Adrianna handed Luke the stick Silas had offered him, and added a pat on the back. “If it makes you feel any better, the staff is his chosen weapon, and he likely could disarm a group of trained soldiers.”
“ ‘Chosen weapon,’ ” Darius repeated. “I thought you were a cleric, a man of God.”
“And so I am. One who can defend himself as needed.”
“What about the meek inheriting the world?” Darius asked.
“They might inherit it,” Adrianna said, “but while they’re waiting, the strong will try to take it by force.”
Silas shook his head and let out a grunt of a laugh. “Why don’t you leave the theology to me?”
“Be glad to, and I’ll handle the magic. Think your friend Barlow will agree to that arrangement?”
Silas shrugged. “One can always hope.”

 *
Another long day’s march had stolen away their will for conversation, and as the sun neared the horizon they passed silently into a narrow lane shrouded by tall oaks that grew on both sides. In the canopy above, a sound grew, a rustling noise as of hundreds of birds moving about. The large green leaves hid the winged creatures, which nestled high up, from the gazes of the humans traveling below.
Silas was bringing up the rear, and like the others he had been lost somewhere in his own thoughts when the growing noise from above finally penetrated his consciousness. He studied the trees, not liking the fact that he couldn’t see the source of the sound, which increased the further down the lane they passed. He paused, then gave a soft whistle to get the attention of his companions. When they turned to look at him, he motioned for them to stop and be quiet. Slowly the four of them drew together.
“What is it?” Adrianna asked in a whisper.
“That sound,” he answered, pointing to the trees.
“Just birds, right?” Luke asked, unsure now because of the look on Silas’ face.
“I don’t think so. Darius, I’m sure you’ve noticed the way carrion will trail the armies.”
Darius nodded.
“Noticed any other flying scavengers, some that may or may not be birds?”
“We thought they were bats,” Darius said. “Big, ugly ones. To be honest, I try not to watch when they come. It’s disgusting and…well, next time that might be me.”
“I don’t blame you. And these things do appear to be kin to bats, if you ever see one up close. I’ve heard rumors of them becoming more aggressive, too. Going after livestock—living I mean, not dead.”
This comment made them all gaze upward again, and each shrunk away a bit more from the overhanging boughs of the trees.
“I don’t think we should be under here once it gets dark,” Adrianna said, gesturing at the setting sun, which now appeared to be racing for the horizon as if it wanted to hide too.
“I agree,” said Darius. “Should we go back? I can’t see the end of this lane going forward.”
“That would probably be best,” Silas said. He turned and managed to take a few steps before a high-pitched chattering noise started above them. It grew in volume, the unseen creatures above calling and answering one another.
Darius drew his sword, the sound of metal-on-metal drowned out by the cacophony around them. Luke gripped his staff so tightly his knuckles went white.
Like an explosion the creatures took wing. They soared over the tops of the trees, going north, and were far more numerous than even the most pessimistic of the travelers would have guessed. In the fading light of day, they almost appeared as one large blanket, nearly blotting out the sky that had been visible above the lane. They kept up their chattering as they took flight, a sound that sent chills down every spine. They moved swiftly, and from the ground one could make out only the rough form of a large bat, with claw-like feet that dangled well below thick, leathery wings, and a body colored a mottled gray and red. Only when the creatures were well out of sight did someone venture to speak.
“Didn’t see us, or smell us,” Silas guessed. “If we can find a sheltered spot for the night, I think that would be good.”
The others agreed, and Adrianna added, “Wish we weren’t going the same way as those things.”
As they resumed their hike under the trees, Darius moved close to Silas. “I’ve never seen them in numbers like that.”
“Nor I, especially this far from the war. I wish I knew what it meant.”
“It can’t be good.”
“No, it can’t.” With a sigh, he walked on.

 *
They were able to find shelter in an abandoned barn that evening, and when the next day broke crisp and clear, it was hard, looking at the picture-perfect sky, to imagine trouble of any sort was happening in Corterra.
“A morning like this makes you feel alive,” Silas said as he drew in a deep breath and let his chest rise and fall. “Gorgeous.”
Darius smelled the sweet fragrance on the air, but his smile was troubled. “When I was in the army, days like this made me melancholy. Seemed wrong that people would die on such a day, but die they did. Never known the sunshine to delay a General’s plans or change a murderous heart.”
“Wow,” Luke observed. “Thanks for the pep talk.”
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to depress everyone. It’s just…”
Adrianna finished the thought, “You’ve seen too much to think everything is as peaceful as it is here at this moment.”
Darius nodded.
“I have, too,” Silas said, “but dwelling on it won’t help us today. Be on guard, always, but while we have such a day, be thankful and enjoy it while it lasts.”
What joy they took lasted until just past noon. They crested a small hill, and before them was a farm, no different than most they had come across on their journey, a small home with some land for growing crops and some livestock, a family working to get by in the world. But a stillness hung over the place like a black cloud, and though they could see little until they moved closer, they all instinctively knew something was wrong.
Darius called it first, pointing to where a group of cows lay in the field. “Those bat-creatures came this way.”
As they neared the fallen animals, a stench of blood and death assaulted them. The cows looked less like what they had been the closer they drew, having been gutted viciously, what was left of their hides covered with puncture wounds received from hundreds of small, sharp teeth. Luke turned green and had to stop, but he couldn’t manage to take his eyes off the slaughtered animals.
“This is what I meant,” Silas said softly. “They’ve become more aggressive.”
 “They’ve never been shy at the front. You could tell when they were near from the way the horses would start and carry on. And they usually ran off any other carrion once they decided to claim a prize. But at least they kept their distance from the army. Wonder if it will stay that way.”
Silas looked past Darius for a moment, then said, “Why don’t you tend to your brother. Looks like he could use some fresh air, and there’s nothing we can do here.”
Affected less by Silas’ words than his expression, he followed the cleric’s gaze and saw that Adrianna was moving away, going alone toward the house. “Guess she needed some fresh air too.”
“Hmpf,” was all Silas managed for a reply.
 Darius moved Luke away from the carnage, and a few minutes later Silas joined them, casting a worried look back at the house every few seconds. At last Adrianna reappeared, carrying a dirty sack and moving with purpose. 
When she arrived, she opened the sack and dropped one of the bat-things at their feet. Its head lolled to one side, its neck broken, and blood still stained the row of sharp teeth visible in its open mouth. Its eyes were open in death, and were a solid black, adding to its malicious appearance. Its proportions set it apart from a bat, the wings, head, and claws seeming too large for the body. Up close the gray and red mottling of its skin gave it a sickly look, and it was hairless except for a tuft on top of its head. Its ears were round and centered on the side of its head, and all-in-all it looked far too much like a mutated child that had grown wings.
“Things got in the house,” Adrianna stated flatly.
“Were there—” Silas stopped himself. Adrianna’s face was all the answer he needed.
“It was a family of four, as best as I can tell. Must be at least thirty of these things scattered about as well. The farmer’s family put up a fight, but from the looks of the place…”
“You needn’t speak of it anymore,” said Silas. 
“Only one more thing. The windows were shattered and the door open. Whether that happened during the fight or before, I can’t say. But I saw several roof shingles bent and broken, as well as many boards that made up the walls of the home damaged in like fashion.”
“What are you saying?” Darius asked.
“That those things apparently were tearing the house apart to get inside. That even shuttered windows and locked doors won’t guarantee our safety, or anyone else’s.”

 *
Kaelesh let the horse move along at a plodding gait, every hoofbeat kicking up a small cloud of dust in the sweltering midday heat. The soldiers that marched with him were covered with sweat and grime, but there was nary a grumble or a dirty look amongst them. All knew better than to get on the wrong side of Landri’s top advisor. Even on a day such as this, Kaelesh did not appear to sweat, and felt no need to pause for water, and therefore the men would march without drinks as well. He moved slowly, not for them or for the horse, but because it pushed them toward their limits in a different way than a fast march would have, the long, slow grind testing them and their willpower. And Kaelesh loved finding to what limits men could be pushed.
Once Landri had admitted the Blood Book was gone, it was a fairly simple matter for Kaelesh to find out who might have taken it. He had thought the idiot Landri might have simply misplaced it in one of his drunken stupors, but some probing had revealed it was the combination of lust and alcohol that had been the culprit. What surprised him was that the girl had had the courage to act upon whatever Landri had let slip about the book. He looked forward to finding her, to exploring just how courageous she really was.
Kaelesh considered again what he might do once he had the book. Working with Landri had its pluses and minuses. The king was emotional, often flying into rages, frequently drunk, and for the most part a coward, all of which made him fairly easy to control. But it also led to mistakes, and limited just how far he could go. Someone more powerful, with a stronger inner self, would be much more of a challenge, but the rewards could be far greater. The unknowns in the equation made it difficult for Kaelesh to decide on a course, but he was patient, and the passing of time was never something that pressed him into rash action. He would wait and see what developed.
The Stoneman residence came into view, a modest place but clearly not impacted too severely by the war and the other troubles of the last decade. Kaelesh ordered the guards to fan out and search the fields and outbuildings, save for the men he kept with himself. These followed him to the front door of the home, and stood beside him with weapons ready as he knocked on the door. He had no need of them or their weapons, but he enjoyed the sense of drama their presence created.
Kaelesh’s senses were finely tuned instruments, and as he waited patiently at the door, he could hear the shuffle of feet inside and an exchange of harsh whispers. Finally with a creak the door swung open and Kevin Stoneman filled the entry with his arms crossed over his chest. He looked Kaelesh over once, then glanced at the soldiers and frowned with disapproval. “There a reason you come to my door with such arms at the ready? I’ve two boys in the army and a daughter serving at the castle for several years. Am I a thief or a murderer that you send your men through my crops?” He gestured past Kaelesh to let him know he had seen his men searching the place.
One of the guards raised the hilt of his sword and started forward. “Quiet, you dog, or I’ll—”
Kaelesh silenced him with an upraised hand. He actually wanted to slap the man for having the impertinence to speak, but he stayed his own hand as well. It seemed Kevin Stoneman might give him some sport after all. “I apologize for any inferred insult to you or your family, but I have been sent here by King Landri himself on a mission of some import.”
“And who are you?” Stoneman asked, with a little less vehemence than he might have mustered a moment ago.
“My name is Kaelesh, chief counselor to King Landri. You, I take it, are Kevin Stoneman?”
“That’s true enough.”
Kaelesh waited a few beats, then said with some delicateness, “These are not the most hospitable times, Mr. Stoneman, but perhaps we might speak inside, man-to-man.” He added a tilt of his head, pointing out the armed guards who might be excluded from such a conversation.
Stoneman relented, inviting Kaelesh inside with a wave of his hand. After one last glare at the guard who had threatened him, he closed the door.
Kaelesh was introducing himself to the flustered Mrs. Stoneman before the door clicked shut. She had been trying to eavesdrop on the conversation at the front door and hadn’t been able to scramble out of sight before Kaelesh spotted her. To break away from his piercing gaze, she offered him tea, which he politely refused.
“Well,” she said, backing away, “I’ll let you men talk.”
“Nonsense,” said Kaelesh. “This concerns both of you.” He pulled a chair out from the kitchen table and held it for her. “Please, be seated.”
She knew instinctively that the invitation was more than courtesy. There was something about Kaelesh, the way he carried himself, the look in his eye, the tone of his voice, which indicated he was used to being in command. He was ordering her to stay. Reluctantly she took the offered seat, remembering to at least mumble “Thank you.”
Kaelesh gestured for Kevin Stoneman to be seated, and once Stoneman had complied, he began to slowly pace the room. “You mentioned your daughter serving at the castle. When was the last time you saw her?”
Kevin’s eyes narrowed and his face grew hard. “Why? Is there something wrong? Is she ill?”
“I did not say that. And you didn’t answer my question.”
Kevin blew out a breath, clearly annoyed. “It’s been maybe six years.”
“That long?” Kaelesh asked, his expression one of surprise.
“Most of the castle servants spend their lives inside the walls of Old Bern. I’d think you’d know that, being so close to the king and all.”
“Dear,” Marissa said, laying a hand on his arm.
“Well, what do you expect,” Kevin answered her, as if Kaelesh were not there. “He comes here with armed men, he hints there might be trouble with my little girl, and then he asks such trivial questions.”
Kaelesh cleared his throat. “Again, my apologies. It appears as if your daughter, Sasha, has left the king’s service, by her own accord, within the last few weeks. We thought it likely she would come here.”
Kevin looked stunned. “No,” he said, thinking things out. “If she were in some sort of trouble or needed help, she might have, but she hasn’t come home.” He locked eyes with Kaelesh. “Is she in some sort of trouble?”
“Not necessarily. No one knows why she left or where she went. That in itself would be of no concern to the king—servants do leave from time to time. However, something of value to the king seems to have been misplaced at precisely the time Sasha left.”
“You would accuse—” Kevin started, his face turning red.
“Please, Mr. Stoneman, calm yourself. I am investigating all leads, as my king requires of me. If you say you have not seen your daughter in six years, I would not think to impugn your honesty. None of us would wish for there to be any misunderstanding between us.” He took a few steps toward the door, paused, and then turned back to face them. “I like to think the best of people, Mr. and Mrs. Stoneman, but I have been lied to before. Those that have done so…well, let’s just say they spend the remainder of their time on this mortal plane regretting it.”
Kevin Stoneman stood as Kaelesh reached the door. “If you get news of my daughter, please let us know. All we understand now is that she is missing. We’ll have little rest until we know she is safe.”
“Of course,” Kaelesh said, adding a small bow, a gesture of his willingness to serve even these humble people. Once outside he told the guards that it was time to return to the castle. As his escort reformed he mounted his horse and stared at the Stoneman residence, as if trying to read the minds of those inside. He turned away and smiled to himself. He had no doubt that the Stonemans had seen their daughter, but whether they knew her current whereabouts was another question. He’d have the answer soon enough, but not with this lot of soldiers about. They talked too much. Kaelesh would return, and then, he thought with some amusement, he would see just how well Kevin and Marissa Stoneman could play the game they’d begun.
 



Chapter 8: An Old Friend
A week had passed since they had come upon the carnage at the farm, and although they had not sighted the bat-things since that day under the trees, they had seen the gruesome evidence of their passage. For the most part it was wild animals, although an occasional horse, cow, or pig had fallen victim as well. There had been no scene as awful as what Adrianna witnessed in the farmhouse, and for that they were thankful, but they realized that meant only that they had not come upon the end result of such an attack, not that one had not occurred. Corterra was a large world.
They had reached the Vale River and then followed it north, and the life in and around such a body of water helped sustain them and make their journey somewhat more bearable. True rest was difficult to come by with one wary eye always turning skyward, searching for the flying black forms that might signal their doom.
Luke was the first to spot New Bern, or rather the tell-tale wisps of smoke from forges and cooking fires that marked the place. The relief was almost palpable, a sense of added safety from a busy city luring them to quicken their pace as if racing for shelter before a storm broke.
Darius, staying well-grounded, reminded them of what they carried, and that they were still fugitives in their own land. “Landri will have many men in New Bern, and there are far more ears listening for anything they could use for profit. We need to be careful.”
“You’re right,” Silas said. “And we aren’t headed directly there. Barlow forsook the city life some time ago. He lives on this side of the river, somewhat in isolation. And he’s why we’re here.”
“Do you know how to find his place?”
“Follow me,” Silas said.
An hour later they stood fifty yards from a small home or a large shack—it was hard to tell which. What it lacked in size it made up for in sturdiness and appearance. The building was well-constructed, and a fresh coat of paint had been recently applied. The area around it was neatly manicured, with colorful flowers in bloom and a stone path leading to the door.
“Guess he’s not much for house guests,” Adrianna said. “I doubt the group of us could even sit down inside.”
“Too nice a day for that,” Silas replied, ignoring the first verbal volley of the battle he was sure would need to be endured. He led them to the door and rapped sharply two times.
Adrianna only waited a few heartbeats before saying, “Like to think he’s out, but we aren’t that lucky.”
Silas shot her a quick scowl, then hit the door again. “Open up, Barlow! It’s Silas!” he bellowed.
Just as he finished shouting the door was flung open. “Give a man a second would you, I—” Barlow stopped, seeing Silas was not alone. When he saw Adrianna his eyes narrowed. To Silas he said, “Should I assume these young gentlemen are of similar character to this witch? If so, I’d rather you all departed.”
“Sorceress, Barlow,” Silas said.
“Mere wordplay. Changes nothing.”
“I suppose not. Would you care to insult my friends in some other fashion before I introduce them? I’m sure you’re making an excellent first impression.”
This seemed to strike home with Barlow. He bowed his head once, then looked Darius and Luke directly in the eyes, one after the other, and said, “I beg your forgiveness. I had no right to offend you, regardless of the company you keep.”
“We travel with Silas, as well,” Darius said. “I was led to believe he was your friend.”
“So he is,” Barlow admitted. He bowed again in a show of courtesy. “I am Percival Barlow, as I assume you already know. How can I be of service?”
Silas guffawed at the display and the formal words, but Barlow simply stood tall with as much dignity as he could muster. He was taller than any of them, and still trim and fit, but the passage of years could be seen in the lines on his face, his thinning gray hair, and the white mustache and tuft of beard on his chin. After Darius and Luke had introduced themselves, Silas grew serious and said, “We do need your help, my friend.”
“All of you?” he asked, casting a look of disdain at Adrianna.
She nearly rose to the bait, but caught herself. “I’ll let you boys work things out,” she said, and then turned and walked off before anyone else could speak.
Silas made a point of watching her for a time, then said to Barlow, “You know, sometimes I’m amazed you never married.”
“It appears the help you needed was only a target upon which to sharpen your wit,” Barlow retorted. “If you’re finished, I’ll bid you good day.”
“I just wish you two could get along.”
“As long as we need not see one another, I believe we both get along fine. I assume you must have a good reason for bringing her here with you. This certainly is no social visit.”
Silas turned to Darius. “Show him the book.”
Darius opened his pack, pulled out the book, and presented it to Barlow.
Barlow’s bushy eyebrows knit together in a scowl as he looked at the book. He made no move to take it. “Is that what I think it is?” he asked Silas.
“Blood Book,” Silas answered in affirmation.
“You’ve tried to open it?”
“Tried and failed,” Darius replied.
Barlow finally managed to take his eyes from the book and looked at his long-time friend. “I cannot open it. I hope you haven’t come all this way thinking I could.”
“Not at all. I’m not sure any human we’d want to open it could. We’re taking it to Aerlos.”
“Another wi—…sorceress,” Barlow said, but his tone was not harsh. “But an elf, and elves are different than men. A perilous journey though. Even if she can open it, why would you want to? The book is evil, as is everything that might spring from it. Best it be destroyed, and if that can’t be accomplished, lost somewhere it’ll not be found.”
“I don’t disagree. But Darius here did not simply find this at market in some bookseller’s stall. It was previously in the possession of King Landri.”
“Landri!” Barlow exclaimed. He closed his eyes and calmed himself. “Perhaps you had best tell me the story of how you came to be here with this dread thing.”
Silas let Darius tell the story, and Barlow took it in with a look of open surprise and dismay on his face. When Darius was finished, he said, “This may explain much of what has befallen our world of late. If Landri was using it…you have done well simply to deprive him of it. If Aerlos cannot help you, I’d suggest the book stay in the Far North, preferably in some hole that’ll be covered in ice for all time.” He turned his attention back to Silas. “You’ve still not said why you’re here. What help is it you think I can provide?”
“I want you to come with us,” Silas answered.
Barlow laughed, but it was a laugh with no mirth. “I’m an old man, Silas. My days of chasing after heroic feats are over.”
“What of your days of caring? Of serving the Savior?”
Barlow sighed. “Understanding one’s limits is a sign of maturity and wisdom. If God wanted me to go on such a foolish quest, He’d let me know.”
Now Silas smiled. He threw his arms open wide and said, “Behold His messenger.”
“Don’t blaspheme.”
“Are you sure I am?”
Barlow shook his head. “You should have chosen a different line of work. You’re brilliant at twisting words to your advantage.”
“It’s a gift, I suppose. What He provides, one should use.”
Barlow just shook his head again, and avoided meeting Silas’ eyes.
The cleric said softly, “If you two gentlemen don’t mind, I’d like a word alone with my friend.”
As Darius and Luke wondered off after Adrianna, Barlow invited Silas into his home with a silent wave of his hand.
The interior was much like the exterior, humble but neatly kept. He offered Silas the room’s only chair and then busied himself with a stew cooking over a small fire.
“You need this,” Silas said.
Barlow kept his back to him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Purpose, Barlow. You lost that years ago, and I’ve watched you go further into your shell ever since.”
“I’ve already said with age comes—”
“You can try that guff on the others, but don’t waste it on me. You’re no coward, my friend, and I’ll not name you one, but you’ve given up on this world and yourself, and every day your focus turns a little more to the end of your time on Corterra.”
“We believe the same thing, Silas. Death is not an end, but a beginning. A glorious one.”
“Yes, a transition. But while we’re here, we serve here.”
Barlow sighed and paused for several minutes. When he spoke his tone was quiet, and he still spoke toward the wall. “I’ve done what I thought was right. I wanted this world to be a treasure, a reflection of what was to come. Now, everything has gone to ruin, and I am past my prime. Even thirty years ago I doubt I could have… You don’t need me, Silas, and I don’t want your pity.”
“I don’t pity you, and the only thing you’re getting close to is a swift kick in the rump. You have a noble heart, my friend, but if you set out to make this flawed world into paradise, you were bound to come up short. But I’ve seen you wield that sword, I’ve seen the light come upon you when you’re battling for right, I’ve seen your healing touch. We need you for this journey. I need you. And you need it for yourself. Get out and act. You’ve seen the book, you’ve heard the rumors of what’s happening in Corterra.”
“What if it’s too late?” Barlow asked, finally turning to face Silas. He bit at his lower lip and tears rimmed his eyes.
“Then we’ll all pass away, and then on to better things. The question is, do you want to wait here for evil to find you, or do you want to go out there with us and try to fight it?”
Barlow shook is head, but a smile played on his lips. “I don’t know why I bother to argue with you. When you’ve set your mind to something, you’re the most stubborn man I’ve ever met.”
“Well, I learned from a master in that area.”
Barlow held up his hands in submission. “No more. You win.” His face drew down a bit as he added, “I suppose I shouldn’t waste my time asking if we need to take Adrianna along.”
“Start packing,” Silas answered with a sly smile and a shake of his head. He went to find the others, happy at his success but wondering how he would keep Barlow and Adrianna from each others’ throats. Despite the many dangers they might face on this journey, it was the possible self-inflicted wounds the small party might endure that currently concerned him the most.

 *
Kaelesh looked up at the full moon and smiled. He had not planned his visit to coordinate with this particular phase, but he enjoyed the added touch it provided. People were so superstitious, especially at night.
He bent low and drew several lines in the dirt with an experienced hand. When he was done, he took a small dagger from under his cloak and made a quick slash across his palm. He made a fist and squeezed until the blood dripped freely into the markings he had made. For a moment the blood merely darkened the soil, but then it began to bubble and sizzle like oil in a hot pan. Wisps of smoke began to rise, to the untrained eye just a continuation of the apparent boiling of the blood. But Kaelesh knew better, and he stepped back with a smile.
The rising smoke came in three columns, which started to whirl about one another even though the night air was completely still. The vapors drew together into a form, a shape like a stooped man with long arms, but the phantom was solid in no way, and the mist that had risen was still visible within the creature’s shape.
Kaelesh spoke a few words to it in an odd tongue, upon which it moved with a swift, easy grace toward the Stoneman residence. The house was shut-up, the windows and doors closed and locked, but such a fact did not even give the shadow-creature pause. It slid under the door, undid the latch, and waited for its master to enter.
Kevin Stoneman awoke with a start, his heart pounding and sweat covering his body. It has been like this for the last several nights, the nightmares jolting him awake, the images of the suffering of his wife and children so vivid he wanted to weep. As he had each previous night, he looked upon his wife and found comfort in the gentle rise and fall her breathing imparted to her sleeping form.
Something toward the window caught his eye, a subtle change in the moonlight that streamed through the glass. A passing cloud, he started to tell himself. He reached toward the table beside his bed, trying to find the candle and lighter that sat there, but another shadow, this one more solid, made him freeze.
“I had a few more questions, Mr. Stoneman,” Kaelesh said, his voice like an icy dagger.
Kevin couldn’t find his own voice. He wanted to rage at the man for violating the sanctity of his home, to order him out, to say he didn’t care who he was, he’d better leave or be tossed out on his ear. But instead he was paralyzed by some unknown terror, a creeping dread that was so palpable he thought he could reach out and touch it. He thought to at least wake his wife and tell her to run while he flung himself blindly at Kaelesh, hoping she might be able to escape, but the terror grew like a weight on his chest, and he simply sank back onto the bed, like a kid thinking the covers would protect him from the monsters that lurked nearby at night.
Kaelesh walked to the side of the bed. “I’d like to introduce you to an acquaintance of mine. He has a way of getting people to open up when they are burdened with a secret they can’t bear to keep any longer. He’s kind of quiet actually, but that’s part of his charm.”
Something seemed to rise up behind Kaelesh, indistinct but somehow ominous. It flowed around him and came at Kevin, and as it did he understood this thing, whatever it was, had been in the room all this time, and that it was the source of the terror that gripped him. It glided over the edge of the bed, went up in the air a few feet, and then arced down to fall upon him. Just before it reached him, Kevin could have sworn he saw a well-muscled upper torso, two long-nailed hands reaching for him, and a face—an unearthly face—with a snarl of cruel intent etched upon it. When it reached him there was no weight to be borne by his body, but the feeling of unbearable pressure was all too real.
When Kevin’s tongue was finally loosed he let out a scream, a wretched cry of unfathomable despair and horror.



Chapter 9: New Bern
The small size of Barlow’s abode had allowed him to avoid deciding whether or not to offer hospitality to his new companions in light of the fast-approaching evening, and he and Silas parted company with promises that the group would rendezvous soon after sunrise the next day in New Bern, to gather supplies for the coming journey. Barlow was used to rising before dawn, and when the appointed hour came he had already been waiting nearly fifteen minutes on the east side of the bridge that crossed the Vale and carried the narrow road into the city proper.
“Sleep well?” he asked, feeling more chipper after seeing the drowsy looks on their faces.
“Well enough,” Silas said. “Found a few rooms at Mother Ellis’ Inn, and had a decent meal, too. Good suggestion.”
Barlow nodded at the compliment, then went on. “We should buy what food we can carry for the trip, as well as some warmer clothes. Not sure what we’ll find for food and shelter as we move north, so we best be prepared. I’ve got enough money to cover us today, I’d think. Real money,” he added with a knowing glance at Adrianna. “I want to be on good terms with the merchants when I come home.”
He paused a moment, waiting for Adrianna to snap back at him. When she didn’t, he said, “Let’s go to the market first. Then we’ll see about the clothes.”
New Bern’s market wasn’t what it once was, but that wasn’t unusual in Corterra these days. The trouble that plagued the world made crops scarcer and trade more difficult, and the selections invariably carried higher prices than what folks could commonly afford, so the crowds were small and more selective as well. The companions brought some fresh fruit and vegetables, but only what they could eat in the next few days. The rest was dried meats, hard cheeses, and other items with a bit more staying power. Even so, knowing they had an arduous journey ahead and would need to carry everything they purchased, the food they could take amounted to very little.
“We’ll just have to replenish our supplies along the way,” Darius reasoned. “Not easy where the armies have been, but I’ve seen some soldiers scavenge a decent meal from what seemed to be a wasteland.”
“If we’re lucky there might be some game once we pass Elysium’s Neck and move further north,” Adrianna added.
They checked out the meager wares of a half-dozen clothing merchants who were at market and had decided to move on to the regular shops, when the sounds of growing panic reached them from the south. They only managed a few steps toward the screams and shouts when Luke called their attention skyward.
The swarm of bat-things blotted out far too much of the sky, their numbers even more impressive than they remembered. The creatures circled and dove, striking at unseen targets below, but clearly the mass of them was moving to cover the city.
“Get inside,” Barlow ordered in a calm voice.
“May not help much,” Silas said, “based on what we’ve seen. But he’s right.”
The first wave of fleeing citizens started to stream towards them. Some ran blindly, others dove into doors or under stalls, hoping to find some refuge. The lead group of the winged monsters was in close pursuit, diving to bite and claw at the panicked people of New Bern.
For a minute, the travelers stood frozen, watching the spectacle before them. Finally Darius shoved Luke toward the still-open door of a tanner’s shop. “Let’s get inside before we’re locked out!” Having started the group moving, Darius acted as shepherd, touching each of his companions on the shoulder as they passed. He came up one short.
Barlow remained affixed in place, his gaze intent on the flying creatures, his left hand on the hilt of his sword.
“Come on, Barlow!” Darius called. “You can’t fight those things with a sword.”
“Get inside,” Barlow repeated.
Darius’ shout had stopped the others in their flight to the dubious safety of the shop. Luke had just reached the door, which he now held open against the tanner’s first half-hearted attempt to close it. Adrianna was a step behind. Silas moved back towards Darius and his friend.
“Barlow, don’t be a fool! Get inside!” Silas shouted.
Barlow spared him a glance. “Go on. I’ve got things under control here.” His words and calm demeanor were ironic considering the swirl of confusion and panic around him. For a lingering moment it seemed that maybe there was something to his steadiness, perhaps a reason that he kept to himself that he was safe amidst the attacking creatures. They took no notice of him, their focus drawn by the panicked motions of those trying to flee. Was he playing possum, successfully?
Whether that was Barlow’s plan or not was rendered moot by a single bat-thing that decided Barlow was a likely target. It swooped in, screeching at its prey, claws outstretched and wings spread wide.
Barlow swatted it aside, sending it sprawling in the dust. He resumed his former stance, but the sudden action had drawn unwanted attention, and now, standing still as he was, he became an easy mark. Dozens of the creatures flew at him.
“Stupid old fool,” Adrianna muttered under her breath. She brushed past Silas to get a clear line-of-sight to Barlow, raised her hands, and said a few words in some arcane tongue. A sphere sprang into being about Barlow, invisible but for a slight blue hue. The first beasts that reached Barlow simply bounced away as they struck the sphere.
The sphere had one other effect. The composed façade Barlow had worn was gone in an instant. Even as he could see the creatures’ attacks blunted by it, he screamed at Adrianna, “Remove the cursed magic, sorceress! I don’t need your help!”
The bat-things learned quickly. Barlow they marked as unreachable, but there were other easy targets merely feet away. The street here was clear of other living targets, the wave of townsfolk now indoors or still running further on. Luke found himself in an escalating fight with the tanner, whose attempts to close the door of his shop were becoming more forceful. Luke begged him to hold on, but refused the tanner’s invitation to come inside himself. He feared leaving his brother and his friends to fend for themselves while he waited behind a closed door, one he feared he might not be able to open again without a fight. For now his foot, which was lodged in the door, and his shoulder, which pushed against it, were being punished but were still maintaining a path to shelter. If only the others would come to the door now…
Darius held his sword aloft, swinging it randomly over his head to ward off the creatures. Silas was using his staff to protect himself and Adrianna, but it was obvious he could only hold out a very short time. The bat-things were starting to approach in groups, sensing many could succeed where one might fail.
“Move toward the door!” Adrianna pleaded to Barlow. “I can only hold it for so long.”
“Don’t hold it, then!” Barlow replied.
One of the creatures caught a claw full of Adrianna’s hair. It continued the arc of its flight long enough to force her to twist her head slightly, then was met by a clean blow from Silas’ staff. It fell aside, dead.
A pair of the beasts fluttered around Luke, and he tried to shoo them away with his free hand. As his weight shifted, the tanner managed to slam the door closed. Even with the shrill cries of the creatures all around him, he could hear with sickening clarity the lock on the door being turned.
Barlow turned to face Adrianna. He closed his eyes and let out a breath to compose himself. “I know what I’m doing. Dispel the sphere. Please.”
Barlow got his wish without Adrianna making a conscious decision to comply. As she returned his gaze, she was thrown off by the sincerity of his expression, and then a pair of the creatures managed to avoid Silas’ protective swipes—which took out three of their fellows—and strike at her. They were moving too swiftly to do any real damage, merely able to scratch with their claws but missing the mark with their snapping teeth. But the blows snapped Adrianna’s concentration and the spell was broken. The sphere vanished.
Any lingering hope that the bat-things lacked intelligence was dispelled with the disappearance of the magical sphere. Understanding the old man was no longer invulnerable, and seeing he still made no movement to flee, they sensed a defenseless target, far easier to hit than the four that had been fighting them off with hands and weapons. As if by unspoken command almost all the creatures in the immediate area went for Barlow.
Silas had reflexively reached for Adrianna and had helped her keep her balance when she had been struck. Unable to react physically in the instant he was given, he simply shouted his friend’s name, a cry of impending loss.
Darius started to move toward Barlow, unsure what he could do to help, wondering if he grabbed the old man and tried to drag him inside if it would be his death as well as Barlow’s.
Since the attack began, other than a single backhand swipe at one of the creatures, Barlow had maintained a still but ready pose, his hand on his sword. Now, as the bat-things descended upon him like some noxious black cloud, he drew his weapon. He did not swing it at the encroaching horde, but rather simply held it aloft, making it as visible as possible.
The sword cast off a white light so intense that the weapon itself was no longer visible. Barlow could feel the vibration it gave off as well, a low hum that approached a tonal quality one might term a barely audible song. Barlow’s companions, as well as any of the townsfolk looking out the windows, were forced to shield their eyes from the sword’s dazzling radiance. The bat-things, unable to do the same, fled with shrieks of mingled agony and frustration. It was not just the creatures in Barlow’s immediate vicinity that departed; the entire flock gave up the city and dashed off in search of easier prey.
As the sounds of the creatures faded in the distance, Barlow lowered the sword, swooned, then fell to one knee. He sheathed his weapon just as Darius reached him.
Darius had shielded his eyes with his hand while the sword blazed, only daring to peek through a small crack between his fingers to see what was happening. As he went to Barlow to steady him, he noted a cross was engraved in the sword, and it was from this that the light had emanated, the last glow fading as the creatures moved off into the distance.
Barlow turned to see that it was Darius who helped keep him upright, and he offered a weak smile. “I’m okay,” he said. “Help me up.”
As he got to his feet, Silas was there, whispering, “I told you you still have much to offer.”
Uncomfortable with the compliment, but not wanting to answer or to try to refute Silas’ conclusion, Barlow looked away. He saw that Luke regarded him with slack-jawed wonder, while Adrianna offered him a nod of congratulations.
The creatures were gone, but what they had wrought remained. The moans and cries of the injured and dying soon filled the air, while those who had avoided harm come out from their shelters to lend aid and start the process of cleaning up.
Silas was able to lend much assistance to those suffering, but for many of the injured, it was again Barlow who had the most to offer, calling on his paladin healing skills to counteract the effects of the creatures’ bites. He worked tirelessly through the day and well into the night, until exhaustion overtook him and his companions saw him to one of the many homes offered up by the grateful locals for sleep and nourishment.
When Barlow awoke the next day he found Silas at his bedside. He motioned for some water and drank it slowly, the trembling of his hands betraying the fact that he was not completely recovered from his ordeal. He tried to sit up, but was hit by a wave of dizziness. Yielding to common sense, he lay back down. Seeing Silas’ concern, he said, “I just need a few minutes to collect myself. I’m fine.”
“That was quite a display yesterday. You almost had me believing age was catching up with you, but then the way you dealt with those flying monstrosities…”
“Standing and letting power flow through me isn’t the same as fighting. Yesterday proved nothing other than I can still be His instrument if He so wills it. You know what this means, though.”
“The fact that your sword behaved as it did?”
“Yes.”
Silas nodded, a slow, grudging acknowledgment. “We need to tell the others.”
“Are they about?”
“They would not have wondered far off. I’ll bring them in.”
“I can get up,” said Barlow, rising up on his elbows.
Silas gently pushed him back down. “Take a bit more rest while you can. And here is as good a place as any to talk. We need to meet in private.”
Ten minutes later Darius, Adrianna, and Luke had joined them in the small bedroom. Silas got right to the point.
“Those creatures we faced yesterday were evil. That is why Barlow’s sword took on such a brilliant radiance, and they fled from such a holy light.”
“What do you mean by ‘evil’?” Darius asked. “Are you saying those things had malicious intent, not just the blind hunger of any animal?”
“That and more,” Barlow said. “They were not of this world.”
They pondered his words with expressions of concern and confusion, but none gainsaid him.
Barlow continued. “This should really be no surprise. You have the Book of Dread. Those things—I believe they are called Dezku—are one of an unlimited number of possible manifestations of what one using the book might conjure forth from a lower plane into our world. Actually, I imagine almost anything else called forth would be far more formidable, although these Dezku are dangerous when in great numbers, and their bite is potent. A sort of poison better healed with prayer than any medicine known to man.”
“That’s why those you aided improved far more than those the healers attended,” Adrianna said.
Barlow nodded. “I only wish my strength was endless. I fear to ask how many passed in the night while I slept.”
Silas shot a look at Darius and Luke, an unneeded warning. They all knew in rough terms how many had perished because of the attack. Barlow had done all he could; the added burden of knowing how many hadn’t made it would only slow his recovery and leave a lingering sense of guilt he shouldn’t be forced to carry.
“So now what?” Darius asked. “Will those things return?”
 “Not here, I would guess,” Barlow replied. “They’re intelligent enough to avoid New Bern. A parting gift we can leave the locals.”
“So we still go north,” Silas stated. “This attack only confirms what we feared, that the book has been used, and we need to keep it away from Landri and his inner circle.”
“Will you be able to travel soon?” Darius asked Barlow.
Barlow didn’t know the younger man well enough yet to know if the concern on his face was for his health or the time that might be lost waiting for his recuperation. Either way, he hopped out of bed and proclaimed himself ready to go.
As the others filtered out to get their things, Barlow grabbed at Silas’ arm, needing to steady himself. In response to Silas’ raised eyebrows, he said, “Just need a bit of help keeping my balance. Can’t use the power like I could when I was young and not feel it for a time afterward.”
Silas smiled. “Bet it felt good, though.”
Barlow scowled but admitted it was so. “But I don’t want to hear any ‘I told you so’ out of you.”
“Not a word,” Silas promised.
They started to collect Barlow’s belongings, and as Barlow straightened too quickly after retrieving his boots, he found the room starting to spin again, and used Silas’ strong arm to balance himself one more time. He shook his head and mumbled, “I hate getting old.”
As the group set about acquiring the other items they wanted for their journey, it was clear most of the townsfolk had a new respect for Barlow. Most had known him only as a quiet older gentleman who lived alone somewhere across the river. Only a few had actually witnessed the display with the sword, many more his exertions to aid the fallen with his healing touch, but word spread quickly in towns such as New Bern, and almost everyone they passed regarded him with awe and appreciation. However, Barlow took less note of these faces than the stricken looks of those who had lost someone in the attack. Most of those in mourning remained indoors, wanting their privacy, but here and there he locked eyes with someone out on a quick errand that couldn’t wait, and it was in their sad visages that Barlow saw the reproach, the questions about why he couldn’t have saved one more, just one more. It was a question for which he couldn’t give himself an acceptable answer.
By the time they reached the edge of town to start their journey north, they had all the supplies they could carry, given without expectation of payment, including a properly made staff that Silas accepted with great thanks. They even had to turn away gifts of food and clothing that they had no way of taking with them. A dozen people or more asked them to stay, some pleading for their protection, but these requests they had to politely refuse. Despite all the adulation—or rather because of it—Barlow was clearly relieved when they finally departed New Bern.
If the old paladin thought all the attention paid him would abate once they were away, he was sadly mistaken. He soon found the others eyeing him surreptitiously, likely wondering if he was up to a long march. Rather than confront them he simply took the lead and set a brisk pace. An hour down the road he finally was convinced they were no longer focused solely on him, and the conversation, casual and pointless so far, finally turned to their intended route.
Silas gestured at the mountains that rose up before them. “Whether we go over or around the Dragon’s Teeth, we’ll be in Dalusia. Darius, when you left the front, where were the armies?”
“We were camped south of Highland Forest. From there we were going to push toward Antigo or Genola, but I know not which was chosen. I traveled home via the Coast Road. If we go that way, our path will be clear until we reach the front, or so I hope. We could then turn west before reaching the war.”
“The Coast Road would add several weeks to our journey,” Adrianna pointed out. “I would hate to take the longest route if it could be avoided.”
“Well,” said Silas, “if we go west from here, we could try passing through toward Wingate Falls, or continue south of the mountains and cross at The Plateau.”
“I’d pass through, if we could,” Darius suggested. “The Plateau offers little shelter and is well-patrolled on both sides. At this point we want to see neither the Dalusian army nor our own.”
“How do we cross the Vale River?” Adrianna asked. “Are there other bridges than the one we left behind at New Bern?”
“I do not believe so,” answered Barlow. “But closer to its source it can be forded. We will be in the foothills before we turn west.”
In terms of physical conditions for travel they could really ask for no better than what they now experienced. They passed along the banks of a broad, flowing river, under the shade of the towering trees that framed it. The day was warm but peasant, the blue sky dotted now and then by high, thin clouds. But it was difficult to simply enjoy the hike, knowing what had just passed and wondering what might yet be before them.
Darius found himself behind Barlow, and for a time he watched the sheathed sword on the older man’s hip as it rose and fell with the cadence of his stride. He marveled at the raw power of it, hidden and secret now. If he had found it on a table in New Bern’s market he would have passed it by without a second glance, more than content with his own blade. How much of the power, he wondered, was in the sword, and how much was from Barlow? He quickened his step to pull even with the paladin.
Barlow saw Darius move up and nodded once in welcome.
“Mind a few questions?” Darius asked. 
“Ask away,” Barlow replied. “We shouldn’t have secrets if we’re going to be traveling together.”
“Obviously I’m more than a little bit curious about your sword.”
“Of course,” Barlow said, patting the weapon. “I hadn’t thought I’d wield Gabriel again, and for the most part, I wish that were the case. A shroud of evil is falling upon our world, one I’m not sure can be fended off.”
“ ‘Gabriel?’ The weapon has a name?”
“Given by my mentor. Named after the archangel. It certainly seemed a fitting moniker yesterday.”
“How did you come to have such a weapon?”
“The same man who named it bestowed it on me when my training was complete. It had been his sword, and he felt a younger and stronger arm should wield it.” Barlow laughed ruefully at his own words. “At my age, I feel the same way. Perhaps I should have taken on a student years ago, when the ways of the paladin were not ways that needed to be hidden from the world. I don’t know what will happen to Gabriel when I am gone, but I fear its light may never shine again.”
They walked for a time in silence, Darius unsure what to say.
“I’m sorry,” Barlow eventually said. “I find I’ve become dour in my old age. Sometimes I forget the young still have hope for this world.”
“You have none?”
“I suppose I still do. Otherwise I wouldn’t be here.”
“Well, we’re all glad you were with us yesterday. If those things—the Dezku you called them—came back, would you be able to use the sword to run them off again?”
“I believe so,” Barlow answered, but he added a shrug.
Darius had expected a more reassuring response. “You’re not sure?”
“I wasn’t fully sure yesterday.”
“But if you had been wrong…”
“I wouldn’t be here. And that would have been God’s will, something I’ll not dispute.”
“Sounds like you can’t trust the sword.”
“Oh, I don’t, not in the way you’re thinking. The sword is simply a conduit, as am I. The only bit of knowledge that drove me to act as I did was my belief that the flying creatures were in fact Dezku, denizens of a lower plane. It is against evil that a pure heart can channel otherworldly power through the sword. If it had been a swarm of vicious bats, Gabriel would have just been another blade.”
“Then if they return…I don’t understand why it would be different, why you doubt.”
“I doubt my own strength, for one. Using Gabriel in such a way takes a toll, as does the healing I performed. I am only a man, and my strength can wane and be broken.”
“Fair enough,” Darius replied. He waited for Barlow to go on in some fashion, but when he didn’t he continued. “You seemed to imply another reason for doubt.”
Barlow nodded, his face going tight. “You chose a good word. ‘Doubt.’ I mentioned a pure heart, or maybe a nearly pure one, as no man but one can claim total purity. I’ve never doubted my faith, not directly, but sometimes I wonder if my own attitudes about how Corterra has changed and what future it might have, and an occasional feeling I have that’s close to bitterness about my own aging shows too great a focus on the powers and things of this world. Can one think such thoughts and still be considered pure of heart?”
Again Darius found himself searching for the right words.
Barlow smiled at the younger man. “Let that be a lesson to you. Be careful what you ask. You may get more in reply than what you want.”

 *
That night the mood in their camp was as light as could be hoped for. They had made good progress, seen no sign of the Dezku or any other potential trouble, and now had full bellies to go with their full packs. Even Adrianna and Barlow were still maintaining their unspoken truce. It was in such a situation that Darius expected Luke to be in his element, but instead his brother seemed pensive and worried. After the stories around the campfire started to slow, Darius rose and announced he wanted to stretch his legs a bit, and so had reason to wander away from the others. He wasn’t surprised when Luke soon followed. “Nice night,” he remarked casually.
Luke looked up through the trees at the shimmering stars. “It is that. Always liked looking at the stars.”
Darius joined his brother in a brief period of stargazing, tracing constellations he had known from boyhood. “Want to talk about what’s bothering you?”
Luke laughed once, a quick snort. “You mean other than the flying demon bats and that book you’re carrying?”
Darius couldn’t help but smile. That was the Luke he knew. “Yeah. Other than that.”
“You know, I always wanted adventure in my life, like any good farm boy. I was jealous of you being off in the war. That’s dumb, I know, but until you experience the horrors of it…well, it’s easy to think of it a just a game for grown-ups, a way to prove you’re a man and to have stories to tell back home.” He found he couldn’t look at his brother, embarrassed at his own words. “You probably think I’m being a stupid kid.”
 “I don’t. You’re showing a lot of maturity just being able to express those thoughts. And I was no different.”
“You weren’t?” Luke asked, surprised and relieved.
“No, I wasn’t. Thought I’d come back to a glorious welcome, the conquering hero. It didn’t take long at the front to realize that wasn’t going to happen, and as far as having tales to tell…”
“You have them, but not the desire to share them.”
Darius shook his head. “I doubt I can ever forget, and there is little I’d want to relive by the telling.”
Luke nodded. “So now I’ve got my adventure. Yesterday I saw something I never would have dreamed of, the way that sword shone. But even so, there was fear and death, and our road ahead may contain far worse.” He looked Darius straight in the eye, something he rarely did. “I’m wondering what we’ve gotten ourselves into.”
Darius fought the urge to immediately suggest Luke return home. He knew he wasn’t asking to be excused, and Darius had to admit to similar feelings. “We’re doing this for Sasha.”
“I know,” Luke said with a nod. He forced a smile. “Guess it’s still good to hear it. You think she’s okay?”
“She could handle either of us,” Darius replied lightly, trying to mask his fear.
Luke laughed with no feeling, trying to match his brother’s feigned confidence, and knowing he was doing as poor a job at it as Darius was.

 *
Kaelesh drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. It wasn’t a nervous gesture—Kaelesh was prone to no such flaw—but rather an indication that he was deep in thought. The nearly incessant demands of the war and of King Landri had left him little time to himself, and although he had continued his search for the Blood Book through various agents, he found this was the first time in several days he could give himself fully over to pondering his next move.
The Stonemans had, of course, answered all his questions in a most truthful and forthcoming manner, and he had learned that the girl Sasha had indeed fled with the book and had taken it to her family’s home. Unfortunately, her two brothers were home at the time, and the three Stoneman children and the book had all disappeared, with the parents having no idea which way they went, where they were headed, or what their plans were. His spies had been able to track the boys’ path west but it grew cold somewhere before the Old Road reached Anson’s Furnace. One piece of information they did obtain was that the girl was not with them, but of her travels nothing was known.
So far Kaelesh had been steady but cautious in this hunt, trying to conceal himself, his motives, and his power as much as possible. But with the trail growing colder by the day, he knew he needed to act with more boldness. Bold, yes, he thought, but not foolish.
The word made him think of Landri, of the unnecessary risks he took and the missteps he made when left to his own plans. The Dezku were but one example. Called forth using the book, Landri had no thought to what purpose he would use them, and so now they ranged over Corterra without a set task, simply wreaking havoc. That in itself was fine, but their very existence here could draw unwanted attention from someone with knowledge of the dark arts. Foolish.
Kaelesh considered his options one last time and made his decision. Once that was done, he went down his chosen path, as always without looking back. He made sure the door was locked, then lit the candles that formed a circle in one corner of the room. He pulled up the rug the candles encircled, revealing the concrete floor. He drew a dagger he kept sheathed on his hip, pulled up the left sleeve of his robe, and unflinchingly sliced open his forearm. He flexed the muscles of his arm so that the blood would flow freely, and as it began to pool in his palm he crouched down and held his index finger out like a pen, the blood running down to the tip so he could mark the floor. He made several simple figures, then drew smaller signs inside of them, runes few would understand. When his work was finished he wiped the excess blood off on a cloth, which he then lit with one of the candles. It went up in a quick burst of flame. Before the ashes dropped to the ground, the deep cut on his forearm was completely healed.
From his pocket Kaelesh pulled three small items: an earring, a small rock with a golden metallic vein, and a bronze coin. These he placed at the corners of the first shape he had drawn, a triangle. This done, he surveyed his work, and gave an approving nod. He backed out of the candle-lit circle, and took up a soft chant, his voice no more than a whisper, though there were none in the castle who would have understood his words even if they heard them.
The drawing on the floor changed in hue, from the dark red of Kaelesh’s drying blood to an orange-red more like the light of a fire. Gray smoke rose from each corner of the triangle, quickly obscuring the objects that rested there. The smoke thickened and took form, and as Kaelesh finished speaking three small creatures stood where the objects had once been. Their hairless bodies were covered by pink flesh, their forms somewhat reminiscent of thin dogs bred for speed, but their faces, especially their eyes, held an intelligence that indicated these were no mere animals.
Kaelesh went to the window and flung it open. “Find them,” was his simple order.
The three creatures burst into action, scrambling out the window, up the wall, and onto the roof of the castle. In a heartbeat they disappeared into the night.



Chapter 10: The Dragon’s Teeth
The Dragon’s Teeth were a range of mountains that stretched just over three-hundred miles, forming a good portion of the border between Longvale and Dalusia. The mountains had been so-named due to the fact that most were narrow—at least as far as mountains are concerned—and high-peaked. During the summer months there were many paths that could be used to pass from one side of the range to the other, but most still involved steep, difficult climbs and were considered quite treacherous. The least imposing passage was in an area between the North Long and Little Rivers to the south, and Wingate Falls and the city Wingate Heights to the north.
Traveling as they did in the rocky foothills of the Dragon’s Teeth, it took the companions nearly ten days to reach the point where they began to ascend the slightly overgrown path between mountains. Not surprisingly, the path had been little used since war had broken out between the kingdoms—it was of little use for traders even when the kingdoms exchanged goods freely with one another, and was too small for an army to use. But one person, or a small group, could still save considerable time moving from one kingdom to the other by braving the twisting path, and even with the war the way was still outlined for any that would hazard the journey.
They camped that night on the mountain, and the next day finished their ascent and just before dark started back down. They were now in Dalusia—enemy territory. That night they again camped on the mountain, but were even more cautious than normal about making their small fire behind the shelter of a rock outcropping, not wanting to call attention to their presence.
After they had eaten and full night had fallen they used their perch to spy out what was before them. Darius pointed to a group of lights in the distance. “That must be Wingate Heights.”
“Seems in decent repair, at least as far as my eyes can decipher from here,” Silas noted. “But you said the last you knew the armies were further north.”
“That’s so,” Darius said. “But I do not know that any fighting has taken place at Wingate Heights, nor was the city subject to siege. It had been cut off, but had no real strategic value.”
“Then it’s likely to be well-populated and possibly well-defended,” Adrianna said. “Best give it a wide berth.”
They all agreed, planning to work their way west in the morning to keep clear of the city and any sentries that might be posted there. One by one they turned away from the scenic overlook to head back to the fire and their campsite.
There was a stand of trees to their left as they returned, and from that direction came a sudden noise, a rattle in the brush as something burst forth. Before they could even turn in that direction, it was upon them.
A flash of fur and teeth flew at Adrianna, and she just managed to raise a warding arm before the reaching fangs were able to find her throat. The impact still knocked her over, and she rolled defensively as the thing tried to get at her.
Silas was nearest and quickest to react. He swung his staff, a swift slap merely meant to get the thing off of Adrianna. The wood connected and her assailant was thrown clear. It rolled over and found its feet quickly, deciding where to strike next.
“Wolf,” Silas muttered, just as it went for Adrianna again. Dumb thing, he thought, as he readied the staff for another blow, this one intended to be fatal.
“Look out!” Luke yelled, too late. 
Silas found himself airborne, going over the prone sorceress and the charging wolf. As he spun to face his attacker, his eyes grew large. The goblin that had sent him flying was coming for him, and it was not alone.
The companions had not expected or wanted battle, but now it was upon them. There were at least a dozen goblins with three wolves in their company, but the fighting was all chaos, the goblins racing in to take advantage of their outnumbered foes but yielding the edge they had by not working together. The wolves were no better, each looking for what they deemed the easiest prey.
Given a choice, the companions would have fought side-by-side, working together and protecting one another’s flanks and rear, but when the monsters struck they were strung out almost single file, and now the sheer numbers of their enemies left little chance for the entire group to come together. Adrianna and Silas were the closest, but Adrianna carried no weapons, not wanting to engage in hand-to-hand combat. Silas knew this, and so he spent as much or more energy trying to keep the monsters off of her as he did defending himself. Not only was Adrianna doing all she could just to keep the wolves from tearing at her flesh, she had no chance to use her magic, unable to attain the focus and time needed to cast even the simplest spell.
Barlow fought with righteous fury, his sword swinging in powerful arcs, hewing at anything within reach. He did not possess the raw physical strength Silas did, but the edge on his sword was keen and did far more damage with each successful blow than did Silas’ staff.
Unsure where to turn or strike, Luke felt as if his feet were made of clay. A goblin charged him, forcing him to shake off his hesitation, his staff rising just in time to ward off the goblin’s club. The crack of wood-on-wood was loud even above the din of battle, and Luke felt the bee-buzz in his hands from absorbing the might of the goblin’s strike. The goblin pressed forward, raining blow after blow upon its smaller opponent, finally forcing Luke to lose his balance and fall onto his back. On instinct one hand had cushioned his fall, so he had only one hand on his staff when the goblin next struck, his grip hardly enough to keep the staff up at an angle sufficient to deflect the club. The goblin kicked at his hand just as Luke whirled the staff around to crack into a green-skinned knee. Without much leverage behind it the blow seemed to enrage the goblin rather than harming it. The goblin raised the club high, but rather than driving it down immediately it instead kicked again, this time connecting with the staff so it twisted up and behind Luke, leaving him defenseless.
Luke tensed, ready to roll right to avoid the killing blow, but the club never fell. The point of a sword came punching out of the goblin’s chest, and dark blood spattered across Luke’s forehead and then started to run in great gouts down the goblin’s torso. For a moment it held perfectly still, its eyes wide with surprise, as if trying to understand what had happened. Then the goblin went slack, the club falling to the ground just before its lifeless body, leaving Luke and Darius staring at one another.
Luke only managed to get to his feet and mumble “Thanks” before a wolf flew between them, teeth flashing and saliva flying before it in a wide arc as it turned its head, trying to get at either of the now scrambling brothers.
Silas felt time pressing upon him, could feel the weight of the battle pushing him and his friends to the edge. One mistake and one of them would fall, and the odds would get worse. He knew he needed to do something more than just defend himself and Adrianna. He needed to switch to the offensive, but the relentless wolf was not to be dissuaded, and three goblins pressed him, looking for an opening in his defenses or simply hoping to drive him far enough away that they could take advantage of the apparently defenseless woman. Silas had struck the wolf with sharp, cautious blows, giving Adrianna temporary respite in her struggle but little more. Once he decided on more aggressive action, he continued to move with the same fluid grace, blocking each incoming club and sword, and things seemed to slow down for the trained warrior in him. He saw the woman and the wolf in their deadly embrace, watched as they rocked one way then rolled the other, then saw his opening. He swatted a sword away, blocked a low swipe of a club, then brought the staff around with all his might, missing Adrianna by a fraction of an inch and driving the full force of the swing into the wolf’s skull. The wolf was thrown clear and landed with a thud several feet away.
One of the goblins tried for Adriana as she started to rise, but Silas’ staff swung around and tripped the beast. He drove the end of his weapon into the prostrate goblin’s back, smashing the air from its lungs and breaking a couple of ribs as well. Adrianna broke free as the fallen goblin tried to crawl away from the cruel staff, while its two companions, growing more wary, decided it might be best to let the woman flee and focus on the staff-wielding man.
Silas spared a glance at Adrianna, who got clear of the battle as quickly as she could. Convinced she was safe for now, he turned his attention back to his nearest foes with a grim smile that made them both fall back a step.
Barlow remained at the literal and figurative center of the battle. Something about him seemed to draw the goblins to him, be it his appearance or some intangible aura. His arms, legs, and back cried out for rest, but he pushed himself on, swinging his sword with near-abandon, the sweat flowing from him as freely as the blood from his enemies. He pushed the aches and pains away from his mind, knowing the relentless press of his foes would bury him if he so much as paused to catch his breath.
Luke had found his feet and his focus after Darius had saved him. The training with Silas now paid off, the staff an extension of his body, his movements more sure. He did little real damage, but he found he could defend himself well enough, especially against club-wielding goblins. Those with swords, he found, were a different matter, the blades digging into the wood of his staff, weakening it. He quickly adjusted his technique, needing to ward the blows off rather than stopping them cold with his weapon.
Darius had taken a bite on the hand from the wolf that had sprung between him and his brother, and while the wound wasn’t serious the blood made his grip on his sword tenuous. He found himself fending off two wolves, using kicks to beat them back almost as much as the sword. They circled him warily, looking for an opening, blood flowing from the wounds he had inflicted upon them. Darius kept his feet moving, not wanting to let one get behind him and looking for a chance to put one out of the fight permanently to even the odds.
As soon as Adrianna was clear of the melee she turned and collected herself. Surveying the battle, she felt Barlow was under the most duress, and as she spoke ancient words she pointed her outstretched finger at one of the goblins nearest him. A sphere of blue energy sprang forth from her hand and slammed into the goblin, the impact sending it sprawling senseless to the ground. A second ball was close behind, catching another goblin before it even saw what had happened to the first.
“Mage!” one of goblins roared. It turned and fled, and its fellows did likewise. Seeing their masters flee, the wolves, with some reluctance, did the same.
Barlow stood in place for a moment, the adrenaline that had coursed through his body abating, and then he fell to one knee. His heart hammered in his chest and he closed his eyes, willing it to still. His arms and legs trembled, the aftermath of being pushed far beyond what they had grown accustomed to. A strong hand fell gently on his shoulder.
“You all right?” Silas asked.
“Fine,” he replied, wincing at how he gasped for air around the word. “Just give me a moment. Better see to the others.”
The others were fine, save some bruises and cuts and the bite Darius had received. There were two dead goblins and one dead wolf on the field, and Luke was staring down with morbid fascination at the goblin his brother had slain, the goblin that otherwise might have slain him.
“You did well,” Darius said, gently, knowing from his time as a soldier the confusing jumble of emotions Luke was feeling at the moment.
“So you did,” Silas added. “Your training has paid off.”
Luke only nodded, his eyes never leaving the goblin. Somewhere in his mind he knew he should be thanking the two men with him, both instrumental in the fact that he was still alive while the goblin was not. But no words would come. He could only stare dumbly at the goblin’s open eyes and open mouth and the wound in its chest, the latter framed by the dark stain of its own blood.
Luke’s stomach betrayed him. He managed a half-dozen quick steps before he fell to his knees, sick. When he recovered, Darius was beside him.
“It’s okay,” Darius said. “Happens all the time.”
Luke nodded his appreciation, but said, “Bet it didn’t happen to you.”
“First time I killed a man,” Darius said, forcing his brother to meet his eyes. “There’s no shame in it. Killing shouldn’t be easy, even when it’s necessary.” He helped Luke to his feet and brushed him off.
“I’m fine,” Luke said. “And thanks. I owe you one.”
After Barlow had recovered somewhat he tended to Darius’ hand, saying prayers while healing power flowed to the younger man.
Darius flexed his hand when Barlow had finished, surprised at how little it hurt. He looked at Barlow with some amazement, despite what he had seen the old paladin do for the wounded back in New Bern. “Much better. Thanks.”
“My pleasure,” Barlow said with a tired smile. “But the wound still needs time to fully heal. We need to bind you up before you get to bleeding again.”
Adrianna tore some strips of cloth from a spare shirt they had acquired at New Bern and started to wrap Darius’ hand. Barlow backed up to give her room, but before he moved off, Darius said, “Your sword, it didn’t glow.”
Barlow shook his head. “The goblins and wolves may have had evil intent, but they are of our world. The sword will only glow for those from another plane, those of the underworld.”
Darius nodded, understanding better now, but still struggling to wrap his mind around what the Dezku really were. It was almost too much, the way the world was changing before his eyes, even the energy Adrianna had conjured to attack the goblins another reality he would have had trouble accepting only a few weeks ago.
Adrianna’s magic was apparently on Barlow’s mind, too. "I suppose I should thank you for striking down those goblins.”
Adriana did nothing to conceal the smirk on her face. “Why bother? We both know you wouldn’t be sincere.”
“At least we understand one another,” Barlow replied, with unmasked contempt.
“I understand you’re a stubborn old mule. I understand there’s nothing I can do, apparently including saving your life, that would make you think better of me. Fortunately, I couldn’t care less about your opinion.”
“Whether you saved my life just now is open to debate. But if you had done so without the use of your dark power, you’d have my gratitude in full. As it is, you can’t seem to function without resorting to such dubious arts.”
Adrianna waved him off and turned back to her work, muttering, “No reason to waste my breath on you. You’d never admit you were wrong, even if you knew it.”
“Where your magic is concerned, I’m sure I’ll never have that particular quandary.”
Adrianna finished bandaging Darius’ hand and then quickly moved away, ending the argument with one last backward flick of her hand.
Silas had moved closer as his two friends jousted, ready to step in if needed but wanting to let them go if he could. He met Darius’ concerned look and shook his head.
“I don’t get it,” Darius said quietly, so neither Barlow nor Adrianna could hear.
Silas cleared his throat. “Barlow feels Adrianna’s power does not come from God. I doubt she would argue that point—well, she might argue with him, but you take my meaning. So if the power is not of God, then its source must be of evil.”
“He sees things as that black-and-white?”
“Afraid so,” Silas said with a nod.
Darius wanted to state his opinion, but he caught himself before he spoke and changed tactics. “You’re a man of faith. What do you think?”
“I think I disagree with both of them on point one. I think the power does come from God, because of who she is and how she uses it. Whether or not she acknowledges things as such is irrelevant.”
“And what if you’re wrong?” Darius asked.
Silas managed a smile. “That’s most likely the case. I don’t know everything. Never will, at least not while I’m here on Corterra.” Suddenly his face dropped into a scowl. He gestured beyond Darius. “What’s with the sword, Luke? Thought I’d made you a staff man.”
Luke smiled, embarrassed. “I appreciate your training, and I’ll still be able to use a good deal of it, but I prefer the feel of steel in my hands when it comes to a fight.” He twirled the sword he had taken from one of the fallen goblins, liking the feel of it. “One more solid blow and my staff would have been cleaved in two. This will give me a few more options for defense.”
“Suit yourself,” Silas said. “The weapon was fairly won. Use it well.”
“But hopefully not soon,” Darius added. “We must be moving on, unless anyone thinks we’ll be able to sleep here with those goblins nearby.”
Tired as they were, there was no other good option. They gathered their things and started off into the deepening night.

 *
The hunter reached Barlow’s house, its motions, as always, swift and jerky. It move from one spot to the next so quickly that the human eye would have had trouble tracking the movement, as if the little creature vanished and reformed a small distance away. It did not go into the home, but simply sniffed the ground and the air and, sensing which way its quarry had gone, followed.

 *
They had put many miles between themselves and the place they had fought the goblins by the time the sun rose. They debated briefly whether to take some rest, perhaps to nap in shifts while the others stood guard, but decided against it, wanting to use the daylight to speed their travel. Silas tried to put a positive spin on things. “Just think how much better we’ll sleep tonight.”
His comment was met with tired, dismissive grumbles. Luke added, “You’re right. The hard ground will seem so much softer. If we’re lucky, the goblins will keep us up for a week. Just think how great we’d sleep then!”
Silas shook his head and put on a mock scowl. “Maybe some extra lessons are in order,” he said, smacking his staff into the palm of his hand.
Luke laughed and held up his hands in surrender. “It’s the lack of sleep talking. I’m sure I’ll get much worse before the day is over.”
“Oh, let’s hope not,” Darius said, rolling his eyes. “Your tongue’s bad enough even when you’ve had a good night’s sleep.”
“Hey!” Luke protested, feigning offense. “Humor can be a wonderful thing. You should try it some time.”
 “Maybe you should give him lessons,” Silas suggested.
“Not enough time,” Luke said. “Pretty much a hopeless case.”
“Enough,” Darius said, his tone light. He shook his head at Silas. “Don’t encourage him.”
“Just want to see him develop into a well-rounded young man,” Silas said.
“Then he should eat more.”
Luke groaned. “See what I mean? Hopeless.”
“Boys,” Adrianna said, clearly addressing Silas as well as the brothers. “Less talk, more walk.”
Two hours later a dull roar reached their ears, a sound that continued to grow steadily as they advanced. To the north the Jade River wound like a blue-green ribbon, vanishing into the summer haze.
“We must be near the falls,” Darius said.
Barlow confirmed this was the case. “Ever seen it?”
“No. Farm boys don’t travel much. I was hoping the army might get me this way, but it didn’t happen. Just as well. I wouldn’t want to remember the sight as part of a battle.”
Before the war, Wingate Falls was a common destination for anyone wishing to see the natural wonders of Corterra. The source of the Jade River, well up in the Dragon’s Teeth, pooled in a long, flat basin before dropping over a thousand feet to the valley below. It was the basin that made the Falls special, for not only was the drop large but the Falls were over a half-mile wide. The companions’ path brought them around a large outcropping of stone, so that the sound of the cascading water rose just as the Falls first came into view. They all stood transfixed by the sight, held in awe by the sheer force of the never-ending wall of water racing over the edge and down. Even though Silas, Barlow, and Adrianna had seen the Falls before they were no less impressed, and no less dumbstruck.
After a time they felt the subtle pressure of their quest, and knew that had to move on. This presented an immediate problem. “How can we cross?” Darius asked. They were less than halfway up the height of the Falls, and as he scanned the climb up he thought it was a reasonable ascent, but he had to assume crossing the Falls to be ridiculously dangerous. The Jade River below wasn’t much more promising, the river wide and swift below the Falls.
“This way,” Barlow said, starting upward.
Luke had made the same evaluation as his brother and started to protest, but seeing Silas and Adrianna start after the old paladin without hesitation, he and Darius exchanged shrugs and followed.
The climb was steep in places, but there were many good footholds, and a decent path was apparent at most times. Barlow led the way, seeming sure of himself. When they had come within two hundred yards of the crest of the Falls, Barlow pointed, shouting to be heard above the roar of the water. “Right there.”
Silas and Adrianna started forward, while Barlow continued to point, obviously doing so for the brothers. At first it seemed he was pointing right at the falling water, but as they moved ahead they saw that he was indicating a black area in the rock. As they neared it, they could see that it was an entrance to a tunnel that had been carved in the rock behind the Falls.
“Dwarven work,” Barlow told them. “From ancient days. There are some who consider this tunnel such a feat that they believe it to be a greater sight than the Falls.”
The entrance was a high, wide arch, and the entire length of the tunnel was the same shape, the line of it arrow-straight, the walls as smooth as glass. The floor was level and perfectly flat. The tunnel was so true that the other end was visible, the light coming in and reflecting off the polished walls.
Silas set a quick pace through the tunnel and the others kept close behind. There was a claustrophobic feeling that pressed on each of them as they moved further in, the light from both ends visible but the darkness where they set their feet oppressive. They tried not to think about what might happen if there was a pit dug in the floor, or some other unseen trap placed to catch the unwary. The acoustics stole any chance at conversation, the echoes of the raging falls all around them. Darius couldn’t help pressing his hand against the rock to his right, thinking of the massive flow of water just on the other side of the stone. The thought made him look up, although he could see nothing but black there, wondering at the weight of the water that was somewhere above them. Like the others, he let out an audible sigh of relief as he exited the tunnel and stepped into the sunshine, now on the west side of the Falls.
“Everyone know about that passage?” Luke asked Barlow.
“Any who have traveled these parts. It was never meant to be a secret.”
“Think the goblins could use it?” Darius asked while trying to rub a stiff spot out of his neck. “I’ve heard goblins and dwarves have a deep hatred for one another.”
“The goblins would avoid it if they could,” Silas answered. “They’d fear some dwarven treachery. Actually, I’m not sure there isn’t some trap in there specifically for goblins. Either way, if the goblins we fought were thinking to follow us, we’re likely safe now.”
“I didn’t know they roamed this far south,” Darius said.
“Small bands in the mountains are not uncommon. The larger clans, as you say, are in the north. The attack was a surprise, considering we were armed, but I think that group was desperate. They were quite thin and frail, as far as goblins go. Likely not eating much.”
“ ‘Thin and frail’!” Luke exclaimed, remembering the goblin that had towered over him and nearly ended his life. “I’d hate to see the healthy ones.”
“Yes,” Silas said, “you would. As would we all.”
They were well away from the tunnel and had descended into the foothills by the time night fell. The moon was only a thin crescent in the sky, and cast little light on the world below. All they could see in any direction was darkness, no sign of civilization apparent on any horizon. They dared not all sleep at once, but they did decide to risk a small fire to cook their food and shed a bit more light onto their immediate surroundings.
When they had finished eating Darius rose and went to his pack. He returned to the fire and his companions, holding the uniform he had worn as part of the Longvale army. “I guess I’m past any use for this. I’ve been away past my leave date, and we’re in Dalusian territory. Likely any enemy army that finds us will think us spies. This would prove the point, or else label me a deserter if it’s our own.”
He glanced at each of his fellow travelers, and seeing no disagreement, cast the folded-up garment on the flames. For a moment it seemed the fire would be smothered, thick smoke billowing out from under the uniform, but then the clothing caught, and in a bright rush was consumed.
“Sorry to see it go?” Adrianna asked.
“No,” Darius answered, but his gaze remained fixed on the flames. “I’ve seen enough of war, and I’m already committed to another path. Still…”
“Another confirmation that there’s no going back,” Adrianna said, stating what he left unspoken.
“Yeah.” Darius cleared his throat. “I’ll take the first watch. I think I’m too tired to sleep anyway, if that makes any sense.”
“It does,” Silas told him. “I’ll join you. Two on watch at a time to be safe.”
Darius and Silas started a long, slow pacing around the camp, while the others rolled up in cloaks or blankets and tried to get some sleep.



Chapter 11: The Hunters
For three days they had traveled across the open plains of Dalusia, moving northwest in as straight a line as they could manage toward Elysium’s Neck, the band of land that connected the southern kingdoms to the Far North. In different times they might have gone directly north, until they reached the Northern Road, which ran along the coast, a more roundabout but probably faster route, but the road would be well-watched and well-traveled, and they wanted to pass unseen. The days were uncomfortably warm, the summer sun scorching them and the air heavy and close, but otherwise the traveling was easy, the land flat and the population sparse. If any took note of the group of travelers they raised no alarm.
That night they made camp, the routine becoming familiar now. A small grove of trees gave them some shelter, and they had caught some small game, which they cooked over the fire. The fire they intended to let die down once the food was ready, the stifling heat of the day still fresh in their minds. They sat grouped a few feet apart from the fire, all on one side so they could talk, Silas approaching the flames now and then to turn the rough spit they had fashioned. Their conversation was muted, the sizzle and pop of the cooking meat louder in the surrounding night than their words. Even quieter was the almost imperceptible rustling in the trees behind them.
Two of the hunters were perched up in the canopy, having just found their quarry. For a time they both sat and watched, making sure they each had identified their mark. These two had traveled more or less together since Kaelesh had sent them off, the third having turned south from the Stoneman farm, but now was the first time they acknowledged one another, the hunt being all-consuming to each until this moment. With a few quick motions they communicated a rough plan, with one of the hunters remaining in place while the other slipped down the trunk of a tree and moved away.
When the little creature was out of sight of the camp, it bent to the ground, sketching a figure in the dust with quick, confident strokes. Its head was on a pivot, looking up to make sure it remained unseen, then back down to its work. When the drawing was done it sank its sharp teeth into the meat of its own hand, allowing the blood to stain the ground inside the figure it had drawn. Smoke rose from the ground, but rather than dissipating or drifting away it coalesced into the rough shape of a man, albeit one much shorter than even the small creature. 
The smoking figure spoke, the voice Kaelesh’s. “You have succeeded,” he said, a statement, not a question.
“Yes, master,” the creature replied, its voice a tiny squeak. “Grashlek as well. Two are together.”
The smoking figure was a form only, no facial expression visible, but the smile Kaelesh was wearing came through in his tone. “Excellent. A pleasant surprise.” After a pause, he said, “I wish to see.”
The creature bowed obediently, then closed with the smoking figure, its mouth dropping open as if it were letting out a silent scream. The smoke drifted up and into the creature, disappearing down its throat.
Kaelesh sat in a chair in his locked room, his eyes closed. But his mind’s eye now saw a clear image as he gazed out from inside the creature. With a thought the hunter’s legs started to move, taking it—and Kaelesh—back toward the tree in which its counterpart waited. Its movements were different now, less herky-jerky, smoother, taking on some of the calm, polished nature of the being that possessed it.
The second creature stiffened slightly, realizing its master was present. It shook expectantly, its eyes large and staring, waiting for a command.
Kaelesh studied the close-huddled group below, their voices barely audible but their conversation revealing little. He wasn’t sure which of the Stoneman brothers was which, not that it mattered, but he easily picked them out of the group. What intrigued him was the company they were now keeping. When they left the farm he was certain they had been alone. Now they traveled with two men who had the mark of the holy one on them, and the other, the woman… He wondered what power she might have.
Kaelesh had not been overly anxious about the book’s disappearance, and seeing the group that held it he was even more at ease. Clearly none of them would be able to open it, and none would be able to destroy it. While he waited for them to settle into sleep, he considered for a time allowing them to continue on, to see what they intended to try to do and where they were going, but eventually decided against it. They were moving north, into more dangerous parts of Corterra, and there would be others there who would try to slay them on sight, and if they found the book… Kaelesh felt a smile curl the little creature’s lips, almost ruing the fact that such interesting things would not come to pass.
It was well into the night before the group took rest, and Kaelesh was not surprised that they set a watch. He waited, patient as always, until they changed and the first two, one of the boys and the woman, were asleep. He turned to the other hunter and instructed it without moving the lips of the creature he possessed to go into the camp and find the book, describing it and pointing at the small pile of their belongings as the likely spot.
The second hunter obeyed immediately, skittering silently down the tree and waiting for the right moment to move again, timing the gait of the two sentries and watching the way they moved their heads to-and-fro, looking for danger. But the dying fire, the moonless night, and the creature’s size gave it an advantage…they were looking for danger in a larger form without even knowing it, their eyes rarely going to ground level.
When it had its opening it moved with lightning quickness into the camp, melting into their belongings. It waited a few heartbeats to make sure it remained unseen, then started to methodically search for the book.
It was Darius who became aware of it first, a small noise different from the shuffle of the feet of the pacing camp guardians that set an alarm off in his subconscious and pulled him from his light sleep. His eyes shot open and he grabbed the hilt of his sword, mainly to assure himself that it was still there. He turned his head slowly, seeing the fading glow of the fire, and beyond, Silas and Luke keeping watch. He started to tell himself it was nothing, simply an animal somewhere in the night or even just his imagination, when a quick flash of movement caught his eye.
He felt some of the tension try to leave him; it was just a little animal rummaging in their packs for food, but he warned himself to not let down his guard. He got to his feet, took a couple of quick steps, and gave the creature a swift kick, not too harshly, intending to send it on its way.
The hunter had found the book, had just begun to tighten its fingers around the tome’s spine when the blow sent it sprawling. It wheeled, baring its teeth at the man that had denied it its prize. The master would have been so pleased… It knew the man was far stronger and it could see he was armed, and it knew the sound of even a short scuffle would draw the others, but it had a task, and it would complete it or die trying. It flashed its teeth once more, spitting fury, then sprang in one lightning leap back toward the book.
“Hey!” Darius shouted, surprised and annoyed. He had his sword out, but the little beast, despite the show of teeth, still seemed intent only on what might be in their packs. Thinking it meant him no personal harm, and unsure what it was in the darkness, Darius pitied the thing enough that he simply used his boot again, forcing it away. He moved to stand over the packs, thinking that might finally drive it off.
The hunter knew time was growing short. The others in the camp had been roused, and the pacing guards were now closing on it. If it were swift, it had time for one more attempt, and if it were lucky, it still might escape with the treasure. It sprang left, as if to leave, then back right and low, as if going for the pack again. The man fell for the feint, the sword arm dropping a fraction and then the man leaning just slightly backward in surprise at the sudden change in direction, throwing his balance off. The creature had the opening it hoped for, and its last move was not for the packs, but rather upward, teeth flashing while it clawed at the man’s face.
Darius still had no idea what he was facing, and the thing’s speed and agility put him on the defensive. He threw up a forearm to ward it off, successfully protecting his face, but he was forced backward several steps before he could regain his equilibrium. Just before he shielded his eyes he caught a glimpse of its face, and knew he was dealing with something potentially far more dangerous than a small forest animal. He raised his sword, ready to strike now, expecting it to come lunging at him again, but instead it was back at the packs, pulling one fully open and trying to wrest something from it. He started for it, but Silas was there first, and he started to shout a quick warning to the cleric, lest he also mistake the creature for a raccoon or squirrel.
Darius need not have bothered. Silas had seen much in the world, and he well understood what it was they carried and the forces that might wish to retrieve it. He would take no chance on something that managed to slip by him while he was protecting the camp. He was a kind and merciful man, but he swung his staff now to kill. The little beast, focused again only on freeing its prize from the wretched pack that seemed determined to not easily give it up, was caught by the speed and force of the blow. It crashed to the ground some ten feet away, its last breath gusting out as it slammed into the hard dirt near the fire. As its life fled, it disappeared in a quick puff of smoke.
Darius saw something in the firelight, and knelt where the creature had fallen. As his companions gathered around he stood and showed them what he had found.
“A coin?” Adrianna asked. “It couldn’t have been looking for money.”
“I agree,” said Silas. “Maybe it just had it in its hand when I struck.”
“Maybe,” Darius said, clearly unconvinced. He shrugged. “Regardless, I agree it wasn’t after money. I guessed food, but it was trying to pull the book from my pack. Do you think it was looking for it specifically?”
“I’d say yes,” Barlow said, “given the way it disappeared when it died. Sent back to one of the planes of the underworld, from whence it came. Too much coincidence to be anything else.”
“Which leaves us the question of whether it came on its own, drawn by the book perhaps, or was sent in search of it.”
“The right question,” Silas said, “but one we can’t answer for now. But if it was sent… We need to do a far better job of watching over our camp, starting with me.”
“I was on watch, too,” Luke put in. “Part of the blame is mine, if not all.”
“My words were not just for you and me, Luke,” Silas said. “We have to remember we’re dealing with powers and creatures we don’t fully understand. We stand watch as men, guarding against the things of this world. We all need to realize the beings of this world are not all we face.”
“Great,” said Luke. “So how do we deal with that?”
“Stay alert,” Adrianna offered. “And be ready for anything.”
“Not very comforting,” Luke said with a laugh. “But I guess it’ll have to do.”
“Anyone think they’ll get any more sleep tonight?” Darius asked. When no one indicated they’d likely be enjoying any further rest, he suggested they pack up and move on. Less than five minutes later they resumed their journey.
Kaelesh watched them go while he pondered what had happened. Overall he was pleased, though disappointed the little hunter hadn’t been able to escape with the book. That had been too much to hope for, considering the group was well-armed, and the “loss” of the hunter was irrelevant, since he could call forth others if he so desired. He had already learned from the third hunter that Sasha was working on a farm some fifty miles north of the city of Crescent, and that she did not appear to have the book any longer. Now he knew it was the older Stoneman boy, Darius, who carried the book, and that the company he kept seemed to have at least a rudimentary understanding of what they were dealing with. Interesting…
I’m leaving, he communicated to the hunter he possessed. Track them, but stay out of sight. Contact me when they next set camp.
Yes, master, the hunter replied from some small corner of its own mind that Kaelesh had not taken over. Then Kaelesh was gone. The hunter slipped from the tree and took up the chase once again.

 *
Kaelesh’s work this night was far from done. Only moments after he had left the hunter and returned to his own body and his own room, he was casting another spell, and was now conversing with the field leader of Longvale’s army. “Orgoth,” he said. “How goes the war?”
“Well,” Orgoth answered. He stood nearly seven feet tall, and his muscles seemed to ripple with ever-subtle movement. The black helm and mask he usually wore was behind him on a chair, indicating he was alone in his tent, and that they could speak freely. “We have taken Antigo, and now push toward Four Creek. If the Dalusian force chooses to make a stand there we can take them at our leisure, or simply lay siege to the place.”
“A siege,” Kaelesh said. “Long and slow. Let them suffer.”
Orgoth nodded. “My choice as well.”
“I have news of the book. A small band is traveling with it through Dalusia.”
“Heading this way?”
“I don’t believe so. They are several days west of Wingate Falls, and appear to be heading toward Elysium’s Neck. A pair of hunters tracked the two brothers, and one was killed trying to retrieve the book. I saw it myself, so I’m sure they have it. The second hunter will keep after them. The boys are traveling with three others, who seem to have some skill in combat, and knowledge of the book and what it can do.”
“Are they a threat?”
“Themselves? No. None could open the book. As a matter of fact, two are holy men of some sort. But the risk of letting them continue on grows the further north they go. We don’t want someone else to slay them and take the book, someone who might be cleverer than our friend Landri. So, I want you to see to it that we get the book back.”
“Should I give it my personal attention?”
Kaelesh waved a hand. “No. Stay with the army. I was thinking a small force could do the job. Send one of your lieutenants, though. He’ll be able to speak to the hunter directly so they’ll be easy to find.”
“Sending any humans at all would be dangerous. They’d be traveling in enemy territory, and they’d be a target. I have something else in mind…with your permission.”
“Do what you must, Orgoth. I trust your judgment.”
“Thank you, my brother.”
Kaelesh said his farewells and sat brooding for a few moments. He did, in fact, trust his brother, although his methods were sometimes more extreme than was strictly necessary. But he had stopped short of saying so, thought it best to let Orgoth do as he saw fit. If nothing else, he felt certain the book would soon be back in their hands.



Chapter 12: The Demon Riders
The companions continued to work their way across the plains of Dalusia, doing all they could to keep out of sight. If they were being followed—and none of them were foolhardy enough to assume they weren’t—they saw no outward sign of it. The few locals they stumbled across tended to pass with averted eyes and shambling gaits, keeping to themselves and to their own apparent misery. It wasn’t just the war that afflicted them, as the land itself was more brown and barren than green, and the crops that they managed to grow were stunted and unhealthy. The travelers had food enough to sustain them for a time yet, if they were careful with what they had and took some small game when they could, although the animals were mostly skin and bone, having little to eat themselves. Despite the knowledge that Dalusia was enemy territory, they couldn’t bring themselves to steal from the meager yield of the fields, knowing the citizens were facing bleak enough prospects for surviving the winter and not wanting to make the situation worse.
The days had grown miserably hot, and the nights weren’t much better, and the plains offered little relief from the sun while they marched. They had increased the intensity of their watch, further detracting from their sleep. They were sweaty and dirty and tired and hungry, and marched in brooding silence more and more, each wanting to hold their tongues as they grew more irritable.
One evening they came across a farm that appeared to be long abandoned, and debated staying the night. On one hand it would provide a more easily watched camp, but it was still early, and even though the night still promised to be another sweltering one they usually traveled until close to midnight to get as much relief as they could from the sun. Adrianna and Barlow, to no one’s surprise, found themselves on opposite sides of what soon became an argument, one that was settled only when Luke delicately pointed out that he had entered the home and found that it held the heat of the day so well that they would likely be unable to find any rest inside. They moved on, Barlow with a smirk at winning this latest joust, Adrianna taking up the rear with a scowl.
They were several hours beyond the farm when a sudden gust of wind hit them from the west. At first, it was a pleasant relief, but then they saw the line of black clouds rolling across the formerly clear, starlit sky. Storms on the plains moved quickly and could be severe, and the companions looked about in vain for some type of shelter. They found none, and the gale was swiftly upon them. While lightning flashed and thunder rumbled overhead, a heavy rain started to fall, the fat drops driven by the screaming wind.
The travelers tried to fight it for a few minutes, leaning into the wind to press forward while they held their cloaks about themselves, hoping to somehow avoid being drenched by the rain. It was a battle they had no chance to win. In minutes they were thoroughly soaked, and they simply huddled together, waiting for the wind to settle and the worst of the storm to pass.
“Lovely weather,” Adrianna stated to no one in particular, but clearly meaning the jibe for Barlow.
“Surprised it doesn’t melt you,” Barlow retorted.
“Amusing, as always. Why don’t you call to that God of yours to stop the rain? Afraid He won’t answer?”
“He would if it was His will. But why should I bother? Why don’t you just use some of that demon magic of yours?”
To Barlow’s surprise, Adrianna moved away a few feet and cast a spell. When she was finished, an invisible curved barrier stopped the rain in a small area above her head. The rain that hit the shield rolled down and slid off, and from Adrianna’s viewpoint underneath it looked like a dome-shaped window was over her. “Should be enough room under here for all of us,” she offered. “Then I can bring it down to keep out the wind as well.”
“I don’t need your charity,” Barlow sniffed.
Luke looked from Adrianna to Barlow, then at Darius and Silas, who both seemed torn. “Well, I'm no idiot,” he said. He bounded under the small magic shelter.
 Adrianna smiled at Luke, then glared at the others. “I expected Barlow to be too stupid to come in out of the rain. I was hoping for more from you two.”
Silas sighed. “Adrianna, we’re already soaked. Stop wasting your energy. We might have need of it for more important things.”
“Hear that, old man?” she asked. “Your friend can see my usefulness. He’s not blinded by prejudice like you are.”
“He’s a very forgiving and optimistic individual,” Barlow answered, “always thinking the best even of the most wretched creatures.”
Darius took two steps toward Adrianna, but just as the smile on her face started to grow, thinking he was taking advantage of the shelter and therefore siding with her, he stopped. He had placed himself directly between the two of them. “Stop it,” he said, looking first at Adrianna. He turned to Barlow and added, “Both of you.”
Barlow and Adrianna both started to proclaim themselves the victims in this case, but Darius said all the louder, “Stop it!”
The anger in his tone and the sudden fire in his eyes had the desired effect. He had their full attention and their silence. “Let me ask you something,” he continued, almost needing to shout to be heard above the din of the storm. “If whoever, or whatever, is after this book sees the way we’re acting, would it please him?” He met their eyes, one at a time, and both paladin and sorceress were forced to look away. “I don’t understand what it is in your past that makes you dislike each other so, and I really don’t care. You don’t need to be friends, but if we’re going to succeed, we need to do it together. If we’re going to fight each other, the enemy’s already halfway to victory. So if you want to help—and I want your help, both of you—then this needs to stop. If you can’t do that, then go home.” With one last hard stare, Darius walked away.
Luke was the first to move, catching his brother and mumbling, “Nice speech. Too bad I’ve gotta get soaked now.”
“You’re all wet anyway.”
“Literally, you mean.” After a pause, he added, “Right?”
Darius, his heart still racing from the lecture he had delivered, was finally able to force a weak smile.
Silas caught them next and clapped Darius on the shoulder. “Well done, my friend. I’d given up on stopping the fighting. You’ll make a fine leader for our group.”
Darius’ eyebrows shot up. “Leader? I’m not the leader.”
“You have the book. And if none of us had followed, would you have gone home yourself, or continued on?”
Darius could think of no way to refute which choice they all knew he would make—had already made, actually. “Still doesn’t make me the leader.”
“As you wish,” Silas said. “But we’re following you.”
“Or at least trying to,” Luke amended. “Wind still seems to working for the bad guys.”
Darius ignored his brother and glanced at Silas. “Who’s following?”
Silas glance back quickly and then smiled at the young man. “All of us.”

 *
The storm had changed the atmosphere in more ways than one. It ushered in a period of cooler weather, making travel during the day bearable and sleeping at night comfortable, but more important it had triggered the events that now allowed the party, specifically Adrianna and Barlow, to at least maintain the appearance of getting along. Adrianna, rather than complaining about being caught in the storm, had noted how the rain had washed away the accumulated sweat and grime of the journey, and Barlow had bit off the barb that sprang unbidden to his lips—something about how it had done little to improve Adrianna’s bedraggled appearance—and instead made the crack about himself with a laugh. There was still an underlying tension there, but Darius was happy with the effort they were making. Silas and Luke were clearly grateful for it as well.
The one thing the storm didn’t help was the land. They had each held out some hope that the lifelessness of the plains was simply the result of an extended summer dry spell, but the deluge of rain and the days of sunshine that followed had brought on none of the tell-tale greening that might indicate the start of a recovery. Even in enemy territory, the blight that was taking the land pressed on them like a weight, trying to steal any joy or hope that might wander into their thoughts.
That night a gibbous moon peeked out from behind the scattered clouds that, driven by a cool breeze, danced across the sky. They took their time at a late supper, small and not very filling, but somehow lingering over what they did have made it better. They had had a good march that day, the flat land and the scarcity of crops and people leaving them unhindered. They had just started to plan the watch when Luke stood up and pointed to the east. “What’s that?”
In the distance, an orange flame was visible. As they watched it appeared to divide, what they at first thought of as one light actually closer to a dozen.
“Campfires?” Darius asked. “A small detachment heading to or back from the war?”
“Maybe,” Silas said, but his tone indicated he did not think it to be the case.
After a few more seconds, Adrianna stated what they all were seeing. “Whatever they are, they’re coming this way.”
“Help me put out the fire,” Darius said to Luke. The Stoneman boys quickly extinguished the small blaze, but the approaching objects did not slow or turn aside.
“Let’s get our things and move off a bit,” Silas said. “If they were heading for the light of our fire, perhaps they’ll miss us.”
As they grabbed their packs, Darius leaned close to Silas. “You don’t think the fire is what is drawing them, do you?” He tapped his own pack, in case Silas was missing his reference to the Book of Dread.
“We’ll see,” was all the cleric would say.
They took a path perpendicular to the line of the approaching objects to their camp, and five minutes later stopped to take stock of the situation. It was difficult to judge distance on the open plain, more so at night, but it was clear now that the flames were closer and that they were moving at a speed greater than the travelers could hope to attain of foot. It also appeared the lights were still coming straight at them.
“Best we find a spot to make a stand and get ready to do so,” Darius said.
Silas concurred. “If we have to fight, better to do so when we’re not winded. Doesn’t look like we can outrun them anyway.”
Defensible ground was in short supply in this part of Dalusia. The best they could manage was a cluster of four trees that had a pair of decent-sized rocks jutting up from the ground just outside of the rough square they formed. Without bows, Adrianna was the only one who could launch a strike from any sort of distance, although they still hoped whatever was approaching meant them no harm. She took up station behind one of the rear trees and calmed her mind, ready to cast a quick spell if it was needed, while the others took shelter where they could
“You seeing what I’m seeing?” Silas asked Barlow, his voice tight with concern.
“Unfortunately, yes,” the paladin replied. He pulled Gabriel an inch out of its scabbard, just enough to confirm that it had taken on a soft white glow, then slid it back, not wanting the light to give away his position.
The others all heard the exchange and saw the glow of the sword. They steeled themselves while Silas muttered a short prayer for himself and his friends.
The flames roared closer, the fact that they were steeds of fire now apparent. Harder to make out were their riders, cloaked figures hunched low over the necks of their fiery mounts.
The horses and riders were on them suddenly and then past, but before the hidden companions could even hope they would continue on, they turned back and circled the small band of travelers. They spread out, surrounding the little copse of trees and making it impossible for any of the companions to remain out of sight.
There was little doubt about the origin of the horses. They seemed less horses ablaze than creatures of fire that took the shape of horses, the flames constantly and subtly shifting their outlines but not consuming them or their riders. The ground their hooves touched hissed and spat, tendrils of black smoke wafting skyward. The riders now revealed themselves to be spawn of the same fiery pit, casting aside their cloaks in preparation for battle. Mottled gray-and-red skin, slick as if with sweat, covered their muscular forms. Their faces were pulled into perpetual frowns, sharp teeth, pointed ears, and short horns adding weight to their gruesome visages. But it was their eyes that were the most unearthly, blazing with the same orange fire of which the horses were composed. Looking into those eyes, one could be convinced they were peering into hell itself.
The demon riders continued to circle in a slow trot, gauging their enemies. Several had bows, and started to fire arrows as their targets tried to dance around and use the rocks in a futile attempt at cover. The arrows were aflame once launched, blazing trails through the darkness that made their paths easy to follow. The demons never paused to light the arrows, the fire bred of some dark magic.
Darius had no illusions about his own prowess in battle, nor any hope of defeating the enemies before him with a simple sword. But he had seen enough of war to know that he and his friends would not hold out long against mounted riders equipped with projectile weapons, and he marked the fact that the demon bowmen did not reach for new arrows, but simply pulled the bowstrings and let fly the blazing shaft that appeared. Dodge as he might, he would eventually tire, and one of the endless supply of arrows would find him. Given no good alternative, he took the only path open to him. He charged.
Darius gave one quick yell as he sprang to his feet and started forward, more to alert his friends than anything else. He focused on a flaming steed that was arcing around into the part of the surrounding circle he moved toward, thinking to take a swipe at the horse to see what effect it might have, and hoping he might continue on outside the circle, forcing the riders to divide their attention and break the rhythm of the encirclement.
Darius’ shout had not yet faded into the night when the rest of his party sprang into action. Adrianna sent a bolt of electric energy sizzling after one of the riders. The force of the magical bolt knocked it from its mount, but it quickly rolled into a ready position, drawing a long sword and apparently otherwise unharmed. “Need to try something else,” she muttered to herself, even as she slid around the tree, avoiding the searching gaze of the demon she had unseated.
Silas, Luke, and Barlow followed Darius’ lead, instinctively coming to the same conclusion he had, that they were outnumbered and purely on the defensive. In an organized fight, they had no chance. Chaos was their only hope. Silas took a different angle than Darius, wanting room to operate, but Luke, naturally, followed his brother. Barlow, like Silas, took his own angle into the fray, but unlike the others his charge drew the eyes of all the enemy, for when Gabriel was pulled from its scabbard, its glow painted the night wherever Barlow wielded it. The light was different than at New Bern, the intensity replaced by a pulsing, dull glow, as if the sword was aching to bite into the demons.
The sword did not deter or frighten the demons; rather, it drew their attention and marked its wielder as a target. But the initial reaction to it, a subtle dropping of their guard, gave the companions a brief moment in which to seize the initiative of the battle.
Darius didn’t know what it was that distracted the demon he had targeted, nor did he care. He brought his sword up in a sweeping arc, using the momentum of the horse to further strengthen the blow. The demon was taken in the ribs, a deep gash opening and spilling black blood as he was unseated. The horse, startled by Darius’ attack and the loss of its rider, reared, snorting smoke and flame, and Darius had to pull back from both its flailing hooves and the heat it cast off. Luke however, sweeping in at a different angle, was able to finish the demon before it could collect itself. It vanished in a puff of thick, acrid smoke.
Adrianna used the circular pattern the riders had chosen to her advantage. She cast another spell, this one putting an invisible wall of force in the path of the horses. The first horse slammed into the barrier, crumpling awkwardly while its rider was thrown forward. Two other horses became tangled with the first, and soon they were on the ground as well.
Silas took full advantage of the confusion Adrianna had wrought. Despite his cleric’s robes and gentle disposition, Silas was a well-trained and highly skilled warrior, and he was in top physical form. The three unhorsed riders, their brains already addled by the impact of their violent falls, were not expecting such skilled opposition. Silas dispatched them before they could raise an adequate defense.
Barlow was less technically skilled as a fighter than Silas, and age had weakened his muscles and slowed his reflexes, but Gabriel more than made up for any deficiencies in a fight against denizens of the underworld. The sword, hungry for such prey, drew incredible power from its own otherworldly source, but that power was channeled through Barlow, and during the fighting, that same power gave him an inner strength far beyond what he could hope to muster on his own. The first demon to reach Barlow found its wild, powerful swing parried with ease, and was stunned to see that its sword had shattered. It looked from the sword to Barlow, a shocked look on its cruel face, and then felt Gabriel’s bite, the blade easily cleaving it in two.
The next demon came on more cautiously, seeing what had befallen its comrade, but drawn inexorably by the sword, which marked Barlow as a kill that would bring extra rewards from its master. It feigned an attack on Barlow’s knees, then drove in close, not thinking to finish the paladin as much as to tie him up, to use its superior physical strength rather than duel with swords. And as it did so, its fellow demons were closing in from Barlow’s flanks and rear.
Adrianna saw what was happening, and had no time to get more creative with her magic. She simply shouted at Silas, pointing at Barlow and his obvious need of aid, then cast the wall of force spell again, this time sending it flying toward the combatants. Casting a spell again so soon after the first normally would leave it weak, but the adrenaline created by the battle gave her strength and focus. Four demons were flung aside, as was Barlow.
Silas was running toward the paladin when the spell hit, and he didn’t break stride even as his friend and the demons near him were tossed to the ground. He leapt over one of the demons, wishing he could take it out before it recovered but knowing he needed to reach Barlow before one of the demons did. Barlow was trying to gather himself, laying face down and groping for Gabriel, which was a foot out of his reach. The demon nearest him rose to its knees and found its sword first. It had eyes only for the prone paladin, and pulled the sword back over its head with both hands, wanting to deliver one spectacular finishing blow. Before it could do so, Silas’ staff crushed in the side of its head.
The cleric’s momentum carried him past the now-vanished demon, into another that had joined the fray. This one held out a muscular forearm, which Silas could not avoid. Despite Silas’ size and speed the demon easily took the contact, and Silas’ feet flew out from underneath him. He slammed hard into the ground, his breath leaving him in one loud grunt.
The demon brought its sword down, but Silas managed to block the blow with his staff. The demon used its leverage and strength, pushing the staff down toward Silas’ throat, meaning to use the cleric’s own weapon to strangle the life out of him. Then, in a quick puff of smoke, it was gone.
Darius stood where the demon had been, breathing hard. He had seen the danger and raced over, dispatching the demon before it realized its own peril.
“Look out,” Barlow gasped, having just struggled to his knees.
Darius reacted more to the alarm in Barlow’s eyes than to his voice. He dropped just as a flaming arrow passed overhead.
Several of the demons had remained at a distance, and although Adrianna’s earlier spell had taken away their willingness to ride at speed, they tried to take advantage of the sudden grouping of their enemies, realizing the arrows had a better chance of hitting home. 
Adrianna, seeing the demons also grouped and knowing one strong blast could scatter them, tried to cast again, too soon. The spell fizzled and died, doing damage only to the caster. She swooned, her head spinning, and had to steady herself against the nearest tree to keep upright.
Silas, Barlow, and Darius all found their feet, and started toward the hell-bred bowmen, but Luke reached them first. He had managed to come up behind them, and with a vicious thrust ran one through.
The skewered demon’s horse leaped, startled at the attack, and the other mounts reacted as well, causing the once tight group to scatter. Luke tried to swipe at one more rider before it could escape, but missed, nearly tumbling to the ground as he lost his balance. Just as he was righting himself, one of the demons wheeled and fired.
The blazing arrow took Luke through the shoulder. He cried out in pain, first from the passage of the shaft, and then from the flames that continued to blaze from it. Instinctively he dropped and rolled, trying to douse the fire, but the action only served to work the arrow violently back and forth, further aggravating the initial wound.
Darius cut his charge short and went instead to his brother. He would have made an easy target then, but Silas and Barlow reached the riders, their weapons doing grim work. Whether by spell or compulsion, the riders did not flee or simply try to gain distance and strike again, but rather fought the two men. In close, the bows were no match for either the staff of the muscular cleric or for Gabriel.
Darius slapped at the arrow lodged in his brother’s shoulder, trying frantically to beat out the flames even as he tried to soothe Luke with promises of help and relief from the pain. But the dark magic imbued to the arrow continued on even after the demon that had delivered it was no more, and Darius’ hands were soon raw and blistered. As Luke’s cries became more anguished, he struggled to get away from his brother, the madness of his agony overtaking him. Darius knew he was running out of time. Wrapping his hands in his cloak he broke the head of the arrow off, then pulled the remaining shaft free. He tossed the parts of the arrow aside, and the flames finally died down.
Luke ground his teeth, biting off a scream.
“It’s okay,” Darius said. “You’re going to be fine. Silas and Barlow will be able to help.”
Luke nodded, accepting the words even as his expression showed doubt and fear. The wound still felt like it was on fire, and Luke started to wonder if anything would ever be able to stop that awful sensation. Sweat beaded on his brow, and he envisioned himself burning up from the inside, the victim of foul magic.
Silas and Barlow arrived, the cleric forcing a smile and putting a reassuring hand on Luke’s good shoulder. “Lie still.”
Barlow started to kneel as well, then caught himself. His sword had continued with that pale white throbbing glow, which he thought due to the flaming horses which meandered about, the steeds unsure what to do or where to go without their riders. Now he saw that one demon remained, still sitting atop a horse some distance off. He had remained hooded, and had simply observed the battle. Now with slow, deliberate movements he dismounted and pulled off his cloak. 
He was at least a foot taller than the other demons, and his legs and lower torso resembled those of a goat rather than a man. The horns on his head were long with age, curling around to frame his face on both sides. His eyes, rather than seeming to be ablaze, were solid black, a promise of endless night and despair. He said a few words in some harsh tongue and gave a nonchalant wave of a hand, upon which all the horses, save his own, disappeared.
“You fight well, paladin,” he said, his voice hard and sharp like broken glass. “You have earned your life. Give me your sword and the book, and I will spare you and your allies.”
Barlow drew himself up to his full height, Gabriel held in front of him. His muscles were already aching, and his heart was racing recklessly, but he was able to muster the calm he wanted in his voice. “We both know none of those things is going to happen.”
The demon shrugged. “I will have what I want regardless. Will you tell me the name of the sword, so that I may know what it is called when I wield it?”
Barlow forced a laugh, an uncertain, nervous sound he regretted immediately. He pushed on. “The sword is Gabriel, but you will never wield it, even if you slay me.”
“I intend to find out,” the demon said with a gruesome smile. He drew his own sword, which blazed brightly with fire once unsheathed. “This is Deathbringer, as am I. My name is Ondrel. Know the one who brings your doom.”
Barlow hoped—prayed—that Ondrel was not this demon’s formal name. If it was, the fact the demon would reveal it meant he had no fear whatsoever of Barlow and his friends. Barlow readied himself as the demon approached.
Silas rose and moved to the left while Darius pulled Luke away from the impending battle. Seeing the movement, the demon again spoke words in his native language and motioned with his hand. Walls of flame sprang up, the intense heat forcing Silas and Darius back. The demon turned and walled off Adrianna as well, ending her hope that she had gone unnoticed and might be able to strike Ondrel when he was unaware. “I will attend first to the paladin,” Ondrel told them. “But do not worry. You will each have the chance to test your skills against mine.”
Ondrel had been steadily moving toward Barlow, an easy, confident stalk. But now that the battle was joined, he closed the remaining gap with surprising speed, and as his first blow fell, the paladin was stepping backward, unable to overcome the instinct to back away from his larger opponent. Deathbringer arced forward, the flames struggling to keep up with the blade, trailing behind like a fiery tail.
Barlow managed to plant his feet and put both hands on Gabriel’s hilt. The two swords met with an explosion of light and sound, the clang of metal almost swallowed by the unearthly blaze of fire and white light as the swords touched. Barlow had to squint against the brightness, but worse was the shock of the blow. It made both his shoulders feel like they were being driven out of place, and his hands were suddenly holding a swarm of bees. He hopped back a step, to regroup and regain his balance.
“Impressive,” the demon said. “But not nearly good enough.”
Ondrel pressed the attack, showering blow after blow at Barlow, each driven by such power that Gabriel was clearly the only thing standing between the paladin and instant death. Ondrel could feel Barlow weakening, could feel the subtle give of each parried strike growing as his opponent tired.
Barlow sensed the same thing. He had no doubts about the strength of his weapon—never did—but his own strength was suspect. If he had been thirty years younger… He shook the thought away, knowing it wouldn’t help him, and that it might get him killed. He needed to turn the tide, to take away the demon’s momentum, but Ondrel seemed tireless, and it was all he could do to hang onto Gabriel and keep it between the demon’s fiery sword and his own hide. Out of desperation he tried another kind of attack.
“I thought you’d be stronger,” he said.
Ondrel pulled back as if slapped. He stared at the man before him, at his thin frame and the gray in his hair that indicated his youth was far in the past. Ondrel’s face pinched into a scowl. This weakling human was actually daring to taunt him. Ondrel let out a deep scream, a primal roar, and felt the hate and rage welling up inside him. Those emotions drove Deathbringer with even greater strength.
Barlow again had to parry one strike after another, these more powerful but also wilder. His muscles were being drained as he absorbed each blow, but his mind stayed sharp. He knew he couldn’t hold out much longer, and that brought some relief. Win or lose, he would soon know rest. If his companions could see the battle through the flames that held them at bay, they would surely think he could not hold the demon off much longer, but they might not perceive that despite the purely defensive nature of Barlow’s stance, he was attacking at the same time, driving the demon to leave just one opening, to make a fatal mistake. Even though he fought for breath, he found his voice again, knowing he had to keep the demon off balance.
“You must not have had much training with that weapon,” Barlow taunted, hoping Ondrel didn’t hear the gasps for air between the words.
Ondrel roared and tried to take Barlow’s head off with one massive swing.
Barlow ducked the sword, but Ondrel was ready again before he could counter. Barlow spoke once more. “Not good enough. Try again.”
Ondrel did, a low slash. Gabriel was there, deflecting the blow.
“Too slow.”
Ondrel flew into a rage, his swings so furious that Barlow started to think they might knock Gabriel out of his hands. Barlow’s aching arms pleaded for rest, and Gabriel seemed to be gaining weight. If Ondrel calmed himself and controlled his aggression, Barlow doubted he could keep his defenses up much longer.
A three-part attack finally edged through. A swing at the head had been ducked, a follow-up at the knees parried, and a high, arcing chop down at Barlow’s left side was parried as well, but not completely. This time Gabriel was a fraction of a second slow, and rather than a clean block, the result was only a deflection, one whose angle wasn’t quite severe enough. Deathbringer’s follow-through managed to cut a small gash on Barlow’s upper arm.
Barlow felt the cut, but didn’t react to it. He wasn’t sure if the source of the burning he felt was just the normal pain of the injury, the flames from the sword, or some dark magic or poison that might eventually bring him down, but he had no time to worry about that now. Unless he put Ondrel down soon, it wouldn’t matter.
Despite Barlow’s façade, Ondrel knew he had finally struck a successful blow, glancing though it was. He paused to smile, to return the taunts that had so enraged him. It would not be enough now to simply kill Barlow. The paladin must be made to know his death was coming, must be made to understand that Ondrel had defeated him. Then he would be allowed to die. “Your sword has failed you and your strength wanes. Lay down your weapon and I will be swift and merciful.”
Barlow laughed, a scornful, mocking noise. “You must be more afraid of me than I thought. If you really thought you had the advantage, you would finish this, not ask me to yield.” He met Ondrel’s eyes fully and added, “Of course, your kind has never been anything but cowardly.” Barlow could actually see Ondrel’s jaw tighten at this final insult. The demon sprang to the attack once more.
Ondrel hammered away, one overhead blow after another, pouring all his strength and anger into each, trying to smash Deathbringer straight through Gabriel and into the smug face of the spiteful, arrogant old man.
Barlow fell to one knee, a sign that he was faltering. Ondrel only smashed away all the harder, his attack brutal and straightforward, a test of strength both combatants knew the demon was bound to win. It was just what Barlow wanted. Part of him marveled at the way the demon could swing his weapon with such tireless ease, knowing any man would have had to stop for rest, even if just for a second, long ago. But Ondrel’s rage and his bottomless well of strength had allowed his assault to fall into a rhythm, one that could be used against him by a wily opponent. Ondrel was clearly the stronger, but blinded by his own anger, he was now an inferior swordsman. Barlow counted in his mind, one, two…as the third blow fell, he rolled aside.
Ondrel had too much momentum behind the sword strokes to stop one in mid-flight. Deathbringer flew past the suddenly rolling paladin and drove into the ground. It didn’t take much effort or time for the demon to pull the sword free, just a fraction of a second, but it left the opening Barlow was seeking.
Barlow finished his roll and brought Gabriel up in a quick arc. He wanted to hit the lower torso, but his aim was off, and the sword hit the demon in the ribs, and with far less strength than Barlow would have wanted. His tiredness was beyond anything he had ever known. A normal sword would have made a nasty cut, perhaps lodging in the demon’s rib bones, but Gabriel, when facing such an opponent, was no normal sword. The white glow blazed agonizingly bright as it passed through Ondrel’s flesh and bone, and perhaps it was this light rather than the metal of the blade that did the work. Gabriel passed through the demon as easily as it would have through paper, and Ondrel was cleaved in half. Barlow just saw the surprise register on his face before he vanished, returned from whence he came.
Deathbringer fell to the ground, its flames guttering and finally dying out. It turned to smoke and ash as the walls of flame Ondrel had called into being winked out. Of the attacking party only Ondrel’s horse remained, and sensing its master’s death, it reared and gave out a shrill scream. It paused for a moment, its fiery head turned toward Barlow, as if marking him, then it turned with another scream and raced off into the night.
The danger past, the adrenaline that had been propping Barlow up abandoned him. He fell on all fours, Gabriel dropping beside him. He closed his eyes and tried to will his heart to slow. It was racing much faster than he had thought possible, and it felt like it wanted to leap up his throat and try to make good its escape. He realized with grim amusement that he was more scared now than when he had fought Ondrel. His sword would do him no good in this battle…
Silas was moving before the flaming horse issued its first scream. He dropped to the ground beside Barlow and put a comforting hand on his back.
“I’m okay,” Barlow said, although the way he gasped for air made it apparent he wasn’t. He turned to look at his old friend, his hair matted with sweat, his face pale and waxy. He forced a smile. “Just need a few minutes to collect myself and get some air.” He gestured with his chin toward Luke. “See to the boy.”
“I’ll do what I can, but he may need your skills as well. That arrow was not of this world.”
Barlow nodded, thinking of his own wound but not mentioning it. He was grateful Silas apparently hadn’t noticed it. “Give me a moment and I’ll be over.”
Silas and Adrianna both made their way toward Darius and his injured brother. Before Silas bent to work on Luke, Adrianna whispered, “Is Barlow all right?”
Silas bit his lip nervously and sighed. “I hope so.”
Adrianna seemed to want to say more but caught herself. “Go on. See what you can do for Luke.”
One other pair of eyes had watched the battle unfold, first with excitement and then with growing horror. When Ondrel fell the little hunter looked around with wild-eyed dismay, as if hoping a second attack might then commence. As it realized the group it was following had won, its heart started to race and its throat to tighten as it considered its master’s reaction to such news. And it was news that only it could now deliver. Fearing pain and punishment, its brain unable to work out that it would not be blamed for the failure of Ondrel and the other demon riders, the hunter grasped onto the one thing that might be its salvation: the Blood Book. If it could get the book and return it to its master…
The group’s packs were bunched together near one of the trees, some thirty feet from where four of the five travelers were gathered. Barlow was further away, and the hunter was closer than any of them, and quicker. It dropped from the tree and flew at the packs, sacrificing stealth for speed.
Adrianna spotted it as it tore open Darius’ pack. She started toward it, yelling, “Hey!”
The hunter turned at the shout, its eyes going wide at the sight of the sorceress running toward it, the cleric close behind.. It went back to its work, finally managing to get the book free. Its clawed fingers wrapped gratefully around the tome while a contented smile creased its face. It tossed the closing enemies one last look, then started off.
Adrianna realized a soon as she saw the tiny demon lift the book from the pack that it would flee before she could reach it. She stopped, gathered herself, and cast a quick spell while extending her left arm and index finger. A bolt of purple lightning lanced out.
The hunter realized the one mistake in its plan too late. Once it had the book, it could no longer move with the speed and agility it was used to. The tome seemed to weigh almost as much as the hunter, and the book was unwieldy for it to hold. On its own it might have dodged the purple bolt that was tossed its way, but with the book in its clutches it had no chance. Once struck, it felt an odd ecstasy of pain, fell with the book beneath it, and then was no more.
Adrianna let out a relieved sigh and retrieved the book, a shiver going through her as if the book were alive with dark energy. As she lifted it, something rolled off and fell to the ground. She bent over and found it was a small stone, one with a golden band running through it. Thinking it odd but not sure why, she pocketed the rock and returned to her companions.
“Same thing we dealt with before,” she reported. She waved the book and added, “We’ve got to keep an eye on this at all times, apparently.”
“We should have been doing that already,” Silas said. “It’s easy to be lulled into thinking our enemies will line up their attacks one at a time.”
“Any more happy news,” Luke asked, trying to be glib, but jostling his shoulder as he spoke. He winced against the pain.
“Good to see that arrow didn’t steal your spirit.” Silas said, resuming his ministrations, “but how about you keep still until we can look after this wound.”
Luke, abashed, nodded his obedience.
Barlow managed to find his feet and make his way over to the others while they were working up a makeshift sling for Luke’s arm. “Everything looks as good as can be hoped for,” Silas announced when he saw Barlow had joined them. “The wound’s clean. The fire saw to that. Some blistering of the skin, but that’ll heal up okay. Mostly just need to keep from straining the shoulder until it has a chance to heal.
“How long will that be?” Adrianna asked.
Silas shrugged. “Who can tell? Depends how careful the patient is.”
Luke waved his free hand. “I’ll be good.”
Adrianna turned to Barlow. “Are you okay to travel?”
He nodded. “Although I’d like Silas to take a look at this little cut Ondrel’s sword gave me. Just to be safe.” As Silas did so, Barlow said to Adrianna, “I assume that was one of your spells that knocked me off my feet, and Gabriel out of my hands.”
Adrianna scowled. “The demons were—”
Barlow stopped her with an open hand and a tired smile. “All around me, I know. Wish you could have just taken them out, but I suppose you didn’t have a lot of time to aim. I’m just trying to say thanks. You saved my life. Nearly killed me doing it, but it worked out for the best.”
Adrianna was so stunned she couldn’t find her voice to respond. Luckily Barlow seemed to enjoy her bewildered expression almost as much as a compliment in kind.
Silas declared Barlow’s wound to be minor and patched it with bands of cloth and words of prayer. “All-in-all we were very lucky,” he said, “but we’ll need to keep an eye on how the healing process goes, in case those foul weapons have some long-term impact that only time will reveal.”
Darius helped his brother to his feet and motioned at the Blood Book, which Adrianna still grasped with both hands. “Guess we were lucky with that, too.”
“That reminds me,” said Adrianna, shifting the book to one hand and fishing in her pocket. As she pulled out the small stone and held it forth in her palm for the others to see. “This rock mean anything to any of you? I think that little demon must have been carrying it.”
Everyone indicated the negative after a quick glance. Barlow took it and studied it for a moment.
“Just a shiny rock,” he said. “Doesn’t appear to be a talisman or symbol of any sort.”
“Wait a minute,” Darius said. He held his hand out and said politely, “Do you mind?” After Barlow handed him the rock he turned it over a few times, then nodded with some finality. “This is mine.”
“He took it from your pack?” Adrianna asked.
“No. It’s something I found when I was much younger. I liked the way it looked, thought it was full of gold and would make me rich. My mother patted me on the head and told me to hang onto it, that it’d be worth even more when I was older. Eventually I understood she was humoring me, but I never could bring myself to throw it out.”
Luke, already pale from his injury, looked stricken. “Then that thing was in our house.”
The words struck Darius like a punch to the gut. “We’ve got to do something.”
Silas put a hand on his arm. “You are. You’ve taken the book away from your home. You already knew Landri would be looking for it, that’s why you fled with it.”
“But my parents—”
“Don’t have the book.”
“They may be in danger.”
Silas sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them he affixed Darius with a look both understanding and stern. “They may be. No reason to lie to you about that. But the most trouble will follow the book. If you want to leave it with us and go home, do so. But the last thing you want to do is go back with the Book of Dread in your possession, unless you intend to give it to Landri and beg for his mercy.”
“Such as it is,” Adrianna added.
“They’re right,” Luke told his brother. “I’d like to go home too, just to know what’s happening, to know they’re okay. But we can do more good here.”
“I know…,” said Darius, his words trailing off as he looked away to the south, as if he hoped for some signal that would tell him everyone back home was safe. He clutched the rock, his knuckles going white with the pressure. Slowly he forced himself to relax, then put the rock in his pocket. “Let’s go,” he said as he brushed by the others and headed for their gear.
Without a word the others dutifully followed.

 *
Orgoth was not one to waste words. He was as brutal and direct with language as he was with the greatsword he carried into battle. As soon as the connection with Kaelesh had been made, he said, “Ondrel’s horse returned without him.”
Kaelesh shook his head. “I’m surprised, but I now have a better understanding of why the hunter has not replied to my summons for several days. Ondrel, you say…a good fighter?”
“Good enough to take out a small group of humans. He had a dozen riders with him. Perhaps I overestimated his prowess.”
“Or maybe we underestimated our enemies.”
Orgoth made a fist and thumped his chest. “I will see to them myself.”
“And then we’d certainly be victorious,” Kaelesh said with an appeasing smile. “But it will take a week or more for me to find their trail again, and then you’d have to go after them, and away from the war. I’m not sure I want to make that trade-off right now.”
“But they have the book.”
“With no way to open it or use it. I have wondered where they’re going with it. Perhaps to someone they deem more powerful than they. Perhaps an enemy more appropriate for Orgoth to test his skill against.”
“Bah,” Orgoth grunted with a dismissive wave.
“I’ve no doubt of the outcome, my brother.”
“Are you certain you wish to let them go? They’ve bested some of our own. We should have vengeance. I could send a thousand as easily as I sent a dozen.”
“You could, but then we might give these three kingdoms a reason to unite rather than fight one another. An army of demons would give them pause.”
Orgoth said nothing, unable to counter his brother’s point.
Kaelesh went on. “Remember our real purpose, Orgoth. And as far as this little group with the book, imagine if we could find a way to break them, to turn them from whatever just cause they believe they’re fighting for? We could slay them, yes, and likely we will, one way or another. But what if they lost their way and their souls first? Much better, yes?”
Orgoth grunted again. “Perhaps. But there is a certain satisfaction in simply cleaving a foe in half with your sword.”
Kaelesh laughed. “I’ll take your word for it. Leave them to me for now. I’ll let you know if I need you.”
After Kaelesh was gone, Orgoth stood for a time brooding, his fingers drumming out a rapid beat on the table in his tent. Finally he shook his head as if to chase the thoughts of what had happened away, put on his helmet, and stepped outside, ready to take his anger out on foes closer at hand.



Chapter 13: The War Camp
The heat of the summer season had reached and passed its peak, and although the travelers still felt sweat on their brow during the day, the nights were becoming more pleasant. Not only were evenings now a welcome relief in terms of temperature, they were also an escape from the blight that had gripped the plains of Dalusia, everything withered and colored in dull yellows, browns, and grays. The companions really didn’t think of the people of Dalusia as the enemy—they knew they were fighting a different war—but even if they had they would have taken no delight in the stunted growth. It was simply depressing.
They made reasonable progress, being unhindered in actuality but needing to proceed with caution since they were traveling in enemy territory. No matter how open and empty the plains might appear none could shake the feeling that they were being watched. Even if there were no more of the little demon hunters, the two that had gotten into their camp had unsettled them. While none of them were particularly at ease, Adrianna appeared the most uneasy, a fact Silas had taken note of since the battle with Ondrel and the other demons. He waited patiently, hoping she would recover on her own or openly express what was bothering her, but she had remained closed, only the occasional worried scans of the horizon or concerned glances at her fellow travelers giving her away. Silas knew her to be intelligent and courageous, knew it wasn’t just the fear of another attack eating at her, especially since they all thought another attack was inevitable anyway. As twilight indicated another day was drawing to a close and that they would soon be making camp, Silas decided it was time to talk.
“We’ve been lucky,” he stated
“So far,” she replied with a neutral expression.
“Mind sharing what’s bothering you?”
She laughed. “Other than the fact that a bunch of demons want us dead?”
Silas smiled. “Yes. Other than that.”
Adrianna paused, looked at Silas, and sighed. “I don’t doubt we’re doing the right thing, trying to keep the book away from Landri, trying to get it open so we might be able to stop a lot of what’s befallen Corterra. And everyone here has a stout heart and has earned their place in this company.”
“But…”
“I’m not sure we’re up to the task. The obstacles seem to be growing while we grow weaker. When we set out, I thought we’d have to avoid a few patrols, maybe deal with some creatures in the wild. I didn’t expect to be facing actual demons with a group of—” She stopped herself and flushed, embarrassed. “I’m sorry.”
"It’s all right. Go on.”
“I’ve said enough already.”
“No, you haven’t. If we’re going to have any chance to come out of this alive, we need to be fully committed to our task and to one another. If you have doubts you need to speak them.”
She hesitated a bit longer, then her chin dropped and she went on. “Darius is a trained soldier. At least he knows how to fight. Luke...you’ve done a good job of working with him, and someday he’ll likely make a fine soldier as well, but he’s young and he’s hurt, and so is Barlow.”
“They’ll heal.”
“Eventually. But with Barlow I’m less worried about the wound than his age. The stress of fighting Ondrel almost did him in. I hope you didn’t think I missed that.”
Now it was Silas’ turn to be embarrassed. “I actually thought that everyone did.”
“Sorry to disappoint you. Look, I know I’ve had my differences with Barlow, so don’t misunderstand. He brought Ondrel down, him and that sword of his, and I doubt any of the rest of us could have done so. So there, he saved us all, saved me. I’ll admit that. But what if his body gives out? I fear he might have the courage, but not the heart, literally, to see this through. And I’m not sure the rest of us have the power to protect him, to protect Luke, to protect each other. I include myself as well. I’m serviceable in my craft, but I’m no master sorceress.”
“And what of me? Surely I’ve got weaknesses as well.”
“We all do. I’m not as worried about you. That hard head of yours can probably take just about anything our enemies can dish out.”
“I wasn’t looking for a compliment, backhanded though that was. The question is, what other options do we have?”
Adrianna couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “What do you think I’ve been brooding about for the last five days?”
“Let me know if you come up with something.”
“I will,” she said. “And Silas. Thanks.”
“Any time,” he said with a nod, then quickened his step, closing the gap with the others and leaving her alone with her thoughts.
She was grateful for the chance to express her doubts, but there was one she had kept to herself. She watched Silas stroll boldly across the foreign soil, his head held high, his strong muscles rippling beneath his cleric’s robes. She had no doubt he would put himself in the way of danger for any of them, would die to protect his companions. She thought of him as the strongest, the most up to the task before them, and the wounds and weaknesses she saw in the others, and even in herself, frightened her all the more.

 *
King Landri should have been pleased. The war on both fronts was going well, the harvest apparently would be a decent one—far better than those in Dalusia and Westphalia from all reports—and a small uprising in the southern port city of Crescent had been put down with minimal loss of life. But his smile was forced as he said, “Very good,” and he dismissed his advisors with a wave of his hand.
Kaelesh, as always, was last to the door.
“Stay a moment,” Landri said.
Expecting this, Kaelesh turned and waited placidly before his king.
“What news of the book?”
“I have discovered who took it and who has it.”
Landri was clearly surprised by the news. Whatever pleasure he might have felt in hearing progress was being made soon vanished. “Why was I not told?”
“I had preferred to finish the task and place the book back in your hands.”
Landri scowled, not appeased. “Well, who took it then?”
“One of the young women you took into your bedchamber while under the influence of too much wine, my king.” Knowing this subtle accusation would knock Landri off balance, Kaelesh quickly added a small lie. “She has been found and taken care of.”
“I take it she did not have the book?”
“No. Her brother took it and fled.”
“And where is he?”
“Somewhere in Dalusia.”
Landri started to stand, but the fierce grip he had on the arms of his throne held him back. “Dalusia! He must be taking it to our enemies.”
“I do not believe so, my liege. He is running as far away as he can, trying to keep the book from us. He is not looking to give it away.”
“But perhaps he means to sell it, or even to use it himself.” Now sweat started to form on Landri’s forehead.
“No, my king,” Kaelesh said in a firm tone. “He cannot open the book. He does not have the heart for it.”
“What is his name?”
“Daryl Loseman,” Kaelesh said without missing a beat. Kaelesh knew what would happen to the Stonemans if he revealed their name, and while he might have enjoyed the spectacle at another time, for now he wanted them alive. “Turns out he is now the last surviving member of his family.”
Landri sat back hard against his throne, the force of the movement knocking the air out of him like a great sigh. “I suppose I should be happy you’ve learned so much. I began to doubt even you would be able to locate the book.”
Kaelesh feigned being hurt by the words. “My king, when have I ever failed you?”
“Never,” Landri admitted. “Don’t start now.”
“I will not.”
“So, how do you know this Loseman is in Dalusia?”
“I have my ways,” Kaelesh said.
“No doubt. Can you move against him?”
“In time. He has the aid of a few others. I am seeing to it, but there are many things that need tended to. We have a kingdom to run and a war to win.”
Landri almost snapped back at the use of the word “we,” but he caught himself. He was king, yes, but he reminded himself from time to time that much of what he had accomplished was only due to Kaelesh's help and direction. He would never say it openly, and he often wondered if Kaelesh thought the same thing and felt any bitterness about it. One thing Landri did know was that Kaelesh was extremely dangerous, and that even he dare not push him too hard. He decided to content himself that progress was being made, and more importantly that nothing vital had changed since the book had gone missing, particularly his relationship with Kaelesh. “You are right, of course. I trust you will soon return the book to us, where it belongs, my friend. You may go.”
Kaelesh bowed low and took his leave. Once outside the throne room, his face grew more stern, a warning to any who passed him in the halls to keep their distance. When he reached his room and bolted the door he was certain he would not be disturbed.
Even had he not expected Praad to be waiting there for him, he would have sensed him. The air was thick and heavy, as if by his very presence Praad made despair and doom into tangible objects that hung about like pregnant clouds. Praad stood in one corner of the room, nearly lost in the shadows, the hood of his black cloak casting even deeper shadows on his face. “You were gone longer than you expected,” Praad said, his voice the whisper of a dying man’s final breath.
“Some of the king’s advisors can be long-winded,” Kaelesh answered, “and Landri enjoys the fawning.”
“It does not matter. He asked after the book?”
“Yes, in private. I put him at ease. We will have the time we need.”
“And if he grows impatient?”
Kaelesh shrugged. “No reason for concern. I can control Landri, as always. And if he ever becomes an obstacle, he will be eliminated.”
“I hope it does not come to that. He has been quite useful, in his way.”
“I agree, and that’s why he still draws breath. But enough about him. Do you require anything before you go?”
“I am in need of nothing. I’m looking forward to meeting those who took the book.”
“Let me know when you find them. And, Praad, do be careful. They’ve proved themselves somewhat resourceful. Don’t take any unnecessary risks.”
“Kaelesh, I’m surprised at you. You think we have anything to fear from such as these?”
Kaelesh smiled. “Of course not. Not really. But underestimating one’s enemy can be a fatal mistake. Ondrel likely made such an error.”
For the first time since Kaelesh entered the room Praad moved, standing a bit taller. “I am not Ondrel,” he hissed.
“I meant no insult, my brother. You will do well, as always.”
Praad gave a subtle nod in recognition of the compliment, then said, “I will take my leave.”
He left the room and then departed the castle and its grounds, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. Those whom he did pass always found somewhere else to fix their eyes as Praad neared, and they tended to shrink against the opposite wall of the hallway or the other side of the street. After he had passed it seemed that breathing came easier once more, and he was soon put out of mind by nearly all who encountered him.
Kaelesh, of course, was different. He watched from a high window as his brother melted into the night. Until he heard from him, he would have little else on his mind.

 *
During the long days and nights traveling across the Dalusian plains, the companions had had ample time to think about and discuss what was before them, but there were always too many variables to make clear plans as to how they would pass into the Far North and then somehow reach the Ice Elves in the great Auerl Forest. Before they could reach Elysium’s Neck and the Far North beyond, they would need to go through one of the cities know as “The Twins”—Bloomfield and Brumfield—or else pass through the wall that stretched between them. It was meant as a barrier to any creature trying to come south and was always well-guarded. It was not a given that they would simply be allowed through. Their only other option was to find passage on a boat across the waters on either side of Elysium’s Neck, which seemed an even more remote possibility.
What hope they had of reaching one of The Twins or the wall unhindered met its most severe obstacle early one afternoon as they moved within a day’s march of Bloomfield. Luke was in the lead when he suddenly pulled up and pointed into the distance.
“Banners,” he stated.
“Dalusian,” Darius confirmed, noting the purple and white colors of the flags.
The open plains gave excellent, far-reaching views, but offered little in the way of cover. The companions dropped to the ground and observed for a time, finally determining that a rather large force was moving nearly parallel to their path.
“Do we wait until nightfall?” Adrianna asked. “Try to go around them?”
“Probably our best chance,” said Darius, “although they may have mounted scouting parties on their flanks. Avoiding the main body may not be enough.”
They wiled away the afternoon, taking a bit of rest and a bit of food. When the sun started to settle in the west, they set out again, hoping they would be able to spot any Dalusians before they themselves were seen. The moon was nearly full, casting its pale glow on the sallow fields and giving them ample light for travel.
They had hiked in silence for three hours, counting themselves fortunate that they did not come upon the Dalusian camp, when Darius’ warning about mounted scouting parties was proven true. Unfortunately the sound of the horses’ hooves reached them too late; by the time the companions were alerted to the riders approaching from the east, they had already been spotted.
They waited, still and silent as the riders approached, having agreed weeks ago what they would say if challenged while traveling in Dalusia. Whether their story would be accepted was another matter.
There were eight in the mounted party, and just as the demons had done, they quickly encircled the companions with their weapons held ready. The leader of the scouting party kept his back to the moon and his hood and cloak close about him, such that his face was in shadow while those he addressed were visible to him in the moonlight.
“State your names and your business,” he said, “and be quick about it.” He sounded tired and worn, simply passing another long patrol in a war that had gone on for years.
Silas spoke for the group and introduced each by their first name. “We’re going north in search of better land. Crops have been sickly this season, and the harvest not enough to support all our families past this winter, if even until then.”
The man shook his head. “I doubt you’ll find things much better anywhere in Dalusia.” He leaned forward and studied them in silence for a time, then said, “You seem well-armed for farmers.”
“These are dangerous times,” Silas said evenly, never letting his gaze drift from the shadowed face of his questioner.
“That they are,” the man replied. “For everyone. I’m afraid I’ll have to ask for those weapons for now, and your packs, and we’ll escort you to our camp. The Captain will want to know what you’re doing here. If you’re true you’ll get a tent and a meal and be on your way at sunrise. I assume that’s acceptable?”
Silas stepped forward and handed the man his staff. “Doesn’t look like we have much of a choice.” As he turned back to his companions he saw the question on Adrianna’s face: “Should I act now?” He gave one quick shake of head indicating they’d see how this played out. He didn’t want to attack these men, who didn’t feel like the enemy, and if one escaped to rouse the camp…
Thirty minutes later they were herded into the Dalusian war camp. Even though it was past midnight the camp had not settled completely to rest, whispered conversations around small fires and the occasional clink of a spoon in a cooking pot providing a steady, gentle undercurrent of noise. The gathered force was large, their densely-packed tents stretching beyond sight into the night. The leader of the scouting party gave details about his “guests” to a sergeant of the camp guards, while their weapons were turned over to two other guards for safekeeping. The leader of the scouting party left without further comment, while the sergeant addressed the travelers.
“I’ll need to see if the Captain wants to talk to you now or in the morning. Wait here and keep silent. Give us no trouble and we’ll give you none.” He made a few gestures, and guards took up positions around them, then he turned and vanished in the sprawling camp.
The wait was a short one. Less than twenty minutes after they had arrived at the camp they were escorted into the Captain’s tent. He was busy working over some papers, his pen scratching furiously. He finished his work, folded the paper, and gave it to an aide, who left immediately, apparently knowing what he was to do with it. After he had gone, the Captain took notice of the newcomers. He rubbed his face wearily and sighed.
“I hope you’ll forgive my inability to offer you much in the way of hospitality,” he said, indicating the inside of his tent with a slow wave of his hand. Other than his chair, a small desk, a cot, and a chest for a few belongings, the tent was empty. Apparently it was larger than the other tents to allow several people to talk, rather than to provide the Captain with excess comforts. “My name is Faine. You are?”
The travelers each introduced themselves, and the Captain went on. “I’m told you’re looking for better land to farm.”
“We are,” said Silas. “Though your man told us we’d likely have little luck.”
Captain Faine nodded. “Unfortunately, for all of us, he’s probably correct. Sort of late to be out traveling, isn’t it?”
“The moon gives ample light, and it’s cooler than the day. And time presses. We have little food and drink and need to finish our journey as swiftly as we can.”
“Well said,” the Captain replied, with a smile that could be interpreted many different ways. Something caught his eye at the door of the tent, and he waved another man in.
The newcomer was carrying Barlow’s sword and the Blood Book. “Other weapons and gear seemed fairly ordinary,” the man reported. He offered both items to Faine.
The Captain took Gabriel and unsheathed it. He studied the blade and the markings on it. “An excellent weapon,” he commented. “Yours?” he asked Silas.
“It belongs to me,” Barlow answered.
“Are you of the holy order?”
The question was a dangerous one, especially of late, but Barlow would never answer it with anything other than the truth. “I follow that path, as best I can.”
Captain Faine nodded and re-sheathed the weapon. The group would have let out a silent sigh of relief, but he was already reaching for the book. He hesitated when he first touched it, recoiling just a bit, then picked it up. He turned it over, pulled at the clasp, turned it over again, then laid it on the table, seeming relieved to release his hold on it. “How does this open?”
“We wish we knew,” said Silas. “It’s passed down through generations of my family, but whatever spell was used to ward its opening has yet to be defeated.”
“Indeed,” the Captain said with raised eyebrows. “And what does it contain?”
“I do not know.”
The Captain locked eyes with Silas for a moment, seeing if he could cause the bigger man to look away, to indicate he was hiding something. Getting nothing in return but Silas’s steady, implacable gaze, he said, “In this, at least, you speak the truth.”
Silas remained quiet, refusing to take the bait.
Captain Faine looked to his own man and said, “Place these items with the rest of their gear.” Instead of watching the man leave he watched his guests, seeing the signs of relief they were trying to hide. He resumed his questioning by addressing Luke. “What happened to your arm?”
“Arrow in the shoulder,” Luke replied without missing a beat. “My brother caused a bit of an accident while practicing his bowmanship.”
“I can only apologize so many times,” Darius said, playing along.
“One more time wouldn’t hurt, at least not as much as that arrow did.”
“Fine. I’m so sorry.”
“You two look of age to be of service in the army,” Faine commented.
“I have a brief leave,” Darius said, unsure whether such was granted in Dalusia, but needing a quick reply. “My brother is only seventeen.”
“That’s well,” Faine said. “It will give his shoulder some time to heal.”
Faine turned next to Adrianna, but before he could address her an aide opened the flap of the tent. “Your pardon, Captain, but there are reports of unusual activity to the north. Your immediate presence is respectfully requested by the Sergeants of the Watch.”
“Very well. Guards, take our visitors to their tents, and see they are given food and water.” Addressing the travelers once more he said by way of farewell, “We’ll talk more in the morning.”
“Thank you for your hospitality,” Silas said with a nod of his head.
After they had left Faine took another guard aside and said, “Make sure they are well-guarded, but treat them well. I do not think they are spies, but they are not from Dalusia, and they are lying about their reason for being here.”
“Yes, sir,” the guard said. He knew the strangers had been lying as well. Dalusian boys now entered the army at fourteen, a brutal necessity due to the length and losses of the war, his own son, only fifteen, serving in the east. And the concept of leave was now only a distant dream. He left to carry out his orders.
Captain Faine was right behind him, eying the visitors from a distance one last time as they were led away, wondering what secret they might be hiding, what mission they might be on—and for whom. The sword and the book—especially the book—troubled him. He let out a tired sigh and let it go mentally. It would have to wait until morning. He signaled his readiness to the aide who had requested his presence on behalf of the Watch Sergeants, then started off to find out what this latest in a never-ending stream of problems might be.
The tents the companions were given were standard fare for an army on the go, small structures capable of sleeping two at most. A row of tents were lined up such that the guards could easily keep watch over all of them, and three were now indicated for the newcomers. The guard ordered them in and told them food and water would be brought to them shortly. The companions whispered quick goodnights, not daring anything else under the watchful eyes and listening ears of the guards, and then divided up in the way that came most naturally to them—Darius and Luke, Silas and Barlow, and Adrianna having a tent to herself. While they waited for their food, Darius and Luke talked in hushed tones.
“Think we did okay?” Luke asked.
“As well as we could hope,” Darius replied. “That was a nice bit about me shooting you by accident. A little brotherly bickering probably made it seem pretty genuine.”
“Thanks.”
Darius gave his brother a smile and a nod, paused, then decided to go on. Luke deserved to hear everything, whether good or bad. He wasn’t a little kid that needed constant shielding from the cruel ways of the world. “Like I said, I think we did the best we could, but men like Captain Faine do not get to positions of responsibility, especially in times of war, by not being observant. He clearly saw several things that might be amiss…and he asked the right questions. I doubt he believes our story. Probably just needs to sort out the lies from the truth.”
“Great. So where does that leave us?”
“I wish I knew. I guess we’ll find out tomorrow.”
The guard returned before they could say more, and they dined in silence on small pieces of hard cheese and harder bread, washing it down with a half-mug of warm water. They took hope from the meal, meager though it was, and the tent. At least they weren’t being treated as suspected spies, not yet anyway. When they had finished they settled down and tried to get what sleep they could, their racing minds wondering what the morning would bring.



Chapter 14: The Battle of the Dalusian Plains
The camp was brought fully awake by the blare of horns, a sound that was repeated three times. As the last notes died away, the camp was a chaos of shouts and people running to and fro.
Silas popped his head out of the tent, but before he could even form a question a guard ordered him back inside, doing so loudly so that the others could hear as well.
The sun was minutes from rising when the first horn sounded, and now its first rays flicked dull red over the Dalusian plains. The shouting in the camp had grown in intensity, orders being barked out and responded to, the tumult mainly to the north. Soldiers raced in that direction. In a few minutes the noise started to die down, at least near the tents where the companions waited. A quick discussion took place just outside the tents, orders given in a harsh whisper, and the reply in the same shielded tone. Several pairs of feet pounded away, and then a guard ordered the visitors out of their tents.
The man was years older than Silas, perhaps even as old as Barlow. He twitched nervously, his eyes flicking from the backs of his fellow soldiers racing north to the people he was responsible to guard. He needed to steady himself before he spoke, barely able to control his anxiety.
“Look,” he said, “everyone’s been ordered up to the front. No one can be spared to watch you. I expect you’ll be here when I return.”
They nodded compliance and the man, after one last brief hesitation, tore off for the battle he was sure would soon begin.
“Now what?” asked Luke, voicing what everyone was thinking.
“We can’t leave without the book and our weapons,” Barlow stated.
“I don’t think we should leave at all,” said Darius. “Even if we found our things, the battle—if that’s what it is—is north of here, the direction we want to go. And they’d pursue us on horseback. We couldn’t hope to outrun them.”
“And those tasked with watching us might be punished severely if we depart,” Silas added.
“Good points, all," Adrianna said, “but I think Captain Faine is on to us, suspects we aren’t telling the whole truth. This might be our best chance to escape.”
“He’ll be sure we were lying if we flee,” Darius countered.
“Either way, it’d be nice to know where our things are, and what’s happening,” Adrianna said, reshaping the discussion. “Maybe when we know more we can make a better decision.”
They started to search the area, hoping to find their belongings collected together nearby. They had just gotten started when a horn sounded from the north, a deep, rumbling note that made their limbs tremble as a tremor from deep in the ground might. After the horn blast faded, a great shout went up—the raised, mingled voices of two armies ready to go to war.
Barlow craned his neck but couldn't get a clear view over some of the larger tents. “They’re close,” he commented.
“Let’s keep looking for our weapons,” Darius said. “I’m not sure we need to go looking for the battle. It may come to us.”
The gruesome music of battle provided a backdrop to their search, the sounds of ringing metal, thundering hooves, and the screams of the wounded and dying an oppressive weight that hurried them in their task. Except for Adrianna they felt naked without their weapons, especially with the fighting so near. And unlike regular prisoners of war, who might hope the newly arrived army might deliver them, the companions knew neither of the combatants would give them aid.
Silas was going from tent to tent, peering inside. Most were the smaller variety to sleep in, although any of these could easily have held their gear and therefore needed to be checked. The occasional larger tent tended to hold supplies of one sort or another. It was in the third of these larger tents that he found their belongings. The tent was otherwise empty, except for the soldier—no more than a boy—who had been left to guard the objects.
The young soldier gave such a start when Silas pulled open the tent flap that he almost tumbled over backwards. He recovered as best he could, the sword he held and the helm on his head too big for him, such that he would look out of sorts even if he was completely composed. His face relaxed for an instant, seeing what appeared to be a friendly face, then tightened again almost instantly. He held the sword out before him, struggling with its weight as he tried to point it at Silas. “You can’t be in here. Move along.”
Silas stepped into the tent with his arms spread wide and his palms open and visible. “I’ve just come for our weapons. The battle is too near for us to remain unarmed.”
“No doubt,” the boy replied, inching back as Silas slowly advanced. “But I’m to guard these things, not give them up.”
Silas checked his own progress, not wanting to close with the boy too quickly. He had little doubt he could disarm him if it came to that, but the boy was scared and he was holding a sword, which made him dangerous. He could see his staff, but reaching for it would put him inside the reach of the boy’s sword arm. “What’s your name?”
“Don’t play games. I’ll not be distracted.” Finding some courage, he came forward a half step, thrusting the sword before him, although not too near to Silas. “I’ve got my orders. Get out.”
Silas started to move to the right, forcing the boy to counter, keeping the companions’ weapons and gear between them. “Shouldn’t you be in the battle? I thought everyone was called forward.”
“I have my orders!” the boy shouted, his pride clearly wounded, as Silas had intended.
“We just want our weapons, then we’ll go see what’s happening. You can come with us.”
The boy paused, unsure whether he could trust Silas, unsure what to do. Before he could speak, Adrianna called out Silas’ name.
“In here,” he replied, maneuvering back to the open tent flap so the boy would move away from it. He didn’t want any of the others to be struck while coming into the tent. And if the boy suddenly felt surrounded, he might overcome his fear and lash out.
Adrianna only spared the boy a quick glance when she peered into the tent. When she saw the weapons she gave an audible sigh of relief. “Better take a look,” she said to Silas, then eyeing the boy, added, “Both of you.”
Something in her tone—stern but sincere—caused the young Dalusian to follow her and Silas outside. His curiosity had overcome his fear that this might be some sort of trap.
The sounds reaching them had already indicated that the battle had been joined, but now two pieces of new information were revealed: the fighting had moved dangerously close to the camp, and the Dalusians’ foes were not the armies of either Longvale or Westphalia, but rather giants from the Far North. The giants’ heads and shoulders were visible over the larger tents, their great arms rising and falling as they swung their war clubs.
Silas turned to the young soldier again, his tone more stern. “We need to take our weapons now. Those are the enemy, not us.”
The boy, gazing in silent awe at the rampaging giants, simply nodded.
Silas led the way into the tent, and the companions resumed ownership of their chosen weapons. “What about the book?” Luke asked.
“Leave it,” Darius said. “We can’t hold it while we fight.”
“But what if one of those little demons is about?” Luke protested.
“Stay and guard it then!” Darius replied. “We don’t have time for this.”
Luke took his brother’s words as a rebuke, but before he could answer back, Adrianna grabbed the pack with the Blood Book in it. “I will keep it close,” she said. “I need to keep my distance to help in this fight anyway.”
They went outside, and saw the remnants of an uprooted tent go fluttering by. A pair of giants were moving in their direction, flailing at anything in their path. Silas saw the young soldier would soon be in grave danger. “Go back to your guard duty,” Silas told him, hoping the giants would miss that particular tent.
The words snapped the boy out of his stupor. “I can fight.”
“And you will if you must. But let the fight come to you, rather than looking for it by standing here in the open.”
“But, I—”
“I can’t fight and watch over you. No more talk. Go!” This last was said with such command that the boy flinched, then dropped his head and went back to the tent to guard the rest of their gear.
“And should we let the fight come to us as well?” Barlow asked. “This is not our battle.”
“It is now,” Adrianna said. “Look out!”
One of the giants had spotted them and charged forward, knocking everything in his path aside and creating a wave of assorted projectiles before himself as he charged. He stood over fourteen feet tall, and every inch of him seemed to be muscle. His brow was low and his charge direct and reckless, as if nature took away intelligence and cunning to make up for the excess size and strength it had provided him. He wore simple clothes, some leather on the forearms and lower legs the only added protection for battle. His club was rough-hewn and far larger than anything any of the companions could lift.
The giant’s initial charge scattered his new foes, and he pulled up, unsure who to chase. Darius answered for him, hacking at one of the giant’s hamstrings from behind.
The giant roared in pain and rage, wheeling about and swinging the club wildly. It missed Darius by several feet, but did send a tent and a cooking pot flying.
Luke and Barlow struck next, each at a different leg. Luke’s sword didn’t penetrate the leather bindings over the giant’s ankle, but Gabriel managed to cut a deep gash just above the back of the right knee.
The giant whirled around three times, the club clearing an area about him. The move gave him space and time, but disoriented him as well. As soon as he stopped Darius got in another blow, and Adrianna sent a crackling ball of energy into his ribs. The higher blow was completely unexpected, stealing the giant’s breath and throwing off his balance.
Seeing the opening, Silas rushed in, using his staff to create a fulcrum around which the giant’s own weight and momentum pivoted, sending him crashing to the ground. Barlow was quick to take advantage of the giant’s exposed neck, Gabriel biting deep.
The giant grabbed at his own throat, all thought of fighting gone as his lifeblood flowed warm and swift through his fingers. His eyes went glassy and he made one small gurgling noise—Gabriel had taken his voice as well—then he fell still.
Even with the sounds of battle still raging about them, the long slow exclamation—“Whoa”—was clear. The young boy soldier had watched the fight from the tent’s opening, and the giant had died less than ten feet away.
“Stay here,” Silas ordered.
The boy nodded, having no intention of crossing this particular group of strangers.
The companions moved forward and managed to break clear of the camp before another giant came at them, the second giant they had spotted earlier having wandered off in another direction. Once in the open, the spectacle of a fully joined battle was before them.
The giants were easily outnumbered, but that didn’t mean they were outmatched. Members of at least three tribes were present, distinguishable by their dress and skin color, and that in itself was troubling. The tribes were not known to work together. The hill giants, like the one the companions had fought, were the most numerous, but beside them were pale white frost giants as well as gray-skinned stone giants. While the former preferred clubs, many of the frost giants used great dual-bladed axes, while the latter, true to their name, often hurled large stones at their enemies. As gruesome as the damage the giants could deal out with these weapons was, far more sickening to human observers was the way they occasionally grabbed a foe by the arm or leg and used him as a weapon against his fellows, a brutal attack that usually stopped when the limb the victim was being held by became detached from the rest of the body. The stone giants in particular seemed fond of this sort of attack when they had no rocks to toss. Both male and female giants were present, the males larger but the females just as deadly a foe.
The Dalusians utilized what advantages they could. While badly outclassed in any one-on-one battle, they used their superior numbers, their horses, and their ranged weapons to good effect. Most arrows were no more than a nuisance to the thick-hided giants, but many volleys were set ablaze before being launched, and these troubled the giants to distraction. Mounted riders preferred passing behind the behemoths, slashing with swords or tossing spears and then getting clear before the giants could react, then wheeling about and repeating the process. If the Dalusians had machines of war they were not visible, and now that the fight was joined they would have been of little value; a catapult-tossed stone was more likely to injure Dalusians than to score a clean strike on one of the giants. For the most part, when a giant fell it was due to a swarm of warriors bringing it down by working together, and then finishing the foe before it could rise again. The hard part was to bring the great monsters down, and this was rarely done without a large number of Dalusian casualties.
It was difficult to tell who was winning, but the giants had the initiative and were pressing forward, driving toward the camp. Whether that was their goal or not was impossible to tell, but they were making steady progress in that direction.
The companions joined the battle, not to aid the Dalusians as such, but because these beasts from the north were a common threat. The main battle itself was chaos, no lines or flanks or group maneuvers, simply a deadly brawl. Even though the five waded in together they soon, like the Dalusians, were tossed about randomly by the ebb and flow of the fighting, and each had to look to their own safety rather than looking after one another. This was hardest on Darius, who called to Luke as a press of bodies separated them, and who nearly took a club to the head while trying to find his younger brother in the mob. He respected Luke’s courage, but with his wounded shoulder and lack of experience in such a large battle, Darius was naturally fearful for him. The near miss with the giant’s club did not lessen his concern over Luke, but it did force him to focus on matters more close at hand.
Luke was well aware of his unhealed injury as well, not that it would keep him from the fight. His arm had been out of the sling since the giant roared into the camp, and even though the shoulder was stiff and sore, he was able to block out the pain due to the adrenaline coursing through him. Even so, he found himself wincing whenever his left hand joined his right on the hilt of his sword, and without realizing it he often fought with one hand. Luckily the giants required hit and run tactics rather than thrust and parry, so Luke was able to make due. The quickness of his young legs helped him more than the shoulder injury hindered him, and he found he contributed as well as the next man against the powerful but slow giants.
Barlow had no youthful legs to help him, only his training and Gabriel. It was enough. Such was the damage he could mete out that the Dalusians nearest him rallied to him, and followed any order he might give without question.
Silas’ staff could do little direct damage to a standing giant, but he employed it again and again as he had against their first foe, finding leverage points to send enemies tumbling to the ground, where they were far more vulnerable to the weapons of the smaller humans.
Like the mounted riders, Adrianna worked at the fringes of the battle, substituting her magic for the cavalry charge of a single rider. Like Silas, she looked for opportunities to knock the giants off balance, and at other times shielded groups of soldiers from an incoming rock or flailing club. Her one attempt to actually kill a giant she regretted. She launched a massive fireball, which set one of the hill giants ablaze. But rather than collapsing the giant raced about in a mad fury, laying waste to all in his path. Whether the flames eventually brought him down Adrianna never knew. She was so mortified by the number of soldiers that had fallen before the crazed beast that she lost track of the monster as he fled into the further reaches of the battle.
The sun neared its zenith in the sky, the day’s heat adding to the suffering of the living and the wounded, the latter’s pitiful cries for water often going unheeded. The dead were scattered everywhere, both human and giant, and the bodies were already giving the battlefield a foul reek.
Of the five companions the tumult of battle had moved Darius the furthest west. He and a dozen soldiers had just finished off a frost giant—but not before the frost giant’s axe had felled more than thirty soldiers—when he noted he was not the only non-Dalusian in the fight. The man next to him wore the red-and-green of Westphalia. He blinked a few times, surprised to find him here, then looked west and noticed the banners of Westphalia. The two armies that had gathered to fight one another had joined together to fight a common foe. A pit formed in Darius’ stomach as he considered how even the battle appeared to be, and therefore what the end result would have certainly been had the giants been facing the Dalusians alone.
His mind started to wrap around what might happen if the two armies were successful against the giants. Would they then turn on one another? Would they make peace, and perhaps fight together against Longvale? A boulder flew overhead, reminding him there was work to do before such questions could be addressed.
As the afternoon hours dragged on the battle slowed, the dead littering the field and the living weary beyond description but willing themselves to fight on. From the western edge of the field a group of horns blared, another call to action. Luke turned at the sound, hope filling his heart. The horns were those of humankind. As soon as they ceased a shout went up, then a great thundering noise echoed across the plains.
Reinforcements from Westphalia had arrived, a large force of cavalry. Their red-and-green flags rippled as they charged, their numbers more than enough to tip the scales of what had been an even contest. At the sight of these mounted soldiers the men of Westphalia already engaged in battle roared and fought on with renewed vigor, and even the Dalusians voiced their approval.
At first, the giants tried to hold out, to absorb the shock of the initial charge and then see if victory might yet be theirs, but as the first groups of giants were overwhelmed by the sheer force of the mounted charge, some of those further back turned and fled north. What began as a trickle was soon a steady flow and then a flood—the giants were routed.
Even in retreat the giants were a grave danger, their growing panic added to their size and strength meant anything in their path was liable to be harmed or killed, and many soldiers met their end even as they could see that victory was inevitably theirs. One of those caught in the path of the fleeing monsters was Luke, who, slashing at one of the running giants, did not have time to react to another coming up behind him. He was hit by a sweeping forearm and thrown head over heels through the air, coming to rest against a dead horse and its equally deceased rider. He tried to rise, was surprised at the pain it caused, then was forced to hug the ground as another giant fled past him. He decided others were better suited to pursue the vanquished foe, and that he had better remain where he was until things settled down.
Once the giants were clear of the battle proper, only those on horseback could keep pace. The riders hoped to keep hacking away, to bring a few more giants down, weakening them further so that they’d think twice about resuming their assault on some other day. But even for the newcomers from Westphalia there was not much spirit in the pursuit, and when a few stone giants rallied and started hurling rocks at the riders, the chase was called off. The combined human forces had won the day, but victory came at a terrible cost to both armies.
In the direct aftermath of such a battle, there is a brief time before any organized attempts to treat the wounded and bury the dead, a time when friends seek out one another, to be reassured that those one has grown to love are well, or if the worst has come to pass, a time to grieve a personal loss. So it was that the companions, separated by the fight, looked for each other across the gruesome battlefield.
Silas found Luke first, and after Luke admitted he had been injured, the cleric looked under his shirt. The side of his chest was already turning an ugly shade of purple. “This is from a forearm?” Silas asked.
Luke nodded, gently so as to not jostle his aching ribs.
“Lucky it wasn’t a club, or we wouldn’t be talking to one another.” He went about his work, praying for healing and wrapping Luke’s chest to add some small amount of physical support for the injury. “If I can find the right things later I’ll apply a salve that’ll help with the pain.”
“Better already,” Luke said, although Silas could see in the youngster’s eyes that the pain was still intense.
Adrianna found them next, then Barlow, and finally Darius, who had a momentary scare seeing the others gathered around his brother, who at that moment was resting with his eyes closed. Seeing this and the blood—none of which was Luke’s—made Darius go pale. Adrianna quickly assured him that Luke would be all right, to which Luke added, without bothering to open his eyes, “They’ll have to hit me a lot harder than that for you to get rid of me, big brother.”
Darius saw the hint of a smile on the corner of Luke’s lips and relaxed. “Don’t tempt fate,” he replied. 
“And try to be still,” Silas added. “Rest while you can.”
“Rest for his body he might allow,” Darius put in, “but rest his mouth? Never.”
“Ha, ha,” Luke said.
“See what I mean?”
Luke moved as if to reply but Silas stilled him. “Let your brother win one.”
“Okay. Not like he gets many chances to have the last word.”
Darius laughed. “And I still haven’t.”
“True,” Luke said, to which both brothers smiled.

 *
They took Luke back to one of the larger tents and got him settled, after which Silas was able to find the ingredients to make a brew that put him deeply asleep, as well as a salve that would help with healing. Once this was done he joined Barlow and Adrianna in lending a hand where they could, while Darius stood vigil over his brother. Late that evening they were together again, each exhausted, but before they tried to sleep Captain Faine paid them a visit.
“Mind if I come in?” he asked. His head was wrapped in a blood-soaked bandage, but otherwise he seemed to have come through the battle in relatively good health.
“Please,” Adrianna said with a welcoming wave of her hand.
The Captain entered, then motioned at Luke. “I had heard one of your group was injured. How does he fare?”
“He will be fine, with time and rest,” Silas answered.
“Good,” said Faine. “I’m told you all fought with us today, and fought well. You have my gratitude.”
“We did what we could,” Silas said. “Those giants would have killed soldier and farmer alike. We owe our lives to the troops you command as well.”
“Well spoken. The same can be said of the Westphalians, at least for today. Alone we would not have been able to stand against the giants.”
“Why do you say ‘for today’?” Darius asked.
Captain Faine wore a wan smile. “The Westphalians saw a danger in the giants, so they fought with us. But their army is far into our lands, and they are not here to fight the behemoths from the north. If the giants had struck tomorrow, they likely would have found our two armies engaged with one another. If they had enough sense, they could have simply waited while we did most of their work, then attacked the victor. Today we were lucky, tomorrow…”
“You think the Westphalians will attack?” Darius asked, taken aback.
“With the dawn, no. We’ve fought together, and both armies have been hurt. We’ll see to our dead and wounded, and perhaps hold for a few days to see if the giants try again. But this truce is informal and uneasy. I cannot allow the Westphalians free passage in our lands, and I doubt they would leave if asked. I believe they have the advantage over us in numbers, but they must be concerned that delays will allow more of our troops to reinforce us.”
“The look on your face tells me no reinforcements are coming,” said Barlow.
The Captain smiled again, and shook his head. “This brings me to my dilemma. If I truly believed you were Dalusian farmers, I might be willing to share that information with you. But it was clear to me earlier that your story was not true, although I don’t take you for spies. You could have slipped away easily enough during the battle if you were Westphalians, or run off once the fight was joined if you were Longvalers. So I expect the truth lies somewhere else. I also suspect you’ll be no more inclined to tell me what you’re about than you were earlier today.”
Captain Faine’s words were too close to the mark for any to try to gainsay him. Each simply remained silent.
“You are going north, I assume? That much is true?”
“Yes,” Silas answered.
“To the Far North?”
“If we can.”
“Then you likely go to your doom. You would be following those giants into their own lands.”
“We will do what we must.”
Faine shook his head again. “I would like to know what would drive someone to such a step. There seems to be enough death and suffering in the south to go around.” Faine’s own words struck a chord within him. “Surely you do not flee the war by going north? You fought bravely today.”
“No,” said Silas. “But perhaps we might understand better what’s behind it, and maybe someday such knowledge could help end it.”
“A great hope, and one difficult to see realized. Our world seems to grow darker each year. The land dies and now much of the fighting is only to gain or hold enough resources to survive. Was that why the giants came, I wonder? Did they seek food or healthier land, so they might simply go on living? I doubt we’ll ever know.”
Faine cleared his throat and went on. “You are free to go, so long as you leave these lands. I’ll have your things brought to you, and you may depart when you wish, with my blessing and hope for a safe journey, but also with my doom. You have been brought to me as strangers in a time of war, and lied as to your intentions. For that I could have you killed, although if you truly go to the Far North I fear your end will be no better. Our scouts will grant you passage, but if you turn aside or prove false… Suffice to say, if you are brought before me again, there will be no mercy shown.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Silas said. “You needn’t worry about us. We’ll not trouble you again.”
“Good,” Faine said as he turned to go. “I have enough troubles as it is.”

 *
They held off further discussion until morning, giving in to exhaustion and taking rest while they could. Luke’s sleep, aided by Silas’ remedies, was a very deep one, and they let him continue on undisturbed as they gathered in Adrianna’s tent to talk.
“I think we should depart as soon as we can,” Barlow stated. “Captain Faine’s assessment about the Westpahlian army is correct—the truce is likely to be a short one, and we don’t want to be caught here when the fighting breaks out anew. The question is, how soon can Luke be ready to travel?”
Silas sighed. “A few days rest would be best, but I fear you’re right. The sooner we move on, the better.”
“He’s tough,” Darius said, with some pride. “If we need to move on, he’ll not want to hold us up.”
“Any chance of convincing him to turn back?” Adrianna asked. “He won’t be much good with a sword for a while, and we will be following those giants north. Eventually they’ll stop, either to attack again or to draw a defensive line. Hopefully we’ll be able to slip through unseen, but if not…it might be an extremely tough situation.”
“No doubt,” said Darius. “But I know my brother, and he’d follow us even if we snuck off and tried to leave him here. Besides, him trying to return home alone would be perilous as well.”
“I agree,” Silas said with a knowing nod. “No reason to waste time on an argument with only one possible outcome. Let’s gather our things before Captain Faine has a change of heart, and once Luke awakes, we’ll see how soon we might be away.”
It was shortly after noon by the time Luke had roused himself and taken some food and water, and he managed to sit up and listen to all that had transpired while he had been starting his recovery. Upon hearing of Captain Faine’s assessment of the situation and decision to allow them to depart, he cut in for the first time. “We should be off swiftly, while we can.”
“Our thoughts exactly,” Darius said. “As soon as you’re ready to travel.”
Luke stood, wincing against the pain and allowing his brother to steady him. As soon as the world about him stopped spinning, he said, “No time like the present. Let’s go.”
“Are you sure?” Adrianna asked. “Another day is unlikely to—”
“My legs are fine. Just don’t ask me to carry any of you. You’ll all need to pull your own weight from now on.”
“We’ll do what we can,” Silas replied, playing along. “But no promises. If the going gets rough, I’ll likely be hiding behind you.”
Darius rolled his eyes. “Don’t encourage him.”



Chapter 15: Into the Far North
They covered just over eight miles before they halted for the night, finding a pace that, while not as aggressive as might be desired, allowed them to make progress without pushing Luke too hard. Captain Faine had been good to his word. They had left the camp unchallenged, receiving only nods of acknowledgement as they left, and the mounted patrol that passed them halfway through their day’s march had simply slowed enough to recognize them, then saluted and rode on.
Dawn brought thick clouds and the promise of rain, the air heavy with moisture. It was Luke who awoke first, and he took the opportunity to rise and slowly stretch his aching muscles. He took as deep a breath as he dared—too deep and his ribs would cry out in pain—and eyed the sky, grateful for the shelter of the clouds but hoping the rain would hold off. Wet clothes made a long march all the more miserable.
Darius saw his brother eying the morning and joined him. “You know you should be resting until we’re ready to go.”
Luke gave a fractional shrug with his shoulders, a delicate, safe gesture. “Probably thought it was more important to show you all I’m prepared to move on. I don’t want to delay us any further.”
“Fair enough. I’d clap you on the back in a show of brotherly love, but that’d probably show me something else.”
“I’m not saying there’s no pain, just that I can deal with walking. All bets are off if you slap me on the back. Who knows, maybe in an insane rage fueled by pain, I’ll draw my sword and hack away at you. If I was you, I wouldn’t want to take such a huge risk.”
“I’m glad that giant didn’t dislodge your sense of humor…such as it is.”
“Nice,” Luke replied with a smirk.
They passed that day unchallenged and unmolested, even the weather cooperating, only a few brief showers falling, barely enough to wet their clothes. As they resumed their journey north the next morning, they found they had camped only a few miles from a city, one in which the citizens for some reason did not light well at night. As they approached, they saw why.
The city was a ruin. Many of the buildings and houses were still standing, but none were undamaged. As they continued to draw near, they could see it had yet to be abandoned, many people wandering through the mess, some moving with a purpose, trying to start putting their lives back together, others aimlessly, lost and unsure what to do. A small group was at the eastern edge of the city, working with shovels to dig graves. A pile of bodies was near them, and several more dead were being added, brought on carts while mourners followed behind.
“Giants must have hit here, either coming or going,” Darius said.
“I think you’re right,” Barlow said. “I believe this is Bloomfield, or what’s left of it.” He pointed further west where the remains of the huge wall that connected the twin cities of Bloomfield and Brimfield formed a barrier to any invasion from the Far North. Obviously, it had not stopped the giants. The near section of the wall, like the town of Bloomfield, was a ruin.
“Fate is a strange thing,” Silas said. “I’ve been wondering how we might pass into the north. The wall is well-guarded, and we could not have hoped to pass through easily. Looks like the giants did us this one favor.”
“I still suggest we move further west, out of sight of the people of Bloomfield,” Adrianna suggested. “I’d rather move unseen if given the choice.”
“Agreed,” Silas replied.
It turned out there were many choices for passing the wall. The giants had not merely breached it in one or two spots, but rather had made a point of bringing much of it down, likely so that the damage could not be swiftly repaired. It spoke of better planning than any would have given the beasts credit for, and the promise of further raids in the future. Here and there a group of two or three soldiers was spotted, but any attempt to reconstruct the wall would require far more resources than Dalusia currently had available, as would any attempt to guard the length of the line the wall had covered. Just as the companions could choose a spot to move north unchallenged, any raiding party coming south could do the same.
After full darkness fell, the few troops still watching over the wall were made known by the small fires they lit. Apparently they were unwilling to brave a further attack from the north with no more than the light of the moon. The travelers chose a spot to cross that was well away from any human occupation and where the wall had been smashed thoroughly to the ground. 
In its former glory the wall rose over forty feet high, and was actually two walls of thick, carved stone with a stone “roadway” some fifteen feet wide near the battlements atop the structure, which gave the defenders a way to move easily along its length. Now the remains sat in large, uneven chunks, distinguishable from the great boulders that had brought it down only by the white-gray color and the occasional smooth sides that indicated the earlier work of human hands. The companions picked their way through the rubble, still no easy task especially in the half-light of the moon, the ruins filled with deep, haphazard shadows. Twenty minutes after they started across they finally cleared what was left of the once mighty barrier.
Darius paused and looked back, the wall, and therefore human lands, now behind them. “The Far North,” he announced, realizing they had crossed a less visible but no less real line of another sort.
“The far south of the Far North, one might say,” Luke put in.
They started off, but came to a halt after only a few moments. A low wooden structure was before them, and they moved around it slowly, before Silas put his finger on what it was.
“A catapult,” he concluded.
And so it was, like in design to those used by the armies in the south, but built and used by the northern giants, this machine was far larger than any they had seen, so large they at first had been unable to tell what it was, being thrown off by its scale.
“This explains much,” Barlow said. “As strong as the giants are, I did not understand how they did so much damage to the wall, and apparently in a short period of time, otherwise Captain Faine and the Dalusians would have been warned of their coming much sooner.”
“I expect if we traveled along this side of the wall we’d find many more such devices,” Darius said.
“Based on how badly the wall has been crushed, I would agree with you,” Barlow said.
“These giants are much different than stories tell,” said Adrianna. “Organized. Building catapults. It can bode no good for our kind.” The dour expressions on her companions’ faces told her that all agreed with her assessment.
“Well, what are we waiting for,” Luke said with a laugh. “Let’s go find them.”
Despite the obvious irony in his tone, he led and they followed. It was what they had to do.

 *
For a week they had traveled north, through Elysium’s Neck and then into the Far North proper. The land had become hillier and trees more frequent, the plain now far behind them and the Long Shadow Mountains rising ominously before them, towering black shapes visible through what was left of the late summer haze. The giants cut a wide swath, and evidence of their passage was easy to spot, bent tree branches even indicating the direction of their travel. The companions covered ground at a decent pace, more so as Luke continued the long, slow process of healing from his injuries, but none of them could tell whether they were gaining or falling further behind the giants, whose behaviors on a march—how fast they moved, how long they rested—was unknown to them. The real question was where would the behemoths turn and make a stand. The companions’ best guess was the mountains, where the giants lived. Unanswered was how they were going to pass the Long Shadow range and its oversized inhabitants.
That day, a little before noon, any hope that all the giants had fled back to the mountains were dashed. Four of the monsters manned an outpost of sorts, an area they had cleared halfway up a rise to give them room to operate. Three hill giants were playing some sort of game, rolling bones and guffawing at one another’s luck or skill. The fourth, a stone giant, was asleep, his back propped against a pile of boulders he had stacked for ready use. This was no ambush—the giants made no attempt to keep out of sight—but clearly no counter-attacking human army was going to approach the giants’ mountain home unseen.
The companions huddled in a small copse of trees, watching the giants for a time. “Think there’s more in the area?” Darius asked.
“Hard to say,” Barlow replied. “Either way, we should work our way around if we can.”
“We could use a distraction,” Silas stated. “A lot of open up space up ahead. All it takes is one spotting us.”
“So who’s going to volunteer to be the distraction?” Luke asked.
“That wasn’t what I had in mind,” Silas said, turning to Adrianna.
She, in turn, looked at Barlow. “With your permission.”
“You needn’t ask for that.”
“I’d still like to have it.”
Barlow grimaced, but nodded at her to go ahead.
With words spoken so gently none of the others could hear, Adrianna cast a spell. One of the boulders the sleeping giant rested against suddenly lurched out of place, and half the stack came crashing down, several rolling away down the hill. As the stones tumbled, a small flock of birds rose screaming into the sky. The hill giants reacted to the commotion by leaping to their feet and grabbing their clubs. A moment later the alarm left their faces and they were laughing at their companion.
The stone giant’s arm throbbed painfully, as he had been caught between two of the rolling boulders, but now his pride was stung worse. “I no make mistake stacking rocks.” The statement was an accusation.
“We no move dumb rocks,” one of the hill giants answered, the laughter gone from his voice and his face. “Rocks bad weapons. Club better.”
The stone giant responded to this by hurling one of the rocks at the hill giants, who scrambled out of the way just in time. Once the immediate danger of the flying boulder was past, they looked at one another, then gave a shout and charged with clubs raised. The stone giant, rather than fleeing, grabbed another rock.
“That’s our signal to go,” said Adrianna.
The travelers were well out of sight before the giants had settled their differences.

 *
Captain Faine couldn’t shake the feeling. His chest felt tight and his throat constricted, the bile that threatened to lurch out at any moment choked off. If it was just him, if his fellow officers felt different, he might be able to think his way around it, but the more he tried, the more his whirl of thoughts settled on the same desperate conclusions. He and his men were doomed, doomed unless they acted, and even then…
News from the east wasn’t good, Four Creek having fallen, and the Longvalian army possibly moving toward them. The giants hadn’t reappeared, but the wall was ruined, and there was little to hold them back if they moved south again. The truce with the Westphalians felt less certain than ever, the dead buried and the wounded recovering, the armies simply waiting for one or the other to make a move. Faine knew the Westphalians had superior numbers, even here in his own land, and since the fall of Four Creek he had nowhere to turn for reinforcements. Even if the foreign armies withdrew, and the giants remained in their mountain dwellings, the land was so sick he doubted he could feed his men through the winter. Everywhere he turned he found only hopelessness.
Despair settled upon him, deep and dark, a chill that went into the marrow of his bones. Those who knew the Captain wouldn’t have believed such a thing could happen. They’d seen him rally his men against terrible odds, find a way when others had given up all hope. But the men who had served with Captain Faine the longest felt the same utter despair, and only saw the confirmation of their own doom in their Captain’s pale, drawn face.
Faine glanced at the maps spread on the table, useless really. He knew there was little that could be used to advantage here on the plain. He felt a surge of bitter rage, and gripped the edge of the table, ready to flip it, to cry out to the heavens and ask why he had been left to such a fate, but he caught himself, some sense of pride and self-discipline piercing his personal gloom, if only for a moment. He steadied himself, keeping some of his composure, but the darkness in his thoughts wouldn’t be so easily cast aside. The table remained upright, but the decision he had reached would not change. They would attack in the morning, truce or not. Surprise was the only chance they had, and a slim one at that.
The leader of the Westphalians was having shockingly similar thoughts. Far from home, his supply line already thin and constantly threatened, he could wait no longer. Retreat was not an option. They would attack in the morning.
As the sun edged above the horizon the next day, the two armies flew at one another, simultaneously breaking their truce. It would be a bloody, cruel fight, with little quarter given, and regardless of who won, misery, pain, and death would be the order of the day. Praad lingered for a moment, watching as the first blows fell, wishing he could stay through the day, to drink in all the glorious suffering, but he had tarried long enough. He had tracked those with the book to the Dalusian camp, and knew they had gone north from here, but the opportunity presented by these two armies sitting so close and so uneasy was too much for him to pass up. It had cost him less than a day, and as the sounds, sights, and smells of battle filled his senses, he knew it had been worth it.
Praad smiled, then turned north to resume his pursuit.



Chapter 16: Amon Val
For three days since they had encountered the first giant outpost the companions had managed to continue their journey undetected. They had worked around two other outposts, and avoided a half-dozen roaming individuals or groups, their small numbers and small size, at least when compared to the giants, aiding them in their quest to remain hidden. As the mountains loomed up, becoming more forbidding and real each day, they spent nearly as much time moving east as north, hoping they could pass around the mountains along the shore if they could not find any obvious passage through them. The geography of the Far North they all knew to some degree from stories or books, but details were something few humans had been able to experience firsthand for decades. They were making their way toward the elves’ home on instinct and, they hoped, some good fortune.
The foothills of the mountains, and the mountains themselves, were heavily wooded, so they had plenty of cover as they neared the giants’ home. The Long Shadow Mountains were true to their name, wide, high peaks that reached breathtakingly skyward, and stretched from coast-to-coast some hundred miles above Elysium’s Neck. South of the range the sun was free to cast its light, but to the north the mountains created a band of shadow that stretched almost unbroken for three hundred miles.
Luke’s recovery continued apace, helped along by his youth and the healing arts of both Silas and Barlow. He had cast aside the sling for good yesterday morning, and the effect on both his spirits and the quickness of his step was apparent, though no one chose to comment on it. He still winced when he needed to move suddenly, whether hiding from an approaching giant or working his way down a step grade, but otherwise appeared to be in good health. Whatever fatigue the others might have been feeling from their trials and journey they kept to themselves, none wanting to complain, and all thinking Luke had gotten much the worse of it.
Seeing the improvement in his brother was a great relief to Darius, and as the days passed and they walked at the feet of the imposing mountains, his focus shifted to the great obstacle before them. Any path that might lead up into the mountains carried with it an obvious danger—it was certainly created by the tread of passing giants. Even ignoring that, his eyes could never follow these occasional paths to such a point that he thought it worthy of possible use; none seemed to lead to anything nearing a passage through the dense mountains before them. Since none of the others pointed out one of the paths, he had to assume they had reached the same conclusion. Seeing no way up and over, he often strained to see ahead to the northeast, hoping there to spot the end of the range and the flat horizon of the sea, but such a sight was still likely several days away. His concern about what they might find there, growing in his mind with each passing hour and with each path into the mountains that seemed to lead to nothing, finally made him speak.
“What happens if we reach the coast and it’s all cliffs?”
“No reason to worry about that until we arrive,” Barlow replied.
“That’s his way of saying he’s worried about the same thing,” Silas added.
Barlow answered with a “hrmpf” but didn’t disagree with his friend.
“Might be an interesting dilemma,” Adrianna admitted. “If we can’t go over or around…” She added a shrug, having no other viable option to offer.
“Why do you think there might be cliffs?” Luke asked.
“Just speculation. The shores in this part of the Far North aren’t rumored to be hospitable—rocky I’ve heard. And where these mountains reach the sea… I’m hoping they level out and let us pass around, but it’s hope only, not confidence.”
“Well, unless we get lucky finding a way over the top, I guess we’ll know in a couple of days,” Silas said. “Until then, we might as well keep alert for the giants and any likely route through this wall of mountains.”
As had been their habit of late, they camped that night with no fire, flames being all too easy to spot from the heights before them. Summer was giving way to fall, but even here in the north the nights were still pleasant, cool but not cold. Cold was something they spoke little of, but as summer faded and they moved further north it seemed to stalk them, like a phantom just at the periphery of their vision. They knew they needed to reach their destination well before winter set in, and winter came early and hard in the Far North.

 *
Like dinner the night before, breakfast was cold, not very filling, and eaten in near silence. As the sun’s first rays started to filter through the trees to the east, they set out once again. They were still within sight of their camp when the sounds of heavy footsteps and cracking tree limbs were heard, the noise far too close for comfort. As they scrambled for cover, a large stone giant lumbered down from the base of the mountains and into a gap in the trees. Any hope that they had not been spotted was dashed as the giant flung a stone at the tree Barlow and Silas were sheltering behind. Luckily they saw it coming and leapt away before the stone crashed into the tree, leaving the trunk a barely-together pile of splintered wood. Now in the open and exposed, the two men had to choose whether to flee or attack before the giant grabbed another projectile. Knowing he would warn his fellow giants of their presence even if they could escape him, they did what they had to do: they attacked.
The giant saw that they intended to fight, and that they were smart enough to approach from different angels so he couldn’t strike at both with one swipe. With surprising agility he stooped down and scooped up a handful of dirt, pebbles, and other assorted debris, then flung it at Barlow, using a side-to-side toss to cast the material across a wider area.
Barlow only had time to skid to a stop and raise his sword arm in front of his face before he was struck. The tossed debris did no real physical damage, but it accomplished the giant’s purpose. Several critical seconds passed before Barlow’s vision cleared and he could start forward again, meaning Silas reached the giant alone.
The giant smiled even as Silas raced in, thinking he had already won the day. But Silas was far more agile than he expected, and his first two attempts to grab the smaller man left him grasping air. As he twisted and turned, his own bulk shielding his enemy, he saw he had made a second error. The two men were not the only foes he faced.
Darius and Luke arrived almost simultaneously on the giant’s right and left, swords ready to strike.
The giant, becoming more distracted and frantic with each passing second, took a half-hearted swing at Darius, simply to force him to check his advance, then leapt back several steps. All four men were closing on him now, but at least he could see them all.
Unseen was Adrianna, who sent a wall of force racing at the giant, rather than charging in herself.
The giant took the blow, showing his massive strength by remaining upright. His brain tried to process this new bit of information, and even though he had been hit in the chest, he glanced behind himself, sure that none of the four racing toward him had struck him. If not for his size it would have been a fatal mistake.
Luke brought his sword down on the giant’s ankle. His recent injuries stole a bit of the power from the blow, and the stone giant’s skin managed to blunt the sword’s edge without splitting open, but the force of the blade hitting above the bone was enough to make the giant roar in pain. Angry now, the monster swung a mighty hand at Luke, a glancing blow that sent the youngster rolling several feet down the hill.
Silas went behind the giant and tried to lever him off balance with his staff, but the giant’s stance was too firm, and he held fast against the cleric’s efforts.
Silas’ exertions were more of an annoyance to the giant at the moment than anything else, the pain in his ankle still too fresh and real. Rather than looking beneath him, he simply flung his legs out and allowed himself to drop onto his rear end, hoping to crush his foe.
Silas scampered away with only inches to spare, but lost his own balance in the process. The sudden movement, especially the outthrust legs, likewise stopped both Darius and Barlow in their tracks. Their goal had been to bring the giant down, but now that he had done it himself, none of them were in position to take advantage of it.
Everyone moved at once. The men regained their momentum and pressed the attack once more, while Adrianna sent another spell flying. But the giant rolled aside, forcing the invisible spell to miss, then found his feet and took six large bounds further up the slope of the mountain. He bent and grabbed two large stones from a pile he had made, then turned to fight.
The companions saw the giant was armed once more, but that only increased the urgency of their charge. Had they kept their distance, he would simply fire away in relative safety. Only up close could they hope to defeat the behemoth.
Stone giants that use rocks as their main weapons do so for a reason. Trained since early childhood, by the time they are full grown they can hurl large stones with great power but also with great skill and accuracy. When this giant released the first stone those closest—Darius and Barlow—couldn’t help but flinch, wondering if they would have time to dodge. But the stone flew past them, straight at the giant’s intended target. Still smarting physically and mentally from the shot to his ankle, the giant had decided the first stone would be tossed at Luke.
 In the usual confusion of battle, there was little thought to following the trajectory of the stone, or wondering why they had been spared. Hesitation could be deadly, and the giant had another stone in his hands. Darius and Barlow closed with their foe.
The giant chose the accuracy of his dominant hand rather than speed, believing he had time before his attackers could reach him. But as the stone was moving from his left hand to his right, another spell hurled by Adrianna hit him. To the misfortune of the giant, the wall of force hit at just the right moment, and the stone, rather than being transferred cleanly from one hand to the other, was knocked from his grasp. The stone and the remaining force of the spell bounced off the giant’s chest, forcing him to stagger back a step. The rock fell to the ground and rolled out of his reach.
Adrianna didn’t see how fortunate the timing of her spell had been. She had cast it in desperation, then ran forward, as if to follow-up on any temporary advantage it might give her. But she ran on instinct, and not for the giant, but for Luke.
Darius and Barlow reached the giant before the monster could recover and grab another stone. But they were checked by his flailing arms, and struggled to find a way to do him any real harm. Silas arrived, rolling under the giant and behind him, trying to break the deadlock before the giant could deliver a telling blow. As he wheeled up and around, he was surprised to hear a scream of pain and rage from the giant. As he looked up he could see the beast clutching at his eyes, his chin raised as he let out another bellow, a primal howl of agony.
The bellow went up another octave as a half-dozen bolts slammed into the side of the giant’s face. All three men stepped back from the raging monster, the unknown source of this new assault making them hesitate. They turned in time to see a group of dwarves working to reload their crossbows, while another group quickly slipped past them. These raised their axes and flung themselves at the stricken giant. Their foe, blind and delirious with pain, fell swiftly.
Before the giant even hit the ground, Silas was moving away from the fight, calling for Barlow to follow in an urgent tone that brooked no questions. Darius, focused on the swift, gruesome work of the dwarves, did not take immediate note of his friend’s swift departure, odd though it otherwise would have seemed to him. He stayed a few steps away from the dwarves, seeing they didn’t need his sword and somewhat concerned with the wild way they hacked with their weapons. He was surprised they didn't hurt one another. Even when the battle lust had faded and the dwarves calmed themselves, he stayed at attention, his sword out and ready. Just because the dwarves considered the giant an enemy didn’t mean they’d call Darius a friend. Wary though he was, there was no doubt the dwarves’ intervention had been timely, and while he would keep his guard up, they had clearly earned the thanks of Darius and his companions.
“I thank you, good dwarves,” said Darius, trying to strike a formal tone. “Your aid is appreciated and shall not be forgotten.” Darius addressed the dwarf with the longest beard, which hung in two braided cords of fiery red that tickled his toes. He assumed this one to be the leader, and felt a small surge of pride and relief as this dwarf spoke in kind.
“You don’t need to be thanking us for helping once the fighting started. Big oaf had it coming, and you and yours fought brave and strong. Wish we could have helped sooner, but orders were to track you, quiet like. Hard to be quiet bringing down one of these brutes.”
“ ‘Orders’?” Darius asked, trying to keep his voice level and calm. “Whose orders?”
“Our clan leader, of course. You are strangers here, and on our lands. Just wanted to see what you were up to, and where you were going. If not for the brute, you as like as not would’ve never been the wiser. We’ve been watching your group for three days.”
The thought that they had been tracked for three days without knowing it made the hair on the back of Darius’s neck stand up. “We meant no offense, and aren’t looking to trespass. We are trying to go further north, but we need to find a way around these mountains.”
“What for? Isn’t anything up that way but elves and—” The dwarf stopped, his eyes focusing on something past Darius. His face sagged a bit, and he said, “I think your friend needs to see you.”
Darius turned, and the look on Adrianna’s face hit him like a cold, hard slap. He looked past her, where Barlow and Silas were bent low, busy with some task. He glanced right and left, hoping against hope to see Luke, but his ever-tightening stomach admitted the grim reality of where he would find his brother.
Adrianna reached him just as he started to move. “Darius, don’t,” she said, pulling him close to hold him back and to comfort him.
He struggled once, briefly, to shrug her off, but stopped himself. The last thing he wanted was to knock her to the ground in a panicked rush to get to his brother. And the way she had said those two simple words… He closed his eyes and let out a long, slow breath. “Adrianna, please. I have to go to him.”
She knew it had been a vain hope that she might ward him away, to spare him the sight. She squeezed him once and stepped back, trying to hold back her tears.
She wasn’t the only one crying. As Darius drew near, Barlow looked up, and tears rolled freely down his cheeks. “I’m sorry,” he said, struggling to keep his voice from cracking. “He’s too far gone for what skill we have.”
Darius now saw his younger brother fully. The great stone the giant had hurled had driven him to the ground, then rolled some distance away. Most of Luke’s chest was crushed into a concave shape, and the upper part of his left arm was badly smashed as well. Blood, fresh and bright red, trickled from his nose and mouth. Darius knelt slowly by his side, reaching out tentatively with his hands but afraid of what his touch might do. 
Silas was kneeling as well, holding Luke’s right hand and praying quietly with his eyes closed. He paused and opened his eyes just long enough to let Darius know with a nod that he should go ahead, then he went back to what he had been doing.
Darius placed the fingers of one hand ever-so-gently on the side of Luke’s face. The skin felt clammy and cold. At first Luke did not react to the touch, and Darius thought it was over, but then he shuddered twice, turned his head fractionally toward Darius, and opened his eyes. He managed a tired smile. “Funny thing. Doesn’t even hurt.”
Darius reacted to the words with a puff of air that was half-laugh, half-sob. His vision blurred and he squeezed the tears out, wiping them from his cheeks but not embarrassed by them. “I don’t know what to say…what to do.”
“Don’t need to say anything,” Luke replied in a voice like a faint wind. “Just see this thing through, for Sasha.”
Darius didn’t want to commit to that, to make a promise he wasn’t sure he could keep. Even if by taking the book they had saved Sasha—and he had no way of knowing whether that was so—it had now cost Luke his life. But he couldn’t look his dying brother in the eye and disappoint him. “Luke, I’ll…”
Luke’s eyes were focused far away, then on nothing.
Silas put a strong hand over Luke’s forehead and eyes and spoke a few words. He closed Luke’s eyelids before he took his hand away, then squeezed Darius’ shoulder. “I’m sorry, Darius.”
Darius just nodded once and walked away, needing to be alone for a few moments.
The leader of the dwarven party, who was named Burstel, approached Adrianna. “We’ll grieve your loss with you in due time, miss, but with no disrespect, we need to get inside. That large fellow is likely to have friends, and we won’t get the drop on them as easily.”
“Of course,” Adrianna replied. “Our thanks, for your help, and your hospitality.”
Burstel bowed and took a step back. “We’ll lead on as soon as you’re ready, but please do be swift.”
Adrianna repeated the conversation for Barlow and Silas, but only after looking at Luke one last time, a shudder passing up her spine at the harsh reality of his broken body.
“Don’t know much about northern dwarves,” Barlow said. “Can we trust them?”
“I’m sure they’ll want to know why we’re here and where we’re going, and that in itself is a problem,” Silas answered. “But I don’t see we’ve got much of a choice. If we stay here we’ll have parties of giants searching for us. I’d rather take my chances with the dwarves, and better as guests than prisoners.”
“We won’t be sure we’re guests until it’s time to leave,” Adrianna pointed out.
Silas shrugged. “Can’t argue the point, but there’s not much we can do about it either.”
“What about Luke?” Darius asked. He remained a dozen steps away with his back to them.
They looked at one another, not sure how to answer.
“We need to bury him,” Darius said, turning around now. “I’m not leaving him here for the scavengers or for some of the giant’s friends.”
While the others had been keeping their voices down, Darius spoke in a stronger tone, wanting to be heard. Burstel was within earshot, and it was he that answered. “It would be our honor to bear your friend inside, where he can be prepared for his passage beyond while a proper site is found. A cairn of stones here won’t stop those big brutes from…if you take my meaning.”
“He was my friend and my brother, by blood and deed,” Darius said, his gaze firm and locked with Burstel’s, measuring the dwarf, measuring his sincerity. He sensed he could put his faith in this stranger. “Let it be as you say.”
A few minutes later the dwarves brought forth a litter and gently placed Luke upon it. Burstel looked at Luke’s sword and then at Darius. “If you will allow me?” Once he had Darius’ approval, he took the weapon, placed it on what remained of Luke’s chest, then folded the dead boy’s arms across it. “A warrior should be carried from the field with his weapon,” Burstel said by way of explanation, and then to Luke’s still form he added, “Rest well, fellow warrior, brother-at-arms. Your enemy is slain, you are avenged, and your friends have won the day.”
They formed a single file line that snaked deeper up into the foothills, Darius right behind the litter-bearers. If the dwarves trod upon a known path, it was not visible to their guests. As the slope grew steeper the mountains loomed ever larger, threatening to blot out the sky. They came to a halt in a place apparently no different than any other, but the lead dwarf, who was facing the sheer wall of the mountain, suddenly pushed open a door, one so well concealed that the companions doubted they could find it even if they knew where to look. The entrance and hall, hewn from the rock by dwarven miners, extended only a few feet before turning abruptly west, and then north again, where torches lit the way. As the door slid closed behind them, they could hear the turning of some ancient mechanism, and then the stone portal itself clapping shut like a tomb.
The hall they traveled was narrow and sloped gently downward. Here and there one might spy small slits in the rock, where watching eyes might observe or bolt be fired from sheltered rooms. Clearly any enemy who might be lucky enough to stumble upon the doorway would still have perils to overcome if he sought dwarven treasure. After traveling some time, the visitors started to lose all sense of just how far into and under the mountain they might have come. The torches had been spaced such that they only provided the dimmest of light, but ahead several were grouped, and a great iron portcullis was positioned as another obstacle to unwanted visitors. Fortunately the gate was now open and the two dwarves that guarded it simply stood at attention as the scouting party and their guests entered the main dwarven hall.
For the visitors, the first look at the hall was enough to steal their breath. Around the bases of the great pillars that were spaced at forty foot intervals, torches were liberally placed, so that the floor and lower portions of the hall were well lit, and mixed with the comings and goings of dwarves at work and play, the place had something of a welcoming feel, despite being carved from cold, hard stone. But so great was the hall that the light from the torches could not reach the ceiling, nor could one see the far end of the chamber. This umbrella of darkness and the way even hushed noises echoed softly created a reverent atmosphere, and stood as a stark reminder of the great mass of rock that hung above them. The weight of all that rock, and the shadows that hid it, could make one’s skin crawl with a hint of claustrophobia, regardless of how huge the hall was.
Their arrival was expected. A dwarf stood squarely facing them, with a set of three guards to each side. He raised his axe in salute and said, “Welcome fellow warriors, to Amon Val, our home. Its hospitality is yours. I am Durlag, king of this realm. I grieve for your loss.”
“Thank you, King Durlag, for your welcome and your kind words,” said Barlow. He unsheathed Gabriel, touching the flat of the blade to his forehead in recognition of their host.
“I would be honored if you would join me for dinner. In the meantime, you will be shown your quarters.” He glanced toward the litter-bearers and Luke. “My people will prepare your friend for burial, as is our custom, if you’ll allow it.”
Barlow turned to Darius, who cleared his throat, nodded, and said, “Thank you, King Durlag.”
The king gave a quick bow and with a few gestures started everyone in motion. The dwarf that was to show them their rooms said, “Follow me,” while those bearing Luke started in a different direction.
Darius paused, torn between where he needed to go and where he wanted to go. He felt like he was abandoning his brother, although he knew such was not the case. He was not yet grieving, was still in shock over what had happened, the suddenness and finality of it. Some irrational part of his mind still expected Luke to sit up, to laugh at the joke he had played on his big brother, but as the dwarves moved away with Luke’s broken form, that fantasy faded like a dream upon waking.
Adrianna took his arm. “Come on, Darius.”
Done resisting, he let her lead him away.
The king’s table, in size, was as impressive as his hall, although on this night it was little used. The king sat at the head, with his guests to his right and left and a few other dwarves, his captains, seated beyond them. The food before them was hearty, and there was more than enough, although Durlag felt led to apologize for setting such a sparse feast before his guests. The crops and hunting had apparently been little better in the north than in the south. While the food and those enjoying it were huddled at one end of the room, the enormous table stretched off into the distance. The visitors guessed over two hundred of the dwarves could be seated there when times called for it.
Durlag let his guests eat in relative peace, his questions not too probing, wanting to hear how things fared in the south, and taking particular interest in the giants’ attack. He shook his head and cursed these wicked days, fearing that the war might move into the north, but he wore a mask of grim satisfaction upon hearing the giants had been cast back. “Serves ’em right, the brutes.”
“Do they trouble you often?” Adrianna asked.
“More of late. Everyone seems to be in need these days, of food or land or something else. We’re safe enough here, as they are high in the rocks above, but our scouting parties often meet one of theirs and… Well, we’re both meant for fighting. Got it in our blood.”
After the food was cleared they were left nursing their chosen beverages—water or thin ale, another sign that things were tough—and Durlag lit his pipe. Through the smoke that curled around his head he said, “Well, you’re not spies, nor do I think you’re a raiding party or even scouts checking the giants’ defenses. You’re not dressed the part. From the way my people tell me you were moving, my guess is you’re headed further north.”
Silas smiled. “Your perceptive abilities are quite keen.”
Durlag winked. “Helps if you’re going to be king. I’ll not force it from you, but I’d love to know where you’re heading.”
“Were trying to reach Queen Aerlos.”
Durlag’s eyebrows shot up. “The Ice Elves? Are you sure she’ll want to see you?”
“Well, we’ve not been invited,” Silas admitted.
Durlag let out a low grumble. “You’ve got that in common with the rest of Corterra. I don’t suppose you’d like to share what business you might have with Aerlos.”
“I’d prefer not, with all due apologies. You’ve been a most gracious host.”
Durlag waved the apology away. “As I will continue to be. Person’s got a right to keep their business to themselves if they want. As long as you don’t mean harm to me or mine, then you can be on your way whenever you’re ready.”
“I can assure you that you have nothing to fear from us,” Barlow said.
“Thought not,” Durlag replied. With a sigh he looked at Darius. “But you do have a bit of business here. He was your friend and more, if I’m not mistaken.”
“He was my brother,” Darius answered with a nod.
“That’s a hard thing. I’ve lost a brother to those giants, years ago, as have many here. That won’t lessen your pain, I know, but I do understand what you’re going through. What was his name?”
“Luke Stoneman,” Darius said, the words almost sticking in his throat.
“ ‘Luke Stoneman,’ ” Durlag repeated. “A fine name. Do you and your kin work rock for a living?”
“Perhaps distant ancestors. We’re farmers.”
“No shame in that. Just thought you might have something in common with my kind,” Durlag said wistfully.
“Afraid not,” Darius said. He was able to add a soft smile.
Durlag grew more serious. “Regardless, we can lay your brother to rest here, among our honored dead for as little or long as you like.”
“Thank you,” Darius said. “You offer a great honor, to him and to our family.”
Durlag nodded once, a simple bow, then said, “All will be ready tomorrow. Take your rest tonight, under the shelter of our roof. You’ll not be bothered by giants or anything else this night.”
“We are very grateful for your hospitality, King Durlag,” Adrianna said, “but one thing troubles me. As you are now aware, we are looking to go north. Unfortunately, these mighty mountains above us, even without the giants that call them home, are barring our way. We were going east, but once we reach the sea…we believe even there the way north may not be easy.”
Durlag made a show of deep concentration while Adrianna spoke, then tugged on his beard as if stumped by their quandary. “You are correct to worry about the passage around the mountains. The sea coast is all cliffs and rocks and is quite treacherous. And the passes over the mountains, of which there are two that you might attempt, are well-guarded.” He shook his head slowly, but then a grin spread across his face. “Of course, over and around are but two options, and the poorest if you ask me.”
“I’m not following you.”
“Under, lass! Under the mountains. A few hours passage at most.”
“You’ve a path clear through,” Silas said with unconcealed awe. “That must be a long tunnel.”
“Tunnels,” Durlag corrected. “And they’ve been here for as long as our history records. You’d be surprised where some of our tunnels might lead.” He added a wink to this last comment, and if they thought him ill-disposed toward the human race, they would have considered it a slightly-veiled threat.
When they had said their farewells for the evening, Darius took the initiative to thank the others for their concern, but let them know he preferred to be alone. He thought he meant it—he did to a point—but after several hours stranded with his own thoughts he sought out Silas.
The cleric opened the door to his room, smiled, and invited Darius in. “I’m afraid my hospitality can go only so far as to offer you a seat and an ear. If your room is like mine, you already know the dwarves’ living quarters tend to be a bit…uncluttered.”
“A seat and an ear is all I need,” Darius said.
Once they were settled, Silas simply waited patiently. The silence stretched out for several minutes.
Darius laughed at himself, and he was soon wearing an embarrassed smile. “Not sure where to begin.”
“It’ll come to you.”
Darius nodded his agreement, whether he thought so or not. “Did you ever lose anyone close?”
“Several people, actually. Some very dear friends, and my parents, long ago. I know the pain of loss, but I can’t say I know what losing a sibling is like.”
“How did you deal with it?”
“My mother was frail for years before she passed, so it was not unexpected. My father…we were never close. He didn’t appreciate the path I chose for my life, wanted me to work the soil like he did. Now some of my friends…that was harder.”
“And?”
“And I dealt with each loss in my own way. My faith gives me a certain perspective, which has helped me in good times and bad.”
“So that’s the answer? God can get me through this?”
“Faith is something personal, Darius. It helped me. Whether you feel turning to God right now is your best option is solely up to you.”
Darius pondered things for a moment. “I don’t know that I’ve come to grips with God or His role in this world or my life. Guess death makes you think about such things. Anyway, I appreciate you not taking the opportunity to preach. Didn’t think you would, but…well, no offense.”
“None taken. Comes with the robe, people thinking I’m trying to score points with the Big Guy by converting them.”
“I…” Darius rubbed his face and sighed. “Before all this happened with the book, I still had dreams for the future. Some day the war would end, and I’d get some land of my own and settle down with a good woman, maybe have a few kids. Not much of a dream, really, but as bad as things have gotten in Corterra, not one easily realized either. But now…”
“That dream need not die with your brother.”
“But how can I have the ‘happily ever after’ when the memory of Luke dying will always be there to haunt me. How can I forget him?”
“You can’t. And you shouldn’t. Mourn now, Darius, but don’t think you need to punish yourself forever for what happened today.”
“I didn’t say I felt I needed to punish myself—”
“But that’s what you’re thinking.”
Darius looked away. “I shouldn’t have let him come.”
“None of us should have, in that case. We were all trying to look out for one another, Luke in particular, being the youngest. But he was with us because he wanted to be, and because he knew it was the right thing to do.”
“But I was his older brother. I should have stopped him. Sent him away.”
Silas put a hand on Darius’ shoulder. “Sasha’s older than you, right?”
“That’s not the same.”
“But how will she feel if something happens to you?”
“The same as I feel now,” Darius was forced to admit.
“So, are you going to turn back?”
“You know I won’t, although maybe I should.”
“That’s entirely up to you, as was Luke’s decision to be here with us. Don’t let guilt be a burden. We have enough problems without that.”
Darius thought for a time, then took a deep breath. “Thanks,” he said, rising. “I guess I better let you get some sleep.”
“I hope you can get some rest, too. And I’m available anytime you need to talk.”
After Darius had left, Silas lay down and tried to settle his own mind, but sleep was slow to come. The picture of Luke’s mangled body was still fresh in his mind, and despite his advice to Darius, he couldn’t stop thinking of all the things he could have done differently, subtle changes that might have kept Luke alive. He replayed the conversation with Darius, hoping he had said the right things. Still troubled, he did what came naturally to him at such times. He prayed.

 *
Dwarven funerals were rumored to be somber rites followed by raucous wakes, usually attended by the whole clan. As one would expect, the ceremony for Luke was a small, brief affair, attended by only his companions and the members of the scouting party that had fought the giant that had felled him. Durlag officiated, reciting ritual dwarven prayers that the deceased be embraced by friends and family in the afterlife. When he finished, he offered the opportunity for Luke’s friends to speak. After a nod from Darius, Silas said a short prayer, as did Barlow. Adrianna simply went to the tomb where they had laid him out and whispered a private goodbye.
Darius followed Adrianna. As he approached, he took a long, slow breath to steady himself. Luke had been laid out in a plain tomb of gray stone. The dwarves had fashioned a white tunic as his burial robe, and had provided him a large shield to go with his own weapon. They had done a good job of covering his injuries, and if not for the paleness of Luke’s face Darius might have thought he still lived. Words refused to come, but not tears. Darius bent low and kissed his brother’s cold forehead, then brushed away the wetness that he had left behind. As he turned away several dwarves stepped forward, closing the tomb by placing a great stone slab. Darius winced at the thudding sound of it slamming shut, a reaction not to the noise, but rather what it symbolized. Luke was gone.
Durlag had privately inquired of Barlow, Silas, and Adrianna as to the arrangements to be made after the ceremony. A small meal was provided, which the humans took in silence. As they finished, Darius said, “When can we be off?”
“As soon as we like,” Silas answered. “Durlag told us he would provide a guide.”
“Then let’s be away. Time presses.”
“We can wait a day or two,” Adrianna said.
Darius caught the sympathy in her tone. He shook his head. “Not necessary. We should move now.”
“We could all use a rest,” Barlow put in.
Darius smiled softly and sighed. “No doubt. But it’s a luxury at this point. I appreciate what you’re all trying to do, but I’d rather move on than pace in my room. The dwarves have been fine hosts, but this whole place feels like a tomb to me now. I’d rather put it behind me.”
Adrianna met his steely look, nodded and said, “I’ll tell Durlag we’re ready to depart.”
They thanked the king and were given provisions that would last them several weeks if they rationed them smartly, as well as advice to move as swiftly as they could. “Winter can arrive early, and be cruel,” Durlag warned. He made a gift of four warm blankets, with an apology that he could offer no garments of value. “Our clothes won’t exactly fit you tall folk.”
A dwarf named Kelsten was their guide to the northern side of the mountains. The tunnels of the dwarves often crossed one another, sometimes even seeming to double back, and they soon realized they would be hopelessly lost without him. After a time the tunnels were not even lit, and Kelsten had to hold one of the torches he had brought along to illuminate the way. Despite the contorted paths that appeared to be little used and the lack of light, Kelsten never hesitated or wavered in his chosen direction.
Just over four hours after they had set out, they rounded a tight bend and came to what seemed to be a dead end. Before anyone could comment on Kelsten’s apparent mistake, the dwarf touched some unseen lever with his outstretched hand, and a crack appeared in the stone wall before them. He leaned into the doorway and pushed it open, the late afternoon light flowing in to welcome them to the surface world once more.
Kelsten held up an open palm, asking them to wait. He peered outside, then shouldered his way into the opening. Once he was convinced they were unseen, he led the way out.
The sun’s light seemed unbearably strong after their time in the dwarven underworld, and they each held a hand up to cover their eyes. Kelsten did the same, but laughed anyway. “At least on this side we’re in the shadows of the mountains. On the south side the sun beats right down on you.”
Their dwarven guide did not linger long, knowing he had a long hike back. Once he was sure they needed nothing else from him, he advised them to move away from the mountains as quickly as they could—giants were more prevalent on the southern faces, but were known to dwell in the north as well—and wished them well. He waved once in recognition of their proffered thanks, then stepped back inside. A few seconds later he had triggered some mechanism which caused the heavy stone door to draw shut.
Barlow was careful to watch the door close, then eyed its edges closely. “Truly remarkable,” he said. “I can barely find the door’s outline, even now, when I know exactly where to look.”
They all took a moment to study and marvel at the skill the dwarves had used in the creation of the secret door, but realizing their task was still before them, and that the sun was westering swiftly, they set out to see what progress they might make before nightfall.
With the mountains at their back they could see deeper into the north now, although the terrain here was little different than that on the other side of the mountains. If they hoped to see any indication of the great wood the elves called home—and they each knew that realistically it was still a week’s march away—they were disappointed. Once they had put some distance between themselves and the giants’ mountain home, they breathed a bit easier, and allowed themselves quiet conversation, always wary for passing patrols or other as-yet-unthought-of dangers.
“Is it just me,” asked Adrianna, “or is it much cooler than it was a few days ago?”
“Probably just the shadow of the mountains,” Silas said without much conviction.
“And it is getting on toward evening,” Barlow added.
Adrianna smiled and pulled her cloak more tightly about her. “I think you both just said ‘Yes.’ ”

 *
Two days after the Book of Dread and its current guardians left the dwarven realm, Praad knelt to the south of the Long Shadow Mountains. He reached out and touched the ground, and then sniffed his fingers. A smile cracked his ghoulish face, a smile that would have chilled the heart of anyone that beheld it. He laughed to himself and thought, This is precious. This is perfect. He wondered which of the party had fallen, decided it was worth finding out, that any delay would be short. He knew he was close to his quarry, and wanted to get on with his business with them, but understanding whose blood he currently smelled would make the torments he planned for the living all the more powerful.
He easily followed the path they had taken into the mountain, the scent he followed all the stronger now with the spilling of blood and of death. He paused only a moment or two before he found the secret door, and he grudgingly admitted to himself the dwarves had some skill, not that it mattered.
With a thought the door opened and he entered.



Chapter 17: Glimmers in the Dark
When they had first looked upon the north face of the Long Shadow Mountains, they had noted right away how much more of the dark stone was covered with snow. Now the mountains were just gloomy shapes on the horizon, and the snow hard to distinguish from the thick clouds that currently hung about the mountain peaks. The terrain over which they traveled was hilly and wooded, and each of them often looked back toward the now-distant mountains, marking their progress but also wistfully, as if they were a barrier crossed between this foreign land and home.
If Adrianna had not known what had happened to Luke, she wouldn’t have been able to guess it from Darius’ behavior. He was a bit quieter perhaps, sometimes his mind drifting to some other place, but that was not uncommon for one traveling throughout the day with little to occupy one’s time other than infrequent conversation and one’s own thoughts. She was unsure what to make of his behavior—everyone dealt with death in their own way—but it worried her. They camped that night in a fairly well-sheltered grove, so they braved a fire to warm themselves and their food. After dinner was finished, and before they had to set the night’s watch, Barlow and Silas were engaged in reminiscing about past days, and Darius had wondered off a bit, sitting against the trunk of a thick oak and gazing skyward. Adrianna took advantage of the opportunity presented, making her way over to him.
“Mind some company?”
“Sure,” he said without taking his eyes off the sky. “Just looking at the stars.”
“Making a wish?”
“Hardly,” he said with a tired laugh. “Just thought I might see a few new constellations this far north.” He pointed from spot to spot while he called out a few common southern constellations by name, then added, “I see some new stars, but I guess I’ll need to connect them myself and decide what they should be called.”
“The elves can probably give you the proper names, when we arrive.”
“True. Kind of fun to do it yourself, while you can. Once someone puts the outline together for you, it’s hard to see anything else.”
They sat in silence for a time, enjoying the soft sigh of the insects and the low chatter of their friends’ conversation.
Darius glanced once at Adrianna, and was glad to see she was looking at the sky, rather than at him. Even so, he said, “I’m okay. I don’t need you to worry about me.”
“We need to look out for one another.”
“Like we did for Luke?” He regretted the words immediately. “I’m sorry. I’m not blaming any of you.”
“Are you blaming yourself?”
“A bit,” he admitted with a sigh. After a short pause he added, “Maybe more than that.”
“I won’t bore you with a long speech about why you shouldn’t do that, how it wasn’t your fault. Time might give you a better perspective on that, assuming you’ll forgive yourself. You’re the only one that can do that, and nothing any of us can say will get you to do so until you’re ready. But we need you with us, all your mind and all your energy. None of us knows what else we’ll face on his journey, just that, whatever it is, we’d be best served facing it together.”
Darius nodded, then went back to stargazing. After a time, he said, “I miss him.”
“I do, too.”
He looked at her, saw she was sincere, and smiled. “Luke always could make friends quickly.”
“Must run in the family.”
Darius felt his cheeks flush and was suddenly glad it was dark. He never was good at taking a compliment. “Thanks,” he finally managed.
“I’ll leave you alone now. But if you need to talk, about anything…well, you know where to find me.”
“I appreciate it.” As she walked away, he realized she meant it, was comforted to know he could speak to any of his companions had he wanted support or advice. But the wound was still too fresh, too raw for him to want to deal directly with the pain and guilt he was fighting. She had mentioned time giving him a better perspective. He could only hope that would prove true.

 *
The next night they camped within sight of Lake Fostoria, the largest lake in Corterra. They had crested a hill in the late afternoon and seen it to the northeast, a great sapphire gem sparkling in the waning light of day. The sight of it gave them a feeling of progress, and the Long Shadow Mountains were no longer how they measured the ground they had covered. They knew the next key landmark was the Auerl Forest, home of the elves.
As much as they enjoyed the view from the tops of the hills they crossed, the wind picked up and they chose to shelter that evening in one of the valleys. As was now their habit, they found a good spot for a small fire, which they tended through most of the night.
It was around three in the morning when Darius stirred the fire, adding a few small branches to keep it going. He was halfway through a two-hour watch, and after he was sure the fire wouldn’t die on him, he started another slow circuit around their little campsite. As much as he hated taking his turn in the middle of the night, as fuzzy as his head got at times, he took the duty seriously, and had never come close to nodding off, even though they been undisturbed for days, making the watch a monotonous undertaking. The recent quiet had led them to start posting only one guard, risky though that was, but in a way that only heightened Darius’ alertness when on duty. He had seen too much on this journey to be lulled into lowering his guard, especially when the others were asleep.
The trees were fairly thick around this night’s camp, and Darius found himself weaving between the trunks in an irregular pattern as he circled. As he was angling around an old elm tree, he saw something in the near distance that made him pause. He froze and tried to focus his eyes.
Something was there that hadn’t been there before. He guessed it was thirty feet away, suspended maybe eight feet off the ground. All he could make out was a grouping of faint glimmers, as if the fading light of their fire reflected off a set of black rain drops magically held in the air.
Darius squinted, looked again. He shifted, ever so slightly, hoping he was just seeing some leaves or some other plant at an angle he hadn’t seen earlier, or perhaps that stirring the fire had lit something previously hidden by the night. He held fast a few more heartbeats, then took a quick glance back at the fire. He could get closer without interposing himself between the fire and whatever it was he was looking at, which was of some relief. He didn’t want the light of the fire to outline him and his movements. He took a few tentative steps, moving with all the stealth he could muster, making sure his feet found quiet ground upon which to tread.
After his third step the glimmers moved a few inches to the right—the direction from which he was approaching, then went up at least two feet. So much for the mysterious objects being glossy leaves swayed by the wind.
Darius froze again, staring, the shiny spots staring back at him.
Staring.
A hand seemed to grip Darius’ chest and squeeze as he realized what he was looking at: eyes. 
It was quick, but not as fast enough to close the gap before Darius could react. Darius’ sword was already moving up into a defensive posture as it sprang at him. It reached him in two great bounds, materializing out of the darkness like a nightmare come to life.
Darius was able to fend off its first rush with his sword and his forearm. Somewhere in the deep recesses of his mind, a younger version of himself realized what it was and screamed in terror, and even the adult version of Darius might have done the same if he had time to consider rather than just time to react in order to stay alive. He had always hated spiders, especially fury ones, and the one swiping at him with its forelegs had a body half as large as Darius, and was covered with white-tipped hair that made it all the more alien. He hacked at one of the legs, then dodged behind a tree to gain time.
The advantage was gone in an instant. If the spider was concerned about Darius’ weapon, it must have thought the best way to deal with it was to press the attack. If Darius’ life hadn’t been on the line he might have marveled at its speed as it moved around the tree. He gave ground, half-stumbled, caught himself. He was certain if he fell it would be the last thing he would do.
The spider didn’t miss the stumble. It flexed its legs and sprang upon Darius, hoping to catch him off balance.
Darius saw what was coming and as he regained his balance he set his feet and held his sword braced before him.
The spider was already committed to its leap. Its own weight and momentum drove the sword into its body as it came down hard, its legs slapping forward and flailing at Darius before man and spider both fell to the ground,
For a frozen instant Darius was peering into that group of black eyes again. It snapped at his face, his arms pinned between him and the spider keeping it inches away from its target. He shouted then as he gathered his strength to shove it off, a shout of fear and anger and power. He managed to lift it enough while turning that it fell off to his right. The sword slid free, the spider’s dark blood staining it as well as Darius’ hands, arms, and chest.
Despite its injury, the spider did not flee once free of the sword. Whether driven by rage, hunger, or some other base instinct, it attacked again.
Darius was trying to rise so he could get some leverage behind the next sword stroke, but the spider was quicker. He again managed to get his forearm up and make the blow he received a glancing one, with the result begin both combatants rolling to the ground several feet apart. Each scrambled to gather themselves in order to be able to strike next.
Suddenly the spider was awash in a purple haze, its hair standing on end and its body twitching. It stood on its rear legs, towering over Darius for a moment, then gave two great shudders. The purple aura vanished, and the spider collapsed, a smoking ruin.
Darius refused to take his eyes off the fallen creature, except for a quick glance at his approaching friends. He had not thought to call out to them; once he recognized the danger the spider was upon him. He had been fortunate that his shout as he hefted the spider off of himself had woken them, and Adrianna had finished the battle he’d begun. He probed the spider a few times with his sword, assuring himself that it was dead.
“You all right?” Silas asked,
“Fine,” Darius replied. He saw Barlow looking at his chest with growing alarm, causing him to look down himself. He curled his face in a look of disgust. “It didn’t get me. The blood’s the spider’s.”
Adrianna cast another spell, calling an orb of light into existence. She directed it away from them with a thought, then in a wide circle around the camp. Once the circuit was complete, she said, “Looks like it was alone, luckily.”
“Ever know them to grow so big?” Barlow asked Silas.
“I’ve heard stories, but wasn’t sure I believed them. Now I do. Never seen white fur like that, though. Hopefully it’s an oddity, and we just took out the only one.”
“Anybody going to try to get back to sleep?” Adrianna asked with a heavy sigh.
Darius shook his head. “Not tonight. Not here. You all go ahead if you can. I’ll finish the watch.”
Barlow grumbled. “I’ll join you. No more sleep for me tonight.”
“Going to be three of us,” Silas said.
“Four,” Adrianna amended. “Might as well move on. I can light our way,” she stated, since the moon, just past new, was only a sliver in the sky. She glanced at Barlow.
“Go ahead,” he said. “I’ve no interest in stumbling into another one of those spiders.”
They put out their fire, gathered their things, and set off. As they did so, Darius asked, “Any chance we can find our way to the shores of Lake Fostoria? I’d sure like to clean up.”
Silas clapped him on the back and smiled. “We’ll see what we can do.”

 *
Praad never doubted he would be successful in his chase. He had little need for rest, and despite his appearance and the slow, steady way he moved under most circumstances, when he wanted to move quickly he covered ground as swiftly as a stallion. So it was that as the rising sun signaled a new day and he looked down upon Lake Fostoria that he paused and allowed himself a satisfied smile. There they were, bathing in the chilly water, the men together and the woman a discreet distance away.
He moved a bit closer, not near enough to hear them speaking to one another, but close enough to get a better look at their faces, and to observe their auras. He had expected to see the faint white glow of many he had dealt with in this world, although a crimson or black aura, such as Landri’s, would have made things interesting in its own way. The auras were white, but more intense than what he had expected. He could tell two of the men fashioned themselves servants of the Holy One, and the others were of similar heart, mind, and soul, whatever their beliefs might be. The older man also had a sword that made Praad hesitate, if only for an instant. He suddenly felt he understood what had happened to Ondrel, the demon Orgoth had sent to slay them and recover the book.
Focusing deeper, Praad could see the despair mixed in with the aura of the youngest man, the one known as Darius, the one who had lost his brother. It swirled and twisted like tendrils of black smoke. The inner fire that created them was what Praad wanted to stir, so that those tendrils would grow and spread, and the gloom and despair caused by his brother’s death would consume him. The others might be more of a challenge, but in the end he intended for them to have the same fate.
He wandered ever-closer as he watched them, content for now just to study his quarry. A gust of laughter from the group of men echoed over the lake and up into the hills, and the joy of the sound, short-lived though it was, made him wince.
He circled around, heading north so they would move toward him when they set off again, planning all the while.



Chapter 18: The Haunting Past
They had put Lake Fostoria three days behind them. The hills had grown less steep and less frequent, and eventually gave way to flatter land. The trees here were not of good stock, sparse and spindly. At least they would be able to tell when they reached the edges of the mighty Auerl Forest. The further north they went, the quieter each grew, all of them spending more and more time alone with their own thoughts. So it was that when Barlow gave voice to something that they all had noticed with growing concern for two days or more but none had yet mentioned, they all started at the sound of him speaking.
“I don’t like the way the land looks here. The grass, the plants, even the trees. Everything is all washed out and pale, like the world itself has become ill.” He looked at Silas. “You’ve been north before. Is this how you remember it?”
“Not exactly. But that was a long time ago.”
“I know. But it had crossed my mind that perhaps this is the way of things in these more frigid climes. I thought you would remember such a…lack of color.”
Silas cleared his throat. “To be honest, I’ve never seen the like, although I’ve heard tales.”
“So it’s not uncommon here?” Adrianna asked.
“The tales of which I speak were not of the north, but rather of the land appearing to be diseased in some way in other parts of Corterra, even before the famine hit.”
“Parts of Dalusia and Westphalia,” Darius said.
“Yes,” said Silas. “And now here. Makes you wonder how long we can be spared in Longvale.”
“It’s certainly depressing to travel through,” Adrianna commented. “Makes you feel as if there’s a dark cloud over your head, even when the sky is clear.”
“Sorry to say this,” Darius added with a wan smile, “but I’m glad you feel it too. I’ve been sensing something like a shadow for days now, an oppressive feeling. Part of me thought…well, you know, it was about Luke. But that didn’t seem right. It was something else, something elusive. I thought maybe I was starting to lose my mind a little bit.”
“I’ve felt it, too,” Silas said.
“All of us, then.” Barlow added. “I’ve been hoping the elven wood will be a more joyful place.”
“If the trees there are like these,” Adrianna said, “I fear it will be all the more dreary.”
That night was the first they felt the need to wrap their blankets about their shoulders while they gathered around the fire for their small dinner. It wasn’t truly cold, even by southern standards, but a chill was in the air, a promise of far more biting cold to come.
If anything the land looked even more sallow and drawn the next day. The companions fell into sullen silence again, forgetting the brief spark their short conversation the day before had given each of them, a reminder of life and a burst of hope in the midst of such gloom. They trudged on, mile after mile, each of them drawing deeper into themselves, their eyes rarely straying to the horizon now, but rather downcast, focusing only on the next few feet of barren land.
During much of their journey they had taken lunch on the move, but today they lacked the energy to do so, and by unspoken consent they sat beneath a small group of trees and gnawed on a sparse offering of dried meat and thin shavings of hard cheese. Each wondered whether the food and water the dwarves had given them would hold out until they could find the elves, as the landscape before them now seemed incapable of providing any sustenance.
Darius was hunched over while he ate, as if a great weight pressed upon him. Suddenly his head shot up and he looked right and left, searching. He shook his head, started to drop his chin again, then became fully alert once more. “Anybody else hear that?”
“Hear what?” Adrianna asked.
Darius rose slowly, squinting to see into the distance. He started to move forward. “A voice.”
Adrianna looked from Silas to Barlow, both of whom indicated they had heard nothing. Darius wasn’t waiting for a response. “Darius, wait.” Her words did not deter him, so she quickly followed.
When she closed on him, he held up a finger, asking for silence. “There,” he said.
She shook her head. “Sorry.”
He spared her one swift glance, then trudged on.
Barlow and Silas caught up to them, but kept silent at Adrianna’s signal.
Darius moved with more purpose, his steps quick, his eyes alert. He reached a small grove of trees and passed through quickly, certain the direction he chose was the right one. On the other side of the grouping of trees he came to an abrupt halt.
Luke stood a dozen yards ahead, looking as he had in death, save that his eyes were open and alive. He stood at the edge of a hole, which was five feet in diameter on average, but which grew and contracted, as if drawing breath. It seemed not an empty space, but rather a living presence.
Adrianna gasped at the sight of Luke. Silas crossed himself and Barlow drew his sword.
Gabriel was alive with light.
“Why?” Luke asked. “Why did you leave me behind?”
“I didn’t mean to,” said Darius. “I—”
“Don’t talk to him, Darius,” Barlow said. “It’s a trick.” 
Barlow started forward, but Silas held him back. “Let’s see where this goes,” the cleric whispered.
“That’s not Luke,” Barlow protested, showing the glowing sword to end any further argument.
“I know. But let’s see what it wants. We might learn something.”
Barlow’s expression showed his displeasure with this proposed course of action, but he held his position, at least for now.
“You let me die,” Luke said to his brother.
“No,” said Darius. “You know that’s not true.”
“I’m so empty now. So cold and alone. Do you know what it’s like to be truly alone? You let me die, and now I am…nothing. I do not feel…anything. I am just empty.”
Darius opened his mouth, but all that came out was a pitiful choking sound. He closed his eyes, hoping the vision before him would vanish.
“There is nothing now, there was nothing before. We are just empty shells. Our lives mean nothing.”
Barlow started to voice an argument, but this time it was Adrianna that stopped him. “Have you returned to tell us this?” she asked.
“It matters little,” Luke replied. “Our efforts here will change nothing. This world goes its way, random chaos the only constant. And when life ends…there is no more.”
“But you being here would prove there is,” Adrianna said.
“Words,” Luke said. “Useless words.”
“Be gone, foul spirit,” Barlow said, raising Gabriel. The sword blazed brightly.
Luke held his hands up to ward off the glare. Suddenly the blackness leapt at his legs, strands like ropes entwining him and pulling him to the ground. He clawed at the earth and screamed, “Help me, Darius! Don’t let them take me back!”
Darius sprang to his brother’s rescue, but Silas broke forward at the same time. The cleric caught the younger man some ten feet from where Luke thrashed to keep free of the pit, wrestling him to the ground.
“Silas—” Darius protested.
“It’s a trap, son. Think!”
Barlow, once released by Silas, had raced forward as well. He flew past his struggling companions and reached Luke, his sword held high. He brought it down with deadly accuracy, his target not the black cords that pulled at Luke, but rather Luke himself.
“No!” Darius screamed.
Gabriel easily sliced through Luke. The strands from the pit yanked his lower body back into the underworld, but his upper torso remained. It smoked and faded, as had the bodies of the other denizens of the nether regions they had seen killed on this mortal plane, but before it was gone, just for an instant, the shape of a demon was visible.
Silas still held Darius fast. “Just an illusion,” he told him. “You saw its real form. That wasn’t your brother.”
Darius lay still for a moment, then said, “I’m okay, Silas. You can let me up.”
As Silas helped him to is feet, the opening of the pit grew smaller and then finally closed. As it drew shut, Barlow’s sword lost its glow. He probed the area with Gabriel’s tip, the ground substantial and apparently unchanged.
“How did it do that?” Darius asked, his voice somewhere between fear and anger. “How could it look like Luke? Speak like Luke?”
 “Must have taken memories from our minds, likely yours, as you were closest to him,” Barlow speculated with a deep frown on his face.
“But why?”
“Same reason as for the other attacks. Trying to get the book back. Trying to turn us aside.”
“I thought—” Darius had to gather himself before he could continue. “I only thought it was him, alive, for a second. Foolish hope, I suppose. But then…I was afraid it was him, returning from down below.”
“It wasn’t,” Silas said. “You saw what it really was.”
“But what if—”
“Darius, regardless of what any of us believe about the afterlife and what might be in store for us, that was not Luke. Everything that demon said was meant to make us lose hope, to question whether anything we did mattered. Don’t let it win by believing the message because of the form it took.”
Adrianna added, “If it had appeared in its true form and said the same things, would you have thought them anything other than purposeful lies?”
“No,” Darius admitted. “You’re right, all of you.” He rubbed a hand roughly over his face three times, then said. “Can we just get out of here? Please.”
“My thought exactly,” Barlow answered.
As they moved on, Adrianna leaned close to Silas. “If it knew where we were and what form to take…”
“I know,” Silas said. “We’re being watched.”

 *
Evening came, and although they sat for a meal they found no rest. A sense of creeping dread was upon them, a fear that something malevolent was close, waiting. Their thoughts grew darker with each passing hour, the vision of Luke a harbinger of doom and their task fraught with unimaginable peril. It was hardest on Darius. Regardless of what he told himself about what they had seen earlier in the day, he couldn’t shake the image of his brother blaming him for his death, and then dying all over again while he watched helplessly. He worried that his sister and parents might already have met a similar fate, and the thought of his own death, more likely all the time in his own mind, didn’t bother him as much as the knowledge that the book would go back to its previous owner, and all this suffering and death would have been for nothing.
Darius’ traveling companions were better equipped to deal with the gloom that pressed on their minds. They were older, of course, and it had not been their brother who had fallen and whose image was used to haunt them. More importantly, they each had a mental discipline beyond that of an average person, Adrianna’s from her studies of magic, the men from their strong faith. As such they could push back against the dark cloud threatening to envelop them all, and though they couldn’t name the enemy they currently faced, they knew they were in a battle nonetheless, a battle fought not with sword, staff, and magic, but in their minds. Knowing they were in such a fight was a great asset in their defense, but it was no guarantee of victory. The enemy appeared to be a powerful one.
Barlow watched Darius eat, the younger man spending more time looking at the ground than anywhere else, and taking his food in small, slow bites, going through the routine more for show than to sate any hunger. Barlow wanted to draw Darius’ thoughts from wherever they were to somewhere else, somewhere safer. “You know,” he said, “when we get back, one thing I’m really looking forward to is eating a nice, warm loaf of bread, right out of the oven.” He laughed at himself. “Seems a bit odd, but that’s what I miss, not the great feast.”
Darius lifted his head long enough to offer a perfunctory smile.
“I know what you mean,” Adrianna said, picking up on Barlow’s approach. “I find myself wanting a simple bowl of stew.”
“Not me,” Silas said, slapping at his stomach. “I want the works…roast pig, potatoes, vegetables, maybe three desserts. Had been meaning to lose a little weight, so this is all working out, but still…”
They all laughed softly, drawing it out, hoping Darius would join in in some way. After a few seconds of uncomfortable silence, Adrianna asked, “How about you, Darius? What do you miss?”
“What?” he mumbled as he stirred himself. “Oh…nothing special. My mom’s cooking, I guess. I don’t miss army food.”
Any pleasure they felt at this brief glimmer of his normal personality was quickly dashed when he rose and solemnly said, “I’ll take the watch. The whole thing. I won’t be able to sleep tonight. You three alternate.” He moved away and started a slow, lazy circle around the camp, his gaze still downward.
 Silas watched him for a time, then said, “I’m not sure what else to do. We all feel it, but none more so than him. It feels like he’s slipping away.”
“If whatever it is that stalks us would only show itself…,” Barlow said with a frustrated shake of his head.
Silas was pleased his friend had drawn the same conclusion he and Adrianna had earlier about a real enemy stalking them, but he shared Barlow’s frustration. “Maybe with time. Right now, he’s content to wear us down.”
“ ‘He?’ ” Adrianna asked.
Silas shrugged. “I don’t know anything, not even a guess. Just have to call him—it—something.”
“I’d call him a pain in the—”
“Adrianna,” Silas warned.
“Any chance the elves can help?”
“I don’t know. I believe they’ll grant us refuge, at least for a time. Hopefully that will aid us.”
“I wish you sounded more certain,” Barlow commented.
“So do I,” Silas replied.
“If that’s our best hope—assuming our enemy won’t show himself—I propose we continue on our way. Whatever’s affecting Darius is working on all of us. I don’t think I’ll be able to find sleep tonight, either.”
“Lack of sleep can play its own tricks on the mind,” Barlow said.
“True,” said Silas. “But I fear I’ve got to count myself with those who will not sleep tonight. Perhaps if you want you can catch a few hours while we patrol. Darius’ mind isn’t on his work anyway. He won’t make much of a guard tonight.”
“That’s okay,” Barlow said. “Guess I was just making a point that we’ll need to be extra cautious. I don’t think I can sleep either. I’m having the nightmares, too.”
None had openly admitted as much, but it was easy to tell no one had been sleeping well. They had all been plagued by horrible images in their dreams for days, vivid dreams even the light of day struggled to chase away.
After they gathered their things they told Darius they were of like mind as to moving on. He brightened at the news, if only for a moment. It was the closest thing to a smile they’d seen on his face all day.
The moon was in the first quarter, and was frequently obscured by clouds, so its light was insufficient for travel in wooded areas. Adrianna used her magic to create a globe of light to lead them. As the night wore on and the lack of sleep started to dull their minds, these magic spheres came to stand as symbols of the general mental state of the group. At first strong and consistent, they grew less intense and sometimes winked out completely. When this happened they were forced to pause while Adrianna gathered herself for another try. For this and a myriad of other reasons, they were all greatly relieved when dawn lit the sky.
They ignored breakfast and stumbled on through the morning, the tiredness of their minds worse than that of their bodies, but none of them were willing to take a break. The elven wood became an obsession, a possible way out of the dark dread that threatened to swallow them, and they drove themselves to reach it before their stamina gave out completely.
Late morning a wood came into view, large enough that they did not want to try to pass around, but of such a sickly hue that Darius felt his heart sink upon seeing it. “Please tell me that’s not Auerl Forest.”
“It’s not,” said Silas. “The trees of that ancient wood are far taller. But it looks like we’ll have to pass through it.”
“I can live with that. Just didn’t want that to be our final destination. I guess I’m hoping for something a little more uplifting.”
“We all are,” Adrianna told him.
The wood was a fairly dense one, but the trees had dropped a large percentage of their leaves, and those remaining had gone dark, more black than green now. No one asked if it might be some aspect of this colder clime, perhaps suggesting that an early chill had caused the trees to shed their leaves, and that the black color was just the northern equivalent of the reds, oranges, and yellows soon to be on display further south. They could sense there was nothing natural to the wood’s deterioration, the decay like that they had seen in the crops and grass. As they neared they noted the place had a musty, unclean smell.
Barlow looked right and left. “Sure wish we could go around, but it could be a long detour.”
“At least it’ll help us keep a quick pace,” Silas said. “The sooner we’re through, the better.”
They plunged in, and were soon enough used to the smell. This particular wood was a depressing place, but they felt little worse than they had over the last few days, and enough light trickled in to keep their way lit. Their pace was brisk, and they even ate the small lunch they allowed themselves while they marched. As the sun started to drop further in the west, they found they were nearly running, wanting to be free of this place before nightfall. They poured all their energy into moving forward, and despite their fears and the nightmares they had experienced, they knew that if they could make it to open spaces this night that a sleep born of exhaustion would come to each of them.
Darius found himself taking small groups of steps with his eyes closed, almost able to convince himself it gave him a momentary respite from his growing dizziness and the headache forming behind his left eye. Occasionally he had to redirect himself when he opened his eyes again, finding he had veered a bit from the path the others were taking through the woods. At least he hadn’t come close to walking into a tree.
It was after one of these dark intervals that Darius caught a flash of movement above him, and then something thudded off his neck and upper back. He wheeled about and saw one of the little demon hunters scampering behind a tree. It had the book.
“Hey!” Darius shouted, half at the creature and half to alert his companions. He charged the little monster, which paused a few beats before darting off.
Silas saw what it was just before it moved. “It has the book!” he called to the others as he started to follow Darius.
“Wait!” Adrianna cried, but too late. Silas was already in hot pursuit and Barlow ran by without heeding her request or asking why it was made.
Darius heard the calls and shouts behind him, but being the closest his focus was solely on the pursuit. If he got help, all the better, but he couldn’t risk losing sight of the little demon. He thought it could easily outrun him, at least over a short distance, and certainly it was more nimble than he was, but the book apparently slowed it and he found he could keep up. If he could guess right on one of the trees they dodged around, he just might have a chance…
Silas’ first few steps had been in direct pursuit of Darius, but once he spotted the demon sneaking off to the left while Darius continued running to the right, he went for the book. He considered yelling for Darius to come back, but thought he might have a better chance of surprising the demon if he kept silent. The demon was trying to slink away, confirming his thought. He stealthily followed.
Barlow couldn’t tell if his two friends had gone daft from the lack of sleep, or were brilliantly trying to flank the demon, which was sneaking off in almost a straight line while the men pursuing it went left and right. He shook his head, thinking it more likely to be the former. He raced after it, knowing his old, tired legs were the only chance left at saving their quest.
Adrianna called out two more times, to no avail. Seeing her companions moving off in all directions, her worst fear was realized: they had been separated. Unsure which way to go, or whether she should simply remain where she was in case one or more of the others could retrace their steps, it was only a matter of seconds before her hesitation meant she was as alone as the others. She called once more, her voice not carrying far, and got no reply. A stillness came over the wood, a silence that made her stomach tighten.

 *
Darius stopped short and tried to still his heavy breathing. He had lost it, the demon darting around a pair of trees, and now…
Hearing a noise to his left, he turned, hoping he had gotten lucky, but it wasn’t the demon, nor one of his companions. It was Sasha.
She waited for him as Luke had, her body broken but her eyes alive, her mournful expression boring into his soul.
He took two steps toward her, mouthing her name. He stopped and gripped the hilt of his sword, but refrained from drawing it. “I know it isn’t you.”
“But it is. Luke and I are together now, in death.”
Darius managed two more steps and drew his sword, but his arm seemed to have lost its strength. The sword’s point dipped and touched the ground.
“Are you going to cleave me in two?” she asked, a sickening smile distorting her face, which was badly bruised on one side, the good one. On the other half her flesh had been torn or eaten away in spots, revealing most of her jaw and several teeth. “Go ahead if you wish. I am beyond any such harm.”
Getting no reply, she went on. “I wish Landri would have simply killed me with a sword. It would have been so much easier on me that way. I called out to you then, Darius, to save me, but you weren’t there. You couldn’t help me. No one could. Death was a relief.”
“Shut up,” Darius said, raising the sword a few inches. “You aren’t my sister.”
She shrugged. “You can think what you want. By the way, Croupy says ‘Hello.’ ”
Darius felt a chill go up his spine. “What did you say?”
“Come, now, Darius. Surely you haven’t forgotten Croupy.”
He hadn’t. The name had been one he had bestowed upon a boyhood friend who seemed to always be fighting a cough. Darius had never said the name aloud to anyone except his older sister…

 *
“Silas.”
The cleric froze. He had just lost sight of the little hunter demon, and had slowed, trying to pick up the trail again. But the voice that called his name, even after fifteen years, made his heartbeat quicken. Slowly he turned to regard her.
She smiled at him and moved forward, then halted, the look on his face giving her pause. “Surely you have not forgotten me? Please say I meant more to you than that.”
“You are not Carolyn.”
Hearing her name seemed to bring her some relief. “I understand. This must be very hard for you.”
“Perhaps not. You are only an illusion. When I grow weary of our conversation, I’ll send you back to the pit.”
“There you speak the truth, though maybe not in the way you believe. But how can you say I am not the one you loved, all those years ago? You can see me plainly enough.”
“True, and perfectly unaged. Odd, don’t you think?”
She smiled, dropping her head slightly. “You always were impossible to lie to. But is it not better this way, to see me as you remember me?”
Silas forced a laugh. “Why not? One lie is as good as another. At least you’re not wasting your time trying to convince me you are Carolyn.”
“Oh, but I am. You mistake an admission of my current appearance being an illusion with the fact of who I am, or at least who I was in life.”
Somehow, despite Silas’ own mental defenses, these words hurt him.
Carolyn could read the flash of pain on his face. “Yes, I passed away several years ago. A fever that only grew worse. I called for you, near the end, but of course you weren’t there. That’s part of the pain I’ll carry through eternity, knowing what could have been for us. Knowing you threw it away to chase after some fantasy of serving God.”
Silas lifted his staff in warning. “I’ll not hear you blaspheme.”
“It matters not. In the end, we’ll all be together, not that there will be any joy in it. There is no joy at all down below.”
“I wouldn’t expect there would be.”
“But that is our fate. Mine, Luke’s, Barlow’s, yours.”
“Is that why you’re here? To tell me that?”
“Yes. And it was why Luke came, although you could not accept that he was who he said he was because of the forms our bodies take after death. Mine is no different. But if you see my true appearance, you will never believe my words.”
“I don’t believe your words now, and I don’t believe you are Carolyn. But if you were, why come here to tell me these things?”
“Because I have been set a task to dissuade you from this quest. And if I fail, I will be punished now, as you will be later, after your own passing. Oh, Silas, you don’t know despair and emptiness…there is nothing in life that can prepare you. Please, Silas, if you once loved me, heed my words.”
She began to weep, and a part of Silas wanted to comfort her, so much so that his left foot moved a step toward her. “The fact you ask me to abandon the quest tells me your dark masters fear me completing it. That is enough reason for me to press on.”
Her head dropped and her shoulders sagged, and her tears fell in single drops onto the ground while she sobbed. She shook her head and said, “I will still tell myself you loved me once, even through my agony.”
“I did,” he said before he could stop himself.
She looked up and said, “Hold me one last time, as you once did.” She lifted her open arms and moved toward him.

 *
Barlow’s hesitation was brief, but still he chided himself for it. He knew he was tired—beyond tired even—but that was only an excuse. When facing an enemy such excuses meant nothing, and lowering one’s guard, even for an instant, can be fatal.
Carlton Grey had been Barlow’s mentor over forty years ago, up until a weak heart took his life. The being before Barlow now was in appearance Grey as Barlow preferred to remember him, unbowed by age, a sparkle in his eye due to what he lived for and what he knew awaited him once he passed from this mortal plane. Barlow found the last somewhat ironic, considering what this creature was. He drew Gabriel and advanced.
Grey held up his hands, showing he had left his weapon sheathed. “You always were quick to settle things with your blade. I hope you’ve not been abusing my sword.”
“Carlton Grey’s sword has been used only for its intended purpose. Cleaving you in half would be included in that description.”
“In a moment, perhaps,” said Grey, giving ground. “I was hoping you’d listen to what I had to say first.”
“No point in it,” Barlow replied. “Lies, I’m certain, and nothing else.” He drew nearer.
“If you’d take a moment to use your brain, which is no doubt addled by a lack of sleep, you’d wonder why Gabriel sheds no light.”
Barlow looked at his weapon, and seeing that it did in fact cast no light, he stopped.
“You see,” Grey went on. “Not a demon, as you supposed.”
“Then what are you?”
“Do you doubt your eyes?”
“No. But I know deceit is the way of the enemy. And you didn’t answer my question.”
Grey laughed. “So I didn’t. I’m a messenger, if you like, trying to impart one last lesson to my best student.”
“I don’t like it,” Barlow said, “nor believe it. I reserve the right to employ my weapon as I see fit.”
“Fair enough. And perhaps you’ll find I can still defend myself as well as in the old days.” At this Grey drew his own sword.
Barlow was almost disappointed that Grey’s weapon appeared ordinary. “Speak your mind then, and be off.”
Grey shook his head. “I really have failed you, Barlow. Quick to anger. Impatient. But these are quibbles. It is in our faith that we’ve gone astray.”
“And yet you claim not to be a demon.”
“No, I am not. That I’ve avoided. But the alternative…isn’t much better. There is a place for souls like mine and yours, but not heaven or hell. Just an empty void, really. A place to wander though time and space.”
“To what purpose?”
Grey shrugged. “I wish I knew. None are there to guide us, to lead us. We are lost, all of us, even if we aren’t damned.”
“And yet you are here. How did you manage that?”
“We can cross over, from time to time. Surely you’ve heard of ghosts, hauntings, warnings from beyond the grave.”
“I think what I’ve heard is enough of your lies.” Barlow started forward, purpose in his step.
Grey fell back a few paces, but readied his weapon. “That’s right, if you don’t like the message, kill the messenger. Or at least try to.”
“Sounds good to me,” Barlow said.
Their swords rang out loudly in the silent wood.

 *
Silas was the first to return to where Adrianna waited, but his arrival, rather than bringing her comfort, made her uneasy. She struggled to put a finger on why…
His expression softened when he saw her, and his shoulders dropped with relief. “At least two of us are together. Do you know where the others are?”
She pointed in the direction she had last seen them moving, and then it hit her. Silas had come back from the wrong direction. It was possible that he could have done so, yes. Anyone could get turned around in these woods. But she had stayed still for just such a reason, and Silas would have had to take a long, circuitous route to return from the north rather than the south.
He glanced in the direction she had pointed, then casually moved toward her.
Stilling her racing heart and mind, she gathered her focus and cast a spell.
Silas was gone, Adrianna’s magic dispelling the illusion the demon had created. The effect was evident to it as well. It looked at its arms, now bare and rustred in color. “Well done,” it said. “You are perhaps a bit more resourceful than your friends.”
“What do you want?”
“The book would be a start. Your soul would also be a tasty treat.”
Adrianna forced a smile. “You’ll get neither.”
“For the time being, you may be correct. But you do not understand what it is you’ve set your will against. Ageless beings of unimaginable power. Your machinations are of no avail against such formidable foes.”
The demon’s words seemed all too true. She spoke to bury the feeling of gloom welling up within her. “Do you include yourself in this elite group?”
The demon laughed. “Hardly. I am only a lowly spirit, fit for little more than occasional mischief, and perhaps to deliver a message.”
“Well, you’ve done so. We’re all doomed. I get it.”
“Sarcasm doesn’t become you.”
“An opinion now as well. I think I should be touched to get this extra attention.”
The demon smiled a wicked grin. “Maybe someday I’ll be rewarded by my masters, and then I’ll give you all the attention you could ever want and more. For now, understand your quest is hopeless, as is the future of your world. The portal is open, and it cannot be shut. Sort of ironic really, considering the book is closed and can’t be opened.” The demon laughed, at first mildly and then hysterically, amused by its own wit.
Adrianna had heard enough. She felt she should be able to bandy words with such a being, to detain it and see what she might learn, but the feeling of dread she had been fighting for days was all too vibrant with the demon this close. She started to mouth the words of another spell.
The demon heard her, bringing it out of its reverie. “I’ll save you the trouble,” it said. “But I do so look forward to seeing you again. Next time we meet, I’ll be able to show you my world.” It raised its arms, then dropped them swiftly. In a puff of foul-smelling smoke it was gone.

 *
Darius felt his equilibrium leaving him, his tired mind swirling. His shoulder found a tree, keeping him upright, but slowly he slid to the ground, the weight of dark thoughts forcing him down. Surely this couldn’t really be Sasha. But she had used that nickname, “Croupy.” He shook his head as if hoping to knock loose a clear thought that might help him.
Sasha moved toward him, casually. “It’s all right, brother. The hardest part is accepting the truth. Once that’s done, you can start adjusting to it.”
He couldn’t bring himself to look up. He noticed an uncomfortable pressure on his back, where his pack, caught between his body and the tree, was pinned. He shifted, almost unconsciously, but rather than helping, a bright blossom of pain flared, a hard object probing a muscle. He shifted again, the pain causing him to focus, if only for an instant.
It was the corner of the book he felt.
For a moment it was clear. He still had the book, and therefore the hunter, since it appeared with the book, had to have been an illusion, and Sasha was just the latest guise. He knew the name Croupy, and the thing before him was using his thoughts to create Sasha, so, of course, it knew that secret because Darius did.
Darius saw Sasha’s feet on the ground before him.
“Come, brother,” she said. “You are weary and burdened with sorrows. Let me comfort you. Let me ease your pain.”
Something in her words, in her tone, was like a siren call. He felt the clarity leaving his mind, felt the questions and doubts and fears forcing their way in again. He had to act, now, before it was too late.
The sword had never left his hand, although his grip had slackened. He looked up, asked the heavenly powers for forgiveness, then swung his weapon with all his might at his sister’s midsection.
She dropped to the ground, the look on her face more shock than pain. For an awful moment she remained Sasha, and Darius felt an icy hand squeezing his heart. Then the illusion was gone, and a demon lay on the ground, its dark blood staining the soil. Darius found his feet and backed away.
“Go ahead and run,” the demon croaked. “There is nowhere you can hide.” Then it was gone.

 *
Silas held his staff at arm’s-length. “Stay back. I’ll not have you draw near.”
Tears rolled freely down Carolyn’s face. “You would reject me again? Deny me even the smallest comfort?”
Silas slowly edged back. Her face, her tears…she looked exactly as she had all those years ago when he left her. He had never been able to clear that image from his mind, had never fully buried the guilt of seeing how much he had hurt her. For a moment he was reliving it again, and the old wounds tore open and bled anew.
He stumbled on the root of a tree, not coming close to falling, but enough to distract him for a second.
She took advantage of the interlude by taking three quick steps, closing the gap between them.
Silas knew he should end this, was uncomfortable with how close she was getting. Her tears still flowed, but there was something else on her face, a second look under the pain and sorrow, a subtle hint around the mouth that a smile was there under the mask. He still couldn’t bring himself to attack, not yet, but that second face, the real one, peeking out was enough to prod him to action. He spun the staff and used the end to strike a quick blow to her stomach, halting her progress and knocking her to the ground.
If he expected this to break the spell, or force her to attack, he was disappointed. She sat on the ground, sobbing more deeply than before, making him feel like even more of a heel for not helping her up. He wanted to go to her, could almost feel the battle raging in his mind. He held his ground.
“You haven’t changed, Silas,” she said, “although I remember you as being more gallant. Once you’ve made your mind up about something, no one can dissuade you.”
Silas maintained his silence and his distance.
Carolyn took a deep breath, then shuddered. Her face was still streaked with the tracks of her tears, but she managed to stop shedding them. “I will leave you now, and go to face my ordeal alone. Funny, how you caused me so much pain in life, and now even in death, it does not end.” She found her feet, moved off a few steps, then turned to regard him one last time. “We will see each other again one day, Silas. Then we will embrace, for good or ill.”
He watched her go, his feet set and unmoving. It had been he that had walked away before, all those years ago. He found that this was nearly as hard.

 *
Fighting with swords requires concentration and a willingness to act on instinct. Barlow’s jumbled thoughts threatened to interfere with what was required to survive this battle, and although he wanted to either sort things out or shut the questions in his head off completely, for now he could do neither. If this really was Carlton Grey, he wasn’t sure he was capable of beating him. Was doubt slowing him down, making him hold back? If he fought a demon—and he was no longer certain that such was the case—it was either well-trained or taking advantage of his reluctance to destroy his old master.
“You’ve slowed with age,” Grey said.
“So have you,” Barlow answered without conviction. “Or maybe in your case, death has slowed you.”
“Touché,” he said, hopping back. Just as suddenly, he lunged forward, cutting low.
Barlow parried the blow, and brought Gabriel around in an arc toward Grey’s head.
Grey ducked, then stepped back with a smile. “Appears to be a stalemate, my old friend. I have to admit, I’m a bit disappointed. I sort of hoped you would prove my better, make me feel that at least my effort to train you with the sword had some value. And it’s not like you can really hurt me, at least not physically. But it appears everything I’ve taught you was in vain.”
Barlow closed swiftly. “Sorry to let you down,” he said while trying to drive his sword into Grey’s stomach.
Grey batted the attempt aside. “At least you haven’t bothered trying to pass on what you’ve learned. That should be another disappointment, but with what I now know, it would have been just more wasted effort.”
The comment hit one of Barlow’s weak spots. He had always felt a degree of guilt about not finding a student of his own, preferably more than one. The world had changed, and he had grown old, but still… Part of Barlow wanted to simply crumple to the ground, to quit fighting and just admit he had failed in so many ways. But another part of him pushed for swift action, a reflex to bury the guilt as he had done so many times before. His attack took on renewed energy.
Grey was caught a bit unprepared for the sudden fury Barlow displayed, but after yielding some ground, he found his balance once more. He drove forward, and the two men clutched at one another, their swords between them.
Barlow turned his face to keep away from the edge of his own blade. Out of the corner of his eye he caught a quick glimmer of light. With a surge of strength born of discovery, he pushed Grey away, then looked at Gabriel’s keen edge.
The white glow was there, only a tiny sliver of light, and that only visible when the sword’s edge was perfectly perpendicular to his sight. “Another illusion,” he said. “This one cast over the sword.”
If Grey wanted to answer, he wasn’t given the chance. Barlow found another reserve of energy, knowing he had nearly been fooled, knowing his mentor’s image and teaching was being defiled by a demon. Whatever skill the demon had with a blade was no match for the swordplay of the reinvigorated paladin. The demon managed to parry a dozen strikes or more, but was slower to counter each successive blow, and Barlow pressed in hard, ensuring he never gave the demon a chance to retake the initiative. Finally Gabriel struck home, and the demon’s flesh was no match for the holy sword. As it expired it reverted to its true appearance, and Gabriel, free of the spell that shielded its light, shone fiercely for a second before its brilliance, like the demon’s life, faded away.
When it was finished, Barlow found he was trembling all over. He wasn’t sure if it was physical or mental fatigue, or something else, and he didn’t think he really wanted to know. He gave himself a moment to calm down, and once he thought he could at least maintain a façade of composure, he went in search of his companions.
It took a while, but eventually the group found one another. Adrianna and Barlow were willing to share some of the details of what they experienced. Darius only said, “Sasha,” and Silas “a friend,” by way of summary, leaving the details to the imagination of the others. One thing they were all sure of was that something had set its will against them, and other than pressing on, they didn’t know how to fight back.
While an observer might have concluded that each of them had passed some test, there was no joy or relief in the group, no sense of having accomplished anything. Instead it was the weight of their anxieties and fears pushing all else aside, and even though night was fast approaching, they forced themselves to muster the energy to move forward. Even when they did so, it was with downcast faces and leaden feet.
As night fell they continued to march, moving like zombies, with lifeless eyes and unspeaking lips. The darkness of the wood tried to swallow what little hope was left them, and even Adrianna’s magic light seemed dwarfed by the surrounding blackness.
Barlow was first to stop. He plopped down on the ground, saying, “I can’t go on. Need to rest a bit.”
No one argued with him.
Silas sat next to him, heaved a great sigh and said, “I don’t think we should sleep here.”
“Seems we can’t sleep anywhere,” Darius said. “How much longer can we keep this up?”
“Not much,” Barlow said. “I’d rather risk sleep than trying to stay awake until I pass out.”
“We’ll go in shifts of two,” Adrianna said. “I think I’m okay for the first watch.”
“You think?” Darius asked.
“I can’t promise more than that.”
“I’ll join you,” said Silas. “But only after we’ve all sat a bit, and maybe had a bite to eat.”
They made it through to morning, although the wood was no more pleasant in the daylight, as they already knew. Darius tried to peer through the trees and saw no end in sight. He refused the food offered him and closed his eyes, taking inventory of his aches and pains. His body felt like it was made of stone. The prospect of resting against this tree forever seemed as good an option as any to him, so beset with tiredness was his mind. If anything, the broken sleep he had managed only made his mental fugue worse. He had lost all sense of time, and would have been stunned to find that two hours had passed when Silas finally said, “We need to get moving.”
The initial response was simply groans of protest, but once Silas managed to find his feet, the others followed in kind.
Despite their lackluster pace, they were clear of the dying wood by mid-afternoon. What should have been cause for celebration, or at least acknowledged as a sign of progress, was hardly noticed. They spent another cheerless evening, this one on open ground, and were even later starting off the next morning.
Just past midday they crested a small rise. They proceeded on the down-slope several paces before anyone bothered to glance ahead. It was Silas who saw it first and made the announcement. “We’ve made it. There lies Auerl Forest.”
The others looked up, and together they stood for a time, regarding the great wood. The trees were tall and close-packed, the trunks thick with age. It stretched from horizon-to-horizon, and to their great relief and joy it was green with life. The vibrant color of the leaves was made even starker due to the drab nature of the grass that nestled against the very edge of the forest.
“That’s a beautiful sight,” Adrianna said.
They found a bit more spring in their step, the promise of the wood fending off, at least for the moment, the dreary malaise that had been upon them for days. The closer they drew, the more the forest pulled them, and as they entered the forest proper, they did so at a run, and with smiles on their faces.
Darius felt the crossing into the wood in both heart and mind. A certain peace settled over him, and his fears and anxieties, so prevalent of late, ebbed back to a more normal level. He heard the others laughing, and started to laugh himself, but the laughter soon turned to tears, the grief over Luke’s death suddenly crashing down upon him. He dropped to his knees, sobbing. He let himself go, unashamed. He felt a delicate hand on his shoulder, and when he had collected himself he looked up at Adrianna and smiled. “I needed that,” he told her. “That actually felt good, like I was letting out something that was slowly poisoning me.”
She returned his smile with a confirming nod.
He got to his feet, wiped the last few tears from his face, and took a deep breath. “Much better. So where to now?”
Barlow turned to Silas with a raised eyebrow. “You’ve been here before. Any ideas?”
“I was escorted last time,” Silas replied. “We should just keep going north. Hopefully we’ll soon find the elves, or they’ll find us.”
“Fair enough.” Barlow took a long, cleansing breath. “The air even smells better here. I bet we’ll sleep well tonight.”
Darius’ smile was a tired one, but it was from the heart. “I’m looking forward to it.”

 *
Praad had been enjoying the slow deepening of their misery. Everything was proceeding as he had planned, his ploys drawing them to keep moving when they sorely needed rest, their mental barriers crumbling. The air seemed to be ripe with their despair.
He had been following them, wanting to wallow in the wake of their anguish. If he sensed any recovery he would move ahead once more, and set another challenge in motion, but he doubted he would need to do so. Another day, two perhaps, and they would fall.
When he saw the Auerl Forest for the first time they were already running for it. Rather than give chase he pulled up short. The line of decay his presence cast out was even more clearly drawn for him, the Forest a shimmering jewel to his eyes, painful to look at.
He approached slowly, the fact his prey had entered its borders barely registering in his mind. He had been on many worlds, had lived for what seemed an eternity, but this was a new thing to him. The magic of the wood was old, perhaps as old as he, and he wasn’t sure he could break it. It was almost enough to frighten him.
As he neared he felt it in his inner being, the forest like a solid wall through which neither his mind nor body could easily pass. He tentatively reached out a bony finger toward one of the trees. Just before he touched it he pulled his hand back. He sensed pain would be his only reward for going further.
Sometimes Praad wondered if he and his brothers had grown complacent over the centuries, the game always similar and the victory always theirs in the end. One’s skills tend to erode when things are too easy. He backed away from the edge of the wood and sat upon the ground. There was deeper, more powerful magic that he had not delved for what seemed ages. He let his mind work, looking for an answer. The further he pulled into his own thoughts, the more comfortable he became, as an initial sense of frustration gave way to excitement over a rare thing: a stern challenge to be met and overcome.



Chapter 19: Lon Antar
They had not gone far into the Auerl Forest, perhaps three miles, when they decided to make camp for the night. The food they had was no different than what they'd grown accustomed to, the ground no softer, but there was a certain cheerfulness to their banter that had been missing for weeks.
“Any idea how long a journey we still have before us?” Adrianna asked.
“Could be two week or more,” Silas replied. “Lon Antar is fairly far north. Sorry I don’t have better news.”
Adrianna shrugged. “Yesterday that would have made me want to cry. Today…I think I can live with it.”
Barlow gave her a long look. “Do you feel it? As if a dark cloud has been blown away?” 
Adrianna nodded, and the others chimed in that they felt the same way.
“I’m sure none of us are foolish enough to say we are home free, but there is something to this wood…”
“Why, Barlow,” Adrianna said, “is that an admission that there might be some sort of magic at work here?”
Barlow met Adrianna’s gaze and saw no challenge there. “I guess it is,” he admitted. “Be it of the wood itself, or some spell of the elves, it appears to be blocking whatever force weighed upon our minds so. The question is, did it stop whatever or whoever has been tracking us?”
Darius rubbed a hand over his face. “Sure would be nice to know the answer to that. We all could use a full night’s sleep.”
“Another wish that might be granted at Lon Antar,” Silas said with a sigh. “For now, we’ll need to stick with shifts on watch.”
“No doubt,” Darius agreed. “Just nice to dream.”
“Maybe tonight it will be,” Adrianna said, referring to the nightmares they had all been plagued by of late.
The reminder brought with it a short, serious silence. If their dreams were still of foul things, even here in this peaceful wood, what would it mean, and what hope would remain that their rest might ever return to normal?
Darius let out a long breath and stood up. “I’ll take first watch. And if your sleep is troubled…well, don’t tell me until morning.”
Barlow joined him, while Adrianna and Silas, suddenly with mixed feelings, prepared for some much needed rest.

 *
They passed the night without being disturbed, whether awake or asleep. The rest was the best they had had in weeks, and when they set off that morning it was with renewed energy and hope. Before the sun reached its zenith, they had covered many miles and were starting to think of pausing for lunch, when they were called to a halt by a gentle but firm voice.
“Declare yourselves as friends or foes, strangers. You walk in a wood claimed by the Ice Elves of the North.”
“Friends,” Silas answered, and then named himself and his companions in turn. “We come seeking an audience with Queen Aerlos on a matter of great importance.”
“So it must be if you wish an audience with the queen.” The elf suddenly appeared, ten yards away, whether through some magic or having slipped quickly from behind a tree none could say with any certainty. He was taller than any of them, thin and fit. A shock of long, white hair framed his sky-blue face. He held a bow at his shoulder, but made no move to ready it. “I am Calta, a scout charged with watching the borders of our lands. I see you are armed.”
“We have found weapons necessary on this journey.”
Darius added, “And even so, one of our party fell at the hands of a stone giant near the Long Shadow Mountains.”
“I am sorry to hear that. The giants are good for little but trouble. Tell me, do you come as representatives of one of the three southern kingdoms?”
“No,” Silas replied. “We all lived in Longvale, but if anything we are outcasts now.”
“That is just as well. The Queen will not make alliance with any of the kingdoms of men against any other.”
“We do not come to seek an alliance. Rather we wish to see if Queen Aerlos can help us understand an artifact that has fallen into our hands. We believe it may have much to do with the troubles that plague our people.”
“You refer to the object the one you named Darius carries?”
Silas couldn’t hide his surprise. “How did you—?”
“We have been aware of it for several days.”
“ ‘We?’ ” Adrianna repeated.
Calta smiled. “I am not alone. And you have not been since soon after you entered the wood.”
Barlow’s expression went cold. “We thought we were being tracked. Does it trail us still?”
Calta shook his head. “I’m sorry. You misunderstand me. I only meant that we elves have known of your presence for days, and that you carried an object imbued with some dark power. If you were being pursued…none other has entered the wood.”
Barlow let out an audible sigh. “That’s a relief.”
“Then that is well. As to this thing you bring into our realm, the queen would wish to inspect it, and to meet those who carry it, so you will get your audience.” He gave a signal, and four other elves showed themselves, forming a rough square around the companions. “I sense no lie in your words or in your eye. You will travel with us as guests and friends. You may keep your weapons, unless you give us reason to deny you such a privilege. But be warned: any treachery will be dealt with swiftly and harshly. There are always eyes upon visitors to our wood.” With these words Calta held up a medium-sized leaf that he had taken from one of the trees. An arrow, fired by some unseen archer, pierced it and tore it from his hand. The arrow lodged in the trunk of a nearby tree, the leaf still affixed to the shaft.
“You give a most convincing demonstration,” Silas said. “We will give you no cause for concern. And I am glad to know we will be so well protected.”
“Well said,” Calta replied, adding a smile. “Come, let us continue on our way. Lon Antar is a long journey from here, but you will find shelter and rest in these woods, and the days and nights should be pleasant ones.”
Calta quickly proved to be an excellent guide, not just in his ability to find the best paths through the wood, but in his willingness to engage the newcomers in conversation. He asked about the southern lands and their homes, listening intently to every detail. “I had always hoped someday to see the south, but I fear it shall never be. We haven’t wandered past the Long Shadow Mountains for decades.”
“The giants?” Adrianna asked.
“In part,” he answered, although his expression said that the large creatures were no real obstacle. “My people have grown less willing to deal with other races, and the wars in the south have made us desire isolation even more.”
“I fear there would be little to see in our lands these days,” Barlow said. “Even if the kingdoms made peace, many of our cities lie in ruin, and there is great suffering from want.”
“War will do that.”
“Your realm seems immune to some of the blight we’ve seen,” Darius commented.
Calta cocked an eyebrow at that. “I was not aware of such issues here in the north.”
“We’ve seen signs of it. Even to the edge of the Forest.”
“Interesting,” Calta said. “I would not presume to say we are immune to such things, or to war. The magic of this wood protects us, but as you have seen, we do not rely solely on magic for protection.”
“How many guard your borders?” Silas asked.
Calta smiled and shook his head. “I mean no insult, but that information I’ll have to keep private.”
“My apologies,” Silas said with a bow. “I did not mean to pry.”
After several hours they had covered many miles, but Darius noted something else. “We seem to be going west.”
“Your sense of direction is to be commended, as it is easy to get turned around in the Auerl Forest,” Calta said. “We will get to Lon Antar more swiftly on the Hidden Road than working our way though these trees.”
“ ‘The Hidden Road?’ ”
Calta nodded. “You will see,” he said with a laugh.

 *
Kaelesh leaned back comfortably in his chair, looking at the image of his brother, Praad, as it took shape before him. He steepled his fingers and smiled, expecting good news, but before he could speak Praad asked for a moment. Kaelesh watched him go through the motions of conjuring, and knew he was linking Orgoth into the conversation. What might cause his brother to do this gave him pause and erased his expectant smile. He stilled his mind, knowing the answers to all his questions would soon be revealed, and waited patiently for Praad to proceed.
Orgoth had no such patience. His image gave Kaelesh one quick glance then returned its attention to Praad. “What news of the book?”
“It is in the Auerl Forest, still in the possession of those who took it.”
Orgoth grunted and started what was likely a rebuke, but Kaelesh cut in. “And how are your particular skills affecting them, my brother.”
“They were near to breaking when they entered the wood.”
Kaelesh waited a beat before asking, “And now?”
Praad shrugged. “I cannot sense them, nor can I follow.”
“I do not understand,” Orgoth said.
“The wood is protected by powerful magic.”
“Elves, correct?” asked Kaelesh.
“Yes.”
“Break it then. We care nothing for elf-kind. Their souls cannot be harvested.”
“I cannot.”
Kaelesh smiled, a paternal look on his face. “There are older spells, my brother. Not totally forgotten. I hope, even—”
“I have used them. I cannot break through. I cannot enter.”
“You have tried?”
Now it was Praad that paused. “I did not actually attempt to breach the barrier. But I probed closely.”
“Bah,” Orgoth snorted. “I will break it.”
“Patience, Orgoth,” Kaelesh said. “I trust Praad’s instincts with such spells.”
“But they have escaped with the book!”
“Have they?”
The question seemed foolish to Orgoth, so he said nothing.
“Even if we cannot enter, the forest is no more than a large prison for them. If they are beyond our reach there, so be it, but to remain so, they will have to stay there forever. The elves, despite their strength in magic, could not open or use the book. It is perfectly safe there.”
Orgoth shook his head. “I can march ten thousand men there. We can certainly breach the woods and find those we seek.”
Kaelesh waved a dismissive hand. “You could, my brother. I do not doubt you. But it is unnecessary.”
“What if they come out again?” Praad asked. “I could wait for them, pick up their trail.”
“No,” said Kaelesh slowly, the wheels in his mind turning. “No,” he said again, more firmly. “I’ll send the Dezku that fool Landri called forth, and let them act as our spies. At least they’ll be better used as such.”
“Very well,” said Praad with a nod. “And what do you wish of me?”
“Come home, my brother. We need not concern ourselves with the book any longer. Corterra’s spirit has been crushed. It is time for a new order to rise and reap the harvest of what we have sown.”
Orgoth growled, a low tone that his brothers understood was a signal of anticipation. “And the war?”
“Enjoy yourself, Orgoth,” Kaelesh told him with an evil grin.
Orgoth’s roar let them know that he would.

 *
After two days of traveling with Calta and the other elves, the companions began to think that the Hidden Road might be Calta’s idea of a joke. He had said no more about it, and they did not ask, lest he tell them with a laugh that they had been upon it for days. But still they traveled west, and when Calta suddenly stopped with a smile on his lips and announced that they had arrived, they would have been pleased if not for the fact that they could see nothing out of the ordinary about this portion of the forest, and certainly no sign of any road.
“Let me guess,” Darius said with a hint of sarcasm. “We’re going underground.” 
Calta shook his head. “No, my friend. Do not confuse us with the dwarves. We elves prefer sunlight or starlight, and plenty of fresh air.”
“Well, it lives up to its name,” Adrianna said. “I can’t see a thing.”
The elves laughed softly, but there was nothing mean-spirited in their mirth. “That is at it should be,” said Calta. “To elven-kind, the road is obvious. Brega stands upon it, as does Jarax.”
“Should I be giving myself a headache trying to see it?” asked Barlow, squinting as if that might bring the secret path into focus. “Because that’s what’s happening.”
“Here, let me help you. If you will allow.”
Calta stepped toward Barlow, raising a hand, ready to cast some sort of spell. Barlow drew back, and the others wished Calta had chosen someone else, given Barlow’s occasional surly nature and his feelings about certain types of magic. Barlow withheld permission long enough that Calta halted, a look of concern starting to cross his features. When Barlow said, more out of politeness to his host than anything else, “Go ahead,” everyone was relieved.
Calta touched the side of Barlow’s head, near the temple, and said a few words in elvish.
Barlow’s jaw dropped open.
Calta repeated the process on the others, and the Hidden Road was now plain to see. It was a simple lane, really, twenty feet wide at most, cutting a fairly straight path through the woods north-to-south.
“What spell have you put on us that we can see it?” Barlow asked with an edge to his voice, one Calta might have missed but that his companions did not.
“None, actually. The road itself has an enchantment upon any non-elf who nears it. For the four of you, I have simply broken that spell.”
“Then I owe you my thanks.”
“As do we all,” Silas added, his tone far more appreciative. But Silas understood his friend’s feelings. They had had far too many bad experiences with illusions and having their own thoughts and memories used against them of late. It was not easy to shrug off any magic affecting their minds as a simple parlor trick over which they could be amused.
“Is the enchantment broken for us for good?” Adrianna asked, her knowledge of magic making her think that such would be the case.
“For the remainder of your journey, certainly,” Calta replied. “A year from now…” He shrugged, indicating he wasn’t sure. “The road’s magic is old and strong, and is not limited to just illusions.”
“What do you mean?” Barlow asked.
“I will leave certain things unspoken. Let’s just agree that it is good you are not enemies of my people.”
Even though Barlow knew he was no enemy of the elves, his first steps onto the road still had a slight hesitation to them. Once he and his friends had covered a dozen paces without event, he noticed that he had been holding his breath. He let the air out of his lungs, and shook his head at his own doubts and fears.

 *
It didn’t take long for the companions to appreciate the Hidden Road. Their path was laid out for them, even without their elven guides, and many miles could be covered in a day. It only took a very short while to forget the road was secret at all, once the enchantment was gone, although it did occasionally come up in conversation.
“What happens when something or someone stumbles upon the Hidden Road by accident?” Darius asked one afternoon. “If they can’t see it…”
“They rarely know anything is amiss,” Calta said, confirming Darius’ suspicion. “It is sometimes good for a laugh if some creature tries to rest against a tree that’s not there, but even that won’t break the spell.”
“You’d think something with enough intelligence could then figure out there’s magic at work,” Barlow said.
“No doubt,” Calta agreed. “But knowing a spell’s at work and breaking it are two different things. And while the enchantment holds, the best one could do is to stumble along, probing to see which trees are real and which are not. Hardly an efficient way to move, especially if one is an enemy of my people.”
They spent twelve days upon the secret path, and as they continued north, two things progressively changed: the trees grew thicker and taller, and the weather colder. The weather, they were told, was still reasonably warm for this part of the world in early autumn, and the trees, while common here, were of a type Barlow, Darius, and Adrianna had not seen before.
“Dalatus, they are called,” Calta had told them several days ago, when those new to the wood first took note of them. 
“I did not know trees could grow so large,” Adrianna said while craning her neck to see how close to the sky they reached.
“They are not large, for Dalatus,” Calta said with a grin. “The largest are closer to home.”
While the words sounded as if they might be more prideful boast than fact, the newcomers soon admitted the first Dalatus they had seen were small in comparison to those they now passed. Most were large enough that the road could have been tripled in size and still would have passed easily through the trunks of the trees, had the elves desired to create such a spectacle.
No sooner had they started to get used to the gigantic trees when Calta surprised them by announcing, “We have arrived. Welcome to Lon Antar, my home.”
At first they did not understand, looking past his sweeping hand to the trees that still made up the bulk of their surroundings. “Another illusion?” Darius asked. “I don’t see—” His breath caught in his throat as he finally recognized what he was looking at.
The enormous trees were close-packed, so close that they were easily joined by cut timber near the ground so that no gap was left between them, and by bridges and walkways higher up. The road reached its end at the center of a tree which had a gate built into its hollowed-out trunk, providing egress through what amounted to a massive outer wall. As they peered more intently, finer detail became apparent, ornate decorative carvings and spiraling stairs.
“How large a place is Lon Antar?” Darius asked,
“And how high do those bridges go?” Adrianna wanted to know, able to make out the dim shapes even up in the canopy.
“I’ll let you see for yourselves, once we are inside. The city rarely disappoints. It is only a shame we did not arrive at night…I think then our city is at her fairest.”
Brega had gone ahead while they gawked, and was now having a brief conversation with several elves who stood guard at the gate. They welcomed him home with smiles and open arms, then ordered the gate open and stood aside.
Calta led them into Lon Antar, moving casually to allow his guests time to sate their curiosity. As they passed under the tree leading into the city proper, they could see it had many floors and rooms above—far more of the tree had been hollowed out than just the entrance archway. Lanterns of some sort gave the interior a soft, yellow glow, but there was no flicker common to the light cast by a flame. These were imbued with some art or magic to shed such flameless light, a wise choice considering the dangers of the combination of fire and wood. Spiral stairs and linking bridges formed a latticework overhead, upon which many elves went about their daily business.
Once they passed through the hollowed-out passage, Lon Antar was before them in all its glory. The Dalatus trees, although they were present at almost regular intervals, were less densely packed inside, leaving open spaces for travel. Even so, from the entrance one could not see the ends of the city right, left, or forward. Here, too, it was obvious the elven craftsmen knew how to handle materials other than wood, as stone, metal, and glass were used freely, adding complexity and beauty to their homes, as well as to places of leisure and commerce. The blue-skinned inhabitants were clearly intrigued by the newcomers, but their looks were neither hard nor cold.
After Calta sent Jarax ahead to announce the arrival of the guests from the south, along with their request to see the queen and news of the disturbing object they carried, he saw them to their quarters, a group of rooms on the third floor of one of the larger trees. The fact that this tree was under guard was not specifically called out, but the guards made their presence obvious, and Calta made no effort to shield his guests from the fact that they would be watched. After they were settled in their rooms, he told them he would see to it that refreshment was provided, and that he’d be back with news of when they might expect to see Queen Aerlos.
He was back a little over three hours later, and found the companions sharing a small meal in Silas’ room. “The queen wishes me to bid you welcome, and apologizes that she is pressed for time. She will see you tomorrow. Until then, it is my good fortune to be allowed to show you our beloved home, and to act as your host for dinner.”
“The queen certainly owes us no apology,” Silas replied. “As to the rest, you have been more than a gracious host and guide already, but we would gladly partake of your hospitality once more.”
“Excellent,” replied Calta. “Shall I return in an hour? You can finish your food and freshen up a bit.”
“We’ll look forward to it,” Adrianna said.
That evening was the most pleasant any of them could recall stretching back over many years. If only for a short time, they left their fears and worries behind, and lost themselves in the beauty of the elven city and the bonds of friendship that had been forged between them. Calta’s table was not over-abundant, but everyone ate their fill, and fresh meat and vegetables were a treat. Barlow even got the fresh-baked bread he had longed for only a few weeks earlier. When they said goodnight it was with more than a little regret. Anxious as they had been to see the queen, it now signaled a return of their focus to the burden they carried with them.
Dawn broke clear, crisp and cool, and they were waiting with some apprehension when the guards came for them. They were led through the streets and toward the Queen’s Court, housed in one of the larger trees toward the center of the city. Calta had pointed it out to them the previous evening, but today they would go inside to see if their long trek north would bear fruit. None wanted to consider the journey’s cost. Luke’s life was a high price to pay regardless of what resulted from their meeting with Queen Aerlos.
The Queen’s Court was, of course, finely decorated, being the centerpiece of the city, but its most unique feature was that it consisted of three concentric areas, rather than open space in the center with the rooms around the perimeter, as was common inside the other trees of the city. The innermost part was the queen’s private residence, while around that was her throne room. The largest ring was the Court itself, where much of the business of running the elven kingdom took place. The Court was a crowded, bustling place, but the companions were ushered swiftly through and into the throne room. As the door closed behind them, the noise and turmoil of the outer chamber was shut off, replaced by a calm quiet that made this inner chamber seem all the more regal, almost holy.
Queen Aerlos rose to greet them. If age had stolen any of her beauty, the visitors would have been hard-pressed to picture her even fairer, but her face, especially her eyes, radiated a confidence that only long years and experience can bestow. “Welcome,” she said. “I am Aerlos, Queen of the Ice Elves. I greet you as friends.” Her voice was soothing, but if she gave a command one doubted she could be denied. She looked at each of them in turn, her smile growing as her gaze fell upon Silas. “It is a pleasure to see you again, Silas, after all these years. I take it by your attire that your training was completed successfully.”
“It was,” Silas replied with a bow. “I am honored to have not been forgotten.”
After the others had introduced themselves, Aerlos sat on her throne, a high-backed wooden chair with intricately-carved arms and legs, and said, “You have traveled far, and through much peril and loss to see me.” Here her gaze lingered for just a second on Darius, who eventually looked to the ground. “I only hope that any help I may provide proves worthy of such a journey. Tell me how I might aid you. Speak freely, for we are alone.”
They had noticed that the guards had merely escorted them to the door, not followed them in, and that no attempt had been made to take their weapons. They knew it was no oversight, and it spoke less to any trust the elves might be showing them than to the power Aerlos had. Rumors of her skill with magic were well-known even in the south.
“We know your time is precious, and you have many things to oversee,” Silas said. “But there is much that has happened on our journey you may wish to know.”
“You are correct on both counts. But I have some understanding of what it is you carry, and would hear your tale in full, if you are willing to tell it. It is likely to be far more important than my daily duties.”
Silas deferred to Darius, who started the tale from the beginning, the others joining in and adding detail or clarification as needed. Aerlos listened intently throughout, but asked many questions concerning the otherworldly creatures they had encountered.
Darius had started to pull the book from his pack at his first mention of it, but Aerlos had quickly asked him to leave it where it was. Other offers to present it while they told their story were likewise denied. When they had finished, Aerlos asked for a few moments, which she spent in silence pondering all that she had heard. She took in a deep breath, let it out, and said, “I am ready to see the book now.”
Darius took the book from his pack and stepped toward her.
She held up her hands, a warding gesture. “I do not wish to touch it. Please just lay it on the ground.”
Darius did as he was asked, then backed away with his head bowed. When he finally lifted his chin, he found that Aerlos was looking at him rather than the book.
“I mean no insult,” she told him. “But I fear to even touch such an object.”
“No insult taken,” Darius replied. “I felt…odd the first time I took it. Like bugs were crawling on my skin, and in my mind. I wanted to drop it and flee, but I couldn’t do that, not if I wanted to help my sister. I’ve held it enough now…” He shrugged and then said, “I guess I’ve gotten used to it.”
“That is what I fear,” she said. Before he could ask what she meant by that, she crouched low and studied the book. After a time she closed her eyes, although her face was still square to the book, as if she was still probing in ways other than sight. Slowly her hand reached out, a slight tremble visible for all to see. Her fingers, spread wide, moved within a half-inch of the Blood Book’s cover, then advanced no more. She pulled her hand away, then rose and sat on her throne, her eyes open and upon the book once more.
She shook herself, as if remembering her guests, then gave them an apologetic smile. “I had hoped, somehow, that this thing would be something other than what you’ve guessed. Unfortunately, it is, as you suspected, a Book of Dread.”
When she paused, Barlow asked, “Can you open it?”
She answered with a question of her own. “Why do you wish it opened?”
“To know what it contains. To see whether it has been used to bring the current woes to Corterra, and whether it might be used to stop them.”
“A noble sentiment, indeed. What could be learned I cannot say. But I do know that no spell from this tome will be able to banish any evil that has been loosed in this world. Anything called forth might be sent back through force of arms or perhaps other devices, but this book will not give such answers. It was created by evil to do evil, and no power you or I have can turn any of the words inside to good.”
“Are you saying we should not be seeking to open it?” Silas asked.
“No. Only that what you find inside may not suit your purposes. You may understand who your enemy truly is after the book is studied, and knowing him may help you, but the book will not give you the means to banish or defeat him.”
“You sound as if you already know what we’ll see inside,” Adrianna said. “As if you know who the enemy is.”
Aerlos shook her head. “I do not. In days long past there were many such books. Some were more powerful than others. It is possible you’ve already faced the worst this book can summon. Or not.”
“That’s not—” Darius started, a slight edge to his voice, then flushed red, thinking he might have insulted the queen.
“I take no insult, Darius,” Aerlos said. “And I understand your feelings. I do not mean to be obtuse or coy. I do not know what is inside the book, and I’m sure after all you’ve been through that you won’t turn aside now. I’m just trying to prepare you a bit, to warn you, before we look inside.”
“So you can open it,” Darius said, his face showing relief.
Aerlos read the look and feared the young man had missed the intent of her words. She saw that the others, at least, had not, and so answered, “I can arrange for it, I believe.”
“What do you need from us?” Silas asked.
“I’m afraid I’ll have to ask for another measure of your patience. There will need to be some arrangements made before I am ready.”
“Of course.”
“And one other thing. I will need you to trust me. You may not approve of what must be done to break the book open, but I assure you I will only be doing what is necessary.”
Silas repeated, “Of course.”
She looked to the others. “In this I would have each speak his or her own heart.”
“Whatever needs to be done,” Barlow agreed with a nod.
“I’m in,” Adrianna said.
Darius gave a small shrug. “We’ve come a long way to ask for your help. How you open the book we must leave to you.”
“Very well,” she said. “I will see to things as soon as I can. Keep the book with you. I will call for you, and it, when all is prepared.”
They were shown to a small room on the perimeter of the court where they could wait. Four hours later, as they finished the light lunch they were provided, a guard entered and said, “All is ready. Please follow me.”
He led them outside and to the northeast, a section of the city they had not toured during their brief stay. They soon learned this part of Lon Antar was less developed, several of the trees still untouched by the elves. They had come within sight of the city’s outer wall when they saw a tree with four guards posted around a heavy, barred door. At a nod from their guide the door was opened and they were ushered inside.
The interior was populated by more guards and a half-dozen cells. Two were presently occupied, but the elves held inside took scant notice of the newcomers. One of the guards snapped to attention and said, “I’ll take them from here. The queen is waiting below.”
As their old guide departed, their new one led them to a long, straight stair, which delved into the ground, and under and beyond the edges of the tree that served as the city’s jail. Eventually they reached another heavy door, which had three locks that their escort had to open before he led them on. “Welcome to the dungeon of Lon Antar,” he said with some seriousness. “Few even know of its existence, and most that do never see the light of day again.” He shot them a quick look and added, “Guess you’re the rare lucky ones.”
They moved down a long hall, the light here dim and tinged red. Both right and left were rows of cells, but these, unlike the ones above, were accessible only through thick, solid doors, and the only sight-line into them was provided by a gated, two-inch slot at roughly eye level. All these slots were currently covered. They had no way of knowing how many of the cells were occupied, but they knew they were not all vacant, as now and then a cry or moan was heard. These voices were clearly not elven, though what they were was open to some debate.
 At the end of the long hall was a larger chamber, the door of which stood open. It was into this room that the guests were escorted. The queen was there, along with four other elves, another set of guards apparently. These had taken position around a prisoner, a goblin that was bound hand and foot and blindfolded as well. To the thick leather bindings four heavy chains were attached. The goblin turned its head at the sound of the newcomers entering the chamber, as if trying to get further clues as to what the elves were planning to do. Based on the look of some of the cruel devices that lined the walls of the room, perhaps it was best it could not see.
Each progressive trip in their latest journey had led the companions to a more foreign place, and a greater feeling of trepidation. As much as a jail with a couple of elven prisoners seemed odd in this fair city, one could understand the occasional need to isolate someone for a time, perhaps for having enjoyed too much wine or for taking a joke further than what was prudent. The lower chambers as well, despite the magic of the Auerl Forest, indicated only that there were those that might come at the elves intending them harm, and that once caught they needed to be held while the elves tried to discover if a larger plot was in the works. But this room, and the dire intent of some of the tools present, seemed beyond what one could imagine of folk that seemed so wise and kind. Darius, in particular, having heard of and seen so much while at war, was taken aback, and started to regret his words earlier, allowing Aerlos whatever method she chose to open the book. 
She acknowledged their arrival with a nod, and with the same gesture told the guards to begin. Two pulled on the ends of the chains, hoisting the goblin into the air. They maneuvered it until it was left hanging upside down, with its arms tight against its body.
“Do you know who I am?” Aerlos asked the goblin.
It let out a low growl, its face contorted in a snarl, but it paused before speaking, likely working through the more biting comments it wished to make. It took a moment to calm itself, then said, “No, I do not,” in a passable version of the common tongue.
“I am Aerlos, Queen of this realm. I want you to understand who it is you are dealing with. I represent my people, and my actions are sanctioned by them. Do not believe for a moment that what happens here is simply the work of some cruel guard that might be reprimanded for such behavior.”
The goblin did not speak in reply to these words, but the sweat that was starting to bead on its bald, green head was visible to everyone.
Darius had to bite back a gasp as Aerlos went to the far wall, pulled down a barbed whip that hung on a peg there, and returned to stand before the goblin prisoner. Surely, he thought, if there was cruel work to do, one of the other elves would do it.
Aerlos snapped the whip, the barbs biting into the goblin’s exposed back. The creature squeaked in surprise and pain, and jerked against its bonds.
Twice more she cracked the whip, with the same results. Small rivulets of blood began to trickle down the goblin’s back.
“Are you ready to speak now?” she asked.
“What do you want?” the goblin asked in reply.
She hit it again, then said, “For you to suffer.”
Three more times the wicked barbs tore at the goblin. It screamed out in pain and fear, “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”
“I want to know why you are here.”
“Your people brought me!”
“Why were you in our wood?”
“I was hungry. All my people are hungry.”
“And so you came to steal what we have.”
The goblin paused, and the whip fell again.
“You have much,” it said after its cry had died down. “We only need a little to survive.”
“You would kill us all if you had the chance.”
“No! I only want to live.”
She laughed and whipped the goblin again.
Adrianna turned away. Darius started forward, but Silas held him back. “Do not interfere,” the cleric whispered.
“We can’t allow this. It’s too much.”
“It has to be done.”
Darius looked to Barlow for help, but the paladin averted his eyes.
“Please,” the goblin begged. “Mercy!”
“No mercy shall be shown to you, or to your people. After you have died, our armies will march out and destroy your clan. Your people will no longer need to steal to satisfy their hunger.”
The whip rose and fell, and with each successive lash any hope for pity or mercy was driven from the goblin, to be replaced by rage and hate. It screamed again, but not so much in reaction to the pain, but out of spite. “You will all die! Your heads will decorate the walls of our city!”
Aerlos applied the whip again, then turned to Silas and mouthed, “The book.”
Silas let Darius go so the younger man could pull the book from his pack and step forward.
Aerlos used the whip again, causing the goblin to spew further vile threats, all caution now gone. She pointed to a place beneath the poor creature, and Darius put the book there and then quickly backed away.
The whip sliced through the air once more.
“I’ll chew your eyes out elf-witch!” the goblin yelled.
Another lash.
“Your children will be boiled alive!”
Another lash.
The goblin spat a stream of curses in its native tongue.
Another lash.
“Stop it,” Darius said through clenched teeth.
“Silence!” Aerlos shouted, shooting him a fiery glare. She flailed at the goblin twice more.
It screamed, a long, piercing shriek, while it thrashed against its bonds. If its anger could have set it free, it would have been loose long ago. The blood from its wounds rolled down its back and neck and onto its head. On the goblin’s left ear the blood beaded, and finally a drop fell, landing squarely on the book, which Darius had placed beneath the hanging creature.
The clasp on the book fell aside. 
Aerlos stepped away from the goblin while one of the guards moved in. With a gloved hand he held a vial under the dangling creature, catching more of its blood. When the small container was full, he capped it and handed it to Aerlos.
“You may retrieve the item,” Aerlos said to Darius. 
Darius knelt to reach under the goblin, extending his arm quickly and sliding the book out from under the drops of blood that continued to fall. When he picked up the Book of Dread he expected the cover to be slick and wet with the goblin’s blood, but he found no sign of where the blood had fallen. He slid his finger under the clasp and held it open, fearing it might re-latch.
Aerlos waved the visitors from the south toward her as she placed the whip back into its place on the wall. Softly she said, “We cannot speak here. Say nothing until we return to the throne room.” As soon as she saw their nods of understanding, she led them from the room. As they started back down the long hall of the dungeon, they could hear the chains that held the goblin being lowered, and the creature shouted out further curses on Aerlos and her people.
Any elation they may have felt on finally having the book open for inspection was dampened by what they had just seen. They returned to the throne room in gloomy silence, Aerlos’ request that they not speak until then a moot one.
The clamor in the Court dropped considerably as Aerlos led the visitors through in a glum parade. Those who knew the Queen could see that she had passed through a trial of sorts, and what had just transpired and how it appeared to have effected their leader and her guests would be debated and subject to rumor for weeks to come.
Once Aerlos was back on her throne she let out a tired sigh. “I wish I could apologize for what just happened, and for making you watch it. But it was important that you understand what price had to be paid to open the book.”
“There was no other way?” Darius asked, an undertone of challenge in his voice.
“Of course not,” Silas said. “If Aerlos—”
“Silas,” the queen interrupted. “The young man has a heart. I do not fault him for that, and I know you do not either. Remember, Darius and I have just met.”
“And I intend no insult,” Darius said, adding a short bow. “But…”
“I know it seemed hard and cruel. And it was. Do not think that I acted lightly, or care not for the pain I inflicted on both the goblin’s body and its mind. It will be healed of its wounds, but it will never forgive. Such a thing I could not ask any of my people to do in my place. That is why I wielded the whip myself.”
“But if we just needed its blood…” He thought for a moment, then shook his head. “It was more than just the blood, wasn’t it.”
Aerlos was able to smile at that, if only fractionally, pleased that Darius had reached the correct conclusion. “Yes. The hate, the rage, the evil intent. Blood from such a darkened soul is what will open the book. Not all creatures can reach such a state. You or I may grow angry, perhaps brooding over a need to avenge a dire wrong done to us or someone close to us, but even then the book might not respond to our blood.”
“But men are capable of such hate,” Barlow said. “I have seen it, and it is likely that Landri plunged to such depths, at least once, if he mastered the book.”
“Correct. And once the book has been opened, it will respond to the blood of its new master again and again.”
“Which is why the goblin’s blood was collected,” Adrianna said. “So the book can be reopened if shut.”
Aerlos nodded that this was so.
“Could Landri open the book now?” Silas wondered.
“I do not believe he could, unless he once again summoned the blackness required.”
“Then perhaps we have already accomplished something.”
“What of the goblin?” Adrianna asked. “Is it not now even more dangerous, being the book’s master?”
Aerlos nodded. “That is why it was blindfolded and nothing of the book was mentioned in its presence. Even so, it cannot ever be allowed to leave the dungeon.”
“A wise and necessary precaution,” Silas said, cutting off the protest he saw on Darius’ face before it could be verbalized. The younger man took a deep breath and let it out slowly, but said nothing.
“If you are all ready,” Aerlos said, “we should take a look inside.” She gestured toward a small table, upon which Darius placed the book.
Aerlos’ desire to avoid touching the book had not changed. She produced a small, metallic rod, and used it to flip open the book’s cover. For a moment the book seemed to emit a faint glow, as of some distant flame just dying down. The pages were thick, but yellowed with age and to the eye appeared brittle. It was hard to believe the slightest touch of fire wouldn’t consume the book in seconds. She turned over the first leaf and asked, “What do you see?”
Darius shook his head. “Nothing I can make sense of. I do not know the language.”
“Few in this world would. Anyone else?”
Collectively they shook their heads, but Adrianna asked, “Could it be made clear by a spell. Many foreign tongues can.”
Aerlos waved at the page with an open hand. “Try it.”
Adrianna closed her eyes and tried to focus, finding she was nervous about casting magic in front of the elven queen. She was sure Aerlos’ abilities were far beyond her own. She worked the spell, then looked at the page once more, her shoulders dropping. “Nothing.”
“I do not think there is any magic cast over the words of the page, just the book itself,” Aerlos said. “But I imagine any that could open it would find the words legible to them, whether they knew the language or not.”
“Can you read it?” asked Barlow.
“Yes. It is an incantation to call a small demon into this plane. A relatively harmless creature, useful as a spy, perhaps. There are words that need to be said, and a sacrifice made. I suspect the book will be filled with variations of the same.”
“Then you know the language,” Barlow stated.
“Enough to read this. It is the language of the underworld.”
While that was a shock to no one, it made the enemies they might yet face seem all the more sinister.
Aerlos turned the pages, one at a time, studying each only long enough to understand the purpose of the incantation listed. At one point she said, “Here are the winged bat creatures you mentioned. Dezku, they are called.”
They remained silent while she worked through the book, the total page count just over one hundred. Near the end she paused, squinting at a page. “This I cannot read.”
“What does that mean?” Darius asked.
“I’m not sure,” she replied. She flipped two more pages and reached the end of the book. “The last three pages are beyond my skill to decipher.”
“Could one of them be what called the demon riders into this plane?” Silas asked. “You did not mention a spell concerning them.”
Aerlos shook her head. “There wasn’t one on the other pages. It is possible…”
“You sound doubtful.”
“I do not want to assume too much. It could be a grave error.”
“But wouldn’t it make sense that one of these mysterious pages was what was used?” Darius said. “The leader of those riders seemed far more formidable than the Dezku.”
“No doubt. But there are other ways they could have been called. A portal could have been opened. There may be another book. Or something else called them.”
“What kind of something else?”
“A greater demon.”
“Our problem seems to be growing larger,” Barlow commented.
“Or at least we seem to be finding new questions faster than answers,” Adrianna amended.
“You think those pages you can’t read are used to call greater demons,” Darius stated.
“I do not know that,” Aerlos said. “But I fear it could be so. There were several Blood Books ages ago, though most were never used, to my knowledge. Like many things in the world, some were better than others, if you take my meaning. This book I’ve not seen before, but it is one I’ve heard rumor of, and one I fear if it is used unwisely.”
“Meaning?” Silas said, asking for more.
“It was written by a priest of sorts named Belzlak. A dark priest he had become, if there is such a thing, bent by evil in his desire for more knowledge and power. The dark forces that tormented him were broken, but the book he claimed to have written is now before us. I recognize his hand.”
“Did he ever say what those last three spells were for?” Barlow asked.
“Not to my knowledge.”
Barlow sighed, “Then we’re no closer to an answer.”
“That would be true,” Aerlos said, “except Belzlak still lives. He might be willing to share what he knows.”
“He is an elf then, blessed with long life,” Adrianna said.
Aerlos shook her head. “A man, cursed with it. If you make the journey, you will understand.”
“Is he dangerous?” Silas asked.
“I would say not. Reaching him is likely a more perilous proposition than the man himself.”
“Where is he?”
“Far to the east, beyond the lands of the trolls. After his power was broken he came here in his wanderings, but I could not allow him to stay in our wood, nor was he welcome in the lands of men. I banished him to his present home, a tower from which he cannot depart. If you decide to seek him out, I know where to find him.”
“What other options do we have?” Silas asked the group.
“It seems the book is further from Landri’s grasp than ever,” Adrianna said, “but he or someone like him could claim it if we don’t protect or destroy it.” With this last comment she looked at Aerlos hopefully.
 “I know of no way to destroy the book, I’m afraid.”
“Would this Belzlak?” Darius asked
“Possibly,” Aerlos replied. “But I cannot be certain.”
“Any chance we could leave it here?” Barlow inquired. “This forest seems well-protected.”
“I would not desire such a thing be left here. Objects like this tend to draw evil to them. It may be safe here for a generation or two, as men count them, but I would not take it by choice.”
“You sound as if you would do so, if we ask it,” Silas said.
She nodded. “You have carried it as a burden long enough. You have paid a heavy price already. I would not ask you to go further unless you decide you must.”
Darius rubbed his forehead, trying to think. “We’ve managed to keep Landri from further using this book as a weapon. But whatever he’s already called with it—like those Dezku—is running loose in Corterra. If those last three pages do call these greater demons, or some other terror, and he used them…”
“I want to know who our enemy is,” Silas finished. “Who we need to face to end this.”
Darius nodded. “If we leave the book here and go home…I really can’t go home anyway. And things won’t be any better. I’ve got to go on.”
“I’m with you,” Silas said.
“As am I,” said Barlow, though he sighed inwardly, thinking how much his tired old bones could use a rest.
Adrianna said, “Me, too. I’m not going to let the boys have all the fun.” 
“You all have my admiration, and my thanks,” said Aerlos, “though neither will do you much good in the eastern country. What I can offer is supplies and winter clothes, as well as a guide or two to lead you, assuming you do not object to adding new members to your party.”
“We should discuss it,” Silas answered, “but I’ve no doubt a guide would be a great benefit to us.”
“I have two elves in mind, but I’ll need to speak with them first. That will give you time to talk amongst yourselves. For now, there is one other thing I wish to know.” She held up the vial of goblin blood, and asked Darius to close and latch the book once more.
He did so, mumbling, “I sure hope this works.”
Aerlos opened the vial and carefully tipped it until a single drop of blood fell onto the clasp. As it had done before, the latch fell open.
The audible sigh from everyone in the room was an indication that they had all been holding their breath.
“I’m not surprised,” said Aerlos, “but I am relieved. Things can never be fully certain where the dark arts are concerned. Who will now take this vial?”
It was clear no one wanted it, though they all knew it was necessary that they take it along. “I’ll take it,” Adrianna finally said, “Should be someone other than Darius at least, since he has the book, and being the magician in the group, I guess I should be used to dealing with such things.” She took the vial and made it quickly disappear somewhere under her cloak.
“A question,” Barlow said. “You mentioned clothes, which would be most welcome, as we’ve heard rumor of the weather here. Do you expect the cold to arrive soon?”
“I have many skills,” Aerlos said with a smile, “but detecting such things is not amongst them. However, the road ahead of you remains long, and a return journey must be considered as well. If you are lucky, you may beat the worst of the weather, but it is better to be safe.”
“Assuming there will be no real shelter on this trip…” Here he paused, looking at Aerlos with a raised eyebrow, hoping she would state that his assumption was incorrect. Unfortunately she only shook her head, indicating they would be exposed to the elements for the most part. With a sigh he went on. “I’m concerned your people have adapted to the cold much better than humans. I fear what our guides could bear, we could not.”
“You concern is a valid one, as your assumptions are true. But the clothes of which I speak will aid you greatly, and there are certain spells which can help one deal with poor weather conditions. I do not want to say there is no risk, because there is. Certainly if you were caught out in the winter elements in your current condition I would not expect you to survive long. Even my people could only do so for a time. The only other option would be for you to winter here, and set off in the spring.”
“That would be a long delay,” Darius said. “The war won’t stop, and neither will the plans of our enemy. I like to be warm as much as the next guy, but I can’t see losing that much time.”
“Nor can I,” Barlow said. Without conviction he added, “Perhaps we’ll get lucky, and the season will be late to arrive and mild.”
“Perhaps,” Aerlos said, though she looked away, not thinking the odds were in their favor.



Chapter 20: New Friends…New Order
They had agreed to meet again just after daybreak, and though the companions did speak of the perils that might lie before them, and of the necessity of adding one or two more to their fellowship, there was never a doubt that they would press on or accept the guides Aerlos offered. After they said as much the next morning, Aerlos called two elves into the throne room, a tall female and an even taller, young-looking male, whom she introduced as Uesra and Xanar, respectively. Uesra had a serious look about her, and spoke in soft, measured tones. Xanar, in contrast, wore a perpetual smile, and was openly excited about the chance to venture forth.
“Both Uesra and Xanar are experienced guides, and have shown their mettle in the wild,” Aerlos said. “And both are highly skilled warriors, if it comes to that. I have told them your story, and what we’ve learned of the book. Both go with you willingly, and have my leave to follow their best judgment on how to proceed given any situation that you might encounter. You’ll have the opportunity to get to know one another far better in the days and weeks to come, so I’ll leave it to you to get further acquainted once on the road.”
“Welcome,” Silas said to Uesra and Xanar. “Your help is greatly appreciated.” He then turned to Aerlos and added, “And our thanks to you for all your help. I take it from your last statement that we should be away swiftly?”
Aerlos nodded. “I do not wish to deny you further rest, and if you desperately need it, please tell me so. But I have received word that the Dezku patrol the edge of the Auerl, and I fear that my concern about the Book of Dread drawing evil has already come to pass.”
“Do they enter the wood?” Barlow asked.
“No,” said Aerlos, “for they will not alight on the trees. But they clearly keep watch.”
“Then what hope have we to go east undetected?”
“There I can be of some help to you, I believe. The Dezku are numerous, but not highly intelligent. I will give them a reason to move to the west when the time comes. Hopefully they will lose track of the book, or simply return to watch the forest, if such was their task. Even if they pursue you, at least you’ll have a head start.”
“That won’t matter much if they chase us,” said Darius. “They can move far more swiftly than we can.”
“We’ve been near them before,” Adrianna noted, “and with the book. I don’t think they are drawn to it.”
“I believe you are right,” said Aerlos, “which is why I think someone—or something—with more intelligence set them to watch this wood.”
“The enemy we sensed pursuing us?” asked Barlow.
“Quite possibly, or its master. The variations are too many to cover. Suffice it to say we’ll try to arrange an undetected passage east for your group as best we can.”
They remained one last night in Lon Antar, privileged to dine with the queen and their new companions. The next morning they departed, their packs filled by their elven hosts. Darius noticed that he cast more longing glances back at the city than either Uesra or Xanar. He guessed that soon his new companions would be wishing for the comforts of home as well.
Moving east there was no road, hidden or otherwise, upon which to travel, but the elves were surefooted and confident in their skill at finding their way through the ancient wood. Uesra, while the quieter of the two, was always pleasant when spoken to and Xanar soon rivaled Caltas in his willingness to share and listen to stories. Darius saw a lot of what he liked in Luke in the elf—a quick wit and a quicker smile, the ability to laugh at himself—and found himself walking next to him more often than not. When he had asked Xanar his age, the elf had just smiled and said he was far older than Darius or any of the others he traveled with, but despite this Darius felt the elf was a young man just as he was, and a natural bond started to form between them, as had the one between the now-older Barlow and Silas so many years ago.
Their second journey in the Auerl Forest, despite the lack of a road, was briefer than the first, as they had less distance to cover. The elves who watched the wood and marked their progress usually did so openly, exchanging greetings with Uesra and Xanar and letting the whole party know that Queen Aerlos and her folk were aware of the companions’ progress, a necessity to keep the promise she had made them. Whenever the trees thinned enough for them to get a good look at the sky they looked for signs of the Dezku, but the bat-things remained out of sight. When the travelers reached the edge of the wood eight days after they had set out, they were greeted with clear blue skies, a chill breeze, and no sign that they were being observed by any servant of the enemy.
As they put the forest behind them, Darius scanned the horizon to the east. The land before them was colored with the usual dull greens of grass going dormant for the winter, but not the paler, sicklier hues seen in the southern kingdoms of late, nor what he recalled seeing just outside the southern edge of the Auerl. The hills here were gentle, but Darius knew further east were the Grim Mountains, and beyond them the Endless Hills. Belzlak’s tower, he had learned from earlier conversations with Xanar, was even further east.
“Which route will we take?” Darius asked. “North or south?”
“North,” Xanar replied.
Darius frowned. “Is it colder that way?”
Xanar laughed. “I suppose it might be, but likely not so much that our numb fingers could tell the difference. Don’t worry about the cold yet, my friend. Enjoy the last bit of warmth while you can.”
“Warm?” Barlow interjected. He walked with his cloak tightly pulled about him, trying to fight off the biting wind. “I was thinking about pulling out the clothes your queen provided as soon as the sun starts to set.”
“You’d find yourself drenched with sweat if you did. It’s far too warm to be wearing such gear.”
“There’s that word again,” Barlow said with a shake of his head.
“Is the northern path more direct?” Darius asked, returning the conversation to the original subject.
“Yes. We can pass above the Grim Mountains and the Endless Hills by going almost directly east from where we currently stand. If we take the path between Lake Fostoria and the mountains, we would add several hundred miles to our journey.” He glanced at Barlow while a playful smile graced his lips. "And it still wouldn’t be warm.”
“I’ve heard the hills are troll country,” Adrianna said.
“They are,” Uesra replied. “We will need to be on our guard.”
“We’ll be staying north of them, won’t we?”
“As we can. But the trolls patrol the areas around the hills, and often venture forth to hunt. They do so less in the winter. We may be lucky that way.”
“If not,” Xanar added, “at least friend Barlow will need not worry about keeping warm.”
“I know I shouldn’t ask,” Barlow said, having experienced Xanar’s jovial nature for over a week now. “But what, exactly, do you mean by that?”
“The trolls like to roast their meat, preferably while said meat is still very fresh.”
“Meaning the victim is still alive,” Uesra added for clarification.
“Lovely,” Barlow said, pulling his cloak ever tighter.

 *
Three days after they had passed beyond the edge of the Auerl, Xanar and Darius were lagging a bit behind the others, talking in hushed tones about the feelings of dread and menace that had plagued the southerners for much of their journey in the north, feelings that had fled when they entered the elven wood. Xanar had broached the subject in gentle tones, his serious expression seeming even more so since he rarely wore it. Xanar had asked about Luke, the emotions Darius had been dealing with, and the dreams that had troubled their sleep. “I’m led to wonder what might have happened had you not come to our wood,” he commented.
Darius shook his head and looked away. “I try not to think about it. I’d rather face an enemy than be stalked like that—if that’s what was happening. It was all very confusing, and depressing.” 
They walked in silence for a time, Xanar weighing his next question. Deciding he had to know, he asked, “Any further problems?”
“No,” said Darius with a forced smile. “For that I’m grateful. The magic of your home has spared us.”
Now it was Xanar’s turn to smile, a wide grin.
“What?” Darius wanted to know.
“We’re clear of the wood. Have been for days. No sign of the Dezku, no nightmares, no feelings of doom…”
“And no visions,” Darius added, nodding his head. “Perhaps we’ve made a clean escape after all.”
Xanar clapped him on the back. “It’s good to see you smile, my friend.”
“Feels good,” said Darius. “I suppose I could bring up the trolls, if I wanted to be a pessimist.”
“They’re still far away, and not our first obstacle. Many other creatures wonder loose in the wild.”
Darius nodded, knowing from firsthand experience that this was true. He thought of the giants that had brought down Luke, of the large spider he had fought in the dark… “Have you ever encountered a man-sized spider before?”
“Elf-sized,” Xanar corrected with a smirk.
Darius shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Have it your way. The question stands.”
“I have. May happen again before this trip’s through.”
“White fur, at least on the tips?”
Xanar’s features hardened. “You’ve seen one?”
“Had to fight it. Lucky I had some help,” he added, gesturing toward his companions.”
“Where was this?”
“A bit south of Fostoria Lake. Came upon us at night while we camped.” Darius studied his friend’s expression and asked, “Why? Thought you’ve seen them before, too.”
“I have, but much further north. Tundra spiders, we call them. I’ve never heard of them ranging so far south.”
“It seemed to be alone.”
Xanar shrugged. “Maybe it’s nothing. Still…”
They caught up to the others, and Xanar told Uesra what he had just learned.
“Food must be scarce if they’ve roamed that far south,” she said. “I hope.”
“Could just be a wanderer,” Silas pointed out.
“Not very common in their young.”
“ ‘Young?’ ” Darius repeated. “It was huge.”
“Not for a tundra spider.”
Darius’ eyes flew open wide. He turned to Xanar, looking for confirmation of what Uesra was implying.
“You said the white was only on the tips of the spider’s fur,” Xanar said.
Darius nodded. “It was kind of dark,” he said lamely.
“Adults are all white,” Uesra said.
“And larger,” Xanar added.
“And I suppose they don’t mind the cold,” said Barlow.
“They are called tundra spiders,” Xanar replied.
Barlow shook his head and grumbled, “More fun to look forward to.”
“Why the concern about this one being so far south?” Adrianna asked. “Do you fear them entering the Auerl?”
“No,” said Uesra. “They’ve done so before, although only rarely. But they are territorial. If food is scarce, maybe the one you dealt with was simply foraging far from home. There is another possibility, though.”
“That their numbers are growing,” Adrianna said.
Uesra nodded.
Barlow continued to grumble to himself.
Xanar patted him playfully on the back. “Take heart. Perhaps we need not worry about the weather or the trolls.”
The words apparently brought little comfort to the old paladin.

 *
On the morning of the fourth day out of the wood Uesra asked them to don the first item of elvish clothing. The hooded cloaks were warmer than those they already wore, but it was not for warmth that she instructed them to wear them. “They will provide at least some camouflage,” she had said. “Green side out now. We’ll switch to white when the snows begin.”
Two days later, a little before noon, they were moving along in a shallow area flanked by two hills, a gentle slope to their right, and a heavily wooded, steeper slope to their left. Xanar was telling one of his better stories to Darius, drawing regular laughter from the young man, and the others seemed to be enjoying the bits and pieces of the tale they heard as well. Uesra was in the lead, and had slowed her pace to pull the group closer together. She glanced three times at the wood, doing so without turning her head, so that she appeared, under the cloak’s hood, to be looking straight ahead. 
“Xanar,” she said, a quick, sharp note.
He had heard the tone before. He immediately stopped telling the story and asked, “The wood?”
“Yes. A group pacing us.”
“What do you want us to do?” Silas asked in a hushed voice.
“Move away at an angle,” she said. “We need to get some distance.”
“That’ll expose our backs,” Darius pointed out.
“I know,” Uesra replied. She pulled back her hood, and turned to face the wood. “I’ve got us covered.”
They managed another two hundred feet before those hidden broke cover. A group of hairy-looking beasts with nasty fangs and nastier halberds trotted out to form a line some thirty feet in front of them. They outnumbered the travelers three-to-one.
“Norgoblins,” Uesra muttered as she moved back in front of her companions. “Spread out,” she ordered quietly. “Ten foot intervals.”
The largest of the norgoblins stepped forward. He was nearly seven feet tall and well-muscled, and wore rough leather armor and carried a thick wooden shield. “We have no issue with you, Ice Elf,” he growled. “But these are our lands.”
“Then apparently you do have an issue. These are open lands, and we need to pass through them.”
The norgoblins growled at this, and their leader frowned, feeling his hand being forced already. “You and the other elf may leave,” he said. “The others we will take prisoner.”
Uesra sighed inwardly. So much for the cloaks convincing the norgoblins they were all elves. “We stay together. And we cannot go back.”
“Then you will be made a prisoner as well.”
Uesra unsheathed the two scimitars she carried. “These are Ashtalon and Thellas. If you do not let us pass, they will spell your doom.”
The norgoblins growled and laughed, but their leader hesitated. He had heard stories of the fighting abilities of some of the Ice Elves from witnesses he trusted. “We outnumber you,” he pointed out.
“You do,” she confirmed. “And I am not so vain as to promise death to your entire band. But you I have singled out. Let us pass, or die.”
He rubbed the back of his hand against his mouth, trying to find an out that could salvage his pride. Failing to do so, he banged his weapon on his shield three times and said. “Take them. Now.” As his troops surged forward, he stepped back, his eyes never leaving Uesra.
As the charge began, Uesra’s companions drew their weapons or, in Adrianna’s case, prepared to cast a spell. Uesra slid back into the spaced line her friends had formed, while Silas moved in front of Adrianna to give her cover.
The norgoblins lost much of what discipline they had before the first blow was struck. Incensed at Uesra’s insults to their leader’s honor, too many made for her, thereby getting in one another’s way and yielding much of their numerical advantage elsewhere. Of the group making for the female Ice Elf, two never made it, being brought down by deadly shots from Xanar’s bow.
Uesra’s biggest fear in the initial surge was not the norgoblin’s weapons but rather the sheer weight of their charge. She knew from past experience that she was much swifter than the hairy brutes, and even badly outnumbered she was confident in her scimitars and her skill. But if enough of the norgoblins simply decided to try to knock her to the ground, she would be hard-pressed to defend herself. She hoped they weren’t bright enough to figure that out as she watched their angles of approach and positioned herself as best she could to survive the initial onslaught.
Two things allowed Uesra to engage in the fight effectively. One of the norgoblins was quicker than the others and arrived first, bringing his halberd down viciously as he skidded to a stop before her. She easily parried the blow, and the norgoblin’s very presence forced the next to arrive to change tack to go around him. The first norgoblin, at least for the first critical moments of the fight, unwittingly acted as a shield for Uesra. In addition, Adrianna unleashed a fireball at the dense group of norgoblins rushing Uesra, setting one ablaze, singeing two others, and causing four more to scatter in different directions.
Darius found he had to step forward to find an enemy to fight, as none of the norgoblins initially charged him directly. As he moved he drew the attention of the nearest beast, but before they could clash an arrow lanced past Darius’ ear and lodged in the norgoblin’s throat. The monster clutched at the arrow, then let it go, looking at his hand with a confused look on his face. Then he fell back, dead. Darius moved toward the next nearest norgoblin, half-expecting an arrow to interrupt before he could fight.
Barlow dropped a norgoblin quickly with Gabriel, then angled to hack at the group trying to converge on Uesra. As he drew near, he wasn’t sure she really needed his help.
The scimitars wielded by the she-elf moved at a dizzying speed, alternately meeting metal and biting into flesh and bone. She moved with a fluid grace, her actions flowing one into the next with effortless ease. Soon after the battle had been joined she had to hop back to be clear of the three dead norgoblins lying at her feet. The others that had converged upon her, too stupid or too stubborn to see what was happening, pressed the attack.
It wasn’t just the nearest norgoblins that rushed forward to test Uesra. The two that had come closest to Silas and Adrianna misread Uesra's backward movement as retreat. Preferring their chances against her rather than against a mage, they veered away from the waiting Silas.
The cleric looked back at Adrianna, who understood immediately. “Go,” she told him. Like Barlow on the left, Silas now closed on the grouped norgoblins from the right.
Uesra continued to backpedal, but it was no indication that she was losing the battle. She kept the norgoblins strung out, fighting one or two at a time while making the others easier targets for her companions. As each norgoblin fell to her blades, the dead became obstacles to the living, which threw their attacks further off balance.
The norgoblin leader had kept a safe distance from the fighting, with one of his lieutenants by his side. He had hoped his force could overwhelm the travelers, and had wanted to swoop in when the fighting was nearly done, striking a final blow and stealing as much of the glory as possible. Now as the battle went from bad to worse, he felt a trembling start in his legs and work its way up to his chest and arms. He wanted to throw down his weapon and run, but he was frozen in place. And the she-elf would soon be free to keep her promise to him.
Adrianna gave him the out he needed. She unleashed another fireball, a smaller, less effective burst than her earlier effort that was more show than anything else. The male elf’s bow was proving far more deadly at a distance, but simple creatures like the norgoblins had long-seated fears around magic. Something clicked in the norgoblin leader’s mind, and he now felt free to retreat as soon as he called upon his remaining troops to do the same. “Mage!” he screamed. “Fall back! Follow me!” With that he was off, without sparing a glance back to see if his forces had heard and obeyed.
They had, and the fighting ended almost as abruptly as it began. Xanar readied another arrow and looked at Uesra with a raised eyebrow.
“Let them go,” she said. “They’ll not trouble us again.”
Darius was looking at Xanar as the elf relaxed his muscles. Much to his surprise, the arrow, which appeared as if it might be made of glass or crystal, vanished as he did so.
“Magic bow?” Darius asked.
Xanar nodded. He drew back the string, and another arrow appeared.
Silas smiled. “I had wondered why you carried no quiver.”
“Nice to not have to fetch them after use, too,” Xanar said.
“What of the arrows?” Darius asked.
“Ice,” Xanar said.
“Sounds like they’d be a bit fragile.”
“Let’s call it very hard ice, then,” Xanar said. He fired the arrow toward a nearby tree. The projectile easily penetrated the wood.
Barlow had been watching the fleeing norgoblins, and was still looking toward the wood even after they were well out of sight. “You seemed certain they will not return,” he said to Uesra. “I’ve not dealt with these creatures before, but…”
“You fear they’ll return in larger numbers,” she said.
“Yes.”
“In another situation they might, perhaps if we had attacked first, or simply outnumbered them. But their leader was afraid. He did not want to fight.”
“Then why did you push him?” Darius wanted to know. “It sounded like you were almost daring him to start something.”
“I was, but only to better our chances. Once they broke cover, he really had no options other than us surrendering or fighting. If he believed they would win, he would have attacked immediately, and without any discussion. Once I had singled him out I believed he would use the battle to try to sneak away, which, fortunately, he did.”
“So he won’t try to lead them back, even if he receives further reinforcements,” Silas said.
“They work in small groups,” Xanar replied. “He’d need to ask for help, against a party of six. He won’t do that. He’d lose even more respect with his own forces. Plus, he likely will not even have such an opportunity.”
“Why is that?” Adrianna asked.
“His group no doubt is aware that he did not join the fight,” Uesra answered. “Some, if not all, will break from him over such perceived cowardice.”
“And when norgoblins break, they do so in rather violent ways,” Xanar added.
“They fight amongst themselves,” Silas concluded.
Uesra nodded. “To the death.”
Darius glanced at the dead norgoblins, then off to the east. “So where does that leave us?”
“Ready to start off again,” Xanar said. “Before the smell of norgoblin blood draws scavengers.”
No one wanted to know what those scavengers might be.

 *
When they were well away from the site of the battle, Barlow complimented Uesra on her fighting skills, then asked about her swords. “I noticed you named them. Enchanted weapons?”
She nodded. “Attuned to me as well. Although others could use them, and I other weapons.”
“I don’t doubt that. I didn’t think the swords gave you the talent you have to use them.”
“I was well-trained, over many years. I sense your weapon is special as well.”
“Gabriel. A paladin sword, most effective against evil creatures.”
“Is it named after the archangel?”
“Yes,” answered Barlow, pleasantly surprised. “You have heard of him.”
“I studied more than fighting. The religious beliefs of many are known to me, at least to some extent. I do not profess to be an expert.”
“I’m afraid I must confess ignorance to Ashtalon and Thellas. Are these beings in elven lore?”
“No,” Uesra replied with a shake of her head. “Elvish words, actually. They mean ‘striker’ and ‘defender.’ Not very creative when stated as such, but they are apt.”
“That they are,” Barlow agreed.
Silas glanced back at Xanar, who was at the rear of their little band with Darius. “What about your weapon?” he asked. “What do you call it?”
Xanar thumped his chest twice with a fist, while holding the bow aloft with his other hand. “I call it…Bow!”
Silas shook his head while Adrianna and Uesra groaned and Darius stifled a laugh.
“I thought to ask the same thing,” Barlow told Silas. "But I’ve learned better.”

 *
Landri was furious. He paced his throne room like an angry tiger in a cage, muttering to himself. Various objects were strewn about the room, objects he had cast to the ground or thrown at his advisors in a rage. He ordered everyone out, an order that did not need to be repeated. Everyone left gladly, wanting to be away from this storming maniac.
Landri tried to calm himself. He could feel his heart hammering in his chest, could feel the tightening sensation coming on, like a great hand was starting to squeeze the life from him. He tried to sit on his throne, missed, and ended up on the floor.
He managed to settle himself somewhat with a dozen deep breaths, although he could feel the cold sweat running down his face now. He closed his eyes and tried to think, to penetrate the black fog that came over him when he lost control, either of himself or of events. He should have realized it was the latter that usually led to the former, but was too stubborn to face it, too spoiled by a life where so much he had not earned had been given to him. His thoughts swirled around one thing, one name: Kaelesh.
Landri was not so naïve as to think Kaelesh’s priority was always Landri’s welfare. Landri had always understood he should take Kaelesh’s advice with a grain of salt, to keep his own council, but he had rarely done other than what Kaelesh had advised him to do. Had told him to do. In his darkest times, like now, he often wondered who was really the master.
Kaelesh had been absent a great deal of late, and was openly evasive about what he was doing. Whether the reports from Dalusia were in any way connected to Kaelesh was open to debate, but now that Landri’s internal fires had been stoked, he decided that even if Kaelesh wasn’t involved in what had happened, he surely knew of it. Kaelesh seemed to know everything,
As Landri’s chest pain subsided, he rose to his feet. A strange calm settled over him, a feeling that a long journey had been completed or a test passed, that he knew what he had to do. Regardless of what had happened over the last ten years, Landri was still king. No one could deny that. Or change it.
He stalked from his throne room, waved the guards that started to escort him away, and headed for Kaelesh’s chambers. He had better be there, Landri thought grimly. Even as a tiny pit born of doubt started to form in his gut, Landri smiled, thinking of the look on Kaelesh’s face when Landri demanded answers or else.
What had his chief advisor really done for him lately? Where was the book? Finding it was the only real task he had been set, and there had been no mention of progress for weeks. Landri’s smile grew. Yes, Kaelesh had much for which to answer.
Landri breezed past the guards posted at Kaelesh’s door and burst in without knocking.
Kaelesh was there, slowly pacing while reading a book. Rather than being shocked or insulted at the king’s sudden intrusion, he simply closed the book, smiled, and said, “My king. How may I serve you?”
This measured calm on the part of Kaelesh really didn’t surprise Landri, but it infuriated him nonetheless. He bit back a nasty retort, knowing he needed to save his anger for the right moment. He wanted to slap at Kaelesh with it when his chief advisor was off balance. He felt his lip quiver, and could hear the vibration transferred to his voice when he said, “The reports from Dalusia are…interesting.”
“How so?”
“You’ve not heard?” Landri asked with open incredulity.
“I hear many things, my king. I am only uncertain to what you refer.”
“Open slaughter of civilians. Of women and children.” Landri couldn’t stop his voice from going up a half-octave with each sentence. “Our own troops scattering. Some abandoning their posts and fleeing the army.”
Kaelesh held his hands out. “What would you have me say?”
“Tell me you knew nothing of it, Kaelesh.” To make sure the sarcasm in his tone wasn’t missed, he added. “Lie to me.”
“No need for that,” Kaelesh said with a shrug. “I did not order such atrocities, but I was aware they were likely to occur.”
“You were—” Landri turned bright red. He wanted to lash out physically, but he knew better than to strike Kaelesh, even if he was king.
Kaelesh’s face suddenly went hard, as if he had tired of this game. “If you don’t have the stomach for such things, don’t blame that weakness on me. You’ve participated in your share of foul deeds.”
“Those were not women and children.”
“They were living beings. And much of what you’ve approved has brought about the deaths of women and children, just not so swiftly and brutally. But why so squeamish? Afraid your legacy will be tarnished?”
If Landri wasn’t already red with anger, the flush of embarrassment the words caused him would have had the same effect. “You dare—”
No words could have been crueler than the laugh that passed Kaelesh’s lips. “Of course I dare, my beloved king. What say you, Praad? Have we not done enough to merit more respect?”
Praad stepped from the shadows in the corner of the room. “I would say so.”
Landri could feel the anger swept away, to be replaced by the claustrophobic feeling he always had when Praad was about. “What’s he doing here?” he asked. He meant the question to be stern, an accusation, but his voice sounded small and weak.
“Oh, yes,” Kaelesh said. “I forgot how uncomfortable my brothers make you. But this is a trivial matter of no importance. I have something to show you, my king, something which will help you forget about this news that has upset you so.”
Landri wanted to snap back with some sort of retort, but his energy was quickly leaving him, as was his courage. “What is it?”
“Follow me.”
Kaelesh went past him to the open door, and Landri dutifully followed, almost as if in a trance. Praad moved next to Landri and took his arm, escorting the king along. Some part of Landri wanted to scream, to flee, but that part of him could no longer push its way into action. He felt as if he was dreaming, and could only watch events unfold.
They made their way down from the upper levels of the castle where Kaelesh’s quarters were located to the main floor, and there headed for the steps to the lower levels. Along the way they passed several guards, each of whom seemed uncertain what to do beyond standing at the strictest attention. It was rare for three such important persons to move about without an escort, but any of the guards that made the slightest motion to provide such protection were quickly waved back by Kaelesh. None regretted the dismissal, preferring to keep away from the quick-to-anger king, his intimidating chief advisor, and the eerie Praad.
There were several lower levels in the castle, the uppermost being the kitchens and various storage areas, and further down the dungeons. On the dungeon level the guards acted differently, already at attention and far less nervous at the sight of three passing through. These looked unabashedly to Kaelesh, and at a quick shake of his head knew they should remain at their posts.
At the far end of the dungeon a cell which was had never been occupied stood locked. As Kaelesh and party approached, a guard unlocked the door, moved into the cell quickly, and unlocked a second door at the back of the cell. Beyond this another stair descended, a spiral stair which fell into shadow after only a few steps.
Kaelesh excused the guard with a nod, took a torch from the wall just outside the cell, and led the way down the darkened stair. Landri followed, his insides already turned to ice from Praad’s insistent grip, his mind unable to even start wondering why Kaelesh had brought him here. His breath came in short, shallow gasps, his lungs having to fight to keep working. He was only faintly aware of Praad closing the second door behind them as they descended the stair.
Landri had never ventured into this lowest part of the castle, did not even know it existed. His father had been here once, exploring as a young boy, had descended these same stairs to find it led to a rat-infested access area to the sewers. But what Landri saw when he reached the bottom of the stairs was a large room, larger than any in the castle. It was well-lit, with torches along each wall and several braziers placed about the room. The area was warm and close, but did not reek of the sewers and was clean and dry. Landri took no note of the other doors which provided alternate egress from the room, doors which connected it to secret entrances outside the castle walls. It was through these that Kaelesh had been able to arrange for the construction of the chamber, right under the king’s nose.
The chamber was filled with over two hundred men and women, each dressed in black hooded robes highlighted in red. They faced the bottom of the stairs, each kneeling, and as Landri, Kaelesh, and Praad entered they bowed as one, their hands stretched out and their palms flat on the ground as if in worship.
Landri did not think they bowed for him, but even had he hoped so, the notion would have been quickly dispelled as Kaelesh said, “Rise, my acolytes."
They did as he told them, then waited in silence for him to command them.
“What do you think?” Kaelesh asked Landri.
Landri could not make his voice work, but he had no reply regardless. He could almost feel the life being sucked out of him through Praad’s relentless and now vise-like grip, as if Praad were some sort of vampire.
“That’s right,” Kaelesh said. “You do not think. You never really did. I should tell you how much I appreciated you opening the way for us to enter Corterra. In that you proved of some worth, and your role as king has yielded certain advantages as well. But you have always been but a pawn in a game, Landri, useful in your way but easily sacrificed when the time comes. I suppose it would not shock you to learn that the time is at hand.”
Landri was only vaguely aware of the meaning behind Kaelesh’s words. He only wanted the energy to pull free of Praad, to curl up somewhere and have the world go away, to be rid of the paralyzing fear and dread. Little did he understand that Kaelesh was ready to grant him this last, unspoken wish.
“Behold, my king, the Servants of the New Order. Skilled in the dark arts. Fearless. And hungry. They will rule not just in Longvale, but in Corterra. The dark powers are ready to claim this world, and to rule it forevermore.” He turned from Landri to his expectant servants. “Corterra is ripe. Take it. It starts now, here. The old must pass away so that the new may rule.”
Kaelesh stepped to one side and gestured at Landri with an open hand. “Feast upon him.”
Landri had never shown true courage, and the end of his life would not bring about such a transformation. But such was the effect of Praad’s grip upon him, upon his mind more so than his arm, that when the Servants of the New Order closed upon him, he did not even scream.



Epilogue
Uesra’s belief that the norgoblins would not return had proven correct. It had been five days since the encounter, and they had traveled undisturbed, with no indication that they were being followed or tracked, and with nothing impeding them. They knew that was a circumstance that would not last, but they were grateful for their good fortune while it lasted, and covered as much ground as they could each day.
The weather had been brisk but clear, but today heavy gray clouds covered the sky. Darius looked off into the distance, and through the gloom could see the shadowy outline of the Grim Mountains. A gust of wind made him shiver, and he pulled his elven cloak more tightly about him to ward off the cold. He looked up at the clouds, missing the sun already, thinking this day would be a less comfortable one but glad they were already moving. As he gazed skyward his eyes caught movement, and he squinted to better focus on what it was he saw.
The first snow had begun to fall. 
 
End Book 1
 
(The story concludes in Sons of Evil: Book 2 Reckoning)
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