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Chapter 1: The Queen of Lorgras

 
Tala’s words hung in the air like a cloud pregnant with poison rain. After all the trials they had been through and the thousands of miles they had covered, the news that Solek, the enemy of all that was good in Arkania, held the final piece of the Soul Sphere was like a blow to the gut. The Sphere had been created ages ago by powerful mages to contain the soul of the Dark One, the very embodiment of evil. Driven by his lust for power, Solek had caused the Sphere to shatter, and the Dark One had escaped and possessed him. The pieces of the Sphere were hidden and guarded, and with his foul magic Solek waged war on Arkania, spreading death and destruction. The six who dared oppose him had journeyed and fought to reassemble the Sphere, which they hoped they could use to defeat Solek and contain the Dark One once more. But they had thought to have the Sphere whole when they faced him.
A north wind kicked up, bringing a frigid breeze. Their fire swayed and spit, but blazed on, a beacon in the darkened northern shore of Arkania’s mainland.
Corson cleared his throat. “We knew we would have to face him eventually.”
“And we already defeat dire magic and strong enemies,” added Lucien, with a hint of his fierce goblin pride.
“You are both right,” said Tala. “And I do not wish to seem a defeatist. But the Dark One has made Solek a mage with powers beyond any who live now or lived in the past. We have seen him raise armies of the dead to fight his battles a thousand miles away. He commands foul creatures from the pit…” She let her words trail off.
“We have taken on his armies and his creatures,” said Rowan softly. “We still live.”
“But Arkania slowly dies. We have won small battles, but our world is losing the war.”
“All the more reason for us to figure out how we get the final piece of the Sphere,” said Demetrius. “Arkania will never heal as long as Solek lives.”
“It is late,” Alexis said, “and we have had a long day. Perhaps with the sunrise we might see a way.”
They agreed that a night’s rest was the best course, though their hearts were no less heavy. They set the watch and slept as they could, dreaming nothing but troubled dreams.
Dawn broke chill but not cold, a portent of spring, which had not yet arrived. Alexis commented how rare it was for it to be this warm while winter still ruled in northern Lorgras, and this combined with the bright sunshine and a bit of breakfast seemed to lighten Tala’s spirits somewhat, as it did for the rest of the party.
As they finished preparing the extra meat for their as yet unplanned journey, they fell to discussing what to do next.
“We have essentially moved directly toward the next piece of the Sphere since our quest began,” said Demetrius. “Although there are ways to get into Veldoon, I’m not sure how easily we could get to Solek. We would likely need an army to cut our way through.”
“A small party can travel unseen where an army cannot,” Rowan pointed out. “And the bag of cloaking Valya gave us will keep the Sphere hidden from Solek’s attempts to find it with magic.”
“He is nearly always too powerful for either a small group or an army,” said Tala, shaking her head slowly. “His dark arts make him a most formidable foe.”
“You said ‘nearly,’ ” Alexis pointed out.
Tala allowed the smallest of smiles to play on her lips. “So I did. His magic, powerful as it is, drains him of strength when it is used. You have seen how I sometimes need rest after using my own feeble skills.”
“He can be worn down,” Demetrius mused, rubbing his chin.
Tala nodded. “That is why his attacks with the Dead Legion were planned as they were. He needed rest between battles. And he has always chosen when to give battle. The rest of Arkania waits for him to act, then tries to defend as they can.”
“If we keep up continuous fight…” said Lucien.
“The only problem with that is fighting means dying,” said Rowan. “We would need to have a very large army to carry out an extended fight.”
“We do seem to be a tad short of large armies at the moment,” Corson said.
“None of the armies of Arkania would be strong enough, especially once near Veldoon,” Tala said. “All our fighting has been holding and retreating, using what protection the cities can provide.”
“ ‘Holding and retreating,’ ” Demetrius repeated. He paced back and forth, thinking. “What if we attacked? Attack and attack and attack some more.”
Corson looked at his best friend as if he thought he might have been sleeping through the conversation to this point. “We were just saying there is no army—”
“No one army, correct. All of them.”
“They have been smashed, broken,” Rowan said, but there was no edge to the comment. He was thinking on it as well.
“They have scattered, but there are many who would still fight,” Alexis said.
“Will they?” asked Corson.
“Some will and some won’t, just like in any battle,” said Demetrius.
“But knowing how desperate the situation is…” Rowan said.
“Many will still choose not to fight,” Demetrius replied. “And those that would will need to have their movements coordinated. It will be difficult.”
“It was difficult to get each of the Sphere shards,” Tala pointed out. Some of the fight that seemed to have left her last night was returning.
“Assuming we could find a leader for each region, could we convince them to take up the offensive?” asked Rowan. “That is what we need to ponder. Duchess Onsweys in Delving would surely give us what men she could.”
“That is quite true,” confirmed Jazda, the captain of the ship the duchess had given them to continue their quest when it led over the sea. He and Rande, the youngest member of the crew at fourteen and the only other survivor of the attack that wrecked the ship, had been listening quietly to the conversation, having not fully understood the quest the others had been on until now.
“Lorgras will send its warriors,” said Alexis.
“My pack fight,” said Lucien. “Others I cannot speak for.”
“The Westerland could be a problem,” said Alexis. “Duke Fallo may not want to come out from behind his walls, nor allow a goblin army to march through his lands.”
“If he not fight,” said Lucien, “we pass through Westerland no matter what he say.”
“He might march out if there is an army in his land.”
“Did not march out before,” replied Lucien, referring to the Dead Legion army that had laid siege to Western City.
“Regardless, we will need to speak with him to see what his intentions are.” She turned to Demetrius. “And what of Corindor?”
Demetrius sighed. “Corson and I will do what we can, but both the king and prince are dead, and our armies were scattered. We have been away a long time. I do not know what we will find when we return. Some men ready for a scrap, certainly. An army may be another matter.”
“That leaves Ridonia,” said Rowan. “I don’t think we will find any help from the men there, as that kingdom lies in Veldoon’s shadow. We saw no one when we traveled through those lands.”
“I am sure you are right,” said Tala. “The Ridonians have been shattered. I must speak to my own people in Dol Lavaan, in the Eastern Forest. I do not hold out much hope for a positive response, but I must try one last time.”
“So assuming we could gather all our strength to oppose Solek,” said Demetrius, “we would still need to coordinate the advance. It will be next to impossible to communicate over such long distances.”
“Then must come together at chosen place and time,” said Lucien.
“The only way for an army to approach Veldoon is through Saber Pass,” Tala said. “The sea coast is no good—it is all high cliffs.” She looked to Jazda for confirmation.
“Unassailable,” Jazda confirmed. “Plus those dragons might still be lying in wait. Citadel used to have small port, but the road cut into the cliffs is steep and narrow, and easily defended from the fortress above.”
“And both the Black and Gray Mountains are said to be impassible,” Rowan added. “Looks like Saber Pass is our only viable option.”
“Not a good one,” said Demetrius, stating what the others already knew. “An excellent place for a force of any size to be trapped by a smaller foe.”
“And Solek will likely have an army larger than any we could hope to muster,” said Alexis.
“If we really try,” said Corson, “I think we could be a bit gloomier.”
They managed to laugh at the comment, which was a good thing. “We have some time to consider our battle plan,” Demetrius said. “Perhaps better options will become apparent. For now, we should plan to converge a few days’ march from the pass, either at the foot of the Demon Hills, or north along the Great Northern Forest. I’d suggest the plains beyond the Hills. The question would be ‘When?’ ”
“I hate to say this,” said Rowan, “but if we want to act with any speed we’ll have to split up. If we travel together to each kingdom…”
“It would take a year or more,” Alexis said, finishing the thought. “Even as it stands, it will be months before armies from the furthest reaches of Arkania can be gathered.”
“The summer solstice,” Corson suggested.
They agreed it made as much sense as any other time they could choose. They started to turn their attention to who would go where, to which Alexis noted they could remain together a bit longer. “If we move west, further into Lorgras, we should eventually be able to find horses to ease our journey. It’s possible someone could reach the Eastern Forest or Corindor more swiftly going south from here, but the passage along Veldoon’s borders would add great risk.”
“You are right,” said Tala. “And your Lorgrasian steeds have already shown their strength and speed. Even with the detour we would arrive more swiftly on their backs than we ever could hope to on foot.”
Everyone agreed, quietly pleased they could delay their parting from one another. They set out to the west, keeping near the shore. The sea breeze was cold, but not unkind for winter, and inland only a thinning layer of snow was left to disguise the pale yellow grass. That color, they each hoped against hope, was simply the shade before the spring greening, not evidence of the effects of the Dark One’s foul presence on the land. But they had seen this infection elsewhere as they traveled in the fall. No one asked Alexis if this was the way with the grass this far north in her land, and she was equally reticent to comment on it.
They had journeyed six days, the sea to their right, the Great Northern Forest to their left, when a sight on the horizon made their hearts simultaneously want to soar and sink. A Lorgrasian horse, white, tall, and powerful stood at the crest of a small hill, watching them approach, his mane flicking in the wind. He took a few steps forward, hesitated, then sprang forward at Alexis’ call. 
Alexis whispered into his ear as she stroked his neck. When she finished, the horse darted away. “He will bring enough horses for all of us. We can keep moving if we stay to the shore. It may be a few days before he can gather them together and make it back.”
It was indeed three days later when the horse returned, with eleven others in tow. With only a word of thanks from Alexis the steeds took on their riders, and proceeded west at a brisk pace. They seemed tireless, but like any living creature the strain of constant exertion could wear them down. The riders rotated mounts frequently, and took meals out of the saddle to let the horses graze and rest.
After four days’ riding they could no longer deny that the forest was bending away to the south. The time for them to choose their separate paths had come. They took a final meal together as a group, a rather cheerless repast consisting of small portions of the meat the dragons had hunted for them and cold water collected from streams they had crossed. When they finished, the silence hung oppressively about them.
Tala sighed and spoke first. “Obviously, I must head to my people in the Eastern Forest.”
“And I to Delving,” said Rowan. “Jazda, it’s safe to assume you and Rande wish to head home as well?”
Jazda nodded. Rande would do whatever his captain ordered, and he simply observed the discussion with a neutral expression that had a hint of hardness behind it that belied his young age.
“Then four of us go southeast,” Tala summarized.
“Corson and I will go to Corindor,” Demetrius said.
“Lucien, we can travel west together for a time,” Alexis said. “I may be of help making sure you reach your own lands unmolested, and that your army can pass east. I also think it falls to me to try the Westerland, once things are in motion here in Lorgras.”
“We could stop at Western City,” said Demetrius. “It is not much out of our way.”
“But you have a long journey, and then a large task to convince whomever rules in Corindor to fight.”
“You have no less a task.”
Rowan cleared his throat at the first hint of hesitation from Alexis. “It’s time to tell them.”
Alexis gave a single, reluctant nod. “I will be able to move somewhat quickly in Lorgras. I need only give orders, and they will be obeyed.”
“You must have a great deal of influence with the queen,” Corson observed.
Rowan laughed. “You might say that.”
“I am Queen Alexandra,” Alexis said, her gaze dropping as if she were ashamed.
“Why not tell earlier?” Lucien asked.
“To what end? We share the same quest, as friends and equals. I do not wish to be treated as a queen.”
Demetrius looked at Rowan. “You knew.”
Rowan admitted it was so. “When she introduced herself as ‘Alexis’ I knew she didn’t wish to share her position of authority. I respected that wish.”
“So should we address you as ‘Queen Alexandra’ or ‘Your Majesty’?” Corson asked, a hint of smile on his face.
“ ‘Alexis,’ if you don’t want to feel my battle spear. A nickname from childhood. I’m rather fond of it, actually.”
“It was important you all knew before we departed,” said Rowan. “We can each tell our leaders that Lorgras will fight. We have the commitment of the queen herself.”
“And that explains why you will have the time and be best suited to parlay with Duke Fallo in the Westerland,” said Demetrius. He thought for a moment. “So you were there. When Solek seized power and shattered the Sphere. You must have been very young.”
“Too young to fully understand how much damage he could do.”
“But wise enough to grab a shard before fleeing,” Tala said.
“My father often told me stories of Arkania’s past. I was fairly well-versed on the history of the Soul Sphere, at least as much as has been recorded or told around the campfire. I didn’t know what to do with the shard—I don’t think King Rodaan did either—but we figured Solek would want them. That was reason enough to make off with a piece each.”
“It is well you did so,” said Demetrius. “And what of the Sphere now? Tala, would you still carry it?”
“If that is what the group wants,” she replied.
“It will put it in the shadow of Veldoon,” said Alexis, “but since it will be hidden by the bag of cloaking, that may be for the best. Solek might assume we will keep it far away.”
“Or that we’d come straight for him,” Demetrius said. “To get the final shard.”
It was agreed that Tala would keep the Sphere, and the supplies they had were divided between the newly-formed travel groups. They said their goodbyes, reluctant but hopeful, wishing one another well and looking forward to seeing each other again. The time arrived when they could delay no longer, and so they mounted their horses and made the first break in their company, Lucien and Alexis going northwest while the others turned south. Rowan and Alexis were the slowest to part, and the others discretely moved off first, leaving them a moment alone. They exchanged only a long look, gentle smiles, and a nod of the head, as if to confirm they were saying goodbye only for a short time, not forever.
The group going south stayed within sight of the Great Northern Forest but knew better than to camp within its borders. They kept watch at night but risked a campfire, which they thought necessary for warmth and found useful for cooking the few provisions they had. They tried to avoid contact with the locals, which was made easier by traveling in the shadow of the dark wood. They feared they might be seen as thieves or worse—strangers in this land riding what were clearly Lorgrasian horses. Thoughts of shelter they pushed aside as something they might only hope to have once they reached their own lands.
On the third day since they had parted from Lucien and Alexis, the forest turned sharply east, and Demetrius and Corson knew it was time to take their leave. They wanted to pass around the west end of the Stone Mountains, which formed part of the border between the Westerland and Corindor, and moving east from where they were now would only extend their trip. The others would continue to follow the forest until they reached the foothills of the Trawnor Mountains, at which time they planned to move south past the Trawnor and Aetos, and then head east again, where they could reach Ridonia and Delving. Again farewells and sincere wishes of good luck and Godspeed were exchanged, and the party split once more.



 
 
Chapter 2: New Allies and Lost Friends
 
At the same time their former companions were taking their leave of one another, Lucien and Alexis neared Lumia, the capital city of Lorgras. Alexis found Lucien to be a good traveling companion for the most part, alert to danger, a quick and effective hunter, respectful and quiet. It was in this last respect, normally something she considered a positive, that she found herself missing the rest of the former party, Corson in particular with his jovial wit. The goblin’s general reluctance to carry on a lighthearted conversation left her with more time than she wanted alone with her own thoughts, which drifted always to fears about what had and would happen to her land and her people. Nearing Lumia, she was hesitant to look up and see the city that had once been the seat of her power. And it was now that the normally silent goblin spoke, a few words only, but enough to force her to face current reality.
“There it is,” he said.
The city was little changed from when she had last seen it, one long glance as she had departed some five months previous. The once great walls were crumbled in most places, cracked and scarred in others. The city’s tallest buildings were gone, smashed to rubble by the Dead Legion, and the lesser buildings that remained were either burned out or damaged. Little had been done to start rebuilding while she was gone, but that was no surprise. As long as the Legion prowled the land, rebuilding would only give them a fresh target.
“Keep your weapon sheathed unless I say otherwise,” Alexis said.
“I understand.”
They approached the city’s ruins slowly, Alexis leading. The footfalls of their horses echoed off the rubble as they passed through the shattered city gate.
“Halt!” cried a voice from some distance ahead. They reined up their horses. Suddenly, as if materializing out of the broken stones and burned timber, a group of female warriors surrounded them. The one who had issued the first challenge stepped forward, the hardness in her features melting away as she recognized her queen.
“Alexandra!” she exclaimed, breathless. Her eyes turned to the goblin and further words failed her.
“It is all right,” Alexis said. “He quests with me.”
“The others?” someone asked.
Alexis looked back and recognized the questioner, Collinda by name, not a woman full grown yet, but one wearing the garb of a warrior. Such was the way of things now that so many had fallen. Alexis remembered that Collinda's older sister had been in her original party. “I’m sorry. She fought bravely but fell. She died with dignity.”
Collinda nodded once, sharply, and refused to let any feelings she might have at the news of her sister’s death show through her warrior’s façade.
“I have much to tell, and to ask,” said Alexis, addressing the group. “Have as many senior warriors as possible gather where the Great Hall once stood in the hour after sunset.”
The sentries bowed and scattered to spread the word that the queen had returned, while Alexis and Lucien toured the once great city.
They took dinner from their own supply of food, knowing those left in the city could spare little of what they had, though they were quick to offer it. Only the barest outline of the Great Hall was left standing—they entered by stepping over the low line of stones rather than needing to find a door. Some thirty female warriors awaited them, and as they saw their queen, the darkness that had settled on their hearts lifted, if only for a shining moment. As much as they wanted to rush forward to greet her, the goblin at her side was a reminder of how much the world had changed.
Alexis told her tale to a rapt audience, her eyes moistening only once—when she told of her fellow Lorgrasians falling in the tunnel under the Stone Mountains. But hope swelled as the story progressed, and when she finished with the plan to assault Veldoon, her warriors were ready to go.
“We can march in two days,” Delona said, to murmurs of approval. “Sooner if necessary.”
Alexis smiled. “I don’t doubt it. But we have time to prepare, while the other armies are gathered. Now tell me of what has happened here while I was away.”
They spoke in turns, relating how the people had scattered, as ordered, and that the Legion had not been seen in force since Lumia was sacked, although rumors of dark creatures prowling the land were rampant. Food had been well-guarded and rationed, such that the winter, though harsh, did not see them starve. The warriors had set up a loose but effective chain of communication, such that they could move themselves or the people in a coordinated fashion on short notice.
“You have done well,” Alexis commended them, obviously pleased. “As I knew you would.”
The fire sputtered and cracked, its thin smoke wafting up toward the stars. Alexis gazed into the flames for a moment as if trying to divine the future. “Delona, you will see that we are ready to march in six weeks. Carlend and Myrna will see to gathering and transporting food and supplies. Have the craftspeople fashion as many weapons and shields as they can. There should be plenty of raw material in our ruined cities that can be used.
“That is so,” said Myrna, “but our warriors are all equipped already. The craftspeople have not been completely idle.”
“That is to their credit, but I want to be sure the men and boys are armed as well.”
“To defend Lorgras while we are away?” asked Delona. “We might do better leaving a small group of warriors behind.”
“A small group will be left to defend the sick and the very old and young. The able-bodied men and boys march with us to Veldoon.”
Harsh whispers passed through the gathered warriors, a muted protest. Delona opened her mouth to speak, then thought better of it.
“Go on Delona,” Alexis said. “Best discuss it in the open, rather than swallowing it. You will likely speak for many.”
“Men and boys have never been trained to fight. It is not our way.”
“It is not,” Alexis agreed. “But much has changed in Arkania. We need everyone who can fight to do so. Even then, it may not be enough. You said the army could be ready to march in two days. What I need is for the training to begin then. This way we will not be so green when the time comes to fight.”
“As you wish, Alexandra.” She paused and then added, “There are many who might refuse to fight next to or lead men in battle.”
“Then I will lead the men myself when I return.”
“Return? You depart again so soon?”
“I must go to Western City to convince Duke Fallo to join us, and before that to Lucien’s land, where he will gather the goblin army.”
“The Shadowlands? Surely you cannot travel unescorted there.”
“I be with her,” Lucien said.
Delona measured her words, trying not to offend the goblin. “I’m sure you are a brave warrior, but what could you do if a group of goblins decided to attack the queen?”
“As much as I could do if this group decided to attack him,” Alexis replied. “We have faced grave perils together before, and will again. The Shadowlands are the least of my worries, and I would rather travel there with a goblin than a score of Lorgrasian warriors. Sometimes a single companion brings safety where a thousand weapons could not.”
Delona bowed stiffly. “I only fear for your safety, my queen.”
Alexis lifted the other woman’s chin. “I know, and I am grateful. But we all have tasks we need to accomplish. I will stay through tomorrow to give what aid and direction I can, but the next morning we must be away.”
They argued no more, but the night seemed heavier and darker. A few lighter tales brought smiles and soft laughter, but soon Alexis had to beg her leave, as reticent as she was to do so. The journey had been long, and the tasks ahead were arduous. Feeling the exhaustion she had denied for weeks, two nights and a day of rest seemed far too short.
*          *          *
Demetrius pulled back on his horse’s reins to call him to a halt. As the horse stilled, Demetrius closed his eyes, letting the gentle, warm breeze wash over him. They had traveled four days since departing from Tala and Rowan, going almost directly south, and winter seemed to recede before them like an ebb tide. The snow on the ground had vanished and while their cloaks were still needed at night, they were packed away during the day. The sun warmed Demetrius’ face, and he could imagine that he caught a scent of spring in the air. He let his reverie stretch out a few minutes, then opened his eyes, the sallow look of the ground confirming that the warmth and the breeze were no sure harbingers of a glorious spring and of new life. The seasons would change, regardless of Solek’s magic, but whether or not flowers could bloom and crops would grow was a matter worthy of some debate. He snapped the reins and caught up to Corson.
“Thinking?” his younger friend asked.
“Not really. Enjoying the sun and the wind for a moment.”
“It is far more pleasant than the dead of winter; that much can’t be denied.”
The horses trotted onward at a good, steady pace, their hooves thudding softly in the long grass. For some stretches of their journey it was the only sound.
“It is too quiet here,’ Demetrius commented. “Even for open land.”
“Better than having a thousand Legion warriors at our backs.”
“That’s not what I meant. The animals are too few and far between. This area is mostly wilderness.”
“We took two rabbits yesterday, and a deer the day before. Small, yes, but—”
“But there has been little else, except for the things that prowl at night, either in the grass or the trees. And I don’t think those are wolves or foxes. It is something foreign to these parts.”
“Such as?”
“I don’t know. But it feels wrong, just like the land. Like poison or an infection. It’s as if the things that remain hidden away in the dark places are slowly edging into the light.”
Corson finished the thought. “While the people and common animals go into hiding.”
Demetrius saw from the look on his friend’s face that he understood. He nodded solemnly.
“Are you worried about what we’ll find back home?” Corson asked.
“Yes.” The answer was stark and cold, though there was neither bitterness nor fear behind the word. Demetrius did not waste time mincing words, especially with those he trusted and cared for. Corson had always taken what some perceived as brusqueness as a personal compliment.
That night they huddled close to the fire and kept the horses close as well—they had taken three. As much as they wanted to rest, they knew they had to keep a watch through the night. They had just finished a modest supper and were reminiscing about years gone by when Demetrius suddenly held up a finger.
“Is it back?” Corson whispered.
Demetrius nodded, then motioned with his head to Corson’s right.
The moon was just shy of full, and it cast a ghostly blue light over the landscape. Some fifty yards off, the grass rustled gently as something slithered through it in short, quick rushes. As it closed to thirty yards, the horses whickered, sniffing at the air. The grass grew still but for the subtle, breeze-driven waves that constantly stirred it.
Demetrius held up an open hand so that Corson would stay where he was, then slipped silently away from the fire. Carefully he circled around to where their visitor had last been spotted. Before he was halfway there it made its move, darting forward.
Corson rose up and unsheathed his sword in one motion. If the thing was coming for him it recognized the weapon and the act of preparation. It sprang sideways at one of the now terrified horses. The steed took the initial blow easily—its attacker was far smaller than it was, no more than four feet in length and two in height—and spun away, pulling on the rope that held it to the other mounts. The three horses had started in opposite directions and the rope had negated their attempts to flee.
Before the creature could fully recover Demetrius and Corson were upon it. Demetrius’ sword cracked against a chitinous plate, which absorbed the blow with a loud crack. A claw-like appendage swatted at the sword, while a dozen legs scrambled for purchase on the ground. After fixing Demetrius with its black, soulless eye, the thing sprang away, quickly vanishing into the night.
Demetrius watched it go—although there was nothing to see after a couple of seconds—while Corson calmed the horses. After the horses were settled, Corson moved beside his friend.
“Any idea what that was?” he asked.
“No,” said Demetrius. “And that bothers me a great deal.”
*          *          *
Rowan gazed through a light morning fog while dawn broke in the east. He could just make out the outlined peaks of the Trawnor Mountains in the distance, although the foothills were still shrouded.
“I don’t like fog,” he said, speaking to himself. “Makes it hard to see where you’re going and what’s coming at you.”
Tala overheard him. “Nothing for it but to press on. It will lift soon enough.”
“I know. But it’ll slow us down until then.”
They picked their way carefully south, the Great Northern Forest at long last receding behind them. They had traveled within sight of it for a full week since their separation from Demetrius and Corson, and the whole group had used it as a guide for nearly a fortnight before that. It was a parting utterly devoid of sorrow. The woods remained as dark and foreboding as ever, and at night shadows eyed them from just inside the tree line, and of late from beyond it. There had been no attacks, but the horses had been nervous and jittery, and Rande now carried Jazda’s extra knife—just in case.
Jazda was a jovial enough companion, but the boy was quiet and detached. He spoke when spoken to, and helped with building fires and tending the horses, but he rarely smiled or laughed. This morning he had taken his usual spot in line behind Jazda, and seemed content to study his mount’s mane. Tala gave her horse a little kick and moved up beside him.
“Sleep well?” she asked.
He nodded in reply.
“How long have you sailed with Captain Jazda?”
“Since I was eight or nine.”
“Your parents?”
“My mother had seven kids. Never knew my father. She couldn’t feed us all—not easily anyway. So I found work.”
“Do you like it? Life at sea, I mean.”
“I’m good enough at it, I suppose.”
“Ever think you might want to captain your own ship someday, when you are a bit older?”
He fixed her with a quick, piercing stare, then turned away again. “I don’t think I’ll be seeing ‘older.’ Even if I do, it’ll be living under a rock, trying to avoid the Legion—or worse things.”
Tala was so taken aback by his words that she had to clear her throat before she could reply.
He smiled at her discomfort, without mirth. “I’m young, but my eyes still work. I can see what’s happening.”
“I have more hope than you, perhaps. For the future.”
“What would someone like me know of hope?” The question was a challenge.
“You have done better than most, faced with the choices you had. Captain Jazda thinks highly of you. The crew thought of you as one of their own.”
“And now they are all dead.”
“Yes,” said Tala, eyeing the boy. “But you are not. Do not act like you are.”
“I do my fair share.”
“I was not speaking of that, as you know. You have to decide whether to face the challenges life deals you by fighting on or by quitting. You do not strike me as being a quitter.”
Rande wore a sullen look. “I’m not.”
“No one has been exempt from pain. Your life has been harder than most, but you know you have a lot of company in hardship. And we have a chance—however slight—to change things for the better.”
“I hope you don’t think that little speech will suddenly have me giggling like a little girl and braiding flowers in my hair.”
“Hardly. But I would like to think you are not beaten already. Of course, that choice is up to you.”
Rande mulled that over for a bit. “So what makes you think happy thoughts all the time?”
Tala laughed. “I do not. Never have. My life had its own complications long before Solek raised his first army. But I know once I give up, he has won.”
“And what of this Savior Rowan speaks of?”
She shrugged. “I have seen the power of evil embodied. Why not good?”
“Doesn’t sound like he’s converted you.”
“He has not tried. It is not his way. I have only heard him try to answer your questions—I do not recall him preaching to you.”
Rande sighed. “He hasn’t, but he probably will soon enough. People all worship something—a god, money, themselves—and they want you to see the world the way they do.”
Tala shook her head. “There is some truth in that, but people are individuals. Some, like Rowan, will fight for what is right and good, with little thought of personal gain or loss. I think that is his most powerful testimony for his Savior. Try to see that part of the man, and then maybe you will recognize it in others and decide there is hope for Arkania—and that there is something here still worth fighting for.”
With that she fell back, allowing Rande to ponder what she had said.
That evening the adults sat around the fire while Rande busied himself with the horses. He found some solace there from his internal scars, and though he often lingered longer than necessary, they never called him away from the animals. It wasn’t as if he had a dozen chores to do anyway.
Evening campfires had become the norm. The group felt watched all the time, and once night fell they found some comfort in the warmth and light of the small blaze. They tried to find hollows or rocks to somewhat hide their presence, but despite the risk they had no desire to sleep in the dark—something about the shadows stalking them made them feel the absence of light would be just what their uninvited guests wanted.
“How can you stand this?” Jazda asked.
Rowan smiled and laughed softly. “The food? You get used to it.”
“Not the food. The feeling of being hunted.”
“You do not get used to it,” said Tala. “But we can hunt as well.”
“I suppose,” Jazda said. “But night after night of poor sleep is wearing on me. And from what you’ve told me you’ve been living this way for months. The enemy need not attack if he can simply get us so tired that we step over a cliff on our own.”
“I doubt the creatures pacing us are sent by the enemy,” Rowan said, “although they no doubt have spawned from the evil he has inflicted on the world. I’ve found you can sleep well enough when you trust your companions on the watch.”
“I trust you. But I’m used to a solid eight hours. I think when we get home I’ll sleep for a week straight.”
Suddenly Rande was with them, speaking in hushed tones. “Something is coming close. The horses grow more restless than normal.”
Weapons were drawn. “Which way?” asked Rowan.
Rande pointed southeast, past the horses.
Rowan started to circle to the left, while Tala went to the right. As she was moving away, she told Jazda, “Stay with Rande.”
“I can fight,” Jazda said with a scowl.
“I do not doubt it,” she replied as she slipped silently into the night.
As Rowan passed by the horses and out of the light of the campfire, he saw his blade had begun to glow. He heard the soft pad of something drawing near, and the intensity of the blade’s light increased. As he shifted his gaze away from his own weapon, they were upon him.
The first leapt at him, its black teeth snapping at his throat while its paws thudded against his chest. “Demon dogs!” he shouted, hitting the one on him with a forearm. It rolled once and then sprang back to the attack. Rowan felled it with a swift slash, while a second was caught in mid-lunge by Tala’s arrow. This one slunk away into the night, whimpering as it did so.
The dogs were powerfully built and large, standing three feet at the shoulder. Their fur was all black, as were their teeth and tongues. Only their red eyes kept them visible in the darkness. They numbered eight, but they were intelligent enough to sense that the two who had come to meet them were proficient with the arms they carried. The dogs went after the horses instead, which were tethered together around a pair of trees.
The horses reared and kicked frantically, while the dogs harassed them and bit deeply into their flanks. Soon four of the dogs brought one of the horses down, and once they did so they finished him quickly.
Jazda held his position by the fire, his eyes alert and searching, waiting for one or more of the dogs to attack. The knife he held was long and sharp, but it was no sword, nor was he an expert in its use. He thought it to be feeble protection at best. While he contemplated how he might deal with a pair or more moving on him at once, Rande burst past him. “Rande! No!” he screamed.
“I have to save the horses!”
Jazda raced after him, but the boy was quick, and was swiftly in the midst of the fray. Rowan and Tala converged as well, looking for an opening.
Rande kicked one of the dogs in the ribs with all his strength. It crumpled to its knees while the air rushed from its lungs, but it regained its feet quickly, and turned its hell-lit eyes upon the boy. Fresh blood glistened on its teeth.
An arrow zipped between dog and boy, finding its target. The arrow plunged into the dog’s well-muscled chest and flames spit from its mouth, scorching the left leg of the nearest horse. The horse screamed in pain and reared.
Rowan and Jazda were trying to work their way into the cluster of terrified horses and attacking dogs, but found themselves blocked by the bucking and kicking of their steeds. Jazda kept shouting Rande’s name over and over, trying to call him away from danger.
The numerous distractions caused Rande to break eye contact for an instant with the dog he had kicked. It was all the opening it needed. It flung itself forward, jaws wide, drool and blood flying, going for Rande’s throat.
Rande reacted reflexively, pulling back and putting up a warding arm. The demon dog’s cruel black teeth tore into the flesh and muscle of his forearm. Rande cried out in agony, the bite like fire.
Rowan arrived then, and hacked the dog’s head off with two swift blows. The severed head remained on Rande’s arm, a clinging, disembodied monster, until the boy shook it off. Oblivious to any further danger, he dropped to a sitting position, cradling his arm to his chest.
Rowan slashed at one of the dogs feeding on the fallen horse. It dodged the full brunt of the blow, but still took a nasty wound on the shoulder. It let out a low, menacing growl, but once it saw Rowan advance rather than retreat, it fled into the night. Its living fellows followed suit, baying and howling as they ran. Whether the sound was a cry of victory or frustration no one knew, but it chilled those that heard it.
Tala tried to calm the horses while Rowan returned to Rande. Jazda knelt a few feet away from the boy, but was oblivious to Rande or anything else going on around him. He plunged his knife over and over into the headless corpse of the demon dog that had bitten Rande, screaming curses and oaths while he did so.
Rowan stayed his hand. “It’s dead,” he said. When Jazda turned to look at him, Rowan had to fight the urge to pull back, so haunted was the look in the seaman’s eyes. “Help me with Rande,” he said, trying to pull Jazda back to the moment.
The men pulled Rande away from the horses and toward the fire. A twisted expression of pain was etched on Rande’s face, and although his jaw quivered and his eyes watered, he choked off any shouts of anguish. 
Rowan laid hands on the boy and prayed silently, trying to soothe him, but the bite of the demon dog was vicious and cruel. “I have to see the wound,” he said when he finished the prayer.
Reluctantly, Rande let Rowan pull his good hand away from the bite. The paladin studied the damage with a grim expression. “Find something to make a tourniquet out of,” he told Jazda.
“Is it—?”
“Quickly!”
Rande closed his eyes to escape the frightened looks on the others’ faces. Tremors began to shake his body, and occasionally a spasm racked him, causing him to wince.
Tala had settled the horses and knelt beside Rowan. “The dogs have moved off.”
“I know,” Rowan said. He held Rande’s arm, one hand on each side of the bite, and the boy calmed a bit.
Tala stood silent until Rowan finally made eye contact with her. The question on her face was obvious. Rowan tried to shrug, as if he was unsure, but his head shook side-to-side ever so slightly.
Jazda had torn some strips from his cloak. “Where?” he asked.
“Here, just below the shoulder. Tie it as tight as you can.”
Rande gave small grunt of pain as the strips were pulled taut. A tear trickled from each closed eye.
“What kind of shape are the horses in?” Rowan asked Tala.
“Two dead. I had to put the second down; the dogs had killed the first. Another one is injured and might heal, but he will not be able to bear a rider and may not be able to move at more than a walk. The other three are spooked but fine otherwise.”
Rowan shook his head. “We have little choice. We have to flee quickly. I fear the dogs will return in greater numbers.”
“What about Rande?” asked Jazda. “Can he travel?”
“He will have to. There is no more I can do for him here. We must wait and pray.”
“I’ll take him with me,” said Tala. “Less weight on the horse.”
Rowan nodded. “But we should switch from time to time. We will need as much speed as the horses can give us. The dawn may be our salvation, but I do not trust even the sun in these dark days.”
A moment later they were away. Somewhere in the distance a keening howl rent the night. A hundred similar voices answered.
*          *          *
Alexis had chosen a course that hugged the northern coast, and while rumors of unnamed beasts prowling Arkania further south abounded, they were no more than distant talk here. Alexis wondered, though, if the coming of spring would bring fouler things as well.
Their time in Lumia had been far too short, and was now a week in the past. They had six fresh horses and plenty of supplies—too much on both accounts, but Alexis accepted it with a quiet grace. It was enough to ask that her warriors allow her to venture into the Shadowlands with only a goblin as a companion, and they would not have her do so ill-prepared. She had grown accustomed to missing meals or eating child-sized portions, and now she found that even when ample food was available she needed little to sustain her strength. Lucien only took what he needed as well—whether out of politeness or a shrunken stomach she could not say, and he wasn’t going to volunteer the information. The goblin still said little.
The journey to the west bank of the Wandering River had been swift and uneventful, and they forded it near the sea without much of a struggle. They could only hope their friends moving south were having as easy a time.
The land to the west of the river was no different than it was to the east, but Alexis surveyed it solemnly. A year ago she would not have considered being here without an army at her back. The Dark One had changed many things in her world, and while most were for the worse, a few things were actually better.
Lucien moved his horse ahead, exchanging a nod with Alexis as he did so. This was his land now, and he would take the lead. “We move southwest now. My pack there when I leave.”
“You have no idea where they are now?”
“Who knows what Legion has done,” he stated.
As they moved on they passed through gently rolling hills, and beyond these they would reach the Great Plain which stretched from the Westerland in the east far into the goblin realm in the west. They picked their way easily through sparse woods and shallow streams, and with six horses at their disposal their mounts did not grow tired. On the sixth day since they had crossed the Wandering River, Alexis commented on how quiet the land was. “I thought we would have encountered your pack by now.”
“I think same. Game scarce too. Do not need food, but it like land itself died.”
They camped that night under the shelter of a small cluster of oaks, then set out again as the sun rose behind thick clouds. A gentle mist of cold rain had started to fall during the night, the first poor weather they had seen since the storm at sea, and it continued on and off throughout the day. As evening fell, Lucien suddenly reined up, sniffing the air.
“What is it?” Alexis whispered.
“Battle fought close by here. Today, I think.”
Less than ten minutes later they came upon the scene. Corpses littered the ground—all goblin. The blood from their wounds had yet to be washed from the ground by the sporadic rain. Alexis and Lucien dismounted and walked through the carnage in silence, leading their horses carefully. Near the center of the battlefield Lucien stopped and studied what surrounded him for a time.
“Delosh and Omwee,” he said finally.
“The packs?”
He nodded. “No other colors here. These were living when they fought. Goblin fight only, not goblin against Legion.”
“Is there a history of conflict between these packs?”
Lucien grunted. “Between all packs. That much of what humans think of goblins true. But has been peace for years. Now is not time for this.”
Alexis agreed. “When we fight one another, it only serves Solek.”
“We circle field to see which way armies—or victors—left.”
“To follow them or avoid them?”
“Not know yet. Want to know where they are though.”
They were able to find signs of the departing forces—all moving off to the west. Whether the marks were those of only one army, or a victor in pursuit of the vanquished, they could not tell.
“We go south,” said Lucien. “May find friend or foe if overtake them. Rather find own pack first.”
“Is it safe to camp nearby?” Alexis asked.
“Want to get away from open grave. Go another hour, carefully, then can look for place to camp. Tonight we have no fire. Not sure what or who is close.”
“I heartily agree,” said Alexis.
They slowly rode off into the night, leaving the dead to stare up into the black rain.
*          *          *
For six days Demetrius and Corson had neither seen nor heard anything of the odd creature that had attacked them. Whether it had crawled off and died from its injuries, not been able to keep pace with the horses, or simply decided to look for easier prey was uncertain, but the men enjoyed the relative peace regardless.
They had forded the Wandering River without too much difficulty, and had made steady progress across the eastern portion of the Great Plain, crossing the road connecting Western City and Arna’s Forge earlier in the day. Home was starting to feel close.
Demetrius studied his younger friend, who had taken the lead. Corson had always been a competent horseman, and he guided his mount now with a firm, steady hand. They talked frequently as they traveled, and easily, as friends do. But Demetrius had noticed a change in Corson since they had set out months ago on their quest, and it had become more pronounced since they had parted ways with the larger company. They had both aged, yes, but this was something different.
Demetrius clicked at his horse and moved up beside Corson. “You’re not as quick with a joke as you used to be.”
Corson rubbed the stubble on his chin as if thinking. “Okay. There was a farmer—”
“That’s not what I mean.”
“I know.” A few seconds passed before Corson went on. “Maybe I have seen too much. Maybe I’m just tired of being the jester.”
“I never saw you that way. Even I know the value of a laugh and smile.”
Corson chuckled. “Well, why don’t you do the jokes for a while?”
“Always been afraid I’d show you up.”
Corson’s laugh was deeper this time, and more genuine. “You’ve been holding back your good material?”
“Unfortunately you’ve already heard my best. That’s why I stick to swords.”
Corson let his gaze fall to the ground. “Maybe I should stick to jokes.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“I know. I’m sorry. It’s just…”
Demetrius did not stir as Corson’s words trailed off. He knew him well enough to wait.
Corson continued after a long pause. “I’ve begun to wonder if the jokes are just a way for me to hide my fear.”
“So what if it is? We all have our own ways of hiding our fear.”
“You?”
Now it was Demetrius’ turn to laugh. “If you think I have no fear, you don’t know me as well as I thought.”
“I’ve never seen any sign of you being afraid of anything.”
“Good. Fear can be used by an enemy. If a joke hides yours, so be it. But believe me, I’ve been afraid many times in the last year. Far more often than I thought possible, actually. But these are…unique times.”
“That they are.”
“Corson, when I tried to send you away before I set out to find the prince, it was out of friendship and a belief that you could help lead our people in Corindor. I’ve never doubted your courage, or your friendship. I believe in you, as do Tala, Lucien, and the others. And I’m glad you’re here.”
“Well, I’d prefer to be in front of a fire, with my love beside me and a warm meal and a cold mug of mead before me. But I guess you’ll do.”
Demetrius smiled and shook his head. He moved his horse forward to take the lead.
“Demetrius?”
Demetrius glanced back over his shoulder.
“Thanks,” Corson said.
Demetrius nodded once, and then turned away and left his friend to his own thoughts.
That night they built a small fire in the shelter of a half-dozen large rocks that were clustered together in an otherwise flat, grassy, treeless plain. They ate a humble meal and set the watch.
Demetrius wrapped himself in his cloak and tried to settle in for a few hours of sleep. He watched scattered clouds drift by overhead, the moon playing hide-and-seek and the stars joining in as well. He heard the sound of the horses grazing, and Corson’s light footfalls as he circled the rocks. The steps stopped, and Demetrius listened for them to resume. When they didn’t, he silently got up.
Corson had his back to the camp. He was staring into the darkness, in a ready pose, his hand on the hilt of his sword. Demetrius carefully approached him.
“Something out there,” Corson whispered, not bothering to look at his friend. He knew Demetrius’ footfalls well enough.
A half-dozen forms, then more, seemed to materialize before them and advanced slowly on their position. At first they were no more than short, broad shadows, but as they moved nearer the light of the campfire it was plain that they were dwarves. They wore heavy chain mail and helms, and the axes they wielded were notched from use and stained with dried blood. Even in the light, their faces were dark and grim.
“I’ve never known the dead to speak,” one of them called out. “If you be mortal, say so now.”
“We are,” replied Demetrius. “Two men of Corindor.”
The dwarf came closer, his axe dropping an inch or two. “And we are dwarves of Arna’s Forge, once ruled by Meldros.”
“I am sorry for your loss.”
“You know of it?”
“We passed through Arna’s Forge some time ago. Twice actually. We met King Meldros on the first visit and asked his leave to travel through his lands.”
“And the second time?”
“It was after the Dead Legion had attacked.”
“Then we have both seen the tomb Arna’s Forge has become. The city is empty of all but ghosts now. We buried the dead, after making certain they would not rise to serve the enemy. Hard, foul work it was. The stain will never leave my soul.” He drifted away for a moment, lost in his own thoughts. Suddenly he eyed the two men again, looking as if he had forgotten they were there. “With all respect, who are you and what business are you about?”
“No offense taken,” Demetrius said. “These are dark days and foul things prowl the land. I am Demetrius, and this is Corson. We served under King Rodaan, and still serve Corindor. We are heading there now to find our people.”
“I hope what you find is less filled with sorrow than what we encountered at Arna’s Forge. I am Gellan, a free dwarf, if you take my meaning.”
“I’m not sure I do.”
“My companions and I serve no king. Meldros had our fealty, but he was too self-absorbed, too isolated, and too confident in his walls. Many of us marched through deep underground passages when the Legion advanced, knowing we had to strike them in the flank and rear as they assaulted the city. But a second army fought us in the Garden Valley, and although we felled more than we lost, Arna’s Forge was taken before we could arrive to aid her.”
“Not that it mattered,” another dwarf said to Gellan. “The army Solek used against the Forge was immense. Our presence would not have changed the battle’s outcome.”
Gellan agreed. “But if not for Meldros’ stubbornness, more would have escaped or come to fight with us. Now only a small remnant of our people remains.”
“How small?”
“A thousand perhaps. We are gathering what strength we have left while we bury the dead and fight the creatures that haunt these lands. If you have come from the north, you may understand what I mean.”
Demetrius nodded. “Several days ago a large insect-like thing attacked us. Tried to get the horses. I think I might have cracked its shell with a blow from my sword. It had tracked us for days, but we’ve not seen it since.”
“ ‘Doss-vala’ we call them. ‘Armor bugs.’ Dangerous if they find you unaware, or if they are many.”
“Then they are known in these parts?”
Gellan shook his head. “Not until after the Dead had passed through. We have killed many, and lost a few good dwarves to them as well. I only wish they were the worst thing I had seen in the open since the Dead fouled our world.”
Demetrius and Corson exchanged a glance but said nothing.
Gellan quizzed them again. “What business did you have up north?”
“We were traveling with a larger party, on a quest to defeat Solek. Our journey brought us to the far north of Lorgras, from where we needed to make our way home. That is how we come to pass through this region.”
“Was your quest a failure, or is it simply unfinished?”
“Unfinished. We prepare to raise what arms we can to fight Solek directly, now that we are near completion.”
The man and the dwarf studied one another for a moment before Gellan spoke. “I, for one, would like to hear of this quest. My axe screams out for vengeance, and would like nothing better than to hack into Solek’s forces again.” There was a general rumbling of agreement in the crowd of dwarves.
“Is it safe to speak?” asked Corson. “The enemy has many spies.”
“As safe as anywhere, and safer than some places for certain.” The dwarves drew in close to Demetrius and sat in the grass to hear the tale.
A long time later the story was complete. The dwarves only interrupted on a few occasions to seek clarity around a certain event or point, and Corson added a few details he thought proper not to have left out. Demetrius never considered himself much of a storyteller, but he took great care with this tale. The possibility of new allies was a great motivator.
“So the Sphere moves toward Solek,” Gellan said, repeating what he had heard. “Dangerous, but maybe wise. He would think you would keep it far from his clutching hand.”
“Perhaps, but he knows that eventually we need to bring it to him, if we are to capture the final shard and then use the completed Sphere against him. If he so chooses, he can simply bide his time until we bring it to him. He need not search for it any longer.”
“That is so. But I’ve never known Solek to be a patient sort, although anyone can change, even one as foul as he.” Gellan stood, holding his axe before him as if he was presenting a gift. “I would be honored to fight by your side when the time comes.” Many other dwarves called out similar sentiments.
“We would be honored as well, and most grateful,” Demetrius replied. “Gellan, do you now lead your people?”
Gellan laughed. “I talk and ask questions on their behalf, but I command only Gellan. I will join in this coming battle, as will many others, but I cannot order my people to war, nor assume command of our host unless the warriors participating ask it of me. There is yet time to prepare. We will have battle chiefs when the day arrives.”
“I can ask no more,” Demetrius said, adding a small bow. “As you have gathered from my tale, I do not lead in Corindor. Actually, I do not know who does.”
Gellan met his questioning look. “I’m sorry, Demetrius. I’ve heard little news from the south. I don’t know what you will find when you return.”
“Hopefully a people whose will to fight is still intact.”
“I wish you well. You will be away at break of day?”
Demetrius said that it was so. “We cannot tarry.”
“Of course. But we might offer food and drink for you and your beasts, and a makeshift shelter and bed. Our camp is close by.”
“We would be pleased to partake of your hospitality.”
They enjoyed a hot meal and a warming drink, and although they did not find a real bed waiting for them, the straw mats and cloth tents made for a more pleasant rest than what they had grown accustomed to. Demetrius felt at ease and went to sleep with the barest hint of a smile playing on his lips, knowing they had stumbled upon an ally that would serve well when they tangled with Solek’s troops.
*          *          *
They had debated, briefly, whether to chance Arna’s Forge again, and decided for the sake of the boy they would see if any aid might be gained there. They had traveled rapidly since the demon dogs’ attack, trying to outdistance their pursuers and race Rande to some kind of help. The injured horse had not been able to keep up, and it had likely turned back toward home or been overtaken by the dogs. They were down to three mounts for the four of them, but Rande could not ride alone, so the number sufficed. The horses, as always, pushed on tirelessly. 
Tala had hoped her people might be able to heal Rande’s wound, but the Eastern Forest was at least a week away even if they pushed the horses to exhaustion, and Rande did not look as if he had a week left in him.
The boy’s color was a sickly pale green. He slept most of the time, which relieved his pain and anguish. When awake, he said little, and took no food. Perspiration beaded on his head no matter how cool the air.
Rowan prayed over him and made a poultice to try to draw some of the poison from the wound, but the edges of the bite had turned black, and vile-smelling yellow fluid seeped from it continually. Rande allowed Rowan to work the wound as needed, but he refused to look at it himself.
When Arna’s Forge came into view, Tala and Jazda charged ahead to look for help, while Rowan, holding onto Rande, continued along the path that would lead beyond the city and allow them to turn east once they had cleared the Aetos Mountains. He checked behind frequently, seeing nothing but the grass stirred by an early spring breeze and the shadow of the Great Northern Forest beyond. The dogs had not shown themselves, and likely could not keep pace with the horses, but Rowan did not doubt the noses of the hell-spawned creatures—if they wanted to follow they could.
Twenty minutes later Tala and Jazda returned. Rowan could tell from their drawn expressions that they could expect no help here.
“Empty,” Tala reported. “Not just of the living. The dead are gone as well.”
“So either someone buried them…”
“Or Solek is using them.”
“One brings hope, the other despair.”
“If they have been buried,” said Tala, “it is likely that they are now under the mountain. But we have no time to search further.”
“Agreed. We need to keep pressing on.” His gaze dropped to the boy he held before him on the horse.
“Let’s move then,” Jazda said. He charged off, leading the way despite the fact he did not know where he was going. The sea he knew, but these strange lands were a mystery to him. The others raced to catch up.
They rode well past dark, only stopping because they knew Rande and the horses needed some rest. They camped in the foothills of the mountains, finding a small cluster of trees in which to shelter. They built a fire each night regardless of the danger. Even when placed near it, Rande shivered uncontrollably. They took turns sitting with him, placing wet strips of cloth on his fevered brow.
That night sparse, wind-driven clouds passed before the moon, their shadows dancing on the earth below. At about two a.m. Rowan was keeping watch over the camp and Tala over Rande. Jazda tossed and turned, getting little value out of his time to sleep. A racking cough shook Rande, and the boy sat up to spit out some phlegm. He fell back to the ground and stared up at the sky.
“Is it there?” he asked in a voice no stronger than a whisper.
Tala drew near. “What?”
“This heaven Rowan speaks of.”
“I do not know.”
“It is time for me to find out.” His gaze fell to behold the elf, and a bitter smile danced on his lips. “I told you I wouldn’t be seeing old age.”
Tala had no reply, and simply sat holding his ice-cold hand. He let out one long, ragged breath, then the rise and fall of his chest stilled. His eyes he had lifted one last time to behold the stars, but they remained open in an empty stare. Gently, Tala closed Rande’s eyelids.
“He is gone,” she said softly. The men walked over to kneel beside him.
“At least he suffers no longer,” said Rowan.
Jazda nodded but could not speak. Tears rolled down his cheeks and he bit his lip, trying not to sob.
They each mourned in their own way for a time, then Rowan said a few quiet words to Tala. The elf went to Jazda and took his arm. “Rowan will bury him,” she said. “We should see to the horses.”
“No, it is my responsibility. He was my charge, and his death is my pain and shame.”
“There was nothing any of us could have done. But we can see that he rests in peace now.”
“Please, Jazda,” said Rowan. “You were close to him. Let me do this.”
“You are right to say we were close. He was like a son to me. That is why I must do it.”
Rowan lowered his eyes and backed away while Jazda took the sword Rowan offered. “I’m sorry,” Jazda said to Rande’s still form as he lined the blade up across his neck. “I’m sorry for how hard your life was, and how hard your death was. But you can rest now. Forever.” Slowly he lifted the sword, then brought it sharply down.
 



 
 
Chapter 3: Shadows and Shadowlands
 
Lucien and Alexis traveled most of the night to put as much distance between themselves and the goblin battle as possible before they rested. A little before dawn they came to a rocky overhang, not quite a cave, but enough to shelter them from wandering eyes. To the west they could see other small formations of rock, and hills were apparent in the distance. They had reached the edge of the Great Plain. They rested for a while, dozing a bit but not really sleeping, then, seeing the sun rising in the sky, took a small bite of food and pressed on.
They moved southwest, and as they did so the ground grew rocky and the soil more coarse. Whereas the Westerland was fertile, the goblin lands were more difficult to work for raising crops or animals. It was done, to be sure, but the goblins as a whole were hunters and warriors, and parties often traveled well south, north, or west to hunt game. To the east the land of men seemed a paradise, and in the past there had been open war between goblins and men, but now each kept mostly to their own lands and lived with an uneasy, informal peace. There was little trust, but at least there was no longer open aggression. Lucien often wondered what would happen when the game became scarcer, and hungry goblin eyes turned east once again. He could picture scenarios where he would have met Alexis or any of the others on a field of battle, and where the struggle to the death would have been against them rather than with them.
They found a dirt path that had not been used for some time. Sparse vegetation had started to cover it up, but it was still easy enough to track and it went in the right direction, and as tired as the riders were, it gave the horses a simple line to follow so their riders could let their thoughts drift elsewhere.
They plodded on past noon, a hot sun rising in the cloudless sky and making them drowsy in the saddle. Every so often a light breeze gently wafted by, pushing aside the closeness of a warm afternoon and teasing them with the subtle fragrance of newly blossoming spring flowers. But underneath there was a dark, wet smell, as of a deep, forgotten dwelling that had known death, a smell no flower’s scent could mask.
A distant rumble sounded, just on the threshold of perception. Lucien had closed his eyes, the swaying of his horse hypnotic. He had shaken sleep off several times already, but now he was falling deeper, deeper. The thunder in the distance sounded soothing, making him think of rain pattering off the roof while he dozed snug under a pile of blankets. Thunder…
Lucien’s eyes shot open and he was alert instantly. He scanned the horizon and saw what he expected—no sign of clouds at all. “Riders,” he said, swiveling his head, looking for a place they could go to ground. A small copse of trees several hundred yards to the right was not dense enough to hide them, and the hills here were shallow.
Alexis drew herself up tall in the saddle. If she was afraid, she did not show it. “Should we stay on as we are? Those trees will not hide us, and even if we want to flee, we cannot do so until we know what direction they come from.” The Plain was still visible to the east and clearly the riders were not there, but north, south, and west were all still possibilities.
“We stop and listen.”
They waited while the distant hooves grew louder. Finally, from the west, they saw the riders outlined against the horizon as they crested a hill. They rode swiftly, and more or less directly at them.
“If we run, must be east,” said Lucien.
Alexis shook her head. “It’s the wrong direction, and we will be easy to spot.”
“We go on. If they see us and want talk, we talk.”
“It might even be your pack.”
Lucien smiled his eerie goblin smile. “Our luck not that good.”
“Hasn’t been that bad either, all things considered.”
They rode on, casually, as if oblivious to the approaching riders. As they moved south, the riders continued for a time in a straight line, such that the intersection of the two groups’ paths would be well behind where Alexis and Lucien currently were. But just as they began to hope they would be missed, the riders turned and moved at them with renewed vigor.
Lucien reined in his horse. “Wait now.”
Alexis nodded and studied the approaching group. They numbered thirty or more, and they wore purple and green, rather than the black and red Lucien donned. “Do you recognize them?”
“Yes. They are Salesh.”
Alexis waited a time for more, but Lucien was unwilling to comment further without prodding. “Is that good or bad?”
“Not as good as hoped for. Maybe not as bad as I fear.” He turned to look at her. “If not want to give extra horses as gifts, send home now.”
“They are not mine to give.”
“Then send away, or they be taken. Horses we ride we might keep. Excess easier to take.”
Alexis whispered a few words to the four horses that were currently without riders. They paused for a second, looking from Alexis to the goblins riding toward them. Alexis spoke again, her tone more stern. The horses pivoted and raced away to the northeast. She had to check her own horse to keep him from following.
The riders were upon them two minutes later, encircling them despite the fact they had shown no interest in fleeing. Several goblins had warblades drawn, but most did not. Lucien took this as a good sign, but he noted several archers in the group as well. Even if he believed the Lorgrasian horses superior to those of the goblins—and he did—he knew if they tried to race away they would likely earn arrows in their backs for the attempt.
Lucien’s eyes settled quickly on the largest of the goblins. This one was nearly his size, but not quite. He could tell the goblin measured him as well. This large goblin finally spoke a few words to him in their own tongue.
“I am Lucien in common tongue,” Lucien said. “This Alexis.”
The large goblin smiled. “You speak common language for guest? I will also. Are you lost?”
“Travel to find pack.”
“Is woman hostage?”
“No. Sister-in-arms.”
The goblin studied Alexis. “Lorgrasian?”
“Yes,” Alexis replied.
“I wonder if you prisoner, and he say not to speak. We do you no harm here. I not interested in trouble with humans. You go if you want.”
“I travel with Lucien freely,” Alexis replied. “I will stay.”
The goblin shrugged. “You spy, Lucien?”
“I have been many things, but never spy.”
“Then why out here, so far from pack, traveling with Lorgrasian female?”
“Was sent to treat with humans, to join forces against Dark One.”
“Who sent you to do this?”
“Durst. My chief.”
“He presumes to speak for all goblins?”
“He speaks for own pack.”
“And what of others with you?”
“There were no others.”
The big goblin turned to one of his bowmen. “Horses riderless,” the bowman confirmed.
They looked back at Lucien. “Six Lorgrasian horses? You travel well, or others were unseated. Perhaps in battle?”
“Saw signs of battle to north. Delosh and Omwee. Did not see it happen.”
The goblin thought for a moment. “So you sent to make alliances. Is this female your lone success?”
“All Arkania prepares for war. Lorgras, Delving, and Corindor will be readied by others met on journey. I hope to muster our people.”
“To what end?”
“Assault on Veldoon, and on Solek.”
“Your journey has been long?”
“Almost six months.”
“Things change much since then. Dead Legion had their time, but now take war somewhere else. But our land now worse than ever, and game scarce.”
“War has begun between packs,” Lucien stated.
The large goblin nodded. “I speak no more. Grosh will decide what to do with you. I hope I not need to make you walk. Journey swifter on horse.”
“I not doubt accuracy of your bowmen,” Lucien replied. “We ride with you as unbound prisoners.”
The lead goblin smiled. “Excellent. Kabrinda do show some intelligence from time to time. Keep weapons as they are and you keep them. Touch them and you die.” Before Lucien could reply he kicked his horse and started away to the east. Lucien and Alexis followed, and soon found themselves riding in the center of the group. The eyes of the goblins never left them, giving them no opportunity to consider escape.
*          *          *
Corson woke to find the dwarf camp alive with activity. A small breakfast had been laid beside his mat, which he dug into and enjoyed. As he was finishing, he saw Demetrius speaking with Gellan, and the two of them overlooking some sort of excavation work several hundred yards from the camp. As Corson approached, he saw the shovels of the dwarves rising and falling with well-honed precision. They worked in teams of four, and the earth and stone gave way quickly before them
Demetrius turned at the sound of his friend’s footsteps. “Good morning,” he said. The words and the tone were pleasant enough, but his face was somber.
“I must have been more tired than I knew,” Corson said. “I didn’t mean to let so much of the day slip by. You should have dumped some water on my head.”
“Tomorrow, perhaps,” Demetrius said. “I’ve just risen myself.”
“Your trip has been long and hard,” Gellan said. “A few hours of sleep while others keep watch is to be treasured, I would think. Trouble yourself no more with this.”
“My thanks, Gellan,” Corson answered. “For you kind words, the food and drink, and the sleep.”
“It was good to host friends again, even if the surroundings are not the fine carved halls dwarves prefer. With such grim work, it was good to talk of other things, if only for one evening.”
“ ‘Grim work’?”
Gellan gestured at the digging dwarves.
Corson looked a second time, and noticed now another tool being used—dwarven axes. And once an axe fell, the shovels returned dirt and stone to the hole they had made.
“We must deprive Solek of his resources,” Gellan said, “though it pains me to do so foul a deed.”
“You’re digging up graves and…”
Demetrius laid a hand gently on Corson’s shoulder and said simply, “Yes.”
Corson tried to untangle his tongue. “We have found need to do similar deeds. Dark though they seem, they are necessary.”
“I know,” said Gellan. “And I appreciate your words, though they cannot remove the stain I feel on my soul from ordering such a thing. Worse, these are dwarves who fell in battle and were buried in this open field by men. They meant well, and honored the dead I am sure, but these should rest in the halls of their ancestors. Not only do we abuse the bodies, we must rebury them in this place.”
“Someday you will return,” Demetrius said, “after Arkania has been purged of the Dark One, and will give these a proper dwarven funeral.”
Gellan forced a weak smile. “It is my fondest wish to do all you have said. My axe hungers to taste Solek’s blood, foul and black though it will likely be.” He fell silent for a moment, then shook himself back to the present. “Come, my friends. The sun is up and the day is brisk. I wish to have you depart upon more pleasant thoughts.”
They readied their horses and supplies, accepting only fresh water for their skins. They thanked Gellan for his hospitality and departed, promising to return or send messengers when plans were made to march to Veldoon.
*          *          *
Late the next day the Stone Mountains came into view as dark shadows on the southern horizon, beacons that drew them with the promise of home, as Corindor lay beyond them. They worked their way further west, so they could move around the end of the range. On the third night since departing from the dwarves, they camped in the western foothills of the mountains, knowing the next day they would pass into their own land once again. They spoke of this event with no excitement, despite the fact that their hearts longed for things left behind long ago. A shadow had stretched over all Arkania, and they feared the changes that they might find in familiar places and friends, assuming those places and friends continued to exist.
The moon was waning, a thin crescent hanging idly in a cloudless sky. As the two men spoke quietly, a dark shape passed before it, and on the ground the soft, pale light it cast flickered once. Corson subconsciously noticed it and stopped speaking, wondering for a moment what had disturbed him. Slowly he turned toward the moon.
Demetrius gazed skyward, “What’s wrong?”
“Thought the moon faded for a second, like something flew past it.” He scanned the darkening sky. “Probably nothing. A trick of the fire maybe.”
“Don’t be so swift to discount it.”
“Did you see anything?”
“No, but the moon was to my back. Best we stay alert. Better put out the fire for now.”
They beat out the small blaze and covered the glowing embers with dirt. The night went from deep purple to black as the sun descended further beyond the horizon. The sliver of moon glowed a sharp silver-blue.
“There,” Corson said, grabbing Demetrius by the arm and pointing to the southeast. A large creature turned a lazy circle in the sky some distance off, two great wings supporting a long, slender body. “Looks almost like a small dragon.”
Demetrius studied it for a time before speaking. “The tail looks wrong, though, down towards the end. Maybe it was hurt in a fight. It is small…for a dragon.”
Corson squinted to try to focus his vision. “You’re right, in a way. It’s not a damaged tail, it’s a stinger. That thing’s a wyvern.”
Demetrius raised an eyebrow. “You know of such creatures?”
“Read about them.” He smiled, embarrassed. “Something to do on rainy days when off duty. I thought I was reading about myths and legends.”
“Apparently not. At least not in these days. Do you know anything about these wyverns?”
“Not much that I can recall. Related to dragons, perhaps. Aggressive. Meat-eaters. No breath weapons like dragons, but I imagine the stinger would be nasty.”
“Fatal,” Demetrius stated flatly.
“A good bet. Of course, this is stuff I read in a book. I doubt the author ever saw a wyvern.”
“Maybe not, but tales passed down through time can become myth and legend, even while truth remains at the core.”
Corson chuckled. “Who are you and what have you done with Demetrius?”
“I deal with facts as much as I can. That thing is real, whether from legend or not. I would rather adjust my perception of what is and can be real rather than fighting it and going mad in the process.”
The wyvern suddenly darted down and was lost from sight for a moment. When it reappeared it slowly rose up into the air. A small animal—a sheep or pig most likely—hung limply in its talons. It flew east for a time, and then glided downward into a wooded area to enjoy its meal.
“Hopefully that’ll keep its hunger satisfied for a while,” Corson said.
Demetrius nodded. “All the same, we better keep a good watch, and leave the fire out.”
 Corson was in complete agreement.
*          *          *
As they set out the next day, they had to decide where to go once in Corindor. The decent options, based on the state of things when they left, were Steeple Rock, Galena, Port Charles, and Port Hydleton. They knew the best chance of finding any sort of population base, army, or leadership was further south, and they could reach Galena most easily and go east from there to the other cities if necessary. They decided to move toward the White River, and from there they could simply follow it downstream to their destination.
It took them most of the day to reach the river, and they made camp for the night within sight of the water. The weather held dry, and was warm for the season, so they took their food cold and went without a fire again. They scanned the sky and passed the night in silence, and there was no sign of the wyvern.
They followed the river south the next day, keeping it in sight but preferring the shelter of the thick bushes and trees that lined the river’s course rather than the rocky edges of the stream itself. A year ago they would have expected to see some boat traffic on the river, moving goods between Steeple Rock and Galena, but today nothing traveled in the river bed but the slow-moving water.
“Think we’ll see anyone at all before we get to Galena?” Corson asked.
“Who knows?” Demetrius said with a shrug. “If folks are huddled together, it would likely be in a city. But the Legion prefers to strike there. It’s possible a large group is somewhere in the wilder lands of central Corindor. Or they could be scattered so as to not give the Legion an easy target. Regardless, they’d need to be close to fresh water.”
“Unless something drives them away from it,” said Corson, thinking of the Legion, and the wyvern.
“They’d still need water,” Demetrius said with a scowl. “I hadn’t given much thought to no one being here, and I really don’t want to. But we should keep an eye open for any sign of a large crossing of the river and a migration west.”
“Into the Shadowlands.”
“Can things be any worse there? We know Solek has acted there as well, from what Lucien has told us, but our people didn’t have such knowledge. Given a choice between the Legion and entering the goblin lands, what would you choose?”
Corson rode on in silence, not answering the question. Finally he said, “Let’s hope it has not come to that.”
The sun was just touching the western horizon when a long, high wail pierced the air. Corson shook off a shiver and reined in his horse. Demetrius moved up next to him.
The wail sounded again, and now they saw it, the wyvern flying high in the air some way off to the east. The fact that it had apparently moved the same distance south as they had over the last two days was unsettling, but not nearly as much as the fact that the latest cry that left the wyvern’s throat was answered by not one, but two similar calls. In moments the trio of flying beasts was circling just across the river, their heads turning this way and that, searching the land below.
“Hunting for food?” Corson whispered.
“I hope so.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’ve wondered what Solek has been planning while we’ve been traveling. I’m not sure what he would use as spies, but something with wings would make a good choice.”
“I hadn’t thought of that.”
The wyverns continued to move in an ever-expanding circle. As the sweeps widened, they drew closer to the riders and their horses.
“Know anything about their eyesight or their hearing?” Demetrius asked.
“Sorry,” Corson replied, shaking his head.
The wyverns now passed almost directly over the two men. The riders held their breath and waited, stroking their horses to try to soothe them, hoping they would make no revealing sound. It was the third horse that did them in. It sniffed the air, then looked up, spotting one of the great beasts gliding majestically overhead. It reared and screamed, kicking at the air and then pulling hard on the rope that held it fast to Corson’s horse.
The nearest wyvern wheeled around and spotted them easily enough through the trees. It let out a short cry, then raced at them.
The horse refused to calm, and now that the others had been fully alerted to the danger they became restless as well. “Cut him loose,” Demetrius ordered.
Corson sliced the rope with his sword and the spare horse bolted. All three wyverns started after it, but only for a moment. Two checked themselves and wheeled about, returning their attention to the riders. The third raced low over the trees and was soon out of sight.
“I wish we had a bow,” said Corson.
“How well can you fight mounted?”
“Against a flying creature? Never tried it. Don’t like my chances much. And it doesn’t look like we can outrun them.”
“Not through these trees,” Demetrius agreed. “If we dismount, the horses are gone, and if we tie them to a tree, they have no chance. At least free and running…” Demetrius trailed off. Either way, he felt like he was sentencing the animals to death. Hard enough with any worthy mount, and these Lorgrasian horses were that and more.
“We have to let them go,” Corson said. “They’ve earned the opportunity to have a fighting chance.”
“That they have.” Demetrius sighed and dismounted, patting the side of his horse’s neck and offering his thanks. Then he slapped it on the shank, causing it to race away. Corson did the same with his mount.
The two men stood there, swords drawn, feeling very alone. The wyverns had immediately taken up pursuit of the horses, giving the men some time to gather themselves. The fading day had taken on a haunting red glow, as the half-set sun lit distant clouds on the western horizon.
“Stay close to the trees,” Demetrius said. “If they want us, we’ll make them fight us on land. We need to see if there’s somewhere we can go to ground. Let’s move quickly; they’ll soon return.”
They worked their way steadily south as night began to fall, moving in sporadic bursts through open areas to reach the sheltered places under the trees. Only a few minutes had passed when one of the wyverns returned, claws, jaws and stinger dripping with dark liquid. They had no doubt about what it was.
The wyvern flew lower with each pass, growing confident that the men below did not have the weapons that often stung its kind while they were still high in the air.
From the ground the wooded areas acted as both shield and hindrance. Demetrius and Corson could almost feel the wyvern’s presence, but they could only see it when it passed above them.
“Should we split up?” Corson asked. “It can’t follow both of us.”
“You’re right, but I’d rather try to take it down together. We should see if it’ll come down if we stop here. If we keep moving its friends will likely join it shortly.” Demetrius looked over the area around them. “Not bad,” he said. “Stay here.”
He waited until he saw the wyvern begin another pass, then darted across a small patch of open ground to the next stand of trees, timing his dash so the beast was sure to spot him.
The wyvern was even quicker than Demetrius had given it credit for, but he timed his run well. He reached the temporary safety of the trees a second or two before the wyvern could reach him. It pulled up and soared skyward, letting out a short cry of frustration.
“Be ready!” Demetrius shouted across the open area.
Corson waved his sword to show that he was, then pressed close to the nearest tree.
The wyvern sailed overhead twice more, its dark eyes glistening in the last light of day as it searched for its prey. On the third pass it settled into the opening, its wings remaining spread as it screamed at Demetrius. If it thought to intimidate him, it must have been disappointed.
“I don’t suppose you have the wit to speak the common tongue,” Demetrius said to it. He stood casually between two trees, making himself plainly visible, but his muscles were tensed and ready to spring at any time.
The beast snorted and squawked in reply, then moved forward, bobbing up and down as it walked on its short, thin legs. It kept its head high, and waving back and forth behind it was the large stinger. Demetrius thought the stinger might kill him even if it held no poison, such was its size.
Corson moved out from under the shelter of the trees, advancing slowly. He wasn’t sure when he should strike, but he knew when the time came the window of opportunity would be small. He glanced at the ground beneath him, fearful of the dried twig or leaf that might give him away. After a dozen steps he knew he was committed. If the wyvern turned on him now he would have to fight.
Demetrius saw Corson coming and kept up the banter to hold the wyvern’s attention. As it moved closer he found it harder to hold his ground, and as its head lowered he could only hope that it had no breath weapon, unlike its cousins, the dragons.
The wyvern’s eyes flashed to Demetrius’ sword and then back to his face. It bellowed another challenge, then coiled itself for a strike.
Demetrius could see it coming and prepared to spring aside. “Now,” he thought, willing Corson to swift action, but not wanting to shout the word for fear he would give his friend away.
Corson continued to close the gap, but when the wyvern paused, he did not interpret it as preparation for an attack, and fearing even the sound of a footfall, he froze. The wyvern then sprang forward, and as it did so it was completely out of his reach.
Demetrius lunged aside at the first sign of movement, but the creature was much faster than he anticipated. Its head rammed into his ribs, flinging him in a different direction from his initial leap. He slammed into a tree, his head and legs snapping back as his back absorbed the blow. He fell to the ground, breathless.
The wyvern was big, but with its wings in it could move easily enough in the woods, its body more like that of a thick snake. The momentum of its charge carried it beyond Demetrius’ prone form, but it quickly gathered itself and spun about, its talons finding easy purchase in the soft soil.
Corson was too far away to reach his friend before the wyvern, so he did the only thing he could—he screamed and charged.
The distraction may have saved Demetrius. The wyvern looked up at the shout, then snapped its tail about, trying to impale Demetrius against the tree. Instead it found only bark and wood, as its mark had been able to roll away when it hesitated.
Demetrius, still trying to fill his lungs with air, managed to bring his sword down toward the wyvern’s tail. But he, too, was late. The wyvern pulled free a split second before the blow fell, pieces of wood flying as it tore its stinger loose from the tree. Demetrius saw the hole and realized with a sinking feeling that it had nearly been made in his chest.
Corson’s charge may have saved his friend, but it was reckless. Once the wyvern freed its tail it continued the motion, swinging the stinger at Corson. He had only one choice if he wanted to avoid it—he slid to the ground. His momentum carried him under the beast and he lifted his sword to try to skewer it.
Again the wyvern was faster. It brought a powerful talon down, pinning Corson’s sword to the ground. It swung its tail up and then drove it down.
Corson twisted to one side, wrenching his shoulder. The stinger kicked up a spray of dirt as it tore into the ground, inches from Corson’s chest.
The stinger lifted up, paused, then whistled back down. Then it was gone, along with half the tail
Demetrius dropped to one knee while his bloody sword fell by his side.
The wyvern lifted its head straight up and let out a shrill scream. It swatted at Demetrius with a wing, the cartilage and leathery membrane enough to knock him face down on the ground. In its pain and rage it moved to finish the fallen man, to beat and rend with talons and beak.
The wyvern’s first move at Demetrius freed Corson’s arm. He did not give it the chance to make another, plunging his sword up to its hilt in the creature’s soft underside. He held fast while the wyvern wailed and thrashed for a moment, and considered himself fortunate that its strength faded quickly. It slumped aside, twitching once, and died.
Corson switched hands, pulled the sword out of the beast’s belly, then let the weapon lay where it was. He scrambled over to Demetrius, relieved to see the rise and fall of his chest. Ignoring the pain in his shoulder, he gently rolled his friend over.
Blood coated his arm and half his face. Demetrius opened his eyes and recognized the look of sorrow and resignation on Corson’s face. He smiled weakly and spoke with some difficulty. “Blood’s from the wyvern. Not going to die just yet.”
“You saved my life,” Corson said. “Again.”
“We saved each other.”
“I was too slow. I should have—”
Demetrius raised a shaking hand. “We can debate tactics later. We need to move on, before the others return.”
Corson drew in a quick breath to settle himself, then asked, “Can you walk?”
“Have to.”
Corson collected the swords and put them in their scabbards after wiping the blood off as best he could on the ground. He dropped to one knee to help Demetrius up with his good arm.
Demetrius noticed his friend wince at the effort. “You’re hurting, too.”
“Twisted my shoulder a bit is all. I’ll be fine.”
They hobbled away as quickly as they could, each with an ear and an eye alert for signs of the remaining two predators. Full night was upon them, and they welcomed its shroud.
They covered the first half-mile as swiftly as they could, but Corson knew the wyverns could cover the same distance in a fraction of the time. He glanced at Demetrius, worried about his labored breathing, and thought he saw a thin line of blood at the corner of his mouth. “We should rest a bit,” he suggested.
“Not yet,” Demetrius wheezed. “Still too close.”
He knew better than to argue with his friend and captain, even in his current state, but he set a limit in his own mind. Another mile at most and they would stop, no matter what.
They stumbled on, trees looming up like phantoms before them, silent sentinels marking their slow progress. The night was eerily quiet, and their footfalls and heavy breathing seemed to echo far too loudly.
Demetrius lost his footing, and as he stumbled his momentum nearly carried both he and Corson to the ground.
“Steady,” Corson said, regaining balance for both of them. “We can rest soon.”
Demetrius tried to smile but winced instead. He drew air into his lungs in irregular, ragged draughts.
“We’ll find a nice spot, and then—”
A piercing shriek rent the air, causing them to freeze and hold their breath. As far as they had gone—and as much as they had toiled to come this far—the cry sounded far too close.
“Keep moving,” Demetrius finally gasped.
Corson pulled him along a few steps, and then stopped with a sigh. “No,” he said, gently. He lowered Demetrius into a sitting position against the nearest tree. “If they can track us, they’ll catch us soon enough. We can’t outrun them in our current condition. May as well stand and fight.”
“I’m slowing you down,” Demetrius said. “You go on.”
“You know I won’t do that.”
“That’s an order.”
“Then you can charge me with insubordination when this is all over.”
Demetrius beckoned him closer, then took hold of his arm. “I do not doubt your courage or your friendship,” he whispered between uneven breaths. “But one of us must reach our people and call them to arms. The fate of our world may depend on it.”
“Demetrius, I—”
“If we both die here, Arkania dies with us.”
Corson shook his head.
Demetrius drew his sword. “I will defend myself if I must. They may miss me altogether.”
“I can’t leave you here, not like this. I couldn’t live with myself if I did.”
Demetrius turned the sword about so the point pressed against his own belly. “If I’m dead by my own hand, then you will go.”
“You wouldn’t,” Corson said, but he could not keep the slight tremble out of his voice.
“Only if you make me.”
“You are the most stubborn man I ever met. Why I call you ‘friend’ is beyond me.”
“It is more than I deserve.”
Corson pushed the sword aside and embraced his friend. “Be safe. I’ll be back with help as soon as I can.”
“Take care of yourself.”
Demetrius watched him go, waving weakly as Corson took one last look over his shoulder. Once alone, he readied his sword. He had no hope of killing either wyvern if they found him, or even of doing much damage, but he would give his weapon at least one chance to bite at his enemy before he succumbed. His wait to see what might happen was brief.
A shadowy form came crashing through the brush, sniffing the ground and air. A dozen feet away from him it pulled up, spreading its wings in a symbolic gesture of power.
“Don’t preen for me,” Demetrius spat, his voice far too weak for his own liking. “If you want me, come take me.” He wanted to stand, but his muscles betrayed him. It was all he could do to lift the sword.
The wyvern seemed to understand its advantage, but also to recognize the sharpened steel in Demetrius’ hand. It moved a bit closer, then coiled to strike, its eyes boring into its intended victim.
Demetrius let out a slow breath, shuddered, and then lowered his sword, as if giving in to fate. But his eyes were just as sharp as the wyvern’s, and they never left the creature.
The beast shot forward and the sword swung up. Too late the beast saw its mistake. The sword pierced its breast and exited its back. Before it could bring its tail or head to bear on its tormentor, another sword flashed twice, severing each end of it in turn.
As the wyvern fell aside, Demetrius saw Corson standing there. “You never left.”
Corson shook his head. “Just waited in the shadows. If you want to bait the trap, fine, but I’ll not leave you to die here. And let’s not rehash the argument again. Besides, we’ve taken two down now. If the other tries us, it could meet the same fate.”
“Help me up,” said Demetrius. “Logical arguments are lost on you. I give up.”
Corson laughed. “You’ve known me long enough to know logic is wasted on me. Glad you’ve accepted reality.”
As they moved off, Corson said, “You were baiting it, weren’t you? Playing half-dead so it would get reckless.”
Demetrius nodded once. “I feel half-dead, but I was trying to get it to lower its guard. Still, I owe you my life, again.”
“Seems to me you stuck it pretty well.”
“And it would have died eventually from the wound, I’d wager, but not right away. Not before introducing me to that tail or those talons.”
“Well, it’s good—”
Something rustled the trees behind and above them. They just started to turn when they were knocked to the ground by a blow from behind. Each rolled and tried to assume a defensive posture.
The third wyvern stood over them, wings half-spread, mouth open, poised to pounce. But it looked oddly still, like it was a statue that had suddenly appeared in the wood. Corson noticed something else then, a pair of arrows that had pierced its head and entered its brain cavity. A dozen bowstrings sang out, and the creature was filled with the same number of feathered shafts. It backed up a few hesitant steps, then was treated to another volley. It tottered like a tree expertly cut by an axe, and in the same way it fell, crashing to the ground and remaining still.
Corson lay there, stunned. He blinked hard, half expecting the vision of the dead wyvern to vanish or suddenly morph back into a living adversary. He shook himself, and then remembered Demetrius. His friend was lying ten feet away, face down on the ground. Past him lights appeared and advanced, and as they neared he could see they were lanterns carried by men, which had been shrouded by simple dark cloth that had now been thrown aside.
“Stay your hands,” someone said in a firm tone. “If we see a weapon, we’ll shoot. You’ve seen how deadly our archers can be.”
Corson held up empty hands. Demetrius did not move. Even with the lantern light, Corson could not tell if Demetrius’ chest rose and fell.
The man who had spoken came nearer. His face was drawn and tired, his beard tangled and his hair unkempt. His clothes were frayed and tattered, but to Corson they were a beautiful sight, for they were the green and gold of Corindor.
The man noticed the garb Corson wore as well, but he spoke warily. “You wear our colors.”
“I served the king, and still serve this land. My name is Corson, and my wounded companion is Demetrius. He led the King’s Guard, and I served under him.”
The man pondered this and nodded slowly, but behind him someone else called out, “Anyone can wear the colors and claim to have served a dead king.”
“Thank you, Canon,” the man said with exaggerated emphasis, as if speaking to a child. He waved some men forward, who approached Corson and Demetrius with drawn swords. Corson held his hands a bit higher in supplication as the swords came within easy striking distance.
“Midras,” the man called.
One of the bowmen ran to his side. “Yes, sir.”
“You served in King Rodaan’s Guard, correct?”
“I did.”
“These men claim to have done so as well. Corson and Demetrius, by name. Can you identify them?”
“The names are true,” he said. He stepped forward, looked at Demetrius’ prone form for a moment, and then searched Corson’s face. 
Corson knew him, but he saw the shadow of doubt in the man’s eyes, and felt his heart begin to sink.
Midras sighed and frowned. “I should say I don’t know you, to avenge your taking all my money at cards.”
“Took your—” Corson choked on the words. “It was you that cleaned me out.”
“I know,” he said. His face relaxed and he smiled broadly. “A test. Sorry.” He waved the swordsmen back and addressed the group. “They are true. Looks like they’ve been to hell and back, though.”
“It feels like we have,” said Corson. “We’ve been away a long time.”
The leader stepped forward and helped Corson to his feet. “Then we’ll be happy to hear your tale at camp. For now, welcome home.”
*          *          *
Rowan sniffed the air, thinking he smelled rain on it. He looked over his shoulder, back toward the Aetos Mountains, and saw deep purple storm clouds towering above them. A second glance assured him that the clouds were moving rapidly in their direction. If the storm did not overtake them that day, it certainly would that night.
If his company had noticed his looks rearward they did not deem it necessary to see what it was that had caught his eye. Jazda spent most of his time staring mournfully at the ground, while Tala kept her stony gaze forward. They had buried Rande two days earlier, and had covered nearly a hundred miles since then, but a heavy cloud of gloom still hung about them, almost as palpable as the approaching storm clouds.
Rowan pushed them well past dark, hoping to find shelter of some sort. The area between the Aetos and Stone Mountain ranges was lush but untamed, and wild plants often choked the grass and made its wooded areas difficult to pass through quickly. As long as they stayed to open areas the horses made easy work of the journey, the spring growth new and not yet able to tangle the powerful horses’ legs. By late summer a path closer to the mountains might have been easier, but for now they took the straightest and swiftest route.
Rowan finally gave up with a sigh. “Going to be a wet night,” he lamented. “No good shelter out here, or for another day or two, I fear. We’ll have to do the best we can with our cloaks.”
The others nodded their understanding and dismounted. Tala rummaged through the packs, and then started to prepare a small meal while Rowan saw to the horses.
“Should I try a fire?” Jazda asked.
“Won’t hurt while it lasts,” said Rowan with a shrug. He doubted they would benefit from it long, but he was happy to have Jazda busy. They had all had far too much time to think since Rande had died.
Their meal was cheerless and the rain found them before they had finished. It came down in gusty sheets, and their cloaks were of little use. Soon they were as drenched in the skin as they felt in spirit. “I’ll take the first watch,” Rowan said when they had finished eating. “Get some sleep if you can.”
He extended his watch, tired though he felt. The rain was relentless and he didn’t think he could fall asleep anyway. His companions, thankfully, had found rest, and he wanted them to get as much of it as possible.
Tala finally stirred about three a.m. and came to him. “A double shift?”
He shrugged. “Never was good at sleeping in the rain.”
“I was the same, but I seem to have adjusted. You should at least try. I will take a turn now.”
He gave in and went to lie down, the ground feeling wet and uncomfortable, even though he knew he couldn’t get any wetter than he already was. He made a rough pillow out of some tufts of grass, pulled his cloak over him like a blanket, and shut his eyes, unsure if sleep would come this night. He felt over-tired and uneasy, and his mind raced but could focus on nothing in particular.
Tala patrolled the camp slowly, her sharp eyes darting here and there in the gloom. Sight and scent were lessened in the deluge, and she felt they were safe unless someone or something accidentally stumbled upon them. But she refused to let down her guard, and she would keep as keen a watch as any other time.
The night drew on, the first shade of morning appearing in the east. The rain slowed to a steady drizzle. Tala slapped her arms to try to shake off the chill, and she circled the camp at a steady clip to keep her blood flowing. Rowan lay motionless, but Jazda tossed and turned, mumbling in his sleep. Dawn was near enough that she decided to continue her watch.
Out of the misty rain a figure appeared, dim and indistinct. Tala stopped and stared, trying to make out what it was she was seeing. The figure advanced slowly, and seemed to coalesce as it drew nearer. Some fifteen feet from her it stopped.
Tala tried to calm her racing heart. The figure gazed at her with lost, sorrowful eyes. She stepped forward, shaking her head, believing she would soon wake or that the apparition would be gone when she blinked. Stubbornly, it remained.
Before her stood the ghostly form of Rande, shimmering with a pale white-blue light. He reached up, took hold of his hair with his right hand, and then gently pulled upward. His head separated from his body, and he held it beside himself, like a child holding a doll.
Tala was uncertain what to do. She wanted to call out to the others, but her words caught in her throat. Finally she managed to squeak, “Rande?”
“Rande’s spirit,” he answered, his voice hollow and far away.
As his mouth moved, Tala’s eyes were drawn to the ragged cut in his neck, which flapped as he spoke. She felt her stomach lurch.
They stood there, regarding each other for a time while the rain fell all about them. When the silence was finally broken, it was by neither of them.
“What do you want?” Rowan asked. His voice was calm, and he was fully awake. He stood next to Tala, placing a comforting hand on her arm just for a moment, a reminder that the two of them remained flesh and blood.
“ ‘Want’?” the phantom repeated. He pondered this as if he just then realized he walked the world after death. Finally he said, “I want to rest.”
“You cannot?”
“I remain in this plane. I should not be here.”
“Where do you belong?”
Rande’s spirit thought for a time. “I do not know. But not here.”
“Do you know why you are here?”
“I am bound. We are all bound.”
“Who is ‘we’? All of us?”
“Not the living. The spirits of the dead. We cannot move on.”
“Why not?”
From behind Rowan and Tala came a gasp, then a cry of mingled fear and anguish. Jazda held his cloak before him like a shield and backed away. “It cannot be,” he muttered. He made a warding gesture with his hands, hoping to banish the spirit.
Rande’s ghost held his own head aloft to better see Jazda. This was too much for the sea captain, who mounted the nearest horse and fled, heedless to the calls of Rowan and Tala to stop.
“Should we go after him?” Tala asked. She made no motion to do so.
“No,” Rowan answered. “Though I fear he may harm himself in his flight, he could lead us all into peril if we pursue him. We need to speak to Rande further.” He turned back to the boy’s spirit, and studied him before speaking again. “Do you know who that was?”
“Jazda,” he answered, his tone neutral.
“How do you feel about seeing him again?”
“ ‘Feel’? I feel empty. Lost. I need to leave, but I cannot.”
“But what of Jazda?”
“He lives. I hope he continues to live. I wish for none to be trapped as I am. As we all are.”
“What binds you?”
“You know,” Rande said, and his eyes locked with Rowan’s. “He is gaining control of this place. He binds spirits here, both good and evil. He must be contained or returned to his own plane so that we can be freed.”
“And if we fail?” Rowan asked.
“Then none have hope, either living or dead, and he will travel to other planes and worlds and do the same. The struggle continues throughout time, as it always has and always will. Good is stronger, but evil can twist much to its advantage, and it burrows into men’s souls like maggots into dead flesh. You must prevail.”
“Is that why you have come here?” asked Tala. “To tell us this?”
“I know much I did not know while I lived. I speak with a voice more powerful than my own. I came here because I am drawn to those whose spirits touched mine. I came here because I can go nowhere else.” He looked east, where the clouds remained unbroken but where they lightened as dawn neared. “I must go. The night belongs to the spirits of the dead, the day to the living.”
“Will you return?” Rowan asked.
“I know not.” Slowly he faded, as the sun peered through a slender opening in the clouds. By the time the clouds had moved to cover the rising yellow orb once more, Rande was gone.
Tala rubbed her eyes, feeling a headache born of lack of sleep rising behind them. She wanted to talk about what they had just experienced, but she couldn’t decide where to begin, or what a conversation might add. She saw that Rowan had moved off to clean up their meager camp and ready the horses, so she pitched in to help.
When they were done, Rowan mounted up. “We’ll go east a bit,” he said, indicating the direction Jazda had fled, “but only for a time. We need to get on with our mission. If we can’t find him quickly, he’ll have to find us. Otherwise…”
“He is on his own,” she finished for him.
He nodded solemnly and rode off. She did not argue the point.
Both of them could see the tracks Jazda’s horse had made in his flight, the impressions still fresh in the soggy ground. Near mid-morning the rain stopped and the clouds started to break up. They crossed a small stream, stopping briefly to fill their skins, and then found the trail again on the other side. Soon after they came to a thicket and found Jazda there, his head bowed. His horse grazed a few yards off, flicking his tail contentedly.
As they approached, Jazda looked up. Tears streamed down his face and a sob racked his body. Tala knelt beside him, and Rowan followed her lead and did the same.
“He was like a son to me,” Jazda whispered. “And now—” Another sob choked off the rest of his words.
“We have all seen things no one should see,” Tala said. “It is not easy.”
Jazda nodded and blew out a long, slow breath, trying to steady himself. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have run off like that.” He got to his feet and called his horse. “Thanks for coming after me. We best be on our way.”
They departed, turning south, the Stone Mountains growing closer as the Aetos range faded in the distance. Rande’s ghost filled their thoughts, but neither Rowan nor Tala spoke of him, nor did Jazda ask what the boy had said. Rowan wondered how the sea captain would react if Rande returned that night. He prayed they would not find out.
The rest of the day passed without event. As the sun disappeared in the west they made camp and shared a small meal. They realized even the insubstantial food they were able to have might seem a feast when they reached Delving. It would soon be time to plant this year’s crops, but who would plant it, and would anything grow even if the farmers could work the land? They all had the same questions, but none wished to ask them aloud. They were dispirited enough as it was.
Jazda insisted on taking his watch, but was obviously relieved when he woke Rowan at the end of it. When it was Tala’s turn, Rowan shook her awake, then pointed to a second patch of trees some hundred yards from those under which they had sheltered.
“Do you see him?” he whispered.
“See who? Rande?” She studied the trees, then nodded. “Looks like he is hiding.”
“He’s been there for at least half my watch. I want to go talk to him, but I didn’t want to do so and leave the camp unattended.”
Tala understood. “I’ll keep an eye here.”
Rande’s ghost made no move to depart as Rowan approached. He held his head in front of his stomach with both hands, like it was some heavy, grizzly trophy. The eyes looked up to regard Rowan. “I wanted to stay away,” he said. “For Jazda.”
“And yet you are here. Are you compelled to haunt us?”
“I am drawn to you.”
“Is there something you wish of us?”
“Only what I have already said, that you release us from our bondage.”
“You know our task. Your presence only slows us, and if you are seen when we return home it will be taken as an ill omen.”
“I know. I am drawn to you, but not compelled. Tonight I stayed here, rather than entering your camp. Tomorrow perhaps I will stay away.”
“ ‘Perhaps’?” Rowan repeated.
“I will try. But I’m so…lonely.”
“You said there were others like you.”
Rande’s body moved as if he was nodding, but his disembodied head remained still. “There are more each night. Torn by foul beasts or ravaged by hunger. We are many, but we are all painfully alone. It is why I come to you. Being here starts to fill the void I feel, even if only a small portion. I long for something, though I know not what it is.”
“Your spirit longs to commune with the Great Spirit.”
“The Savior you spoke of?”
Rowan nodded.
“I have thought much about what you told me of him. I am still not sure I understand, or believe. But I did not think I had a spirit, and in that I have been proven wrong.”
“I do not claim to know all, either. I would not expect to see spirits prowling this land, though with the Dark One here…” He shook his head.
“Do you think those that serve him feel as I do? Lost? Alone?”
“I would think so. But then they bury those feelings under malice, rage, and evil. No amount of pain they can inflict will ever satiate their bottomless emptiness. The cruelty the enemy is capable of is beyond the understanding of men. We can be driven by revenge, hatred, or lust for power or wealth, but eventually time will cool our fiercest passions, and remorse and regret for our actions may stay our hand from further ill deeds. We will eventually wonder why we never seem to have enough of whatever it is we seek. The Dark One, I think, knows he can never be fully satisfied and his willingness to deal out pain is endless. I fear when he wrings all he can from the world he will move on—to another plane as you called it. He feeds on fear, misery, and death, and once he has drained the life from Arkania, he will do the same elsewhere.”
“I thought you believed Arkania was the only world.”
“I did. But I thought about what you said, and all I have seen and experienced, and now I think otherwise.”
“Has this weakened your faith?”
Rowan smiled softly. “I know there is much I do not know. My faith, if anything, is stronger, and my desire to destroy the enemy and foil his plans all the greater.”
“That is well then.” Rande lifted his head up and placed it on his neck. “May your god go with you. I will try to trouble you no more, but my hopes will go with you.”
“I hope you find peace,” Rowan said, lifting an open hand in blessing.
Rande turned and walked away, moving out of the trees and across an open field. Rowan continued to watch him. Well before the specter moved out of sight, he simply faded and vanished.
In hushed tones Rowan gave the particulars of his conversation with Rande to Tala. She listened intently, and when he was done asked, “Do you think he will be back?”
“I’m not sure. He will try to stay away, but whether he’ll be able, or for how long, no one can say. He is much changed already. The shell he spent his life inside of is dissolving.”
“We should not speak of this to Jazda. Not yet anyway.”
“I agree. And Rande was trying to stay out of Jazda’s sight. He knows how hard this has been on the man.”
“You’d better get some sleep. We have another long day tomorrow.”
Rowan sighed and did as he was told.
*          *          *
Their travel was slower over the next few days. Open space was harder and harder to find, and the brambles and thickets were more frequent and dense. The heavy rains had left the ground muddy, further hindering the horses. It took four days to reach the foot of the Stone Mountains, whereas if they had traveled on a road they would have needed only slightly more than a day. During the passage of the four days Rande had paid them no more visits.
The setting sun cast a ruddy glow on the western edge of the mountains, but the eastern end of the range was all slate gray and dark shadows. The Little River would be in sight before noon tomorrow, and once across it they would be in Delving, home for Rowan and Jazda. The realization of how near they had come to his land made Rowan decide to broach the subject of home with Tala.
“You have said nothing lately of the Eastern Forest, and our path has curved away from it for days now.”
“I know. I want to see what success we have in Delving before I return. It will take time to organize and march an army north. I can go ahead to speak to my people then.”
“Well, I can’t argue with your logic.”
They rode on in silence for a time. Tala took a couple of furtive glances at Rowan, who seemed content to let matters lie, but she sensed something was being left unsaid. “If you have more to say, please say it.”
Rowan shrugged. “It will take time for an elven army to prepare to march to war as well. But I suppose you feel your people will not fight.”
Her face grew hard. “My father will convince himself that what is happening is between men. He will wish us to stay safe behind our walls within our wood.”
“Safe for a time maybe, but not forever. The Dark One’s gaze will eventually fall on the elves.”
“I know that. And if my father will not listen…”
“You can only do what you can. In time, if we fail, Solek will have your father’s full attention. For my part, I will go with you to your people, if you wish it. And if it is allowed.”
“I would welcome your company. As far as it being allowed…” Tala laughed to herself. “That decision will be mine, and one I’m sure my father will disapprove of, as he has with many things. But better you than Solek or his armies.”
“It is decided then. We will have the Sphere to show, to help convince him. I hope we are able to say a Delvish army marches as well.”
The sun sank behind the mountains, which loomed now dark and forbidding. Beyond, Delving fell into shadow, barren and silent as an empty grave.
*          *          *
After a hard ride they reached the Salesh war camp. Rough tents were the only shelter, there being no time to dig burrows or caves in which the goblins preferred to dwell. Small groups of warriors cooked small meals over two dozen campfires. Around the camp, heads of fallen Omwee stood atop pikes. Lucien and Alexis now knew who won the battle whose remnants they had come across.
The scouting party drew only casual glances as first, and then longer looks as Alexis and Lucien, because of the colors he wore, were noticed, but the goblins soon returned their attention to their own personal business. They had little interest in the two newcomers, who would likely either be off with the rising sun or have their heads join those of the Omwee as camp decorations.
The group came to a stop, and Lucien and Alexis were told to dismount and sit on the ground. The large goblin who led the scouting party ordered that food and water be brought, and then loudly commanded in the common tongue that the prisoners be killed if they tried to escape. After giving them a knowing look, he marched off, stopped to talk with two goblins that stood outside a small tent, and then went inside.
Lucien noted with some approval that Grosh’s tent was not the largest, nor was it central to the camp. “Largest tent easy target to find,” he said to Alexis in hushed tones, “but many choose it—for honor. If Grosh make decisions with mind and not ego, we have fair chance.”
A small platter of food was dropped on the ground before them, some of its contents spilling into the dirt. Two mugs of water were handed to them. Lucien took some of the food that had left the plate, brushed it off and ate it. With the hand that held the mug he indicated the plate of food to Alexis and nodded. She followed Lucien’s lead and quickly learned it was meat of some sort, cooked and covered with a pungent gravy. She had had worse fare, although she had no interest in finding out what it was they were eating.
They were summoned before they had finished. At the entrance to the tent they were told to leave their weapons, and then they were searched by one of the guards, who were nearly as large as Lucien. Once deemed clean, they were told with a grunt to go inside.
The interior was just as simple as the exterior, only a group of rough-hewn wooden chairs for furniture, a small fire pit, and an old wooden chest that likely held Grosh’s personal belongings. Four goblins were in the room. The leader of the scouting party stood at attention behind three chairs, upon which three goblins sat. On the left was as large a goblin as Lucien had ever seen. His warblade, which rested upon his knees, was brown with dried blood. He wore a purple and green sash in addition to the uniform common in the camp, a sign of some honor or office. He gazed at the visitors with a cool confidence, trying to guess their business, a subtle challenge just under the surface of his expression. On the right, a smallish goblin sat erect, his fingers tapping anxiously on his legs. He studied the newcomers with scholarly attention, taking in every detail. In the center was a goblin of medium size and advanced years. His muscles in places had run to fat, but there was a strength in the eyes that belied any thought that he was weak. He leaned forward expectantly, but whether he hoped for information, a good tale, or good sport they could not guess. It came as no surprise when this one introduced himself as Grosh.
To Lucien’s relief, Grosh had addressed them not in the goblin tongue, but the common. Another good sign. “I Lucien. This Alexis from Lorgras.”
Grosh waded in immediately, not bothering to name the others present. “I am told you, Lucien, were sent on a quest to find allies to fight Solek, and that Alexis and her people you would so name.” His command of the common tongue impressed Alexis.
“Found allies. Fighting I return to speak of. Lorgras prepares. Others go to Corindor and Delving. I must see if goblins will fight.”
The large goblin growled at what he took as an insult. Grosh hushed him. “I take your meaning well enough, Lucien. Will we fight as one race? The problem is that we now battle one another. A sudden alliance may be much to ask.”
“But ask I must.”
Grosh smiled. “I doubt Durst has given you current authority to seek out alliances with the other packs, if you have been away as long as I am told.”
Lucien bowed ever so slightly. “Apologies. I do not mean to treat for Durst without approval, and conflict between packs started after I gone.”
“Tell me your tale, Lucien. Then I will decide what should be done.”
Lucien did so, with Alexis’ help. The large goblin’s eyes grew as they spoke of various battles, and the smaller listened without expression, no doubt searching for any detail by which he might catch them in a lie of some sort. Grosh leaned back and took it all in like he was being entertained by the pack storyteller. When they finished he said, “Interesting,” and then he took some time to ponder what he had heard. No one dared break the silence until Grosh deemed it was time to do so himself.
“So,” he said at last, “all Arkania is to rise up against Solek. Men, elves, dwarves, and goblins together. A final battle, as it were.”
“That is idea,” Lucien replied
“A fascinating concept for an alliance. But who will rule when it is finished, assuming Solek can be defeated?”
“Each their own realm, as before.”
“And Veldoon?”
“Not considered that. Not for me to decide.”
“But others will consider it, and will have their own ideas. Some among our kind, assuming we can unite against this common foe. I doubt all would agree to one solution.”
“But if Solek wins we all fall, every pack. By comparison goblin squabble seem petty.”
Grosh laughed. “Spoken like one who has been away on a great quest.”
“And what packs fight over this time? Insult to honor? Access to watering hole?”
The large goblin bristled at this challenge and started to rise, but Grosh waved him back to his chair. He regarded Lucien coolly. “Honor, power, money, land. Wars have been fought for many things. We fight for survival. This land cannot support us all anymore.”
“I guess all packs not reach this conclusion at same time.”
Grosh shrugged. “Every war has its first attack. It matters little who started it once the battle has been engaged. Your blade has tasted blood. You know this.”
“I do,” Lucien said. “I not here to question why packs fight, though I wish it were not so.”
“You do not wish to be here at all. The question is, now that you are, what should be done?” He leaned back, slowly licking his lips. “At the least, you need to let Durst know of your progress against your mission, and the plans for an assault on Veldoon.”
Lucien nodded that this was so.
“But I’m certain both of you understand my difficulty here. There is no way to verify the truth of your tale, and relations between our packs are…strained. If it turns out you are a spy…”
“I would think my presence would convince you otherwise,” Alexis said.
“Who knows what alliances might have been made. You both claim you have forged one to fight Solek. Perhaps the first part is the truth, but your plan is actually to join Durst in his battle here.”
“I tell truth as best I can,” Lucien said. “If decide I lie, there is little I can do to change mind.”
Grosh stared at Lucien long and hard. Lucien stood perfectly still under his withering gaze, showing no sign of discomfort or any pressing need to speak further. “I will think on this,” Grosh declared. “Tonight you stay as guests, although a war camp offers few comforts. Your weapons you will leave with my guards, and you will stay wherever you are directed to eat or sleep. At the least a message will be sent to Durst, but whether it is you or your tale—or simply your head—I will let you know with the rising of the sun.” He gave a dismissive wave and turned away from them to discuss some other business.
They were given a small square of land in the camp on which they might sleep, and provided with water in worn tins. The food they had already been given was all they were afforded, and their cloaks would be their only shelter. As night fell the campfires were extinguished, the only light provided by the pale, quarter moon. The night was cold, but still they counted their blessings—the sky was clear.
“So, how much of Grosh’s last comment was idle threat and how much was real?” Alexis asked.
“Most idle, at least for you. If thought we were spies, I already be dead. He would question you more, and weigh whether killing you or letting you go was larger risk.”
“You still don’t look confident he will do as we hope.”
“Know not what drives Grosh, or how he want to use us.”
“ ‘Use’?”
“He look for advantage for himself in his decision. More important to him than goblins or even world.”
“A brutal assessment.”
“Correct one. Only hope it serves him to help us.”
“And if it doesn’t? It may mean your death.”
Lucien shrugged. “Much I have done since left pack might have meant death. This not different.” He smiled at her. “I see you look death in eye and not flinch.”
“Well, let’s hope this isn’t one of those times for either of us.” She looked about casually, counting at least four goblins watching them from the shadows. “Not that we could leave here now even if we wanted to.”
“No,” he agreed. “Our necks extended. Tomorrow we find out if warblade falls.”
She laughed ruefully. “Pleasant dreams to you, too.”
Despite such grim thoughts, they slept well. Regardless of what the morning might bring, they knew they would be unharmed that night, and surrounded as they were by well-armed goblin warriors, they took their ease with no need of setting a watch. When they were roused at sunrise, they felt as rested as they had been for some time.
“Grosh see you now,” said the goblin that had nudged them awake with his warblade.
“He doesn’t waste any time, does he?” Alexis said.
When they were escorted into his tent, they found Grosh alone. The guards remained behind them, their weapons held at the ready.
The old goblin was eating a small breakfast. He took his time, savoring each bite, while his guests stood before him. “What would you say,” he asked with his mouth still full of food, “if I offered to bring the leaders of half the packs to a council to discuss your news and your proposition?”
“I be greatly pleased,” Lucien replied.
“Could you deliver the others?”
“Durst, I believe. Do not know what alliances remain to speak for others.”
“Even so, I will leave that to you. I am not wholly convinced of your story, but if what you have told me is true, it is time for the packs to act as one again.”
“You speak wisely,” Lucien said, adding a bow.
“Maybe not as wisely as you would think or hope. You have provided me with information. And information is power, if used properly.” He wiped a bit of grease away from his lips with the back of his hand. “I will send one of my scouts with you. He will guide you to your pack, and then to the council, which will be at noon, ten days from today. Each Chief can bring a single guard, if he so desires. You and Alexis should attend as well, so that all may hear what you’ve told me, and question you as they see fit.” Grosh took the knife he had used to cut his meat, wiped the blade on his pants, then drove the point of it into the fleshy part of the palm of his hand and gave it a quick twist. Blood welled up as he tossed the knife to Lucien. “You have my word of honor that they will be safe for one day after the council.”
Lucien used the knife in the same way, then the two goblins slid their palms past one another’s, allowing their blood to mingle.
Once this was done, Grosh called out and another goblin entered the tent. He was of medium build, and his uniform was unadorned beyond the standard purple and green of the pack. “This is Krast,” Grosh said, “one of our better scouts. I have explained his task to him. Take food now, and then reclaim your weapons and horses.”
“Thank you,” Lucien and Alexis replied in unison.
Krast led them outside and indicated two small plates of food. “Be off as soon as you ready. I get horses and weapons. I return shortly.”
“Will the journey be long?” Alexis asked.
“A few days or longer. War camps moving targets and we maybe run into other things.” With that he departed, leaving them to their meal.
“What do you think?” Alexis asked between bites. “Can Grosh be trusted? It seems he has something in mind, something that might differ from what we seek.”
“You right. But I trust him as far as council meeting and safety of guests. Goblin blood pacts have deep meaning to us.”
They departed within the hour, and soon found Krast to be a capable guide. His horse was not as swift or strong as those from Lorgras, but he rode well, and kept them out of sight as often as possible, staying off roads and keeping to trees and spaces between hills most of the time. Every now and then they stopped, as he deciphered some hidden sign that someone had passed that way recently.
That night they camped with no fire, but found their packs had been replenished with goblin food and fresh water, for which they were grateful. “We need to set watch,” said Krast. “Best not be surprised, though any that find us consider one friend and one enemy. I go first if you wish.”
They agreed, and then settled under their cloaks. “He seems to trust us,” Alexis whispered.
“As far as trust can be given at time like this. We all armed. If any wish to do harm, need not wait for darkness and sleep to act.”
The next morning broke cold and gray, and they started off just before full light. Krast led them with a calm resolve, although he freely admitted he did not know where the Kabrinda, Lucien’s pack, was with any certainty. “Have scouted their camp several times. We find it.”
*          *          *
It was passing toward evening, the first shades of purple appearing in clouds on the eastern horizon, and while they had seen no other living goblin that day, the signs of recent passage were now as apparent to Lucien and Alexis as they were to Krast, and they all felt they had made good progress. Suddenly Krast held up a fist, calling them to a silent halt. From under the trees through which they were riding he pointed skyward, shifting in the saddle to get a view through the spring foliage. “See it?” he asked in a whisper.
For a time they did not, then Alexis let out a sudden gasp. She looked at Lucien, who met her gaze and nodded grimly.
Krast sensed their recognition, although his trained eyes never left the object he was tracking. As it disappeared away to the south, the direction they were traveling, he turned to his companions. “You see it before?”
“It is called a Mist,” Alexis answered. “They are servants of the Dark One. Spies. We have been haunted by several in our travels, but not for some time now.”
“Does it seek you?”
“What we once carried. But we do not have it here with us.”
“It not know that,” Lucien said. “If it find us, Dark One act—in swift and brutal way.”
“Then we camp here tonight, under trees,” said Krast, “and keep eyes on sky as well as ground in morning.”
The next day they continued to work their way southeast, and the land continued to become hillier as they did so, the area known as the Great Plain now well east of their position. Their progress was slowed somewhat by the terrain, but they were now better sheltered, at least from other land-based eyes. There was no sign of the Mist, but that brought little comfort, and they kept a wary watch on the sky.
Mid-afternoon brought the sound of approaching hooves. Krast bade them dismount in a shallow valley, and he went ahead a bit on foot, to the crest of the next hill, to see what he might. After a moment of study, he called for the others to come up and bring the horses.
“Scouts from your pack,” Krast said to Lucien, pointing to the west. A small group clad in black and red had dismounted and was filling their water sacks in a small stream. “We ride to them, and signal wish to parlay.”
“I ride in front,” said Lucien, “in case bowman anxious. Hopefully they see uniform and not shoot.”
They rode forward at a slow, steady pace, doing their best to remain visible, keeping their weapons stowed and an open right hand raised. Once they were spotted the Kabrindan scouts sprang to their weapons and mounts, but they came forward to meet them rather than taking up battle positions.
Lucien recognized none of them, but greeted them in the goblin tongue, and somewhere in the harsh-sounding syllables they heard an accent that convinced them he was one of their own. The scouts kept their weapons out, but their positions indicated they had begun to relax a bit.
Lucien said his name and introduced his companions, switching to the common tongue. One of the scouts moved his horse forward and replied in kind.
“I Ladok. Why you travel with such as these, Lucien?”
“Story is long. I will share but we in hurry. Durst sent me on mission beyond our lands, and I return with news of Solek, alliances with those who fight him, and request for goblin council from Grosh of Salesh.”
“Ride with us, servant of Kabrinda. Others our guests for now. Tell your tale, and if we deem it wise, we take you to camp.”
“Is it near?”
Ladok’s eyes shifted for an instant toward Krast, then back to Lucien. “Close enough. We camp in open tonight. Come, we ride in haste until we stop. You tell story at evening meal.” With that, he started away to the east. Lucien and his companions followed.
*          *          *
Lucien told the story of his mission that evening, while his fellow pack members sat around him listening intently. Krast absorbed the story as well, hearing much more than he had been told before he became a guide for Lucien and Alexis. When Lucien first mentioned the Mists there were nods of recognition, but none had been seen by any of the scouts for months. “Be wary,” Lucien warned. “We saw one going south yesterday.”
Once the story was done Ladok exchanged a few quiet words with a small group of scouts, and then turned to the three travelers. “We reach our camp tomorrow. Durst will want to hear what you tell us. Krast may enter our camp—under your protection and under bond of blood pact with Grosh.”
Krast inclined his head in thanks.
“Tomorrow you eat better and know warmth of fire and shelter of tent. Tonight we do without. No choice if Mist about.”
“It is as we have done,” Lucien said in agreement.
*          *          *
The next day they moved back onto the Great Plain, and the miles passed swiftly. Before noon they could see a large camp on the horizon, and as they approached Lucien felt a warm sensation of relief pass through him at the sight of the black and red banners of Kabrinda softly billowing in the gentle breeze. As they arrived they were hailed in friendly terms, and allowed to enter after a quick exchange between Ladok and the camp guards. Curious eyes followed them, and while Krast drew a nasty look or two, Alexis felt it was as warm a welcome as could be hoped for.
Word of Lucien’s return quickly spread, and while Ladok went ahead to announce the trio to Durst, a group of goblins soon gathered to greet their old comrade with shouts and much pounding on the back. Alexis and Krast stood apart from the group, feeling a bit out of place and wanting to let Lucien enjoy his welcome. As Alexis watched with a faint smile, a female goblin moved toward Lucien, and the crowd parted to let her through. As she reached Lucien, they gripped one another on the arms, each placing both hands on the others’ biceps, an action Alexis took to be the goblin version of a handshake or a hug, and then the two spoke quietly for a moment. They went through this gripping action again, and as quickly as she had appeared the female departed and was soon lost amid the activity of the camp.
Ladok returned and summoned them to Durst’s tent. As they walked, Alexis inquired as to the identity of the female goblin.
“She is Natelle. She is my mate.”
“ ‘Mate’!” Alexis exclaimed. “You never mentioned…”
“No need. Not relevant to task at hand.”
“Perhaps not, but in all those months together… Did you miss her?”
“I did, as I longed for pack and land. I am sworn first to duty assigned. No need to dwell on things left behind.”
Durst’s tent was a bit larger than the others near it, and a banner of black and red adorned each side of the entrance. Six guards were plainly visible, two at the tent opening and one at each corner. The guards at the opening barred their way with crossed warblades.
“Ladok and Lucien may pass with weapons. Others disarm.”
Krast and Alexis handed over their weapons without protest, and were subjected to a further search before being admitted. One of the guards followed them into the tent, making sure the two non-members of the pack were aware of his presence—and that of his sharpened blade.
Durst was surrounded by a half-dozen goblins, but even the strangers could pick him out immediately. He towered over the others, and those near him spoke to and looked at him reverentially. His dress was plain, and a bandage around his head was brown with dried blood. The wound had done little to dim his spirits, and he greeted Lucien warmly. He rushed all but the newcomers out, including the guard, who was reluctant to go, even going so far as to motion toward Krast. “It will be fine,” Durst reassured him in the goblin language, his booming voice filling the tent.
“My apologies,” he said directly to Krast. “There is little love or trust between our packs right now.”
“No offense taken, Chief of the Kabrinda. I am Krast, currently a guide to those here gathered, at the request of Grosh.”
“Grosh I know, perhaps too well. This little scratch came from one of your warriors, as a matter of fact.”
“I suppose you gave as well as got,” Krast said, a faint smile curling his lip.
“More so,” Durst replied. “But enough of this. There is another guest here.”
“Alexis of Lorgras,” Lucien said by way of introduction. “A sister-in-arms, and an ally against Solek.”
Durst switched to the common speech to address her.  “You most welcome here, Alexis.”
“I am honored,” she replied, in barely passable goblin.
Durst laughed, a roar from deep in his belly. “My common need work, but not as much as your goblin. Honored you try. I would hear all your stories, but first Lucien alone. Kaldrow!”
The guard reappeared instantly, his expression wild with fear and blood-lust. Seeing his chief in no danger, he seemed abashed.
“See our guests fed and given shelter. I call for them soon.”
It was nearly two hours later when Alexis was summoned. She found Durst and Lucien seated on the ground in the chief’s tent, and was bid to join them. Her eyes wandered toward the tent opening.
“Just us three for a time,” Durst said. “Krast safe here, but he still has eyes, ears, and mind of enemy. You, lady, much welcomed. I apologize I not give you honor due as High Queen of Lorgras.”
“None is due but what is earned.”
“Well said. Other than words, little I can give but food and shelter. War camps have few comforts, and you have no such luxuries in your battles with Dark One’s servants, I know. I and all Arkania owe you much already.”
“And I you. If you had not had the foresight to send Lucien into the land of men… I fear we may not have fared so well without his warblade.”
“Great was task he took on, and far more than I ask. But he brings you here, and speaks of others ready to stand with us against common foe. Wish I had done half so much to have goblins ready to fight. Maybe not all lost yet. Council brings hope for peace here, and war on Solek. Lucien say Lorgras prepares in your absence.”
“They do. We will be ready.”
“And friends try to raise armies in Delving and Corindor. But what of Westerland?”
“I would go there next, to ask for warriors and arms, or at least passage for any goblin army that might march.”
“You seem doubtful.”
“Duke Fallo is content to hide behind his walls. He was delivered once.”
“By your hand, I hear.”
“Maybe more by good fortune. But he does not see the danger, and will not until the enemy scales the walls of Western City and dashes him to the ground. I do not put too much hope in his willingness to help.”
“Will he let goblins pass?”
“Old wounds can be deep. He does not trust goblins. I would guess the border forts are manned. But we will try. A march around to the north, through Lorgras, will take time. And what of your people? Will they unite? If not, will some packs march to war while others stay?”
“Grosh much like Duke Fallo in Western City. He looks to gain and safety of own pack before good of all. If he join us, it be for some other purpose. Question is will he reveal reason in council or keep secret? I will fight Solek. Kabrinda will fight Solek. I will ask others to do same. But until we know intentions of each pack, you must be here as messenger from Queen. Lucien bound to reveal who you are to me, but we say nothing to anyone else until time is right.”
Once he had Alexis’ agreement, Durst asked that Krast be brought to them. When the Salesh scout entered, he remained standing at attention. Durst begged Alexis’ leave to speak to Krast in native goblin, which she readily gave, understanding Lucien could give her any particulars later if necessary.
“What were Grosh’s orders to you?” Durst asked Krast.
“To bring Lucien and Alexis to your camp, and then to guide you to council if you accept the invitation, or bring news of your denial back to Grosh.”
“So the location of the council is to be kept a secret from us?”
“That was Grosh’s wish. Your safety is assured by his blood pact with Lucien. I—”
“I am asked to place my trust, but it is not given to me in kind.”
“You have not given a blood oath.”
“And if I make one with you, will you reveal the location of the council?”
Krast shifted uneasily. “I am bound by my orders.”
Durst’s harsh stare lingered for a moment, then his visage softened. “You are loyal to your chief, a noble trait. When will we need to depart?”
“At sunrise, six days from now.”
“Then I must send my own messengers now to bring the other pack leaders here before then. Grosh will see that Ast is there? Over him I have no influence.”
“He will see to it,” Krast confirmed.
“Then I will invite Grek and Blage. Just as Alexis, you will be our guest until we depart. Lucien, you have earned a rest even if it is a short one. No duty for you until we go to council.”
“Thank you, my chief,” Lucien said, adding a formal bow.
“Enjoy the rest, all of you. It may be the last we have for some time.”
 



 
 
Chapter 4: Home
 
Demetrius regained consciousness after a long, drawn-out struggle, as if swimming against a strong current in a hazy dream. Slowly his surroundings came into focus: a soiled tent roof, the feel of a blanket lain over straw beneath him. He tried to move and regretted it immediately, the pain shooting through him. He attempted to call out, but his lungs strained to pull in enough air, and his throat was dry. Shadows played on the tent, leaves rustled by the wind filtering a noon sun. He remembered the wyverns but nothing after that. Exhausted, he sank back into blackness.
When he woke again it was night outside. A lantern had been lit inside the tent, and as he turned his head to gaze upon it he saw that Corson was there. He let out a shuddering breath, knowing that whatever else had transpired they had found a safe refuge, even if only for a time.
“Don’t try to move,” Corson said, coming to sit beside his makeshift bed. He held a bowl of water to Demetrius’ lips. “Drink slowly, and not too much.”
Demetrius did as he was told, the water cool and soothing, but still his body rebelled, a spasm of coughing shaking him. His ribs cried out in agony. When he had regained control, he managed a weak “Thank you,” and then asked, “How long?”
“Two days since the wyverns.”
Demetrius’ eyes widened in shock.
“You took quite a beating, and needed the rest. The worst danger is past now.”
“Doesn’t feel like it.”
“Granos said there are medicines that might ease the pain once you regained consciousness, but they’ll keep you groggy. Either way you’ll be in bed for a while.”
Demetrius didn’t like the sound of that. Stubbornness won out over better judgment, and he tried to sit up. He instantly recognized his mistake and fell back to a prone position with a long sigh. “Since I’m stuck here, at least tell me what’s going on.”
“We’re in a small camp of about twenty soldiers of Corindor. They were drawn by the wyverns, and found us just in time to save our lives. Many of the soldiers are in small bands such as this one, fighting where they can but trying to stay hidden from Solek, since he and the Dead Legion like large targets. Further south they believe there might be larger encampments, and the civilians are there as well, assuming they have not been driven elsewhere by forced flight or need.”
“Who’s in charge?”
“Granos here, others elsewhere. Everything descended into confusion after the king fell, and news that the prince would not return made it worse. The people are sundered one from another, and there has been little communication between them. Granos is not really sure what we will find in the south. He can only speak to what was there months ago, and things change rapidly these days.”
“Have you spoken to him of our mission?”
“Yes, and for his part he will march with us, and will ask his men to do so as well, though he will not force them to go. He commands by their leave, not by any authority. And he will gather what support he can locally. I will go south and see what other help I can find. I leave in the morning.”
Demetrius mulled this over, his face a mixture of emotions, as if some internal debate raged. “Not much I can do to stop you.”
“Nor can you come along. Regain your strength. We’ll have need of it soon enough.”
Demetrius nodded, and found that even that hurt. “Any discussion about who will lead whatever army we can muster?”
“I thought you might.”
“Me? I am a member of the King’s Guard. A leader of field troops would be better suited to the task.”
“You’ve led field troops.”
“That was ages ago.”
“It may have to do. Most of the captains have fallen in battle with the Legion.”
“I should have fallen in battle,” Demetrius said, more loudly than he wanted. “At King Rodaan’s side.”
Corson laughed bitterly and shook his head. “A noble death for you. And where would the rest of us be then? Would we have even the faint hope we have now, if you had not undertaken the task the king gave you?”
Demetrius did not reply.
“Don’t be too hasty to wish yourself dead. I know you feel useless now, a burden to others, but—”
“I didn’t—”
Corson held up a hand. “I know you too well for you to argue the point, or to believe you’ll admit I have the right of it. Rest now. Recover. Put your mind to use if your body has betrayed you. Gathering the fighting men and marching them to Veldoon is the easy task, hard as it has been. Turn your thoughts to what we do once there. I’m sure Solek will have a welcome prepared for us.”
*          *          *
They had forded the Little River, crossed into Delving, and traveled four more days before they found another person. They had gone to Humbold, finding it an abandoned ruin, then south along the Bay Road. Rowan’s uneasiness grew with each passing day. “We should not be able to pass so far along the road unchallenged or unseen,” he had said. “It bodes ill.”
Memories of the lost battle at Upper Cambry and the flight across the bay haunted them. They had been forced to depart swiftly for their journey north at the time, and only knew that the Delvish people they left behind had gained a reprieve from the assaults of the Legion. How long that reprieve had lasted, and what had happened to the people since were questions that pressed upon them more heavily with each passing hour.
They stumbled upon a hunting party about halfway between Humbold and Whiton. Four boys they were, armed as men but none more than fifteen. Regardless of the friendly colors worn by Rowan and Jazda, the boys tried to flee, but the riders quickly overtook a pair of them. It was to the credit of the other two that they had taken shelter only, and would likely have loosed their arrows had they not seen that the horsemen were indeed friends and meant no harm. Cautiously, they left their hiding places and joined in the conversation.
The travelers learned soon enough that the Delvish had been scattered like leaves in a strong wind, taking what refuge they could near the swamps and wooded lands to the west. The Legion had wasted little time in regrouping and pressing forward for another assault after the battle at Upper Cambry, and the duchess had few options to consider when pondering how to respond.
“Do you know where the duchess is?” Rowan asked.
One of the younger boys had been doing most of the talking. He looked at his friends for confirmation before answering. “Not exactly, though she’s about, I hear. Some in our camp will know for sure.”
Both Rowan and Jazda were recognized at the small camp the boys called home, and were quickly assured of guidance to the duchess the next day. They stayed the night, and slept the sleep of the exhausted under a star-filled sky.
The next day broke chill, a misty rain hanging in the air. Without so much as a greeting, Jazda handed the reins of his horse to Tala. “I must find my own way now. I wish you well on your quest, but I am just a humble sea captain, and not made for such great deeds.”
Rowan could not help laughing. “We are no heroes from legend, Jazda, just simple folks like you.”
“Then fate has called you to live or die doing great things. My role in this adventure is done.”
“For now, perhaps,” said Tala. “There are battles yet to be fought.”
“And I will fight them if I must. But now what haunts me is neither Solek nor his minions, but a boy I once held dear, who walks the world as a pale shadow, as he does in my dreams.” He turned and walked away.
“Find peace,” Rowan said softly, a whispered wish.
Rowan and Tala set out with an older man named Sando as a guide, expecting the trip would be a short one. But the way was difficult, the horses had to be led, and the path was convoluted. It seemed they doubled back time and again, but they did not protest or question where they were led, and Sando appeared to know where he was at all times. If such a course was designed to keep the duchess safe from enemies, so be it.
By evening of the fifth day since their return to Delving, they found themselves sitting with the duchess in a ragged, makeshift tent—actually an old sail tied between trees to keep the rain off—and told her of all that had happened since they had last seen one another. She listened with grave interest, but the bright spark that had once been unmistakable in her eyes seemed dulled to the point of extinction, and she asked little beyond what they deemed necessary to tell her. When the tale was told she sat for a long time in a brooding silence, and when she finally spoke her tone was soft but the words were harsh. “So you would have us throw what little strength we have left against the very walls of Veldoon.”
“I would have us do what we must to survive,” said Rowan.
“We have survived…some of us.” The duchess’ expression went blank as she thought of other times and places.
Rowan looked at the soiled fabric above them, the straw bed, the uneaten meal—a few poor morsels on a dented metal plate.
The duchess came back to the present and saw the look on his face. “ ‘Survived’ you cannot argue. ‘Live’ is another question, perhaps. All about me has turned to ruin, and my woe is to see it, every day. To see my people suffer and die, to walk before them, their silent stares begging for food, for shelter, for peace. And I can grant them nothing! Nothing!”
“You can only give what is yours to give. If survival is all that there is to offer, then that. What we ask is difficult, and it promises more suffering and death. But it also offers hope. Once hope is gone, all is indeed lost.”
“Let me see this Sphere then, upon which you ask me to place my hope, and the lives of my people.”
Tala produced the cloaking bag. “It is best not to take it from the bag, lest Solek find it with a spell.” She handed the bag to the duchess.
Duchess Onsweys smiled faintly. “You ask me to risk much, and here, at least, I will risk a little. As long as his mind is not turned this way…” She removed the Sphere from the bag, letting it rest in her palm. With a thumb she slowly traced the outline of the missing piece. “Amazing that this could bring about his ruin, when all the armies of Arkania could not.”
“Together, they might,” Rowan said. “But neither alone is enough.”
“But we are so weak, and so few,” the duchess said, her voice no more than a sigh. She put the Sphere back in the bag and returned it to Tala.
Rowan waited a moment, then cleared his throat. “You have done all you could, m’lady. You are loved as duchess and leader, and the duke himself could have done no better in these dark days.”
The duchess looked at him, studying his tired, worn face. The icy stare she had fixed him with slowly melted. “I know you loved him, and you do not speak ill of him. But say not that his passing has meant little to the fortunes of Delving.”
“Forgive me, lady, if such you felt I was saying. I only wished to express that none could have led us to victory against the dark tide that has swept all of Arkania, and that we are few and weak, as you say. Are we getting stronger, or growing more numerous?”
 “You know we are not.”
“Then we must risk much to have any hope of victory. If we have this one chance, we must take it.”
The duchess smiled softly. “Or die trying.”
“If that is our fate.”
“You should have been a diplomat, Rowan. Your words even stir my tired heart.”
Rowan looked away from her gaze, embarrassed.
“I don’t doubt you speak equally well with your sword,” the duchess assured him. “And if we are to march to war, I will need a captain.”
“Surely, there are others more suited. Sawdel—”
“Is dead, like so many others. No, if we are to do this, I name you, Rowan, to lead our army—if one will be able to call it that.”
He bowed in acquiescence, but his face was shadowed with doubt.
“Something more troubles you,” the duchess said.
Seeing Rowan hesitate, Tala spoke. “I have a fool’s errand of my own. I must return to my own people, to ask that they fight as well.”
“It has been long since elves have taken an interest in the affairs of men,” said the duchess. “Present company excepted.”
“And I fear it will remain so, even if we share your doom. Rowan had agreed to come with me, to speak for men and to try to convince my fath—my people, to help.”
“This is a worthy task, and one to be undertaken by someone of status. The leader of the Delvish army would seem a good choice.”
Rowan protested, “But there is much to do here, to prepare a march, to—”
The duchess stopped him. “I will not lead an army into battle, but I can see that one is prepared. My days have been filled with listening to grim reports from scouts and endless requests for things I cannot hope to give. If you name your lieutenants, I will set them to work.”
“I would only ask for those who lead men now.”
“They lead men and boys, and women as well. Many have learned to wield sword or bow in our need, and if we are going to strike at Solek, we will strike with all we have, though to him it may seem no more than the bite of a fly.
“The hour is late,” she said. “Think on this, and in the morning we will choose the day to march north. You will need to have your journey to the elven wood completed by then.”
“Thank you, m’lady.”
“The thanks go to both of you, and those who went with you, living or now deceased. You have kindled a flame of hope within me, although it is frail, likely to be quenched by the slightest breath of wind. If my words have been heavy, so has been my heart and the weariness I feel. Rest well, and I will try to be of better cheer with the dawn of a new day.”
They spent the next day making what plans they could for the mustering of a Delvish army. The people were scattered and could not be gathered until they were ready to move north—if then—since Solek would likely strike at any massed group. Much as they wanted this time to be delayed, it was in fact what they were proposing to do, to march openly to war and draw the enemy into a prolonged battle, but if they did so before the appointed time they would not last long, allowing Solek to fight the Delvish alone.
The few leaders who could be reached and brought to the camp were all the evidence Rowan needed to see how dire the situation had become. They were all good men, courageous and willing enough, but young, asked to take on great responsibility before their time. He had said as much to the duchess after a meeting with three who were barely old enough to shave.
“So many have fallen, and these have had to grow up quickly,” the duchess told him. “There are others further south with a few more years under their belts, but not as many as we might wish.
Rowan’s authority was accepted with little protest beyond the occasional raised eyebrow. He was unknown to some, but the slight graying of his hair around his temples testified to his years, his sword had clearly seen much use, and the duchess’ orders were not usually questioned. Those who looked upon him saw something in his face that stirred them to action, and garnered their quick respect, as if he wore the battles with the Dark One’s minions like badges of honor. Rumors of his adventures soon spread throughout the camps, growing with each retelling, until many of the youngsters looked upon him with reverent awe.
When they had set things in motion as best they could, they took their leave of the duchess, Rowan promising to return within three weeks. “If it is longer than that, choose another to act in my place,” he told her.
They left the extra horse as a gift to the duchess, then wearily set out again, feeling the weight of the task ahead, and the subtle drag of having no place to call home, having gotten little rest, and having little hope of getting much in the near future. But there was no feeling of self-pity over such things, as all around them were the homeless and tired, and most looked only to the ground as the riders passed, so bereft of hope had they become.
They decided they could brave the road, trading stealth for speed, thinking that if pressed they could simply try to outrun whatever might oppose them. Rowan took a long look at Tala, and then let a small laugh escape his lips. “I doubt you will look this dour when we march on Veldoon. Does the thought of seeing your father again fill you with more dread than facing the Dark One?”
Tala smiled and shook her head. “I though I was hiding it better than that.”
“You’re not, and you didn’t answer my question.”
Tala thought for a moment. “I am afraid, I suppose. For my people and for this world. I do love my father, and he has led well for many years. I do not wish to defy him, but I have to say what needs to be said. I am afraid, Rowan, that emotion will interfere with the message, and maybe the decision. If the fate of so many rests on this coming battle, I cannot allow that to happen.”
They rode on in silence. To the north, dark clouds covered the sky like a portent of coming doom.
*          *          *
Alexis found little rest in the goblin camp. Certainly she was at her ease, and the looks she got were more curious than hostile. The food was bearable and the weather mild. But uneasiness was growing inside her, and as the days passed with no apparent progress toward their goal, she found herself pacing restlessly in the night as much as the day. It was a great relief to take to the road again as they headed to the council, and the stories Durst told of days past helped the hours go by.
Grek and Blage had arrived in the Kabrinda camp soon after Durst’s summons, and they traveled with Durst’s group now, each with a personal guard, as Grosh had specified. They often smiled or laughed at Durst’s tales, but said little themselves. Alexis they regarded with a cool detachment, an outsider that must be with them for a time, and Krast, their guide, was an enemy whom they were forced to follow and trust. If the two goblin leaders appeared uneasy, Alexis did not need to question why.
When the morning of the council dawned, it seemed to Alexis that the air was fresher and that a weight that had been slowly building had been lifted from her chest. Lucien, on the other hand, clearly grew tenser as each day had passed, the time and leisure with his mate now a fading memory, and a debate that would determine much inexorably approaching.
“Just tell what you have seen and experienced,” Alexis advised. “You can do no more beyond that. They will make the decision based on what they deem best, not on how well-spoken your argument might be.”
“That good,” Lucien said. “Argue better with warblade than words.”
They had been moving mainly north, through fields of long grass and light brush. The sight of an open tent on the horizon was their first indication that their journey was drawing to a close. As they neared, they could see that if any treachery was planned, it would have to be carried out by those present. Anyone approaching over the open plain would be seen at a distance, allowing plenty of time to raise the alarm.
Grosh and Ast came out of the tent to greet them, and the goblins shouted and slapped each other on the backs like old friends, not leaders of warring factions. The tent flaps had been pulled back so the interior would be plainly visible, allowing the new arrivals to see that no others waited inside. In this way Durst and company had no need for surreptitious checks or reason to chance openly insulting their hosts in order to ensure their own security.
“We have a small meal prepared for all,” Grosh said. “Then we will post our guards at the corners of the tent and take council.”
They ate in uncomfortable silence, the weight of pending decisions pressing on them and squeezing any joviality out of the atmosphere. There was a palpable sense of relief when they finished and the guards and Krast were excused to wait outside.
“I think,” Grosh said, “that it would be appropriate to give our guest from Lorgras the honor of speaking first.”
Alexis looked to Durst, who motioned for her to proceed. “Thank you,” she said to Grosh. “My tale and Lucien’s start apart, but quickly join.”
“We will hear him soon enough,” Grosh stated. “Please go on.”
Alexis began the story, describing the coming of the Dead Legion to Lorgras and the decision to set out on the quest to reassemble the Sphere, which gave a glimmer of hope for victory in a very dark time.
“Your High Queen had a piece of the Sphere?” Ast asked. His common was as smooth as Grosh’s.
“She did. She was there when Solek seized power, and loosed the Dark One.”
“And she kept it hidden and secret all these years, then suddenly entrusted it to you?”
“Myself and the party I set out with.”
“Do you have it now?”
Durst interrupted. “Let them tell whole tale as they would. There will be time later for questions. Much of what you ask will become clear soon enough.”
Ast leaned back with a scowl. “As you wish. But I deem I have just received the answer I sought.”
“I no longer have it,” Alexis confirmed. “But it is not lost to us.” She went on, and the goblin chiefs, though they often started to rise with questions or other exclamations as the story unfolded, restrained themselves until she was done. After she revealed the plan to march what arms they could raise to Veldoon, and of the breaking of the party and the coming of Lucien and herself to the goblin lands, she fell silent.
“Is Lorgras committed to battle?” Blage wanted to know.
“They are. The Queen has spoken. Preparations are being made now.”
“You mentioned companions in Delving and Corindor, and even an elf from the Eastern Forest, and that all are making the same request of their people,” said Ast. “But you have not spoken of the Westerland.”
“I made the same point myself when I first heard this tale,” said Grosh. “I believe you plan to speak to Duke Fallo as soon after this council as possible.”
“That’s correct.”
Ast shook his head. “If he will not fight, and maybe even if he does, I say he will not let us pass the Watch Wall.”
“I cannot speak for him,” Alexis admitted. “And the way around is long. But you can pass through Lorgras.”
“You have been given authority to speak for your people in this matter?” Grek asked.
“I have.”
“And can you also treat with us on what we might demand to fight alongside you?” Ast wanted to know.
Alexis’ eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure I follow you.”
“We fight amongst ourselves because the land does not support us. Would a pack or more be given access to Lorgrasian land, or be lent aid in taking territory from the Westerland if Duke Fallo refuses to join us, once Solek is beaten?”
Alexis was taken aback. “I do not seek mercenaries, to be paid for services rendered. We are all threatened alike by Solek. We wish allies in this coming fight, nothing more.”
“It seems to me that Lorgras and the Westerland stand between Veldoon and our realm. Why should we march to fight his strength, when he would have to fight many battles to reach us?”
“The Dead fight where their master wills,” said Durst. “You have felt sting of their blades, Ast, as we all have.”
“In times past, yes. But where is his army now? Haunting others it would seem. If he has looked to other lands, I say—”
“Please,” said Grosh. “We will all have to face Solek’s forces in time. The question before us is should we do so as one, or individually?” He spared Ast one brief, hard look.
“You speak wisely, Grosh,” Durst said. “But before we decide, we should hear Lucien’s part in story.”
“Of course,” said Grosh, adding a wave that might be dismissive or supportive.
Lucien told of the task assigned to him by Durst, of journeying into the human-held lands and of how he came to join the company of his former companions. Once his tale reached the point where Alexis helped them defeat the Pit Demon—and as he relayed this part it was obvious Alexis’ own description of the event had been quite humble—the assembled goblins looked upon her with a new respect.
She flushed at the pause and the stares and told Lucien to go on.
“Nothing to add to rest of what you told.”
Ast eyed Lucien suspiciously. “It seems you took on a task far beyond that which your chief required of you.”
“It is fortunate he did,” Durst said.
“Only because things appear to have turned out well so far. But what if these actions bring Solek’s wrath upon us once again. It would be through the recklessness of one goblin.”
“Only I may question actions of Kabrinda pack,” Durst said in a low growl.
“Others may question,” said Ast. “Yours is the role of punisher.”
“Punisher!” Alexis exclaimed. “For what?”
“Disobedience,” Ast replied. “For putting his own desire for personal glory above the needs of the pack.”
Lucien started to rise.
“Enough!” said Durst. “Lucien has acted as I wished.”
“And this is not the matter we have come here to discuss,” Grosh added. “We need to—”
A call came from one of the guards. “Riders! They approach from the west!”
Inside the tent, where nerves were already frayed, tempers neared the boiling point. Chairs flew back as the goblins leapt to their feet, and weapons were drawn, each goblin suspecting the others of some evil design.
“They fly a gray banner!” the guard shouted.
“The Allagon,” Durst said. He lowered his weapon. “I not call them here.”
“Nor did I,” said Grosh, who sheathed his own warblade. “How could they be called? They have no leader to speak for them.”
“Let us see what they want,” Durst suggested, leading the way outside as he spoke.
More than fifty horsed goblins rode toward them, and indeed a standard-bearer was at the front holding aloft a banner with a solid gray field. The riders did not brandish their weapons, and they were not interested in disguising their approach.
Alexis was relieved when Lucien and the others put their warblades away. “Who are these?” she asked him.
“Allagon,” he said. “The packless. Nomads who live near Western Wall, at far edge of our lands. They claim no pack, no chief.”
The riders reined up a respectful distance away from the waiting chiefs and guards. A half-dozen dismounted and stepped forward. “We have come for the council,” one said in goblin.
“The Allagon have no voice here,” Grek replied.
“We have a voice where we are concerned. If goblins are to go to war with the Dark One, the Allagon must decide what we will do as well.”
“Then you await our decision,” said Grosh, “and make your plans from that point.”
“You have not yet decided?”
“No,” said Durst. “But I am curious. How did you know of this council?”
A different member of the Allagon delegation spoke. “We have many eyes and ears. We know much of what goes on.”
“Spies,” Grosh growled.
“The Allagon are all free. None live amongst your packs, if that is what you fear.”
“I fear the meaning of a secret meeting being known beyond those who were to know,” said Grosh. “The leak had to be from my pack, since all the other chiefs were led here.”
“You assume one of your pack has been disloyal. But rumors have a way of spreading, and the five chiefs all traveling at one time is of interest, is it not?”
“Apparently so.”
“Enough of this,” Durst said. “We are here to take council, and we have heard what news of distant lands and deeds we needed to hear to proceed with our deliberations.”
“We have not heard,” pointed out one of the Allagon.
“Nor will you in council,” said Ast sternly. “You have no place here.”
“But while we goblins debate, our guest from Lorgras will be free to do as she wishes,” said Durst. “We must go into the tent, and you Allagon must remain here. But if Alexis of Lorgras wishes to repeat what she has told us, she will. And Lucien, of my tribe, I give permission to do the same.”
This pleased the Allagon, but Ast stormed inside the tent with a furious gesture of his arms. The others eventually followed, Durst being the last to do so. “I do not know how you came to be here, or how you know what it was we were discussing,” he told the Allagon, “but I for one intend to take war to Veldoon and its dark master. I hope you will consider joining us. Packless or no, I have no doubt about your strength of arms.” The Allagon bowed as he wheeled about and went inside.
Alexis and Lucien ended up speaking to all the riders, who listened to their tale intently and without interruption. The guards stayed at their posts but tried to eavesdrop as much as they could, and Alexis and Lucien helped them in that effort by speaking loudly. They had just finished when the goblin chiefs exited the tent, exchanging rough arm-clasps and vows of brotherhood and renewed friendship. Ast spoke a few words to his guard, and they were quickly away. The others came over to where Lucien and Alexis spoke with the Allagon.
“We go to war,” said Durst. “Together. If you wish to march with us, you may do so under your own banner, but if we need to act as a race you must select a leader acceptable to the chiefs, or else do as the council determines.”
“And if we refuse these conditions?” asked one.
“Then you stay or march as a separate group, and any spoils of war going to the goblins will not be shared with you.”
“We do not go to war in order to claim spoils.”
Grosh laughed. “Do you presume now to speak for the Allagon? Are you the chief?”
The goblin who had spoken seemed abashed. It was another that answered. “None of us do, individually, but what Madel says is right. We will take our own council now. When do you march?”
“One week from today if we can,” Durst answered. He looked at Alexis, who had been receiving translated summaries of the discussion from Lucien, and said in the common tongue, “We will start to move toward Westerland. Quickest path. Will you go before us and try to open passage?”
“I will.”
“Good. Lucien go with you. If you need provisions, you can return to our camp.”
“It would be best if we started out immediately, without supplies if we must. We have traveled as such before.”
“We have food we can spare,” said one of the Allagon. “Enough for two.”
“Thank you,” Alexis said. Lucien and Durst bowed their thanks, but the other goblin chiefs remained motionless.
Durst addressed the Allagon again. “And what will you do?”
“We will return to our people and let each decide. Some certainly will join you.”
“Then you best go swiftly if you need to travel into the far west and have time to join us when we set out. Farewell, my brothers.” He raised his hand in salute.
The Allagon were surprised by this simple act, done as it was by a chief. They returned the salute, mounted up and departed.
Grosh took his leave next, saying some of his pack would return for the tent, table and chairs, just as they had come earlier to set it up. His horse kicked up a fine spray of dirt as he raced away. 
Alone now with his original allies, Durst asked for a moment alone with Lucien and Alexis before they left. The three walked a few paces before he spoke. “Agreement to go to war was swift,” he said. “Too swift for my liking.”
“Meaning?” Alexis asked.
“Grosh and Ast up to something. I do not trust them.”
“Will you still march to Veldoon?”
“Yes, side-by-side with both of them. But will keep an eye out for some intrigue on their part. I do not think they will interfere with your task at this point, but once we begin to move into other lands…”
“Treachery against any in human lands will be repaid against all goblins,” Lucien said.
“Not in my land, if I can stop it,” said Alexis.
“You said ‘if,’ ” Durst pointed out with a knowing smile.
“I’m afraid I need that word in there, to be honest. And if something happens in the Westerland, there will be little I can do.”
“But path that way is much shorter,” Durst said. “We must risk it. But we must all be vigilant.”
“It seems we have enemies on every side,” said Alexis.
“It does,” Durst agreed. “That is why we need to cover each other’s backs.”
With that they bid each other farewell, and Lucien and Alexis rode east toward the Westerland, unsure what kind of greeting they would receive there, and uncertain whether the army they would be requesting safe passage for could be completely trusted.
*          *          *
Demetrius rose slowly, shaking the sleep from his head. As he gained his feet, he stood still for a few moments, making sure he had his balance. Such an effort, he mused, for something normally done without thinking. But at this point he was happy to be able to rise at all.
It had been nearly three weeks since he had come to the camp. It had been close for the first night and day, death lurking so near, and after that his health had returned grudgingly. Now each day brought improvement, and his mind often wandered to Corson, and to what was happening to the south. He felt time slipping away, and wished he could go in search of his friend, but that would only result in more delay as he searched aimlessly. As much as he hated it, he had to simply wait, regain his health, and hope for news.
He went outside, and inhaled cautiously, his ribs barking a protest as his lungs expanded. He let the breath out, frustrated. He couldn’t possibly get better fast enough. It was an hour past dawn, and gray clouds covered the sky, driven by a mild easterly breeze. The camp was quiet, the dawn patrol departed and the night watch in their beds. A few men made a small breakfast over the dwindling campfire. He returned their wave and went back in his tent for his sword. Once back outside, he went to the far side of the tent, away from prying eyes, and slowly unsheathed the weapon. With both hands he held it before him, comforted by the weight of it, the balance he could attain with only light pressure from his hands. He allowed it to fall to the left, then slashed the air, only a half-strength blow. He winced at the pain in his side.
“I’d say you could wield it at need.” Granos had circled around the tent. He held up his open hands. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“You didn’t,” Demetrius said with a wan smile. “I miss the feel of a sword sometimes.”
“I know what you mean. And I understand how frustrating it must be to be unable to act, especially at times like these. But you are of more use to us once you are healed, and you heal faster when you rest.”
“The body, perhaps. I’m not sure about the mind.”
“I did try to take that into account.”
Demetrius studied the other man’s dour expression. “You will not let me go on patrol,” he stated flatly.
“Not yet. I’m sorry, Demetrius. A wounded man in the field endangers himself and his fellows. You know that.”
“I do,” Demetrius said with a sigh. “And if I was you, I would make the same decision.”
“Thanks for saying so.”
“I just feel like a stone around everyone’s neck. I rest, I eat the food, I—”
“You have already done more than most of us could ever dream of doing, and everyone here knows it. And they expect more of the same, once you are at full strength. No one begrudges you this time. Stop beating yourself up about it.”
Demetrius allowed himself a smile. “Okay. Thanks, mom.”
Granos laughed at that, then added, “If you really feel the need to do something, clean up around the camp. Some of these boys could do well to have their mothers about.”
Demetrius’ smile vanished in an instant. “Riders,” he said in a voice barely above a whisper.
“I hear them, too,” Granos said.  “Keep that sword at hand, just in case.”
The hoof beats were slow and irregular, and were certainly no signal of an attack. All in the camp who were visible melted away, waiting hidden and with weapons prepared. The riders came into the camp cautiously, their own blades and arrows drawn, but soon riders and defenders all wore smiles; Midras and Corson had returned along with three other soldiers of Corindor. Greetings were exchanged and the newcomers were introduced. Corson shook hands with an uneasy, forced smile until he saw Demetrius emerge from behind his tent. Then his grin was broad and genuine.
“I’d give you a big hug, but I’m afraid that might kill you,” Corson said with a laugh.
Demetrius extended a hand instead. “Might not kill me, but it might re-break a few ribs. Sometimes I think that might be worse.”
“I was afraid that—”
“I’m too stubborn to die like that,” Demetrius said. “I need something more heroic.”
“Well, we’ll all get a chance at that before we’re done, I suppose. But come, let me introduce you to some people.”
One of the riders brightened when he saw the two approach. “You must be Demetrius,” he said. “Corson has told us much about you. I am Dervy. This is Pash, and this is Sam.”
After they exchanged pleasantries, Dervy went on. “I was just telling Granos here that the south is already beginning to move.”
Demetrius glanced at Corson with eyebrows raised and favored him with an approving nod. “What kind of organization do we have?”
Dervy frowned. “Less than we’d like, for sure. Once the cities fell, everyone was scattered, the king was gone, the prince—as Corson confirmed for us—is gone, and most of the generals fell in the battles. Two remain—Joss and Destan. It was to them that Corson had to tell his tale, and them he had to convince to act.”
“I had to convince them of my sanity first,” Corson said with a laugh. “The rest was easy after that.”
“You have to admit your story is hard to accept at face value,” Sam said.
“I have never denied that.”
“But eventually we were convinced of his sincerity,” said Dervy, “and realized the wisest course was the most foolish—to gather what little strength remained in Corindor and take the war to Solek’s doorstep.”
“You mentioned the south was already moving,” said Granos.
“Preparing certainly,” said Dervy. “If they haven’t started marching, they will do so within a day. They will travel across open country in the heart of our land, until they reach the Snake’s Tongue River, then they will go north until they come to the road from Steeple Rock to High Point, and follow it east. They are hoping you will join them there, along with any other camps in the north that might be mustered.”
“I will do so,” said Granos, “as will almost all I have contacted. Even so, if we add a thousand men to the number from the south, it would be a pleasant surprise.”
“A thousand can do much in battle,” said Pash, “and it will be a great boost to us. All the main camps in the south will amount to only three or four thousand. Some need to remain behind with the children, the old, and the sick. And far too many have fallen already.”
“We will start our preparations immediately,” said Granos. “Will you remain with us, or ride back to the main body?”
“We will stay, if it is not too much trouble,” answered Dervy.
“You are most welcome,” Granos said. “And if your horses might be used to spread the word to the other camps, it would be a great help.”
“They are, as we are, to be considered at your service.”
While they started to make detailed plans, Demetrius pulled Corson aside. “Four thousand men. I should get hurt more often. I had not hoped for half that many. You did a great job.”
“Don’t give me too much credit. There were a lot of people with swords they felt had become useless. Now they have new focus and energy, although they will soon be reacquainted with the Dead Legion. I fear a few may quail then, or even turn back.”
“That is to be expected. But maybe we will do better on the offensive than we were able to do trying to defend our cities.”
“I hope so, or the offensive will be short.”
“Even that would be better than waiting for Solek to attack where and when he pleases.”
“How do you think the others are doing?”
“If they do as well as you did, we have some hope yet.”
Corson looked away, embarrassed to show the smile these words brought to his face. Luckily Granos chose that moment to come over.
“So, Corson, I was just telling Demetrius he could not go with us on patrol, that he needed to continue to mend until he was healthy enough to be of value in a fight. But now we will move in a day or two. Do you think I can leave him behind?”
“Our chances against Solek are far greater than the odds of riding off without him. He is far too mule-headed to allow that, no matter what anyone says.”
“Thanks for the compliment,” was Demetrius’ sarcastic reply.
“Maybe if we left in the middle of the night,” Granos mused.
“Don’t even make jokes like that,” Corson said, “otherwise he’ll refuse to sleep.”
Granos grew more serious, addressing Demetrius directly. “Do get what rest you can, my friend. We will have need of that sword of yours soon. I had hoped we could stand together on the field of battle. Corson as well. It would be an honor.”
“The honor would be mine,” Demetrius said. “And when the time comes, I will be ready.”
The three clasped hands, a silent pact between brother warriors ready to fight—and die—together.
*          *          *
Rowan and Tala had crossed country that was strangely quiet during the day and subtly active with distant scuffling and strange cries at night. Their trip had been unimpeded, and though they traveled with caution, keeping out of sight as much as possible, they found the ease with which they moved somewhat unsettling, as if they were being watched and allowed to pass for some unknown reason.
Once they crossed the Crystal River, the Eastern Forest came into sight. It seemed an oasis of peace and prosperity, a shimmering green jewel to which spring had come early. The land around the woods was all yellow and brown, with scattered trees and bushes struggling to bud and blossom. The sickness of the land had clearly gotten worse the further north—and closer to Veldoon—they went, as if Veldoon was a cancerous realm whose disease was now spreading beyond its borders. They spoke little of this to one another, although they both surveyed the land with the same worried expression. But the Eastern Forest was so alive with life and new growth that Rowan could hold his tongue no longer. 
“Is your land protected by magic of some sort?” he asked.
“It is, some of it in the trees themselves. But like a rock in a stream it will slowly be worn away. The only question is how long it will take.”
The passage through the forest, for Rowan, was a return to happier times. The green canopy above allowed the sun to peer though in warm golden shafts. The air was cool and fragrant, void of the undercurrent of decay that they had become used to. There was a feeling of safety here, so foreign to the darkness and sense of despair they had felt in the Great Northern Forest that the two places seemed polar opposites. Streams of cool, clear water wound their way leisurely through the woods, and here and there large rock formations added an aura of grandeur to the area. Their pace was slowed often as they had to lead their horses by hand through the glens and around the steep hills and rocky crags, but Rowan enjoyed the leisurely hike. He no longer felt rushed by events in the outside world, and for now that’s what their struggle with Solek seemed, someone else’s bitter fight joined in a dreary, far-away place.
Tala breathed deeply, like someone freed from a poisonous cloud, but she wore worry on her brow, and if she noticed the stubborn beauty of the elf realm, surrounded as it was by a sea of misery, she also feared for its eventual loss.
Tala led here, knowing which paths to take and the shortcuts and hidden ways where there was no path. They traveled for three days under the shelter of the wood, and even dared to sleep without taking turns at watch, such was the feeling of security this place gave them. The fourth morning brought heavy rain, but broken up as it was by the leaves above them, it seemed only a gently shower.
Rowan took one look at Tala’s face as she readied the horses for the day and said, “We arrive today.”
“Is it that obvious?”
Rowan only smiled.
“I suppose I should try to muster a bit of enthusiasm.”
“You are seeing your people and your family again.”
“I know that. Why do you think I have this look of trepidation on my face?” She laughed, but the sound was forced and uneasy, even to her own ears. She wondered how bad it sounded to Rowan.
The sun had just passed its daily zenith when Rowan noticed something out of the corner of his eye, a flash of silver and stone between two trees. He looked again, directly at the spot, and saw nothing. “Did you—” He checked himself upon seeing the determined look on Tala’s face. “We’re there, aren’t we?” he said at last.
She nodded slowly.
“Can you see the city?”
“Yes. Dol Lavaan, the city of the elves. But I know what to look for, and where to look. Did you see it?”
“A glimpse, I suppose, but nothing more. Once it had my attention it was gone.”
“It is still there, just hidden behind strong spells. Did you notice the archers on the walls?”
“Archers? No, just a bit of stone and silver metal.”
“The walls,” she said with a nod. “Your perception must be better than most, to be able to see even that much. The defenders on the walls have spied us, and their bows are taut. We will approach slowly. Make sure you keep your hands away from your sword.”
They rode forward, keeping their hands visible. Rowan squinted, trying to bring into focus something that played at the edges of his vision, but all he could see were the towering trees and the rocks and glens of the wood.
Tala stopped and called out. “I am Tala, daughter of Deron and Lasha. I wish to enter the city.”
There was a moment of silence that stretched long enough to make the riders anxious, the soft singing of the insects all the louder while other voices remained still. Finally, after a brief whispered discussion, one of the archers spoke. “You are recognized Tala, by name and appearance, and you are welcome. Who is it that travels with you?”
“This is Rowan, a servant of the Duchess Onsweys, ruler of Delving.”
“Ill news if the duke no longer lives.”
“He fell in battle.”
“So have many others. Does your companion seek refuge here?”
“Not refuge,” Tala replied. “He rides with me at my request, to bring tidings of the world beyond these walls.”
“One can bring news as well as two. Would you bring one to this secret place, unknown to us, who could bring pain and suffering here by a single slip of the tongue?”
“His tongue is no more dangerous than mine.”
“That is true, I suppose. Any who leave this sanctuary could bring ruin upon us.”
Tala sighed. “If you will not allow me entrance say so now. If the hospitality of our people is this lacking, perhaps we are beyond all hope.”
“Hospitality is a gift beyond expectation in times such as these,” the guard retorted. “But it is given in such measure as it is warranted.”
They waited, unsure how to reply, and then the gates started to grind open. To Rowan, it was as if a shaft of light from another world had entered this one, and as the gates swung inward, the walls of the city became visible to him, and the hustle and bustle of the place became audible. Three stories high the walls stood, great gray stones set in a silver metal framework. The top of the wall bristled with alert, bow-equipped guards, and a silver-and-white elven standard fluttered gently in the breeze. Out of the gate another guard now came, and he escorted them swiftly inside. Once past the gate, the doors were quickly shut and barred once more.
Rowan’s eyes grew large at the sight of the elven city proper. Graceful arches and rocketing spires seemed to adorn every building. Stone, wood, and metal were all utilized with the same level of delicate craftsmanship, and but for the smaller size he deemed any of the dwellings equal to that of the greatest king or queen. Streams wound their way through the city, following their natural courses, the construction planned around them to so they could add to the environment, just as the abundant flowers and trees that bloomed within the walls did. A great fountain had been placed in the center of the city, and the main road from the gate made it plain to see, even from where the travelers stood. Huge it was, an elvish family—husband, wife, and children—of carved figures dancing about the central font, a remembrance of an earlier, carefree time.
Tala’s eyes had become as large as Rowan’s, but she had grown up in this place, and little of the architecture or city layout would have made an impression on her now. What did were the occupants, not just the elves she had spent her life with, but men, women, and children of humankind as well. She had not expected them here, especially after the comments the guard had made. Now she started to ponder his words in a different light, but she was brought out of her ruminations by the guard that had escorted them inside.
“I am sorry if your welcome seemed less than warm,” he said. “As you can see, the darkness that has beset our world has had an impact here as well.”
“Where did they come from?” Tala asked, her eyes moving to and fro, taking everything in.
“Ridonia. They tried to fight Solek for a time, but they could not stand against his power. Eventually the remnant of their people came into the forest for refuge.”
“I am surprised they were allowed inside the city.”
“As were many. I have heard the debate in the Elder Council was fierce. But the decision was made, and they were taken in. And here they remain.”
They had been making their way down the main road as they spoke, drawing little attention. Their clothes were soiled and torn from long, hard use, but that did not mark them among so many refugees. The humans were quiet and spoke to one another in hushed tones. Many were busy with menial tasks, filler for long, empty days, but some simply sat and stared blankly, feeling they were no more than wave-tossed flotsam and jetsam.
Suddenly there was some activity ahead of them—an excited voice and a parting crowd. A female elf, tall and stately in appearance, dressed in an elegant gown of blue came toward them. Her face betrayed her otherwise composed disposition, and as her eyes met Tala’s she began to weep. She ran forward and embraced Tala warmly. “I heard it was you, but I was almost afraid to believe it,” she whispered.
“It is wonderful to see you again,” Tala said. She was winning the battle to keep her own tears from falling, but just barely.
The guard excused himself as Tala introduced Rowan to her mother, Lasha.
“It is an honor,” Rowan said.
Lasha curtsied. “Welcome to our city. You are from Delving?  I recognize the colors on your uniform.”
“That’s correct.”
Lasha smiled and then turned to her daughter. “I assume you have matters of great importance to discuss with your father, both of you.”
Tala nodded and said simply, “Yes.”
“You had best speak with him alone first. He was not in favor of opening the city gates to outsiders.”
Tala sighed. “Then his heart has not softened, and my pleas will again fall on deaf ears.”
“ ‘Deaf’?” Lasha repeated. “No, never that. You father heard you before and he will hear you now. He may or may not agree with you—though you may find him more changed than you expect.”
“I hope so. He can be quite stubborn.”
“As can his only daughter.”
Tala started to rise to the comment, then checked herself. “I guess I cannot deny that, but he—”
Lasha cut her off with an upraised hand. “Go to him. Speak. He will listen, but you need to listen as well. He has led our people and our family well for a long time. And he respects you, Tala, though sometimes he will not show it. I think he deserves your respect as well. And your love.”
“He has both. Always.”
“Good. He is in council now, but he will return home soon. Freshen up, take a bit of food, and when he returns you can speak. Rowan, you are welcome also, of course.”
The wait was longer than expected, nearly two hours, but Rowan accepted it gladly, filled as it was with clean water to drink and wash with, and fruit and cheese that reminded him how long it had been since they had a meal with any flavor to it. Tala was anxious, and while she washed and drank, her food remained untouched. After a time Lasha allowed her daughter to be alone with her own thoughts, and passed the time speaking with Rowan, discussing his home and how the people of Delving fared, but avoiding asking what Tala had been doing since she had left Dol Lavaan, or what it was that they had come to speak to her husband about.
Finally they heard the door open, and for a heartbeat all was silent save the soft footsteps coming into the entryway.
“Go to him,” Lasha said to Tala.
Rowan watched her go. She moved hesitantly at first, then with conviction. She ran the last few steps and fell into his arms, and they held each other for a few lingering moments, unwilling to let words interrupt the message a simple hug could convey. Rowan moved away to the left, out of sight, and so did not see when they parted that tears had moistened both of their eyes.
Deron led his daughter into a small sitting room and took his ease, inviting her to do the same. “You are looking well,” he said.
She looked at her dirty clothes and couldn’t help laughing. “I am in good health,” she agreed. “And you?”
“Troubled in mind and spirit, but my body does not betray me, though I am getting on in years. I have no cause to complain.”
Tala fidgeted nervously. “I do not know where to begin.”
He offered a paternal smile. “At the beginning.”
So she began her tale, from her first leaving Dol Lavaan until her return. He interrupted frequently to ask questions, but whatever feelings he had he kept well hidden behind a stoic mask. She concluded by telling him that Delving readied for war, that the other kingdoms, she hoped, were doing the same, and that the help of the elves would be invaluable if Solek was to be overthrown.
“I understand,” he said as he rose. He paced about the room, staring off into nothing as the wheels of his mind turned. “Where is this Sphere now?”
She held up the bag that held it in answer.
“You brought it here!” he exclaimed with a scowl.
“This is the cloaking bag I spoke of. The Sphere cannot be detected by magic so long as it remains inside.”
“But our enemy has many spies, and most do not rely on magic. Do you not think the Dark One searches for it? If he finds it, he will send an army for it. To date, we have given him little reason to search for our city, our refuge. You may have changed that.”
“It was a necessary risk.”
“That is your opinion. It is one thing to run off and risk your own life, and wholly another to bring trouble here to your people and your home.”
“And taking in the Ridonian refugees was not a risk?”
“I did not wish to admit them.”
“Father, that was a challenge, not a question. So, you would have preferred they died under Solek’s heel?”
“No,” he said. He sighed and sat down, looking far older than even the gray hair on his temples hinted at. “Believe it or not, Tala, I wanted to help them, I just wish we could have found another way. Our city cannot long support so many, even with summer coming, and we cannot simply turn them out now. But mine has always been a voice of caution. There are many who think as you do, and I do not doubt we will march to war with the humans.”
Tala pulled back as if slapped. “Then you will support this?”
He smiled thinly. “I will not oppose it. I think it will destroy us, but I see no other viable action. You will speak to the council, and they will likely agree to go to war. The Ridonians—many of them—will do so as well.”
“The Ridonians? I guess that makes sense, especially if they are refugees. But will they leave the safety of Dol Lavaan’s walls?”
“For many of them, this city is no more than a prison.”
“I have felt the same way at times.”
“I know,” he said, laying a hand gently on her shoulder. “You did what you felt you had to do. I do not fault you for it. Actually, it is a source of quiet pride.”
Tala fumbled for words. “I do not know what you would have me say.”
“Perhaps that you have misjudged me as well. That I am not simply a stubborn male.”
“I never said that.”
Deron only smiled.
“I have never doubted your love for me or our people,” she said. “If I spoke too harshly it was out of frustration or fear. I beg your forgiveness.”
“That you do not need, as it was never withheld. But come, introduce me to your companion from Delving. Is it this Rowan you spoke of?”
“It is,” she said with surprised look, knowing Rowan had been out of sight as they spoke. “But how did you know?”
“News travels quickly, even into the Council chamber.”
Rowan was caught off guard by the kindness shown him by Deron, and as he spoke to the elven leader Tala looked abashed, ashamed perhaps of the picture she had painted of her father. He took dinner in their home and was given a bed for the night, which he accepted with genuine gratitude. As he fell away to slumber, he tried to recall the last time he had had a real bed, and wondered when, if ever, he would have one again.
*          *          *
To his surprise, Rowan found himself making ready to depart just after the noon meal the next day. The Elven Council had convened to hear Tala at daybreak, and several Ridonians were allowed to enter into the hallowed chamber, something that would have been strictly forbidden a year earlier. Because of this, Rowan was allowed in as well, and just as he marveled at the delicate grace of the mighty hall’s architecture, so too he stood in awe of Tala’s impassioned pleas that the elves forsake the seeming safety of Dol Lavaan and go to war with the rest of Arkania. What would have fallen on deaf ears months before was now cause for action, the final warning of a storm that would eventually break on these shores as well. There was a time of spirited debate, of raised voices and accusations of foolishness, but in the end it was Deron himself, with no more than a silent nod, who set the vote in motion, and the Ridonian leaders quickly followed their elven hosts in the call to arms. Rowan’s joy at the decision was tempered by the knowledge that many of these elves would be struck down in the battles to come, and that this beautiful city might soon be no more if they failed. He had thanked his hosts and saddled his horse with a heart that was swiftly growing heavy, knowing that though he did not desire it, leadership of an army would soon be his, and he would send men and women, and even some he would call children, to their deaths.
“You were not going to leave without saying goodbye, were you?” Tala asked.
“Of course not, I—” He paused, noting that she led her horse, and that it was saddled. “Where are you going?”
“With you, of course. To confirm the new bond between our peoples, and hopefully to be a symbol that Delving has friends in the coming fight.”
“You father’s opinion on this?”
“A quiet sigh was as much protest as I received. He knows he cannot ask me to wait here now. I have been too involved in this to sit out the rest of the game.”
“Well, I won’t argue either. I’ll be happy for the company. Might take my mind off of how I’m to lead Delving’s troops.”
“I thought that would be the main topic of conversation.”
“As long as you have all the answers, that would be great.”
“You are the leader, not I.”
“Could have fooled me this morning. You should have seen your father’s face. I thought he was going to burst with pride, watching his daughter hold an audience like that.”
Tala blushed, then hopped on her horse. “Let us go. Talking is easy. There is tougher work ahead.”
Minutes later they rode through the city gates. Rowan glanced back as the doors swung shut, and Dol Lavaan seemed to vanish into thin air. Suddenly, despite the she-elf that rode beside him, he felt very alone.
 



 
 
Chapter 5: Fights and Fog
 
Lucien petted his mount’s mane, and whispered softly into his ear. His voice sounded harsh as he did so, even to his own ears, goblin vocal cords not being meant for such delicate work. But the horse seemed to understand, and he nuzzled the goblin gently under the chin. A heavy sheen of sweat coated the steed’s body, and his breathing was still heavy, but Lucien knew if he remounted the horse he would be off again with all his strength.
Even with such need for haste, Lucien would not have pushed the horses this hard. For three days they had ridden, going east, straight for the watchtowers of the Westerland, and Alexis had asked the horses to give heart, body, and soul to speeding them to their destination. Lucien did not doubt they would run themselves to death at her request, but she knew these horses better than he, so he let her command them as she saw fit.
“We need to keep moving,” she said, glancing at the sun, which was slowly dropping in the west. “We might be able to reach the towers before nightfall.”
Lucien gave the horse one last caress, then mounted him. Alexis turned and started off again, and in her face, as in her commands, he saw a glimmer of the High Queen of Lorgras. Her time to lead her people again was fast approaching, and the queenly mantle was beginning to settle once more upon her shoulders.
An hour before sunset the watchtowers came into view, and a short time later the wall that connected them. Ancient they were, beyond the reckoning of many that now walked Arkania. They ran from the Wandering River in the north to the White River in the south. The early kings had built the towers and wall as a barrier first to wild men, and then to the goblins that inhabited the western regions of Arkania. The towers stood some seventy feet high, and the view from the top extended well out over the western half of the Great Plain. Between each a double wall ran, each forty feet high and spaced twenty feet apart. The breaching of one made the area between a death trap for invaders. In places the tops of the walls were connected by planks of wood or structures of stone, creating a road of sorts between towers, which were spaced at roughly mile intervals. Both towers and walls were made of great blocks of white or gray stone, and the toil needed to undertake such a project still brought gasps of awe to any looking upon the wall for the first time. Alexis and Lucien had each seen it before, but still they slowed at the sight of it, letting their eyes wander over the length of it. North and south it dwindled and vanished into the horizon.
As they drew closer, they could see that the wall had been breached in several places, and that several towers had been damaged. Torches flickered in the upper regions of the towers, and here and there they could see movement—despite the signs of recent struggle, the towers were still manned with guards.
There was no way to approach the wall unseen in the day, save by the negligence of those in the towers, and even at night a soft-footed person traveling alone would be hard-pressed to touch the base of the wall unchallenged. Alexis had her horse move closer at a slow gait, and asked Lucien to ride beside her with his cloak covering his head. “A goblin might receive an arrow rather than a verbal challenge, especially now.”
As they drew near, she could see bodies in the rubble—goblins all, in various states of decay, all with their heads severed. “The Dead Legion,” she said. “This must be where the goblin dead passed into the Westerland to lay siege to Western City.”
Lucien agreed. “Said among my people that wall cannot be taken when manned, unless one has great army and is willing to suffer great loss. Dead Legion can do what living cannot.”
“The Dead can take a hundred arrows when trapped between the walls and keep going,” Alexis said, concurring. “The same would strike down fifty of the living.” She turned her attention back to the wall, and called out to the watchtower guards. “Hail Westerland! I am Alexis of Lorgras. I come with a vital request for help. I must speak to Duke Fallo.”
The response was swift. “You may be Lorgrasian, but you ride with a goblin.”
“So much for cloak,” Lucien muttered.
Alexis ignored the comment and responded to the guard. “He is a messenger from his people. The goblins will join us in the fight against Solek.”
“Look at the corpses strewn about the damaged wall,” the guard replied. “Goblins all. They assaulted the wall, and a great host then marched to Western City to lay siege to it. Our brave people defeated them.”
“Were you in the city for this battle?”
There was a pause. “I was here at the wall.”
Several pointed comments danced in Alexis’ mind, but she swallowed them whole. Now was not the time, and as this guard blocked their path, she needed to remain in his good graces. “We were at Western City. It was besieged by the Dead Legion, not goblins.”
“Dead or not, those that passed here were goblins.”
“The dead of the goblin realm would be goblins,” she said, maintaining her patience. “But the city was attacked by dead humans as well, many of whom wore the colors of the Westerland.”
The guard who had been speaking conferred with another before answering. “You say you were there. How did this come about?”
“We sought the aid of the duke, and came upon the city while it was encircled. I say ‘we’ because Lucien, my companion, was there as well, as were riders from other lands. After the Dead were defeated, we took council with the duke. We have come to do so again. Our names would be known to him, and we are in haste.”
Again the guards conferred. This time the other spoke. “I was in the city then, and you speak the truth about a band of travelers, although they arrived after the battle was won.”
“ ‘After,’ ” Lucien grumbled in low tones. “We lifted that siege.”
“Patience,” Alexis told him with a gentle smile.
The second guard went on. “Tell me, if it was you that was there, which banner of the attackers was first to flee when the duke marched out.”
Now it was Alexis’ turn to whisper. “This is it. The truth would be an insult if they do not know what really happened.” She cleared her throat. “None fled and the duke remained safely behind his walls. The Dead fell as one because their demon lord was slain by Lucien. After we met with the duke, he spared a hundred to leave the city and sever the heads of the fallen.”
“I know nothing of this demon lord,” replied the guard, “but in all else you speak the truth.”
“Then we can pass?”
“You ask much, to have a Guard of the Towers allow a goblin to pass.”
“And I will ask even more when I speak to the duke. A goblin army will soon march this way. My task is to explain why to the duke, and beg his aid in the coming battle with Veldoon. We could go around the wall and reach Western City through Lorgras, but it would add much time to our journey, and a goblin army could reach the wall before we would speak to the duke.”
The guards pondered this in silence.
Alexis went on. “The two of us are no threat to Western City. We will be challenged at the city wall as well. If we speak falsely, the duke will be on hand to say so. If not, he will desire we be admitted.”
“That is true enough,” the guard said. “But a goblin…”
“Evil times make for strange allies. The goblin army that comes might be the salvation of all the human realms.”
“But letting this one past might be the end of me,” the guard replied.
“This wall was placed to stop armies, not individuals.”
The guards talked in hushed tones once more, along with two others that had appeared to listen to the conversation. They reached an agreement. “It is true we cannot keep you from the walls of Western City, only delay you and make you travel through other lands first. You ride Lorgrasian horses and your story holds true. You may pass. But if you are false, may the Dark One take you.”
“He will take all of us if we fail,” Alexis answered.
There were gates built into the wall at irregular intervals, but none here. The damage to the wall done by the Dead was significant, and they were able to lead their horses through with the help of a few wooden planks supplied by the some of the newer guards, who were dispatched to help the riders. They were young, Alexis noted, and despite the conversation that had just taken place, they clearly viewed Lucien with wide-eyed fear. To his credit, Lucien ignored the gawking stares and the chance to intimidate these young men—boys really—and the goblin simply passed through and offered a humble “thanks” for the assistance. Lucien allowed his eyes to venture downward only once as they crossed the rubble, seeing there the withering corpses and bones of the dead goblins Solek had used for his work. It was wrong that they had been left so, unburied, as if in warning to living goblins that the wall could not be passed without great loss. Something flamed inside him but he doused it, knowing the anger would be misplaced. There was no time for it now. Once through they remounted and rode off, neither sparing a rearward glance, but both sensing the lingering looks that followed them as they continued east.
*          *          *
They reached Western City early in the afternoon two days after they passed the wall. The land was empty, all the farmers’ homes or small villages they came across abandoned, and most showing signs of abuse—they assumed at the hands of the Legion. Whoever had survived the attacks had apparently fled for the presumed safety of Western City and its walls, and none had returned since the Dead had been overcome on the fields around the city.
The riders were brought to a halt by a challenge from the city guard, and had much the same conversation as they had at the watchtower, but here the duke could be consulted, and they were admitted directly to his hall, where they had both been guests once before. They were led inside and seated at a table to the right of the duke’s throne, and there given a generous meal in which to partake while the duke finished other business. Their wait was a brief one, and they ate but little of what was placed before them. Extravagant it seemed, fresh bread, meat, and cheese, dried and fresh fruit, mead and cool, clean water, even a selection of sweets baked that day. It was enough for a dozen, and an excessive show of…something. Generosity? Wastefulness?
The duke greeted them with a tired, benevolent smile. “Here are two I did not expect to see again. Back from the quest already? Solek defeated?”
“Not yet,” Alexis answered.
Duke Fallo joined them at the table and helped himself to a generous portion of the food. He had put on weight since they had seen him last, his appetite apparently still healthy, but his face was lined with age and the troubles of leadership, and his hair had started to go white. “A shame,” he said. “And what of the others? Fallen bravely in glorious battle?”
The words came out far too casually, as if he was asking after an aged, lost cat. He bit into a piece of beef, juice dribbling down his chin and beard and dripping onto his robe.
Alexis ignored his tone and pressed on. “Actually, none of the group that visited you earlier has fallen, and we are near the end of our quest, although the last stage might be the hardest.”
The duke paused for a fraction of a second, a flicker of some lost fire in his eye. But then he looked away, and took a handful of grapes. “Tell me what has happened since we parted company, and for what purpose you have returned.”
They did so, and all the while the duke gorged himself. He asked no questions, occasionally emitting a grunt of recognition or interest to indicate he was still listening. When the tale was told, he took a deep draught from the goblet of mead before him, then leaned back in his chair and let out a contented sigh. “So you ask that I march to war with you?”
“I do,” Alexis answered.
Duke Fallo shook his head and laughed. “A fool’s errand, I deem this. You can’t hope to defeat him in the end, not assaulting his very stronghold.”
“We hope to weaken him by force of arms, so that we may complete the Sphere. That will be his downfall.”
“If Solek is so frail you can take the shard from him, he is already beaten. Your plan seems driven by despair and perhaps even madness.”
“If you have a better plan, I’d be happy to hear it.”
“My plan is simple,” he said, waving at the table. “Enjoy what little time is left to us. Solek has already won. The land itself dies. If I could find men brave enough to farm the fields, I doubt the crops would be anything but shriveled reminders of our own fate. My people, what is left of them, shelter here and await their doom. It is coming whether the Dead Legion returns or not, whether you succeed or not. Slow or swift, it hardly matters in the end.”
Alexis paused, wanting to respond with measured words, but failed. “You coward.”
Duke Fallo laughed, but the sound held no mirth. “You cannot inspire me to action with your hollow insults. If I choose a different path to death than you, that is my concern.”
“If we are doomed alike then come with us. Die nobly and hurt your enemy in the process.”
“Did you learn that sentiment from your goblin friend here?”
“She did not,” said Lucien, “but there is truth in it.”
“Maybe so,” the duke admitted, “and were I younger and more naïve, I might follow you to be crushed under Solek’s heel. If Solek deigns to strike here again, we will perhaps choose this noble death you speak of. But for now, I will enjoy a roof, a bed, and three meals a day, as will my people.”
Alexis studied the duke and saw a hardness in his expression that had been buried while he ate and played at not caring what went on beyond the walls of his city. Here was a place, the look said, where he could draw a line, and no words or power she had could compel him to change. She allowed herself an exaggerated sigh. “The coming battle will be difficult, and many will fall. We could use your help.”
The duke shook his head. “I’m sorry. You will not have it.”
Alexis bowed her head briefly. “So you have chosen. I would ask leave for the goblin army to march through the Westerland. The longer path would—”
“Stop!” the Duke commanded, slamming a fist on the table. “Enough. I will not allow it, and if you think me too cowardly to move an army beyond these walls, march the goblins this way and find out otherwise.”
Lucien could constrain himself no longer. “You would be destroyed.”
“Maybe if your whole army could reach the city, but passing the wall will do you great harm.”
“Wall is broken and guarded by boys.”
“You might find it otherwise if an army approaches it.”
“Empty words from empty man. I should—”
Alexis stopped him with a gentle touch on his arm. "We will not use our strength fighting our way through,” she told him, “even though I am certain the outcome would be as you say.” Here she spared the duke a quick, icy glare. “If you choose to stay buried in your own tomb, we will trouble you no more. I hope if we’re successful, you’ll find it within yourself to reclaim the heart and soul you seem to have lost.”
The duke’s smile was almost a sneer. “Please, don’t think too ill of me,” he said without conviction. “You have shared my table. Stay the night, take what rest you can.”
“No,” Alexis said firmly. “We thank you for the food, but time is our enemy now as well. We will depart at once.”
“Go then,” said the duke. “I would wish you well, but the words would likely echo hollow in your ears.”
“At least in this you speak the truth.”
*          *          *
There was something foul in the air, and Demetrius stopped in mid-breath with a wince of disgust. It was as if the rot in Veldoon was carried by the breeze, and even on a fresh spring day, where the sun bathed him in warmth and light, the reek was an underlying reminder of the sickness and death that seemed to pervade everything. He tried to remember to be grateful that he could inhale deeply now, his injuries healed to the point that only sudden, sharp motions brought back the pain. It didn’t hurt that he rode while most with him marched on foot. Normally he would have walked as well just on principle, but those afoot cared not for horses, and did not begrudge him his seat upon one.
Before they had broken camp, Granos had made the decision that Demetrius, Rowan, Midras, and another dozen men should ride north to try to reach the dwarves that had offered to join them in battle. They had passed safely through the lands where the wyverns had hunted them, then back into the Westerland. They lost a few days following what signs they could find of the dwarves’ movements, but soon enough found them. The dwarves were ready for action, their axes sharp and a deadly gleam in their eyes. Nearly a thousand there were, a welcome surprise. Dwarves were slow on the march, but hearty, keeping their legs moving long after others would have given out for the day. The long march did not wear on them or dampen their desire to strike at their tormentor, and though there was little singing or light talk at march or camp, there was a certain enthusiasm that bonded the group and helped stifle the feeling of impending doom that came at them as surely as the stench carried on the wind.
The Stone Mountains had formed a barrier to their right for weeks, and Demetrius often looked that way, as if he hoped to see through them to be assured the Corindoran army was making equal progress on the southern side. They would know in a few days, when they reached the end of the range, and if fate really smiled upon them the Delvish forces would be there, too, moving up from the south.
But today fate had other plans. The attack came from the north. The Dead Legion marched brazenly, in the open, unconcerned with surprising the enemy. They came tramping across the grassy fields between the Aetos and Stone ranges, a long line of rotting former humanity. The wind shifted, and the odor that had offended Demetrius only moments before was lost in the foul decay of the Dead.
The leaders the dwarves had selected sprang into action, the slowness of the Dead’s approach giving them time to organize into battle lines rather than being hit while strung out for the march. For that, Demetrius was thankful.
 Corson rode up. “None mounted, no demon lords that I can see,” he said, giving his assessment.
Demetrius had been studying their foe as well. “I see the same. We fight mounted,” he said louder, so that the others that rode from Corindor could hear. “Once they engage, we circle to the right and drive into their flank and rear.”
The dwarves had shown commendable discipline in forming up, but a light was in their eyes, a battle fury. Before the Dead reached them it became more than they could bear. With first a single shout, and then a massed cry, the dwarves moved forward. They were outnumbered three to one, but the Dead fought in a controlled, conservative manner, while the dwarves hacked and hewed with righteous anger. If their strength held out, they could carry the day, but if not…the Dead did not tire.
The Dead had no warriors horsed, but their bowmen understood the threat of the charging riders. They loosed their arrows, but tucked as they were in the center of the Dead line, they found their marks—fast moving and on the flank—difficult to find.
“Watch for more volleys!” Demetrius shouted over the tumult of battle and pounding hooves. “They won’t hesitate to fire into their own ranks to strike at us.”
Demetrius had his sword out, and he swung it once without feeling any pain. Whether he was completely healed from his injuries or simply protected by the rush of adrenaline, he did not question. He nudged his horse for full effort, and it responded, leading the way. Had he had time to look back, he would have seen only Corson, also on a Lorgrasian horse, was able to keep up, and that two of the other mounts, now seeing the Dead for what they were, refused their masters’ commands and turned to flee instead.
Demetrius and Corson cut a swath through the enemy, their rampaging horses doing more damage than their swords. The dwarves cried out upon seeing the riders scatter their foe, and pressed forward all the harder. The Dead’s left flank began to crumble. Demetrius could feel it, could feel the pulse of battle change, the momentum firmly in their hands and brought to bear on the faltering enemy. His sword rose and fell, a scythe slicing through a ripe field. He heard bones snap under his mount’s relentless hooves.
He raised his sword again, and his eyes searched for the next target. Moving against the surge of bodies a foe charged, one only recently dead. The pale gray skin was just starting to decay and the eyes were still intact, but behind them was the subtle red glow that was seen brightly in the empty sockets of most of the Legion. For an instant the face turned upwards and the eyes met his own, and Demetrius hesitated.
It was a young girl who gazed up at him, no more than eleven. Curly locks of red hair fell to her shoulders, the dirt from the grave still tangled there. In her hand she held a leg bone to use as a weapon. She raised it and opened her mouth in a soulless scream. Demetrius felt frozen in place, his sword arm locked in an upraised position. Then she was gone, in a flash of steel. The face and hair spun like a top and then fell to the ground, rolling away from the collapsing body.
The frozen moment ended, and the sounds and smells of battle returned. One of the other riders had struck where Demetrius had paused. Demetrius had known Solek’s spells did not discriminate against any that might be raised to fight, but that knowledge had fled him when he needed it. He roared aloud, angry at his weakness, angry at what was still the image of a young girl brutally slain before him. His anger drove him, and the Dead fell.
*          *          *
The field was quiet, save for the sounds of graves being dug. Time was short, but the dwarves would not leave their dead unburied. They had carried the battle and then done the hard labor of making sure those who had fallen would not rise again to aid Solek, so there was little thought to arguing about the further delay. Demetrius sat alone, wiping blood and dirt from his face in thoughtless little motions, but what he wanted to erase he could not. Over and over he saw the girl’s face, the empty scream, the flash of steel.
“You all right?” asked Corson.
“Fine,” he said. He forced himself to look up at his friend, but could not force a smile. “You look like you came through the battle okay.”
“Better than many.”
“How many did we lose?”
“About three hundred. Dwarves that is. Two riders. Considering the numbers, we should be happy, but…”
Demetrius nodded. “But Solek fights with a much deeper pool of resources.”
Corson sat next to his friend and watched the dwarves work for a time. “They are quick with earth and stone. We’ll be away before nightfall.”
“That is well. We can’t camp on this field tonight, so we’ll need to get a few hours’ march behind us before we rest.”
Corson was silent for a few moments, then laughed softly to himself.
Demetrius looked at him, curious. “What is it?”
“I was just thinking that we won. A pretty grim crew we make, considering.”
“There is always bitterness in war, even in victory,” Demetrius said. “Still, you are right. We bloodied Solek’s nose and gave him something to think about. I’m glad we have the dwarves with us. They do some powerful work with those axes.”
“That they do,” Corson replied. He watched the sun as it passed behind some low clouds in the west. Less than an hour until sunset, he guessed. “I wish I knew how the others were doing.”
“So do I,” said Demetrius. “So do I.”
*          *          *
Rowan led the Delvish army directly up the Bay Road. He rode at the front of 3,000 men and women, arrayed for battle, and he sat tall and brave in the saddle, an example for those behind him. He had Tala to thank for that. As they had ridden back to Delving, he had pulled more and more within himself, the weight of leadership and responsibility pressing on him relentlessly. He had no fear for his own life, but leading an army into battle was something he had not trained for, nor did he desire it. He would have preferred making his way into Veldoon alone rather than doing this. One night as they camped in the darkness, Tala had addressed the issue in the most blunt terms.
“You cannot lead an army like this,” she said.
“I know that. But the duchess has commanded it.”
“I do not mean you cannot physically lead them. Anyone can do that. But if you show weakness and doubt, it will infect your forces like a plague.”
Rowan had stared away at the stars overhead for a long time. “You’re right, of course. But it is difficult to exude confidence when you feel none inside.”
“Tell me, do you feel we have no chance to defeat Solek?”
“It will be difficult, but it can be done. I would not have asked the duchess to send our people to certain death.”
“Good. Then the issue is with you. With you giving orders and sending your people into harm’s way.”
“I…” Rowan blew out a tired breath. “What if I make a mistake? The fate of our world could depend on every decision.”
“And how is that different than what we have already been through? We have had a dozen chances to fail already, and yet here we are.”
“Here we are,” Rowan repeated somberly.
“Two of us, at least. What about the third?”
“ ‘The third’?”
“This Savior you used to speak of. It seems you left him back with the duchess.”
The color slowly drained from Rowan’s face. “Ouch,” he finally managed.
“I do not pretend to fully understand your beliefs, but if he watches over this world—and over you—would it not make sense that you were asked to lead the Delvish army because your Savior wished it to be so?”
Rowan pondered this briefly. “Thanks,” he said.
The change in him had been gradual but sure, a light slowly blossoming, first in his soul, then his heart, and then finally visible on his face. By the time they had returned to Delving, he had accepted his assigned task wholly.
They had chosen to march on the road rather than a less conspicuous route in order to draw Solek’s forces out as soon as possible. A gamble, and one that did not sit well with many who had seen the damage the Dead could do—and that when they had defensive walls to overcome. But the time for defense and retreat was past, not that all caution was thrown to the wind. They marched slowly, in tight formations, with mounted scouts ahead and on their flanks.
They reached the intersection of the Bay Road and the High Road, which went west into Corindor’s northern cities, without incident. Rowan paused there, looking down the High Road, a shadow passing over his face.
Tala reined up beside him and saw his expression. “It would have been nice to see them marching up the road,” she said with a smile, “but such a coincidence would be asking a bit much.”
“I know,” he said, returning her grin. “Can always hope, though.”
“Do not forget, we are early and the others have much longer marches.”
He nodded, already knowing everything she said, but glad to be reminded anyway. “Still, I think we might spare a couple of riders to venture down the road a ways. If they are coming, I’m sure they’d like to know we’ve preceded them.”
“That makes sense,” she agreed. “And if they make contact and return to tell us when we can expect more help that would be even better.”
Rowan looked at the setting sun and made a decision. “Let’s get another mile or so past these crossroads, then we’ll camp. If the riders find them and return by morning we can wait, otherwise we’ll stay with our original plan—taking shelter in the Eastern Forest until the time has arrived to begin the assault on Veldoon.”
“I will start spreading the word,” Tala said.
Rowan spared the High Road one last, longing glance, then turned and moved north once more.
*          *          *
The morning brought thin, gray clouds but no news from the west. Rowan was deliberate in his preparations for the day, clearly lingering in hopes the scouts sent west would return.
“They will overtake us soon enough if they are already on the way back,” Tala reasoned. “And if not, we should not tarry here long.”
In answer, Rowan ordered the army to move out.
They turned off the road the next day, as planned, before they reached Humbold. Rowan had no desire to see the ruins of the once great city, nor to allow his forces to be reminded of earlier failure. They had enough doubt already.
The passage cross-country was less conspicuous than traveling by road, but the army naturally became more strung out and their progress slowed. Of greater concern to Rowan was fording the rivers. They often ran high in the spring, and it would split his meager forces while they crossed, making them even more vulnerable to an assault. At least the recent trip to the Eastern Forest and back let him know the rivers could be forded at this time of year.
It took them a week to reach the Little River, and a day to get everyone safely across. As the last of the army crossed, Rowan let out a long sigh of relief. “One down, one to go.”
“Three days to the Crystal,” Tala estimated.
Rowan agreed. “And then two or less to the forest once we’re across. This was a lot faster on horse.”
“True. But we are making good time.”
“As long as Solek lets us march unhindered, this will be easy.” His smile was rueful. “Wouldn’t count on it much longer, though.”
The next day they had been moving less than an hour when Tala spied something to the west. “What do you make of that?”
Rowan followed her gaze, squinting to make out anything in the early morning light. Finally something came into view, at the edge of his range of vision. “Fog?”
“Seems it,” Tala said. Her eyes, sharper than any human’s, allowed her to observe the phenomena without strain. “The edges of it are roiling, like it is a storm cloud on the ground. It also seems to be moving this way.”
Rowan watched for a half-minute more, and agreed with his elven companion’s assessment. The “cloud” stretched for miles north and south, out of even Tala’s sight range. “We can hustle east and hope to outrun it.”
“If that thing is a creation of Solek’s magic…”
“I think it is.”
“Then it could do us harm, or it might be meant to drive us east recklessly. We would be pinned between the two rivers, and if we fly at top speed our army will have no chance of quickly assuming battle formations if attacked.”
“Any other good news?” he asked.
“I am fresh out.”
As if summoned by Rowan’s question, a young rider raced up from the rear of the army, a boy of no more than fifteen. “Sir!” he shouted upon spotting Rowan.
“What is it?”
“The cloud—” he sputtered. He was out of breath and struggled to speak.
“Calm down, son. I see it.”
“No. Well, what I mean is, there is another cloud, coming up on our rear from the south. That’s why I was sent up here. Didn’t expect to see that other one to the west.”
“How close?”
“A mile, maybe less. The men were starting to panic. My father is trying to calm them, but—”
“Okay. We march to the northeast, at double time. Pass the word back.”
“Yes, sir,” said the young soldier, his face pale with fear.
“I will go with him,” Tala said.
“Hurry back,” Rowan replied. He ordered the lead group to speed along the new heading, positioning himself between them and the approaching cloud like a mother hen, herding everyone in the right direction. He did his best to be a model of calm composure, and for a time he was able to resist the urge to look back. Finally the wide eyes of the men and women and the pressing weight of some unseen force were too much for him. He turned his horse, and had to soothe it to keep it from bolting. It was coming, and swiftly. The horse might be able to outrun it, but those on foot had little chance of doing so.
“Move!” he shouted, returning his attention to his forces. They did not need to be told twice.
*          *          *
Lucien and Alexis reached the lead elements of the goblin army when they were still two days’ march from the wall. Durst and the Kabrinda were in front, and he listened impassively to the bad news of Duke Fallo’s stubbornness. “So we turn north, to Lorgras,” he said when they were done.
“Yes,” Alexis replied. “But it will cost us precious time.”
“No choice, but best let all leaders have say before we change direction. Nightfall comes soon. We camp here and I send messengers to bring other chiefs forward.”
While they waited, Durst gave them what news he had. “All packs are on move, and Allagon as well. I think we bring 8,000 to field.”
Alexis brightened at this. “Far more than I hoped for.”
“What of Lorgras?”
“6,000, if things go well. I was praying for the same from the Westerland.”
Durst brushed the comment aside. “I hoped for 15,000 goblins, but Solek and this internal strife have depleted our strength, and some do not come that could. Still might have chance if your other friends come through.”
The other goblin leaders were disappointed but not surprised by the news from the Westerland. The idea of storming the wall was briefly entertained, but the risk was too great, and a northward passage was soon agreed to. Durst fed his guests and bade them stay the night and take what rest they could. As the army passed in the morning they could each join with their own packs again.
Dawn brought a new surprise—riders approaching from the east. Their banners were black and orange, the colors of the Westerland. A few hundred yards from the goblin camp the main host stopped, and three riders advanced the rest of the way, each holding up an open hand in greeting.
“Speak to them,” Durst whispered to Alexis.
She stepped forward and greeted the riders. “Hail, men of the Westerland!”
“Hail, Alexis of Lorgras,” the lead rider replied. He removed his helm and leapt from his horse. He was a young man, perhaps twenty years of age, with a handsome face and a noble bearing. He bowed low to those assembled before him. “I come to beg forgiveness for the rash words of the duke, and to give aid, if it is acceptable to you.”
Alexis was taken aback by his words. “It will be gladly taken. But tell me, has the duke changed his mind? We were just about to turn aside, so that we might pass around the wall to the north.”
The young man’s expression darkened. “No, the duke’s heart is set like stone. He will not fight, nor will he allow this army passage through his lands.”
Durst spoke up. “Then who are you to ride forth? Have you broken fealty with your lord?”
“No, I come with the duke’s permission, if not his blessing. As to your first question, I am Zald, the duke’s son and heir.”
“Be welcome, Zald,” Durst said. “Your arms will be joined with ours in battle, as brothers.”
“Thank you. We are honored.”
“You seem to have a good number of followers,” Alexis noted.
Zald glanced back at his men and smiled. “Don’t make the mistake of thinking most of them are here because of me. They, like me, don’t like the idea of waiting around to see whether we die under Solek’s heel or simply starve to death.”
“I’m surprised your father let all of you go.”
“Once he realized he would have that many fewer men and horses to feed, he was more agreeable. Regardless, many would have come even if he had ordered us to stay, and that might have led to some nasty business. I’m glad it did not come to that.”
“As are we. Will you ride with us?”
“In time, but I have another plan for now. Am I right in assuming the Wandering River can only be forded easily far to the north?”
“Yes,” Alexis replied.
“Then we will ride ahead, and see if we can’t ease a crossing further south. It would save us a great deal of time.”
“Excellent idea,” Durst said.
“I have only one request. Would you ride with us, Alexis? I cannot say what border guards Lorgras may have in place. They may not take kindly to men of the Westerland building a path into Lorgras for a goblin army. Perhaps you might keep Lorgrasian spears from targeting my men.”
“Fair enough. I wish to return to my people as soon as I can anyway, to see how the war preparations go.”
“Take Lucien as well,” said Durst, “in case any messages need to be sent back. Unless you tire of his company.”
“I enjoy it.”
“Odd creatures, you humans,” Durst said with that leering goblin smile that would unnerve anyone who had not come to know it as well as Alexis had. “Lucien,” he said simply, with a quick thrust of his chin in Alexis’ direction.
“My honor to serve,” he replied to his pack chief. Then he nodded to Alexis, as if to say the same thing.
Soon the riders of the Westerland and their new escorts were thundering ahead, while the goblin army resumed its march, turning north.
Even riding hard, it would take them six days to reach the Wandering River beyond the Watchtowers. Zald mingled freely and comfortably among his men, and they acted as friends might, speaking easily with one another, sharing jokes and stories. But there was an unmistakable respect he commanded when he was among them. A respect only earned through deeds, Alexis was certain, not through empty words or by the iron fist he could wield due to his birthright had he so desired. As often as he could Zald rode with Alexis and Lucien, eager to learn all he could about what they had been through and their plans for defeating Solek. “My father keeps many things close,” he explained, “even where I am concerned.”
They were happy to share what they could with him, and soon were as glad for his companionship as for the thousand men he had brought with him.
Their journey to the river was interrupted only once. Zald saw it first, pointing it out without even stopping his horse. “Is that a Mist?”
As Alexis’ eyes shifted to follow the line drawn by his extended finger, several arrows were loosed. She smiled as they passed through the creature and fell harmlessly to the ground. “It is,” she answered.
“You described it well. Why the smile?”
“Your men react quickly and with deadly accuracy, if a bit rashly. Earthly weapons will do it no harm.”
Now Zald appeared concerned. “Then what hope do we have of defeating it?”
“None in direct combat. But it’s only a shadow itself, and can do no physical harm. They act as spies, so Solek will know we move. So be it.”
The riders began to slow, their focus now on the Mist. They stayed their hands, now understanding arrows to be of little use against it, but murmurs of concern began to ripple through the group. Having seen what it could, the Mist darted off south.
“It will find the goblins, most likely,” said Alexis, “then it will surely report back to its dark master.”
Zald marveled at Alexis and Lucien. “Your stories must be true. How else could one look on such an otherworldly creature in such a casual manner?”
“We will see enough of things with sharp teeth and claws, or sharp steel in hands,” said Lucien. “Save worry for them.”
“That I’ll do,” said Zald. “But I better spread the word about what that was. We’re losing time to uncertainty and fear.”
“Two of Solek’s favorite weapons,” Alexis said in agreement.
When they reached the Wandering River, they found it not as deep as it could have been, but running swiftly. Zald rode in the lead now, his eyes alert as they worked their way up the western bank of the river. Ahead he spotted something, then said, “There!” triumphantly. Before they could inquire as to what had inspired him, he charged off. Several of his men followed, calling for him to wait and not do anything rash. He turned once, only for an instant, flashing a playful, boyish grin.
Here the river was nearly a quarter-mile across, but a third of the way over a small island jutted out of the water, covered with thick grass and three large trees. Zald rushed his horse into the strong current, and the beast had no difficulty reaching the island. The water had soaked Zald’s boots and his pants up to mid-calf, but reached no further.
“Bring some rope,” he called to his men. In reply, several riders splashed across to the island, then pulled long coils of rope from their packs. Several cords were then bound together at his command, and then fastened tight to the trees. Zald then had one of the riders return bearing a coil of rope, which he slowly let out behind him as he returned. Once safely on the near bank again, the man dismounted, took the rope to a sturdy tree, and confirmed there was sufficient length to tie it there.
“Excellent!” Zald cried. “Those on foot can use the rope to deal with the current. They’ll be wet and a bit chilled, but it will save many days march further north and then back.” Before anyone could point out that reaching the island was not the same as crossing the river, Zald hoisted a second coil of rope that was fastened to a tree, tied the other end to his mount’s saddle, and then dashed into the wider section of the river. The horse struggled at times as the water rushed over his back, soaking Zald past the waist in the process, but eventually he reached the far shore, and Zald held up the rope triumphantly before tying it off.
“Some of us better go across, too,” one of the Westerlanders said. “Otherwise he might try to ride back and risk his neck again.” One of Zald’s lieutenants heard this and agreed, ordering half the men across and the other half to remain on this side.
Alexis moved close to Lucien. “I should go ahead. That’s Lorgras over there.”
“And I should wait here for goblins,” Lucien replied.
“I won’t argue that,” Alexis said. “But you’ll have to cross eventually. Is this going to be a problem? I mean, is it common for goblins to—”
He stopped her with a raised hand, even as his eyes fell. “My issue. Bad experience when young. Goblins have no more fear of water than any other race. We will cross here.”
“All of you?”
“I as well. Mounted and with eyes shut if I must, and clinging tight to rope.”
“Come now. Come across with me.”
“So goblins do not see me hesitate? Thank you for concern, but no. It is proper that I wait. I will cross when it is time.”
“Then I’ll stay too.”
“You must go, as you said. Lorgrasian patrol passing would be reason enough for you to be on other side. It is why you came.”
She nodded, reluctantly. “I’ll see you in a week or so.”
“Or sooner. Goblins march swiftly at need.”
On all counts, Lucien was correct. Mounted Lorgrasians spied the activity at the river within two days and made contact, happily surprised to find their High Queen among those gathered there. The patrol was wary, at first speaking to her as a commoner. She smiled and assured them they were among friends, and it was then revealed to the men of the Westerland who she really was. Many knelt before her to do her honor, including Zald. Embarrassed, she bid them rise, and found Zald beaming at her. “You knew,” she said.
He admitted it was so. “But it was your secret to reveal as you chose.”
The patrol was ordered back to the main Lorgrasian force to spread word that the queen had returned with an army of mounted men, and that they would soon be joined by a force of goblins. On the seventh day since crossing the river the goblin column arrived, and lost no time in starting across themselves. Lucien was good to his word, using his horse to take him through the river’s rushing water, and doing so without incident or hesitation. Even though he would not admit relief at having the passage behind him, Alexis was pleased for him.
The goblin army was safely across the river in less than a day. As evening fell, the pack leaders, Zald, and Alexis gathered to make further plans.
Grosh surveyed the Lorgrasian landscape, sniffing the air as if a hint of something foul lingered there. “If my memory is correct, the only way into Veldoon is through the Saber Pass, and the fastest way for us to get there is to pass along the southern edge of the Great Northern Forest.”
 “You memory serves you well,” Alexis said.
“And you,” said Grosh, adding a bow, “were as good as your word. We crossed with no opposition. Will the journey through Lorgras be unhindered?”
“I sent a patrol with word of your coming. The main Lorgrasian army has several weeks head start on the remaining march, but I am impressed by the speed with which goblins cover ground.”
“We are not as swift as those mounted,” said Grosh, “but perhaps fast enough to reach Veldoon on the heels of your army.”
“I must now go ahead, to reach my own people as soon as I may. I want to be at the front of the column if Solek decides to strike a blow before we reach him.”
“You are warrior at heart,” Durst said, “but I sense you wish to be at front for another reason.”
Alexis nodded. “I am Alexandra, High Queen of Lorgras.”
Durst bowed, and the other goblins present followed his lead. “So we now know why you spoke so confidently about how Lorgras would act.”
Ast rubbed his chin, and brushed some saliva off the corner of his lip. “Why the deception?”
“There was no deception,” she replied. “A ruler may wish to travel anonymously in other lands. The other companions we have spoken of—Rowan, Tala, Demetrius, and Corson—did not know of my title until it came time for us to part.”
“A leader has that right,” Durst said. He quickly shifted subjects. “It is understandable that you wish to join main body of your army, but you should not travel without escort. High Queen would be great prize for Solek if taken.”
“I will link up with a patrol soon enough,” she answered. “They will ride with me.”
“Until then, a dozen of my men will,” said Zald emphatically. Seeing she was a bit surprised by his tone, he added. “If you will allow it.”
“Certainly.”
Zald dipped his head once in thanks, and then went on. “The rest of my men should ride before and at the flanks of the goblins, acting as scouts and a screen, in case an assault comes while we move.”
“That would be wise,” said Durst. “With your men doing this, we’ll be able to move with all possible speed, rather than moving in tight formations for defense.”
“A good plan,” Grosh said. The others sounded their agreement.
*          *          *
Alexis bid them farewell in the morning, amid promises and hopes of meeting again on the battlefield against a common foe. She spoke to Lucien last. “I will miss your company,” she told him.
“It has been my honor,” he replied.
She leapt upon her horse and raised her spear in salute, then rode to the east. He watched her go, remaining still even as the lead group of goblins began to pass by, their march already at the double-quick. As she vanished into the distant morning haze, he turned to his own horse, stroking his neck. “I walk for now,” he told his steed. He took the reins and led him forward.
The goblin packs began to spread out on the march. The Kabrinda and the Delosh led the way in a double column, followed by the Garrack and the Allagon, with the Salesh and the Omwee bringing up the rear. Mounted riders from the Westerland rode in front of and on both flanks of these columns, with occasional passes in the rear to ensure nothing approached the army from behind. It was one of these riders who came forward to report to Zald at the end of the first day’s march.
“The goblins are getting strung out,” he reported. “The tail packs have actually lost contact with the others, and they moved quite slowly today. We won’t be able to cover them if they don’t speed up.”
“Or the lead packs slow down,” said Zald, “which we don’t want.”
Zald found Durst, who listened to the rider’s concern with growing alarm. “What next?”
“I was going to ride back to speak to the pack leaders—Grosh and Ast, right?”
“Yes. I go with you. Lucien!”
The three rode back, skirting the edge of the goblin camp. When they reached the area where the gap should have been, they found something worse—no sign of the Omwee or Salesh. They rode on, studying the ground for signs. A few miles on Zald spotted trampled grass off to the north. If the two packs had been moving slowly earlier, they had apparent discovered a reserve of energy—they were now nowhere in sight.
“We can overtake them on horses,” Zald pointed out.
“Too dangerous,” said Durst. “Wait until morning, and take more men. Goblins, too.”
“Only horses for men and twenty goblins,” Lucien noted.
“You expect a fight?” Zald asked, looking from one goblin to the other.
“Not know,” Durst answered. “But I think yes.”
Zald nodded gravely. “I’ll have my men ready to go out at dawn.”
*          *          *
It took half the next day for the riders to reach the rear of the wayward goblins. They noted that the column was moving with great speed, but was strung out. It was another twenty minutes before they reached the front and stood their mounts in the goblins’ path.
For a moment it seemed the goblins would simply try to run through them, but finally Grosh yielded, raising his hand and ordering his lieutenants to rest the pack for a few minutes. He strode forward boldly, eyeing the fifty mounted warriors before him. When he spoke it was to Durst, in the goblin tongue. “Get those riders out of the way, Durst. Mounted or not, fifty won’t be able to stop us.”
“Where are you going?” Durst asked, ignoring Grosh’s command and the implication of what might result from such an affront.
“This is for goblins only,” he replied, glancing at Zald and the other Westerlanders.
Durst saw Ast approaching. “Let us speak alone then,” he said. He called for Lucien.
“You would have one of your lessers join a parlay of chiefs?” Grosh asked, annoyed.
“He comes with me if you wish to speak.”
“I only asked you to get out of the way.”
“Give me a good reason to get out of your way, and I will.”
Grosh laughed at that, a nasty biting noise, and made an effort to restrain himself. His right hand had a mind of its own, reaching for his warblade. His will won out over his pride and the hand fell to his side. “Bring Lucien then, if you must. It matters not to me.”
The four goblins separated themselves from the others, so they could speak unheard.
“I told you we should have discussed this as soon as we crossed into Lorgras,” said Ast, addressing Grosh.
“Perhaps,” Grosh replied. “I think you will soon see otherwise.”
Durst folded his arms and said nothing. Lucien stood a few paces behind him, his senses alert.
“We have a wonderful opportunity here,” said Grosh, his tone confidential. “The sort we were hoping for when we agreed to set out on this march.”
“ ‘We’?” Durst repeated.
Grosh glanced at Ast. “Those of us that are thinking of the survival of our own race.”
Durst ignored the slight. “So what is this opportunity?”
“Isn’t it obvious? The Lorgrasians have gone off to make war on Veldoon. Only scattered patrols have been left behind, and even these few are likely to ride off to fight with the High Queen. We will go to the capital city of Lumia and take it, and claim a portion of this realm as our own.”
“You only have leave to be in the High Queen’s land due to our word that we go to fight with the Lorgrasians. You lack honor.”
“I don’t recall a blood pact with the queen.”
“There should not need to be one,” said Durst with a snarl. “And what do you think will happen when she returns? That she’ll simply let you live unmolested in Lumia?”
“Highly unlikely. But you’re assuming she will return at all, and her army with her. Even if they do, what strength will they have left? Enough to take a walled city defended by a goblin army?”
Lucien interjected for the first time. “The Legion hit Lumia hard. You may find it easy to take, but it would be just as difficult to hold.”
“Then come with us,” Grosh said. “Together we outnumber them. This land is ours for the taking. It is the answer to our problems.”
Now it was Durst’s turn to laugh. “Solek is our problem. How will this make him go away?”
“He will be weakened by the armies marching to face him, or even defeated if they are lucky. Durst, you said yourself that it was foolishness for the packs to war with one another, that we needed to unite against common foes. Now is the time to do so.”
Durst shook his head. “In this you speak the truth, but you would have us unite against those who would befriend us.”
“We are here as foot soldiers, not friends. If there was no war on Solek, we would never have been allowed to pass into this land. At least not without a stern fight.”
“But there is a war. And new alliances can be made that might last well beyond the last battle.”
“You’re a fool, Durst. Why am I wasting my time talking to you? Go. March off and die with your ‘friends.’ ”
“Not until you go back to our land, or decide to come with us.”
“I’ll do neither,” Grosh spat. “You know that.”
“You’d have our realm to yourself. Why fight here?”
“Our land is sick, hunted out. You know our people need more space. I am taking it. You should thank me.”
“I’ll fight you instead.”
Grosh’s eyes narrowed. “You? Who spoke of the foolishness of pack fighting pack? You will fight now, against your own kind to protect the land of the humans?”
“I will. As will Zald and his men, if my guess is correct.”
“I would venture to say that Duke Fallo might even be stirred to action by your treachery,” Lucien added. “It would certainly confirm his suspicions about goblins.”
“Fine,” Grosh growled. “Ride back. Turn your pack around, and chase us, so your leg-weary troops can then give us battle on ground of our own choosing. You will die, your pack will die, and your precious Lorgrasians will wander off blindly to be destroyed by Solek.”
“No,” said Ast, with quiet steel in his voice.
Grosh wheeled on him. “What?”
“No. I will go along with this no further, Grosh. Durst is stubborn enough that he will turn and fight, probably with the other packs and the Westerlanders at his side. Even if we win the battle, it would be with great loss. Would we have the strength to then take Lumia and hold it, as well as some portion of Lorgras?”
“A strong goblin would,” Grosh snarled.
“There is strength in knowing when to fight,” said Ast.
“And who to fight,” Durst added.
Grosh turned to each of the goblins in turn. Seeing he had no ally, his shoulders sagged. “So that’s it? I should put my tail between my legs and go home?”
“Come with us,” said Durst. “We need the Salesh. We need you.”
Grosh paused. “It would have worked,” he said in hushed tones, the words a lament. “If only you could see it.”
“We see it,” said Durst. “But this is not the time, nor Lorgras the place.”
“Let’s be off then,” said Grosh. He looked to the southeast, as if measuring the miles they would need to cover again to catch up with the other goblins.
Of the four goblins present, Grosh was the oldest, and in the poorest shape. If he had challenged any of the others to hand-to-hand combat, he knew he would likely be the one to fall. But where speed, strength, and skill might fail, deception and surprise often succeed, and he had not lost all the fighting talent of his youth. His warblade was unsheathed as the others turned to go, and it lashed out, a lightning-quick bite.
The blade struck true, entering between the shoulder blades and driving deep inside. As the blade was withdrawn, Durst fell to his knees.
Lucien’s mind wanted to go black with rage, but some part of him fought it off, if only for a moment. His warblade out in a blink, he leapt over his fallen chief, taking a defensive posture.
Grosh raised his warblade to hack downward, to finish his act of treachery. It was likely that Lucien had moved quickly enough to stop the blow, but it never fell. Grosh grunted, grimaced, and then looked down to see the tip of a warblade protruding through his stomach. He dropped his weapon and lurched forward, freeing himself from the blade that had pierced him, his hands trying to hold in place the blood and guts that were oozing out. It was a losing effort. He staggered a few steps, then fell, rolling onto his back. Ast stood over him, his weapon stained with Grosh’s blood. “Traitor,” he managed to say hoarsely. He ran his tongue over his teeth, tasting his own blood.
“You struck first.”
“At an enemy.”
“We left that behind once we marched as one. I accepted your plan to move on Lumia, but not to move our goblin war to Lorgras.”
The nearest goblins had been watching the conversation with half-interest—arguments between chiefs were nothing new. But when the warblades had been drawn and used, they were fully alert. For a moment they stood still, stunned, but when one broke into a run toward the chiefs it was as if a dam had burst. The mounted riders reacted in a similar fashion, and now the entire host closed on the two fallen goblins and the two who stood over them.
Lucien saw the danger first. He grabbed Durst under the arms and pulled him toward the approaching riders. Durst winced at the pain the motion caused him, and Lucien took hope in the sound—Durst was still alive, at least for now.
The goblins created a volatile situation, two former allies, now sundered by the sight of one chief wounding the other. They raced ahead wildly, warblades ready.
Ast stepped behind Grosh so he could see them. Grosh’s Salesh pack was going to arrive first, but his Omwee were coming hard. He raised his hands and shouted “Hold!” His voice held the command and confidence of one who has led for many years. The Salesh continued to advance, but they slowed. Good, he thought, if he could just speak to them, draw their new leader out and explain that he had done what he had to do to stop needless destruction…
As usual, Grosh had his own ideas. His life was ebbing, the world starting to go dark. He could see those from his pack looming over him now, looking on him both in pity and barely restrained rage. He could hear Ast behind him, trying to calm them, trying to explain. He tried to speak but only a gurgle escaped his throat, a bubbly mix of gas and blood. He could feel the warmth of his own blood as it flowed over his hands, and the coldness inside that was growing by the second, icy death coming to claim him. He cleared his throat and managed one last utterance before he succumbed. “Kill them all.”
The world exploded. It was over for Ast in an instant, the Salesh mowing him down. Lucien lifted Durst now, no longer concerning himself with the damage it might do. If he didn’t flee, they would both die. They would have anyway, if not for the Westerlanders and the Omwee. The Omwee flew into a fury at Ast’s death, pouring their destructive anger into the Salesh. Zald and his men wanted no part of the fraternal goblin conflict. They rode between Lucien and Durst and the battle to shield them, lifted them onto mounts, then rode a safe distance away. Zald bid his men keep an eye on the fight, so as to be ready to flee if the energy of the combatants was suddenly directed at them. It was an unnecessary command, as his men were already fixated on the goblin war, which was a thing of breathless terror and brutality. He managed to tear himself away from the sight, and helped Lucien settle Durst onto a soft patch of grass.
“Stupid,” the Kabrinda chief muttered.
“Rest now,” Zald told him.
Lucien leaned close and spoke to him in his own speech. “Don’t give up.”
“I will fight, as I am able,” he replied. “But one must accept the inevitable. Grosh never learned that.”
“He never will,” said Lucien. “Ast slew him.”
“And Ast is now dead, too?”
Lucien nodded.
“He did understand, but too late. And I was a fool to turn my back to Grosh. I should have known he was too stubborn to give in. He did so only so he could act out of spite.”
“He was a coward. He struck from behind.”
“He cared only for what served him. In the end, even what was best for his pack mattered not to him.”
Zald handed Lucien a skin of water, which he used to wash the wound and then to wet Durst’s throat. “Thank you,” Durst said. “Now let me rest for a time, if I can.”
Lucien started to turn away, then stopped. “I am sorry I failed you.”
“You did not. You aren’t here as a body guard, but as a trusted advisor.”
“Still, I should have—”
“Enough. What’s done is done. Turn your eyes to the present and the future. Watch the battle and let me know what is happening.”
Durst lost consciousness for several hours. When he awoke, he was surprised at how distant and small the pain was. He tried to lift his head but could not. He lay back, realizing the end was near. Turning his head, he noticed Lucien sitting beside him, gazing to the south. Night had fallen, and from that direction came a glow from a massive fire. “Is it over?” he rasped.
“Yes,” Lucien said. He held his chief’s head up so he could drink.
Durst took a small sip, but it only made him cough. He pushed the water skin away. “Who was the victor?”
“No one. Roughly half have been killed. The others spent themselves and came to a truce of sorts. Each pack chose a new chief, and the two made a blood pact to stop fighting for now. The bodies of the dead burn in a great pyre.”
“Who are the new leaders?”
“Yola for the Omwee, Ench for the Salesh.”
“I have heard of neither.”
“Nor had I,” Lucien replied. “But you know how goblins are. Most of the strongest were first into battle, and they fell.”
“Will these two pass the challenges?”
Lucien shrugged. “I cannot say. The packs seem to be accepting their leadership for now. They both want to speak to you.”
“Me?”
“A meeting of chiefs.”
Durst started to laugh, then coughed again instead. “I forget I am still chief while I live. Bring them.”
The two new leaders approached and knelt beside the fallen Durst, a sign of respect.
“What do you wish of me?” Durst asked.
The two glanced at one another. At a nod from Yola, Ench spoke. “Peace,” he said, his voice with an unmistakable quiver. He cleared his throat while he looked away, embarrassed.
“Grosh had that, until he broke faith. What of your packs? What would you command them to do?”
“To march with the others to Veldoon. We live or die together.”
Durst smiled and nodded, then eyed Yola. “And you?”
“The same.”
“In that case you shall have peace, as far as it is mine to give.” He turned to Lucien. “Tell Xoshan what has been agreed to here. It is a binding agreement I expect him to keep.”
“Xoshan is not chief of the Kabrinda,” Lucien protested.
“He will be by the time you reach him. I will not be leaving this field.” Durst saw Lucien open his mouth to speak and cut him off quickly. “Obey me in this, Lucien, and don’t make me waste what little strength I have left arguing with you.”
Lucien bowed his head in obedience.
Zald was called over, and they discussed how they could return to the main goblin column. No one wanted to slow the lead packs, and Yola and Ench accepted their fates without complaint—their packs would have to move all the faster to catch up. As they left to start their preparations, Durst asked Zald to post his riders to their rear and flanks, to be certain they did as promised.
“You expect more trouble from them?” Zald asked.
“No. But more safe to watch them.”
After Zald had given his men their orders, he pulled Lucien aside to talk to him privately. “What should we do about the wounded? They won’t be able to keep pace, and we have no one to spare to watch over them.”
“No wounded,” Lucien said.
Zald started to laugh, thinking Lucien was joking, but it caught in his throat when he saw the grim look on Lucien’s face. “Surely there are wounded in a battle this size.”
“Was. No more. All either move with pack or die.” Lucien turned to the roaring blaze that consumed the bodies of the fallen goblins.
Zald followed the goblin’s look and understood. “But Durst,” he said. “He is your chief.”
“He is goblin first,” Lucien replied. He drew his warblade and went back to bid his leader a good journey into the next world.
*          *          *
Alexis was nearly asleep in the saddle, but she pressed on. Her escort—five Lorgrasian warriors—eyed her warily. One had asked her to stop and take food and rest, but her reply had been sharp enough that none had dared do so again.
“There!” Karla shouted, pointing ahead. In the gloom of early evening, campfires glowed dully. They had reached the rear of the Lorgrasian army.
Alexis was fully awake now. She spoke to her horse, urging him through one last push before he, and she, could rest. She thought back to the last few weeks and allowed herself a small smile. The duke had been a disappointment, but the goblins were moving, and she had driven herself through one last detour to seek more allies. It had cost her a week, but it appeared the time was well spent, with another promise of aid being collected.
Alexis swelled with pride at the sight of her people. When she had found the patrol she now traveled with, they had told her over 6,000 marched to war. She thought it to be a hopeful exaggeration, but now as she looked over the campfires strung along the gap between the Trawnor Mountains and the Great Northern Forest, she thought the estimate a fair one.
The pickets halted the riders, then grew joyful upon realizing the queen had returned. Alexis was happy to see a man among the rear guard, armed and ready to battle side-by-side with the female warriors. Whether they liked it or not, her lieutenants had followed her orders.
She rode to the front, the word of her return spreading faster than her horse moved. They knew better than to cheer and thereby warn a spy that this was a person of some importance, but they came out of their tents and watched her pass with a hopeful gleam in their eyes. She reached the front well after full dark, and a dozen warriors or more buzzed around her, wanting to report and to receive news and orders. She quieted them by raising both hands overhead in surrender. “Are we secure here?” she asked.
“We are,” said Delona.
“Then we will speak more in the morning. You have all done well, and we have moved with great order and speed. But I would rest now, and ask that we delay our departure past dawn, for my sake. Is there a place I might lay my head?”
“Take my tent, my queen,” Delona said, gesturing toward it.
“I thank you,” said Alexis, who went inside without another word.
“That’s not like the queen,” someone noted,” accepting another’s tent so readily.”
“She’s exhausted,” Karla told them. “She has barely rested for the last ten days, and before that, who can say?”
Delona nodded. “Anyone who disturbs her will answer to me.” The look in her eyes was as lethal as any weapon.
*          *          *
The sight of the end of the Stone Mountain range had been drawing Demetrius on like a siren, the rock wall he had grown accustomed to diminishing in the distance and finally vanishing, as if the Little River swallowed it up. He tried to avoid thinking overly-optimistic thoughts, that the army of Corindor or Delving would suddenly appear there, weapons glinting in the sunlight, proud warriors ready to unseat Solek and set Arkania right again. But the mountains had begun to feel like a prison, a way to isolate this small force from their brothers-in-arms, and Solek had already slapped at them once. Demetrius had no doubt he could do so again if he so chose. He knew they were no safer beyond the end of the range, but at least there was hope that allies would be found there, so to him the final peak was a key point, a line that once crossed would mean they were another large step closer to their goal.
Gellan trotted up beside him. Corson had offered the dwarf a turn on the horse once, but the look on Gellan’s face when he rejected the offer kept a second offer from being made. “Looks like some weather brewing up ahead,” the dwarf said, pointing to the foothills some miles away.
“Awful low,” Corson commented. “Fog from the river?”
“Not sure,” said Demetrius. He felt an icy ball starting to develop in his gut. “We’d better ride ahead and take a look. Best order your dwarves to hold here.”
They rode forward slowly, studying what was before them. “Looks like the clouds fell from the sky and landed there,” Corson said.
Demetrius nodded but said nothing for a time. The wall of “cloud” loomed as they neared, twenty feet high and too dense to see into. “Remember the rain Solek sent to chase us from Mill Harbor?”
“Rain that melted steel and flesh? Kind of hard to forget.”
“Remember how irregular the cloud looked, because it was so straight. This reminds me of that. It is too linear, like it was placed here. And any fog yields some distance to the eye when one draws near. This is a solid wall of white.”
Gellan had sent orders to stop the dwarves’ march, then chased after the riders. He had overheard the end of the conversation as he reached them. “Solek’s work, do you think?”
“I do,” Demetrius replied. “The question is what to do about it.”
“Well, the mountains won’t let us go around to the south,” said Corson. “I can’t see the end of this fog to the north, but I wouldn’t be surprised to find that way blocked too.”
“I agree with you, but north is an option, and not altogether out of our way.”
“But it cuts us off from our allies.”
“For the time being.” He saw the concerned look on his friend’s face and added, “I don’t like it either.”
“It doesn’t look solid,” said Gellan. “I bet we could walk right through it.”
“Undoubtedly. But it might be hazardous in some way—poisonous, corrosive—and even if it wasn’t, it would be a great way to get lost. If it is from Solek, and he controls it, we could march in circles for weeks.”
“Then what do you propose we do?” Gellan asked with folded arms.
“For now, we wait.”
Gellan growled but uttered no audible word of protest. He stalked away to speak to the dwarves.
Once Gellan was out of earshot, Corson spoke. “Waiting might be what Solek wants us to do.”
Demetrius sighed and blew out a long, slow breath. “I know,” he replied.
*          *          *
Tala sat astride her horse, watching Rowan give orders. His comfort and confidence in his new role had grown just as surely as the white “cloud” that pushed them across the peninsula toward the confluence of the Crystal and Little Rivers. She only hoped he would have the chance to use his newly discovered leadership skills against Solek’s forces in Veldoon.
The “cloud” had merely paced them for the last two days—they could outrun it easily, but when they rested it made up ground. Rowan had riders looking for an easy spot to ford the river, but their reports to date had not been promising. The place Rowan and Tala had used on their earlier journey north was to the west now, enveloped in the thick white mist.
A few hours later scouts who had gone further east brought good news—a rocky area where the water ran shallow. It was not wide, so they’d have to cross single file, but other than getting their boots wet, they could cross safely.
“Lead us,” Rowan told them. As the scouts took charge Rowan confided in Tala, “I don’t like the thought of such a slow crossing. We’ll be vulnerable on both sides of the river. But we don’t have much choice. Do you think the forest will be any protection against that vapor?”
“I hope so.”
“Not very reassuring.”
“No, but honest.”
“I probably shouldn’t ask whether you think we can get there before people start dropping from exhaustion.”
She offered a wan smile. “You are probably right.”
Shouts and calls came from the rear of the column, at first seeming to be sounds of excitement. Perhaps, Rowan thought, the news that a crossing had been found had worked its way back through the troops. But soon it became clear that the noises were those of battle being joined, and in some cases were the sounds of panic.
“Turn and form a line!” Rowan shouted. “Defensive positions here and here,” he said, indicating left and right of where he was. He spurred his horse and rode to the rear, with Tala following close behind.
The back end of the army was all chaos. At first, against the backdrop of the pursuing white cloud, he saw only the prone bodies of the dead and wounded, and what appeared to be dozens of madmen, swinging their swords wildly at the air. He watched a man fall, his chest suddenly an open wound, though no sign of any thrown weapon or fired missile was apparent. What had felled him? Rowan wondered.
Tala answered as if hearing the unspoken question. “The air shimmers. I see forms in the shape of men moving and fighting.”
As they drew nearer, Rowan could see them as well. “It looks like they’re out of focus. The shape is there, but indistinct. You could look right through one and not notice it. A blur.”
The name seemed appropriate and stuck. Rowan called to those doing battle. “Fall back! To me, to me! Form a line!”
They did so as best they could—disengaging from a nearly invisible enemy is not simple. The blurs pursued, but slowly, giving the Delvish time to form up.
“Swords in front, bows to the rear!” Tala called. “Keep tight formations!”
Rowan leapt from his horse and found a sergeant. “What happened?”
“They came from the cloud, I think. Quietly overtook the rear guard. We lost twenty men before we even knew we were in a fight.”
“Do swords work on them?”
“Yes, but they’re hard to hit, even when they’re right in front of you. But I struck one for sure, felt the pull of it on my blade when the edge bit into him, same as any man. It fell or vanished or ran off. Can’t say which way, but he was gone.”
Rowan turned to see the new rear of his army, which had formed into lines as ordered. If they had to fall back now, they could do so with some chance at order. He wished more had joined the front line where he stood, but those in the middle of the column had a choice, and most chose the stronger rear line. “See if you can get more archers forward,” he said to Tala. “I want to cover the front with arrows if we can.”
As she rode off, he ordered his lines into a slow retreat. “We’ll meet them,” he said, “but let’s draw them nearer our reserves.”
It was hard to estimate the numbers they faced, but Rowan guessed less than 300. Now that he knew what to look for, he could make out where the individuals were, if not any detail about them. They approached in a methodical, steady style, their line not even that—they were simply a small mob advancing.
Rowan pressed his men together, certain now that the enemy wasn’t looking to flank him. “Maintain your lines. Fire arrows on my command. Don’t aim, just cover the area. Front lines, swing your swords in broad arcs before you.” He turned and saw Tala racing back, sixty more archers on foot following behind her at a run. “Get them into line, quickly!”
The nearest of the blurs moved within seventy yards…sixty…fifty. Rowan borrowed a bow and rode in front of his forward line. He took aim at the nearest blur and fired. He was nowhere near the archer Tala was, but his shot was true, at least as far as all eyes could tell. But the arrow passed beyond the blur, and the thing continued to advance unabated. The men grew uneasy, speaking to one another in furtive whispers. “They fool the eye,” Rowan said. “Attack the area about them. They can be hit.” When they closed within thirty yards, Rowan gave the order to fire.
Arrows whistled over the front line, filling the air. Most dropped harmlessly to the ground, but enough found targets to let them know their enemy was anything but invincible. The arrows that hit home stopped suddenly, danced for a moment, then turned to stand face up, their tips hidden inside the bodies of the blurs they had struck down.
“Excellent!” Rowan shouted. “Reload. Again, on my mark. They die as surely as any man, and we outnumber them.”
A few cheers from the front line went up, and several stepped out, ready to close with a foe they now felt capable of defeating. Rowan called for them to hold. “Stay together. The area to the front of a tight line will become a killing field. Remember, side-to-side swipes with the swords.” He called back to the archers, “Fire!” A second rain of wooden shafts fell upon the enemy. Seven or eight more blurs fell, but the rest pressed on.
“Archers fire at will! Front line, get ready!”
For the most part, the men at the point of contact followed orders, odd as they might seem, and Rowan deemed this a good sign for the future, assuming they had one. They swung their swords in blazing arcs before them, heedless of whether or not they saw an enemy there, ignoring how foolish it felt when the weapons struck nothing, while elsewhere their fellows might be locked in mortal combat. Most that fell did so to enemies unseen, or foes that appeared to be a foot or more to their right or left. But the plan was working, and they were clearly on their way to victory, the blurs falling one by one until their numbers were nearly spent. Still they came on, showing no sign that they understood the concept of retreat. They would press the fight until they broke the men or died trying.
“Hold the line!” Rowan called. “Keep tight together.” Now that the fight was so close, the archers were forced to stay their hands. Many drew swords instead, plugging holes in the front line when one of their brothers fell.
Tala had rushed a force forward to push back a group of blurs that had fought their way through near the center. Whatever tricks the blurs were able to play on the eyes of elves and humans alike were less effective when they were grouped. A blow meant for one might miss, only to strike another. The blurs were forced back before they could exploit the breach.
“Well done,” Tala said, riding up and down the line. There had never been any formal discussion of her having a position of leadership in this army, but the Delvish had accepted her orders without question. Rumors of the quest she and Rowan had been a part of had spread rapidly through the troops, and even though some of the tales were exaggerated, she had clearly won the respect of all. Now her eyes scanned the Delvish line for breaks and then the field beyond. She paused, seeing something strange there. “What’s that?” she asked in barely audible tones. Not letting the object out of her sight, she rode over to Rowan.
“They are nearly spent,” he said when he saw her, a note of triumph in his voice.
She gripped his arm firmly, the urgency bringing him immediately back to harsh reality. She pointed and he saw it. A curse wanted to leap from his lips but he swallowed it, long habit not lost even in the midst of battle. The simple conclusion was that it was another blur—certainly it had the same barely perceptible non-look to it—but it was at least three times the size of the others, towering over all on the field.
“Your sword,” Tala breathed.
Rowan looked down at his sheathed sword. Even through the leather he could see the white light it was casting off, escaping as it did in sharp rays where it found small holes in the scabbard. Rowan unsheathed it and held it aloft, the light fiery. “Demon,” he said, verbalizing what his Avenger sword was already saying.
The Delvish had seen the new threat now, and went from victorious to cowed. They fought unseen shadows within themselves, struggling to hold their ground. Some failed, running to the rear, heedless of the calls of their fellows to stand and fight.
The archers let loose at the large form, many forgetting what they had been told, taking aim and then watching in dismay as their arrows found no mark. Worse were those shafts that found the beast, for these simply bounced off, doing no harm. Impotent now, the archers began to falter.  Tala tried to keep them in line, but she was only one voice, and the approaching behemoth spoke far louder. Men started to the rear, a trickle at first, and then a steady flow. The archers were broken.
Those on the front line saw the uselessness of the arrows, but did not see the rear guard crumble—they were far too focused on the advancing enemy. Past the point of retreat now, they called out to their foe, inviting it to feel the sting of their steel and the icy embrace of death. The brave words had little impact on their opponent, but it girded them a bit.
Still out of reach of the swords of the men, the demon blur swung its own weapon. Broken bodies flew through the air, as if the beast had swatted a child’s toy warriors. Men and women raced in to attack, swinging wildly, hoping to find a target. In the melee it was hard to see that even the swords did little damage to the thing, but no one could miss the fact that each swing of its arm scattered another dozen foes before it. It only took a few seconds for the demon blur to crush the human resistance around him, and send those at its flanks scrambling away, hoping to find a safe haven far from this gigantic horror.
Rowan saw everything falling apart around him, a victory that was so certain moments ago now a crushing defeat. He spurred his horse forward, holding his sword aloft, determined to stop the demon or die trying. He knew if he ran away now that his army would be of no further use against Solek, having been demoralized and defeated well away from the border of Veldoon.
Tala gasped as he charged, his horse swerving to avoid the beaten army that streamed in the opposite direction. She knew she couldn’t stop him now. She maneuvered her own horse, trying to get the best view, holding her bow with an arrow nocked, ready to shoot if she thought it might help. Whatever the thing was, she thought, its hide seemed impervious to arrows, but that didn’t mean it had no weak spot. She wished she could catch just a glimpse of its eyes…
Rowan raced in, sword blazing. There was no way the thing could miss seeing him. As he closed on it, he rode upright in the saddle, as if he was giving his opponent a good target.
From Tala’s vantage point she could see the blow fall, could tell from the hazy outline of the thing that it reached back to gather strength and then swing at the charging rider. Just as the shout of warning was leaving her lips, she saw that Rowan had seen it too.
Rowan pulled hard on the reins and ducked, slashing with his sword arm. Suddenly he was airborne, flying from his mount, which was knocked to the ground. The blow was only a glancing one, and both rider and horse lived. Rowan rolled to his feet, sore and out of breath. He saw his horse, recovered now and moving away to safety, and then heard a sound that both chilled him and brought him hope.
A deep bellow came from the demon’s unseen mouth, a roar of mingled pain and rage. Rowan’s sword had been able to strike where the other weapons had failed, and for the time being that fact alone saved his life. The pain of the wound had caused the beast to hesitate in its attack long enough for Rowan to regain his feet and gather his wits. He charged in, slashing at the blur, hoping more than expecting to do more damage. He swung at what he thought was a leg, but his sword sliced only air.
The demon attacked again, from above, striking straight down. Rowan tried to ignore what his eyes were telling him, relying on instinct. The demon shape seemed to be aiming to crush something to Rowan’s left, but he knew where the blow was targeted. He rolled left, even though the action placed him squarely under the blur’s apparent attack site. He flinched as the blow fell, but felt nothing.
Tala saw what Rowan had done and thought it wise, but she knew his time was limited. He could only dodge for so long. She spotted what she was looking for, focusing not on Rowan’s opponent but rather the ground around it. She rode forward with a shout, firing her bow, hoping to distract the blur. It worked. The beast lunged at her, but she calmly turned the horse aside, staying out of its reach. “The grass!” she shouted to Rowan. “You can see the impressions from its feet! To your right!”
Rowan scanned the ground quickly and saw what Tala had seen, an area roughly two feet in diameter where the grass was bent beneath some invisible weight. The demon, by all appearances, was a few feet away from the spot. Rowan slashed with all his strength at the air above the depression. He felt a satisfying, subtle resistance as the Avenger blade sliced through flesh and bone.
The blur bellowed in agony and fell to the ground, a stream of black blood pouring from the unseen wound like rain suddenly condensing in the air and spilling to the earth. Its visible shape lay prone in one place, but its true position was outlined in the grass, the blood from the fresh wound visible there as well.
Rowan leapt at the shadow of the demon on the ground, driving his sword down three times into the torso of the beast, a dark spout of blood rising up each time he withdrew the blade. The blood ran off his sword, as if unable to bear the white light that the sword threw off. The glow intensified, the sword drawing power from the life energy of the demon.
Rowan stepped back, watching as the flow of blood slowed, the black fluid starting to paint the real form of the demon. With a shuddering noise it passed away, and as it died it became visible. Its hide was gray and coarse, and covered all over by short, sharp horns of bone. Its face was a horror of teeth and black, empty eyes. In its left hand it wielded a huge mace, the head made of the white, polished bone of some unknown creature. Rowan’s attack had nearly severed its left foot just above the ankle, and torn three huge gashes in its chest. The other blurs that had fallen appeared now as well, smaller versions of the master, but with smoother skin and lacking the horns of bone, and with faces drawn and plain, sporting large, round, staring eyes with black irises.
A dark mist began to rise from the fallen demons and their lord, and Rowan and Tala backed away, just as the Delvish who had managed to check their flight now crept forward for a better look. The demons slowly dissipated, their corporeal forms turning to vapor and then melting to nothing in the air. Less than a minute after the large demon had died there was no sign that the otherworldly creatures had ever been on the field.
Several Delvish raced forward and fell at Rowan’s feet, offering him their praise.
“Rise!” he commanded harshly. He calmed himself and went on. “I am a man, just as you.”
They rose, but their faces still beheld him with wonder. “What would you have us do?” one asked. “Command us anything and it shall be done.”
“See to the wounded, then” he told them.
Tala dismounted and went to Rowan. After she was sure he was all right and brushed off his thanks for giving him the key to beating the demon, she pointed to the west. Just like the demons, the cloud that had tormented them was now dissipating, a phantom blown away by a gust of wind, a ghost that would haunt them no more.
 



 
 
Chapter 6: Gathering
 
Lucien had started to wonder if he would ever be used as a warrior again. He had checked his warblade a few days ago, wondering if it might be rusting from lack of use. He had been assigned messenger duty, first by the dying Durst, then by his new chief, Xoshan. Lucien thought Xoshan handled his ascension to power well, accompanied as it was by tales of betrayal and murder, and while marching to war in a foreign land. Lucien had been dispatched to pass on news of what had happened to Alexis, along with Xoshan’s apologies for the treachery planned by some of his race. Lucien knew he was the best choice for the job, knowing Alexis as he did, and he would not have argued even if he wasn’t—Xoshan was his chief now. The one good thing was that he was moving to the front of the advancing army, and if battle was to be joined, it would likely be there.
He had been stopped and questioned harshly by the Lorgrasian rear guard. He submitted to their scrutiny humbly, and handed over his warblade without comment. From his earlier travel in the human lands he knew what to expect, allies or not. He moved through the Lorgrasian camp on foot, loosely surrounded by guards, one of whom led his horse. After all the hard riding it felt good to walk again, although he preferred a brisker pace than his new companions set.
When Alexis saw him she shouted happily, running to him and wrapping him in a friendly embrace. The only one more surprised by the display than the Lorgrasians was Lucien, who awkwardly returned the gesture.
“It is wonderful to see you well,” she said.
“And you,” he replied.
Alexis looked to the guard holding Lucien’s warblade.  “Give him his weapon, Trelon. He is a friend.”
“As you wish, my queen.” Trelon handed Lucien his warblade, then backed away with an uneasy bow.
Alexis addressed the guards, who now wore uncertain looks. “You have done your jobs well. Be of good cheer! Return now to your posts. Dalon, see to the horse.” With a motion for Lucien to follow, she went into her tent.
Lucien, as was his way, got right down to business. He told her what had happened in stark terms, of the plot to take Lumia, of the deaths of the three chiefs, and of the battle that ensued.
Alexis shook her head. “A waste of lives,” she said. “We will need all the strength we can muster when we face Solek’s forces.”
“I apologize for treachery of my people. Xoshan, new chief, wishes me to ask forgiveness also.”
“You need not do that, nor Xoshan. The intrigue was Grosh’s, and perhaps Ast’s.”
“Was goblins’.”
“And our real foe, Solek, is human. Should I be apologizing for my race as well?”
Lucien took a moment to think about this, not understanding the question was rhetorical, and finally shook his head.
“Good. What’s done is done, but all is moving in the right direction again. I am sorry for the loss of Durst, though. I imagine he would have been a formidable ally on the battlefield. And I grieve for you as well, Lucien, for your personal loss.”
He nodded his thanks. “Solek will pay.”
“That’s the way to look at it. How far behind us is the goblin army?”
“A week. Maybe more.”
“Then we’ll slow our pace a bit, but not too much. The Demon Hills are a few days ahead, and the passage through them will be slow and dangerous.”
*          *          *
Corson had seen Demetrius like this before, frustrated by something beyond his power to change. The cloud had blocked them as surely as an impenetrable wall for three long days, and Demetrius was considering other options. They had probed the cloud, first trying to drive a horse into it. The poor beast reared and kicked until they let it retreat. Eventually one of the dwarves had stepped into the edge of the opaque vapor. He only went in a couple feet and held his breath the whole time, and had three of his sturdy fellows holding a rope fastened about his waist. Still, Demetrius credited him for the courage of the act, especially after the way the horse had acted. The dwarf returned no worse for his short time away, but reported visibility inside the cloud was non-existent. “I held my hand so close to my face that I could feel my nose with my palm, but I could not see it.”
There was a brief discussion about forming a sort of human chain—with dwarves in this case—but not knowing how deep the cloud was, and unable to see the very ground inside it, the idea was quickly dismissed. Now Demetrius looked to the mountain ranges north and south that hemmed them in and considered whether they might need to strike out in a new direction. He spoke such thoughts aloud, but Corson offered no reply. Finally Demetrius took note of his friend’s lack of input. “You’re being awfully quiet.”
Corson chuckled. “I’ve know you long enough to know when you’re talking to yourself. Besides, you know the Aetos and Stone ranges are all but impassible, more so for an army. You’re just faced with an enemy you can’t defeat with diplomatic words or your sword arm, and it’s driving you crazy.”
Demetrius turned his baleful gaze toward his friend. “I think I liked you better quiet,” he said. His tone had a forced hardness to it, but a smile played at the edge of his mouth.
“Which is your way of admitting I’m right.”
“Who wouldn’t be frustrated?” he asked. He paused to think. “Maybe it’s time we moved north. We need to go that way anyway, and maybe something will present itself in the days it takes us to move to the foot of the Aetos Mountains.”
“Gellan wanted to do that yesterday,” Corson pointed out.
“Maybe he was right. I just hate the thought of not linking up with our own army as planned, but now…”
“We can’t tell where they are,” Corson said, finishing the thought. “If they passed beyond the southern edge of this thing, they may already be moving toward the Eastern Forest.”
Gellan often hovered close to Demetrius and Corson, to give or ask counsel. Now was no different, as he sat a few yards away, sharpening his axe with a stone. “Ready to move north?” he asked amiably.
“I fear we’ve waited as long as we dare,” Demetrius admitted. “I should have listened to you yesterday.”
“Nonsense. We discussed it and agreed to hold for a time. We dwarves don’t need your permission to go where we see fit. If we thought delay was foolish, we would have departed yesterday. Only problem is, even going north we’re just biding our time in a different way. Corson’s right about the mountains—only a hardy soul could cross them. We could dig through, but even with the right tools…”
“Not enough time,” Demetrius concluded wearily. “Still, I say we should set out at dawn.”
“What if the cloud just went away?” Corson asked. “Then we could stay to our original, preferred path.”
Demetrius scowled at him. “Might as well wish for Solek to surrender to us now while you’re at it.”
Corson sniffed. “One wonder at a time, if you don’t mind.” He pointed past Demetrius and Gellan.
The cloud was dissipating quickly, the way east now suddenly clear again.
Demetrius watched the cloud vanish with a slack jaw.
Gellan pulled on his beard.  “I don’t like it,” the dwarf said.
“Me, either,” Demetrius replied. “But we all know we’re going to go that way anyway. Let’s be off.”
Minutes later they were, with soft whispers and anxious glances throughout their ranks. Rarely had empty space been cause for so much concern.
*          *          *
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so beautiful,” Rowan said. He could have been referring to the splendor of the Eastern Forest in spring, the wood alive with life and color and sweet fragrances. But Tala knew what Rowan saw was a safe harbor. They needed it, she thought, and he deserved it. Too bad it would only be for a short time.
They had buried their dead after defeating the blurs, and continued their journey north. The wounded slowed them, but they had made it across the Crystal River safely, and from there they knew with each passing mile that they drew closer to the shelter of the elven wood.
When Rowan rode past his troops, they regarded him mostly with silent awe. He did not like it, but there was little he could reasonably do to change it.
Tala saw the look Rowan tried to hide as they trotted past another group of practically genuflecting warriors. “You should be happy they see you the way they do,” she said.
“It’s not right. I’m a man, just like them.”
“You are their leader now. In title because of an edict from the duchess, in spirit because of what they saw you do to the blur demon lord. Do not underestimate the importance of that. They will follow you into battle now.”
“But will they stand and fight?”
“They did well enough back there, for a time. They are green, though. They will do better next time, especially with you at their head. They believe you are the sword arm of the Savior.” Hearing no protest over this last comment, Tala looked at Rowan with a raised eyebrow. “Not going to deny that one?”
“I’ll take no such title,” Rowan said with a laugh, “but I can feel the Savior’s strength at times when I wield that blade. I’d like to think I’m a vessel ready to serve in any way he desires. If it be to strike down demons, so be it.”
“And if it be to accept the admiration of these men and women, knowing it will matter when we cross swords with Solek in Veldoon?”
Rowan smiled, giving in to Tala’s argument. “So be it.”
Elven scouts met them at the edge of the wood, and guided them the rest of the way to Dol Lavaan. The trip took many days, but the wood imparted a sense of security to all, and the green freshness of the place sparked new hopes in their hearts. Many had taken only passing notice of how dull and lifeless their land had become, but here the contrast was too great for any to miss it.
They passed through the gates of the hidden city with awe and wonder, and many might have desired to seek sanctuary there if not for the obvious preparations for war being made by the elves and the Ridonian refugees.
Deron embraced his daughter and greeted Rowan. “Come,” he said. “Take your ease in my home, and we will talk of our plans for the future. Your people will be quartered and fed—you were expected of course.”
Deron held his questions while they ate—he could see how tired they were. But food and drink soon revived them, and the promise of a warm, clean bed that night rekindled their spirits and loosened their tongues. The tale of the blurs disturbed Deron, because of the enemy they fought and the fact that he had not sent his scouts beyond the edge of the elves’ wooden realm. “We might have been a help against such a foe,” he said.
“No doubt,” said Rowan, “but we cannot ask you to watch over us always. This march was ours to make, and we did so. We were bloodied, but we tasted battle and emerged victorious. I will count that a blessing.”
“As well you should. How soon will you be ready to move again?”
“Now if we must. A few days’ rest would be good, if the city can support it. I imagine we are taxing your resources.”
Deron waved the concern away. “For a short time it is no problem. If we survive this war, then we can worry ourselves with long-term food supplies and other things of the sort. If Solek wins…well, it hardly matters then, does it?”
“I suppose not.”
“If two nights rest would do, we should be fine. But we dare not tarry much longer. We have a long march yet, much of it in Veldoon’s shadow. My scouts have brought no word of other armies making their way toward the Saber Pass, but they are not ranging far. Still, we should try to arrive by the agreed upon time, even if we are alone when we get there.”
“Let us hope that is not the case,” said Tala.
“Of course,” her father replied. “But I am sure the others have faced obstacles just as you did. Hopefully, they fared as well.”
“What is your plan for the march?” Rowan asked.
“We will go northwest through the forest, staying to the trees as long as we can. We will then pass between the Demon Hills and the Gray Mountains, through a narrow valley. If Solek has spies in the mountains, and I have no doubt that he does, they will see us then. But the Demon Hills are difficult to cross, and going around them to the west will cause great delay.”
“And the westward path would not guarantee we could move unseen,” Rowan said, agreeing with Deron’s plan. “Especially with Mists and who-knows-what-else roaming the world. I never thought we could sneak up on Solek anyway.”
Deron nodded. “Very well. Take what ease you can while we have the chance. There will likely be little rest beyond these walls, until Arkania’s fate is decided.”
Rest wasn’t the word either Rowan or Tala would have applied to the two days that followed. There was a feeling of safety in Dol Lavaan that eased their minds somewhat, and they were happy not to be moving all day—more so for the men and women that did so on foot. But Rowan still had an army to care for, and although the elves fed and sheltered them, Rowan had to be mindful of what they might face in the coming weeks. He allowed them to idle for one day, but set them to light drills the next, and made sure his command structure was sound—he had lost a few lieutenants as they fought the blurs. 
He also was asked to add the Ridonians to his numbers. A woman named Chel had been elected spokesperson, and had talked to Rowan and Deron about the wishes of her people. “The assaults of the Dead hit us first and hardest,” she had said. “Almost all we would look to for leadership fell in a string of battles we were forced to fight. We are willing to fight—we want to fight—but have not the military minds that would put us to best use. We would be honored, of course, to go to war alongside the elves who have been our hosts and protectors, but it is said elves may give battle differently than men. So we thought it might be best if we placed ourselves under the command of our brothers from Delving.”
Deron agreed to this readily, then turned to Rowan, awaiting his reply. Rowan knew he had little choice but to accept. He felt it a mixed blessing at best—more soldiers, but of uncertain mettle. Still, they had been through a great deal, and these had survived and were willing to battle on. He assumed they would be as effective as his own people, and busied himself with the added details of including these new troops. He was surprised to find they nearly doubled his numbers.
Tala meanwhile said goodbye once again to elves and places she had known and loved since childhood, she hoped not for the last time. She found herself anxious to move on and needing to set aside the feeling that the world was moving to some fateful climax while they waited here. She often found her hand straying to the cloaking bag, the Sphere inside like a cancer she had brought into this uncorrupted place. The sooner it was gone, the better.
The next morning brought the sights and sounds of armies preparing for war. Horns blared throughout the city, stirring those who had managed to sleep well, few though they were, to action. Everything was alive, but it was ordered chaos, and when the warriors departed they did so in clean lines, and to the cheers and good wishes of those who would be left behind. A small group of mounted elves went first, to act as guides and as a screen for the army’s front ranks, followed by the Delvish and Ridonians, and finally the main elven host. At the lead of the elven army rode Deron, wearing a golden helm and breastplate, a sword at his side and a bow on his shoulder. Tala, who had saved her farewells for her parents until this morning, was shocked to find her father so arrayed.
“One leads in peace and in war,” he told her. “We march to war. This is my place.” So proud and noble did he look on his steed that no one could have argued.
Unsure how to reply, she simply bowed, a gesture of respect to her father and the leader of her people. She stole a furtive glance at the humans filing past and through the city gate.
Deron noticed the look. “Go,” he said with a paternal smile. “You have been through much together. Ride with your friend. Besides, I know you can look after yourself, but if you are here I will naturally have one eye on our affairs of war and the other on you.”
She nodded her thanks and turned to go, then looked back. “I will only say farewell for now. We will save our goodbyes for another time.”
He raised a hand in salute, then watched her go with a father’s pride shining on his face. As she moved off, his face slowly fell. “Goodbye,” he whispered. He gave himself a moment, then stilled his emotions and put on a stern mask. When he led his army through the gate, his people saw only a brave warrior with a will of steel.
*          *          *
The Demon Hills were a broad band of rocky, wooded hills, riddled with crags and crevices, boulders and chasms, and tangled trees that had somehow managed to grow in the thin soil. So hostile was the terrain that the Hills were said to have been created by the Dark One himself. Whether or not he participated in their creation, they now served his purpose, standing as they did between an army marching to meet him and the kingdom he, through Solek, currently ruled.
Alexis had slowed the march of the Lorgrasians as much as she dared, hoping the lead elements of the goblin army would reach her rear guard before the Lorgrasians reached the Hills. Rumor was the Hills could be crossed, but only by a small party picking their way cautiously along, likely backtracking many times as they found their way barred by some natural obstacle. And that was assuming the creatures that tales told lived there did not interfere. Alexis had no delusions about this army going across the Hills—her plan was to pass through the narrow area where the foothills brushed against the Great Northern Forest. The extra time the slower march had given them allowed her to confirm the path was open, as well as giving the foraging parties a chance to replenish a portion of their dwindling supplies, though the pickings were, not surprisingly, slim.
The Lorgrasians camped within sight of the Demon Hills, and Alexis told her captains to be prepared to move at best speed in the morning—she wanted to pass the Hills as quickly as possible, and the narrow way would naturally string her army out.
As dawn broke, a scout from the rear reported the goblin army had pulled within three days’ march of them. “They move like the wind,” the scout said. “No doubt our armies will be linked by the time we reach the open country beyond the Demon Hills.”
Alexis dismissed the scout with her thanks, smiling at the news. Their hope against Solek was in the strength of combined armies. As to what was happening elsewhere she could only guess, but the forces she had been able to set in motion would likely arrive together and on time at Solek’s doorstep. When she passed on the news to Lucien, the big goblin only grunted his understanding, but she could see the pleasure in his eyes. The thought crossed her mind that, as much as could be expected, all was well. The thought was fleeting, but was enough to sound a warning in her mind for extra care to be taken. Now was no time to relax. She sent orders for the patrols to be wary.
*          *          *
They had traveled for two days on the edge of the Hills without incident. Alexis rode at the front of the column, not really the front of the army since a cavalry screen always probed some distance ahead, but the symbolic position of leadership. Delona did not like it—she felt the position exposed the queen unnecessarily—but she knew better than to ask Queen Alexandra to ride in a more sheltered spot. Instead she always stayed a few yards back, scanning for anything that might be amiss. Only a short time ago she would have protested the goblin riding next to the queen, his warblade close at hand, but she had come to understand in some small way the bond that had grown between the two and the others they had earlier traveled with while collecting the Sphere shards. She had no doubt Lucien would take an arrow for the queen as readily as she would. But she worried Alexandra might do the same for Lucien.
That night they camped under a cloudless sky. The moon, just past full, cast its pale blue-white light on the world, adding an eerie dimension to the shadows on the Demon Hills and at the fringe of the Great Northern Forest. The Lorgrasians huddled around their campfires, more for the comfort of the light than the warmth. There was an unmistakable sense as they traveled that the Hills and Forest were pressing in on them, and that sense was keener at night. Conversations tended to be short and whispered and there was little laughing and no singing to be heard throughout the camp.
Alexis had just drifted off to sleep when she was awakened by shouts in the distance. In an instant she was fully alert and out of her tent. Delona was running up, with Lucien a few steps behind.
“What is it?” Alexis asked.
“Something to the rear,” was all Delona had to offer.
Alexis started moving. The camp was all confusion, disorganized, everyone grabbing weapons but not knowing if there was an enemy about, or if so where the enemy was. Loud cracks and thuds sounded from somewhere in the Demon Hills, as if they had suddenly sprung to life. The cries of her people some distance ahead took on a different tone, less one of confusion and more one of organization—orders being given and responded to. A rider appeared out of the darkness between the campfires, dodged to one side to avoid Alexis and her small escort, and seemed ready to press on when she suddenly checked up. She wheeled about, first eyeing Lucien, who must have caught her attention, and then spying Alexis. “My Queen!” she shouted, presenting herself to Alexis. “We are under attack from the hills.”
“By who?”
“I…I don’t know,” she stammered. She reached up to a deep cut on her forehead and wiped the blood away from her right eye. “Boulders and trees started falling upon us. I was sent forward before we closed with the enemy.”
“Your horse,” said Alexis. “I must borrow it.”
The woman jumped off without question, and Alexis was quickly in the saddle. Delona grabbed at the reins. “It is too dangerous to ride ahead, alone and in the dark.”
Before Alexis could answer, the Hills seemed to explode. There was a great rending sound, of trees being ripped from the earth and of wood snapping, and suddenly the sky was filled with wood and rock, which rained down upon them.
Alexis wasn’t sure if she had been knocked or thrown from the horse. She rose from the ground, ignoring the pain in her ribs and left shoulder, and wiped the dirt from her face. What she saw before her was something out of a tale told to her when she was young, to frighten her into behaving. 
Twenty feet tall it was, thin but impossibly strong. In one hand it held a tree freshly uprooted, in the other a wooden club not much smaller than the tree. Its skin was mottled green and brown, and a pair of black eyes looked out from a face as hard as stone. It swept trees and brush out of its way and advanced down the hill.
“Hill troll!” someone shouted, putting the name Alexis had not bothered to mutter to the beast. She was peripherally aware that other trolls were advancing from the Hills, but her attention was fixed on the one before her.
Alexis diverted her gaze long enough to find her spear. She stood tall, willing the troll to see her. With a cry she leapt forward.
“To the queen!” Delona cried, and dozens of warriors torn between fight and flight had a rallying point. When Alexis struck at the troll, she was not alone.
She rammed her spear into the hill troll’s leg, the hide tough but not impenetrable. The troll twisted in pain as the spear ran through flesh and muscle, ripping the weapon from Alexis’ hand and tossing her to the ground. With a sweeping motion of its club it cleared an area before itself, scattering many of its foes. It threw the tree into the next nearest mass of warriors, killing two and wounding several others.
Lucien had rolled under the club swipe and driven his warblade into the troll’s good leg just as it released the tree. It tried to swat the goblin with its club but was too slow, Lucien scampering between its legs and hacking at the back of its ankle. Deprived of the use of one leg it knelt, swinging wildly now in rage. Spears and arrows pestered it, some finding the mark and doing damage.
Alexis reached twice for her spear, which was still lodged in its leg, then thought better of it when the club missed her skull by a few inches. She suddenly realized she was next to a very angry hill troll and that she was weaponless. She rolled behind a large boulder and looked for an opportunity to retreat. Above her head she heard the crack of wood on stone as the troll tried to get at her.
The troll had seen the woman go behind the rock, had tried to strike before her head sank below the top of the stone. Too slow it had swung its club, and now she was safe, but only so long as the rock was between them. Its legs were in agony, but its arms had lost little of their strength. It reached over and lifted the rock, raising it over its head. The look on the woman’s face was almost payment for the spear she had put through its leg. Almost. The sight of her smashed body would square things. 
Despite what she had seen of the troll’s strength, Alexis was shocked to see the boulder she sheltered behind hoisted so effortlessly into the air. Totally exposed, her every instinct was for flight, but she eyed her foe, waiting in a crouch for it to make the next move.
Lucien saw the danger, but also the ideal opening. The troll was powerful, but slow and not bright enough to keep track of all its enemies. As it lifted the rock to crush Alexis, it had clearly forgotten all about Lucien. Once the boulder was squarely over the troll’s head Lucien acted, driving his warblade into its back and upward into its chest cavity. Lucien had hoped to see it collapse then, perhaps even dropping the rock upon itself. Instead it twisted violently, trying to throw Lucien clear. The goblin slammed into a large tree, but stubbornly Lucien held on.
The troll felt its strength draining. It wanted at the goblin, but could do little with the rock in its hands while the green creature clung at its back. It spotted Alexis again and brought the rock down.
Alexis sprang to her right as soon as the rock started for her, then rolled further off in that direction. She felt helping hands pulling her away.
Lucien tried to get his feet set so he could free his weapon. Some distant voice in his mind told him to let it go, that the troll had to fall soon and that he could retrieve it then, but the warrior in him refused, certain that if he let go the troll would be given a chance to recover, regroup, and then press the attack again. He could sense it reaching for him, but he had placed the warblade, and therefore himself as long as he held it, at a spot the troll could not easily reach.
The troll, unable to grab its tormentor or shake it off, allowed its wounded legs the break they desired. It fell backward, trying to drop its weight on the goblin.
Lucien felt the move coming too late to jump clear. He braced for impact and then took the blow, a hard shot as if a mighty hammer had fallen on him.
“Finish it now!” Alexis cried, seeing the troll in a prostrate position. She grabbed a spear from a warrior that stood dazed beside her and raced at the troll. As she drove the spear into the creature, she was pleased to see four others had followed her lead.
The troll, already weakened, gave up its spirit quickly after the spears had skewered it. It simply gasped and then rolled over, crashing against one of the trees it had failed to uproot.
Lucien was uncovered as the troll died, the warblade finally coming free of the beast and remaining held fast in the goblin’s hands. He lay motionless, covered in fresh blood, his eyes staring skyward. A shiver ran through him, shaking him to life. He blinked and sat up.
Alexis knelt beside him. “Are you alright?” She gently probed where the blood was thickest, thinking to find some wound that needed mending.
“Sore. Okay,” Lucien said. “Blood is troll’s.” He struggled to his feet then gestured west, where the sounds of battle still raged. “More trolls.”
“Let’s go,” Alexis said, in reply to Lucien and in command to the Lorgrasians. Alexis glanced at her warriors, saw the hesitation. A spark of anger started within her. She had never thought to see cowardice, especially among these, some of her most trusted and tested warriors.
The look on her face must have displayed her feelings all too plainly. Carlend motioned at a fallen Lorgrasian.
Understanding bloomed within Alexis, and a heavy sorrow settled into her expression just as it did her heart. She went to the downed warrior, who still lived but whose breaths were ragged and harsh. There was no blood, but the place where the troll’s club had impacted her torso was all too plain. She knelt down and whispered, “Delona.”
Delona reached up to grip Alexis’ arm. There was strength yet in the grasp, but it was fading. “My queen. I’m sorry. I wished to fight with you until the end. Instead I fall at the beginning.”
“Be still now,” said Alexis. “While you yet draw breath there is hope.”
Delona laughed, once, the sound turning into a pained cough. Bright red blood painted her lips and then trickled down her cheek. “I am beyond the power of any healing, magic or no. Bless me, my queen, that I may go to the next world with my head held high and proud.”
Alexis cupped Delona’s face in her hands while tears streamed down her face. “You have my blessing and my thanks, daughter of Lorgras. You will be sorely missed.”
Delona gave Alexis’ arm one last squeeze, then let her hand drop to her side. “Victory, my queen.” She motioned at Lucien to come closer, and when he did so she said, “Protect her, goblin, with your life if you must.”
“Warblade. Life. Hers to command.” He held his weapon up in salute, one warrior to another.
Delona nodded once, then closed her eyes and gave up her spirit.
Alexis ordered two warriors to see to Delona and the other dead. “Move them away if you can. Protect them. They should be buried with honor. I’ll not have them abused if we lose the fight.”
The soldiers simply nodded that they understood, neither pointing out that if they lost the fight the victors would do whatever they wanted to the Lorgrasians, whether living or dead.
Alexis moved west toward the battle, Lucien and the Lorgrasians still fit to fight by her side. They passed two fallen hill trolls, and too many slain or wounded Lorgrasians to count. Alexis tried to ignore the losses, to focus on the task at hand, but could not, the death and pain too personal, the damage to their hopes of defeating Solek already incalculable and growing worse. The first living hill troll she came upon paid the price. It was already wounded, but still capable of doing great harm. It was holding off a dozen warriors with a tree, but Alexis came at it from an oblique angle, and drove her spear through its heart before it even knew she was there. With new additions she continued west, the Lorgrasians letting out screams of triumph and anger as they raced on.
If there was a center to the battle they came upon it next. Six trolls had been working together, providing one another with some protection from flank and rear attacks. Two had fallen and one was badly wounded. Human bodies lay scattered about them. The Lorgrasians were in a loose semi-circle, having seen the damage the trolls could do to a knot of people with their clubs. They used arrows from a distance, and in turns lunged forward to toss spears when they saw an opening. For their part the trolls took lunging swipes as well, leaping forward and swinging their clubs, then retreating to the relative safety of their kin. It had become a drawn out battle of attrition.
Lucien’s spirit cried for him to charge, but his brain knew doing so alone against four trolls would spell his doom, regardless of what pride he felt as a warrior. He held his warblade ready, but felt useless in this contest where ranged weapons were their best hope. He tried to calm himself so he would be ready to strike if a troll came near.
From further west came a battle cry, hundreds, perhaps thousands of fell voices raised in unison. Alexis felt her stomach tighten and her heart sink. A new foe, striking them now, would turn the tide in favor of the trolls. She heard Lucien let out a great bellow, a roaring scream. “You know them?” she asked, hoping some knowledge of this new enemy might give them a slim hope of victory. She spared a quick sideways glance at the goblin, surprised to see him standing tall, with that odd, eerie, toothy smile creasing his face,
“Help here,” he said, pointing with his warblade.
She saw them now, coming around the foot of a hill, racing ahead as if afraid to miss out on the end of the battle, their weapons already stained with blood, her own warriors mixed in with them. The goblins had arrived.
*          *          *
One thing that was apparent to Demetrius from the time he and Corson were asked to lead a small group in search of their dwarven allies was that even with the dwarves they would not be a force ideally suited to movement or battle. The dwarves were stout on the march, but with only his mount and a few others, there was little chance for scouting the terrain for possible enemy positions or maneuvers. He knew they had been lucky that their only opposition to date had been a relatively small Legion force, and the cloud, which fortunately had dissipated and allowed them to pass. They moved northwest then, going as quickly as they could, feeling the weight of lost time. Ideally he would have sent riders east and south, to try to contact the Corindors he knew were moving, and the Delvish he hoped were, but he didn’t have anyone to spare, nor did he want anyone riding alone. So he simply pressed on and hoped.
He awoke one foggy morning to the report of horses approaching from the south. Slowly the riders emerged from the mist, wearing the green and gold of Corindor. Demetrius let out an audible sigh of relief.
“I’m awake, right?” Corson said.
“Either that or we’re having the same dream.”
Corson looked the taller man up and down, as if just noticing his appearance for the first time. He shook his head. “Nope, no dream. I can do better than you.”
Demetrius laughed, too relieved at the reunion with his countrymen to bother responding to the jibe. There were only eight riders, who probed in front of the main force, looking for obstacles, enemies, or the allies they had just found.
“Have you been attacked?” one of them asked.
“Several weeks ago,” Demetrius said, “by the Dead Legion.”
“We were as well, but less than a week back. We were stopped by some sort of fog to our front, and the Legion hit us from the rear. They were not many in number, and we bested them, but not before many fell.”
“A cloud held us at bay for several days as well, but then it simply vanished.”
“It was the same with us, soon after the battle was won. I see you have been successful in your journey,” he said, gesturing at the dwarves.
“We have,” Corson answered, “and formidable warriors they are.”
“I don’t doubt it. And I dare say we will need them. Any news of the Delvish?”
“None,” Demetrius replied.
The rider sighed. “We can hope they are ahead somewhere, or have taken a more easterly route.”
Demetrius nodded his agreement. “How far in front of the main body do you ride?”
“A day, no more. I’ll send some men back to say we found you. Might be best if you took a bit of extra rest tonight and let our forces catch up. It would be better for all of us if we moved together.”
*          *          *
Corson had trouble taking advantage of the chance for some extra sleep. He rose before dawn and went to find the guards, perhaps to let them rest early, or to talk if they were in the mood. He noted with a smile that the dwarves seemed to be having no trouble sleeping in. They were nearly as good at snoring as they were with their axes. Corson knew to move cautiously in the pre-dawn half-light. Frightening guards was always a danger. Before he could locate them, he saw Demetrius was also awake. He sat cross-legged on the ground, looking away to nothing in particular. Corson sat next to him. “Couldn’t sleep either?”
“No. You get used to being up early in the field. I suppose if I found a bed I could sleep for a week though.”
“What do you think of our chances?”
“Better with our own here. Even better if we see our friends from other lands again.”
“And if all we hope for arrive…think we can win?”
Demetrius scanned the sky, as if looking for the answer there. “I’m not sure we’ll lose,” he managed at last.
“I guess that’s something.”
“It is. We’ve gotten this far, against the odds I’d say.”
“No argument there. Sure doesn’t feel like a run of good luck though, does it?”
Demetrius simply shook his head and stared off into the brightening sky, trying to picture what the future held.
They moved slowly that day, and were rewarded with the arrival of the main body of the Corindor army just before sundown. Old friends were greeted and introductions made, and the next day the men and dwarves marched as one. They forded the Crystal River, and their mounted front screen reached the Eastern Forest two days later, where they were halted by elves who appeared suddenly, as if they winked into existence. After a brief exchange they were greeted as friends and offered an escort through the woods. As if this were not enough good for one day, they were also told the Delvish army was at the hidden city of Dol Lavaan, and were preparing to march to war with a host of elves.
“How far to the city?” one of the Corindor riders asked.
“Many days, and out of the way if your aim is to cross this forest as quickly as you might. We would lead you on a more direct path to the other side, and send word to the others so the armies can link there.”
“I will ride back and tell our generals so,” the rider said.
“Do so,” said the elf. “And welcome them most graciously to our wood, as friends.”
Joss and Destan led the army of Corindor, generals who had earned the respect of their fighting men and women. Both were strong-willed and set on their decisions once made, but neither had any issues sharing information or fairly weighing the opinions of others. As the rider recounted his brief encounter with the elves, Gellan was there for the dwarves, and Demetrius and Corson as well due to their past experiences with the Delvish, the elves, and Solek’s minions. All agreed that the direct path the elves recommended was the wisest, and plans were made accordingly.
When they were finished, the rider was dispatched to thank the elves for their welcome and their promise of guidance through the forest. As he departed, Joss clapped Corson on the shoulder. “As good as your word, not that I’m surprised. I would give you a field promotion if it had any meaning. Demetrius as well.”
“I’d take a nice steak dinner and a bed instead,” Corson said with a wistful smile.
“When this is over,” Joss said, his mind quickly returning to the task of preparing his army for war.
Corson could read the general’s face, and quietly excused himself. The words repeated in his head, “When this is over,” a siren call of hope for better days ahead or of permanent rest. He thought of all whom had already fallen, the ruined cities, the bleak land that may or may not yield a crop again. "Even if we win,” he whispered solemnly, “what will be left?”
He shook his head to chase the thought and the gloom away. Some questions that can’t be answered are better left unasked.
*          *          *
Rowan wasn’t sure what the news was, but he could tell from the bounce in Tala’s step and the twinkle in her eye that it was good. He greeted her with a broad smile. “Has Solek asked for terms for his surrender?”
“Not quite yet,” she replied. “Demetrius and Corson. They entered the forest to the west nearly a week ago. They march with about five thousand from Corindor, plus nearly a thousand dwarves.”
“Dwarves, too!” Rowan exclaimed. Now he understood Tala’s excitement. “Prayers answered beyond expectation.”
Tala agreed, though she had never uttered a prayer. Perhaps, she thought, she should give it a try some time. “We should be able to link up with them on the other side of the wood.”
“Aren’t we nearly out of the forest? Any sense of how long it will take them to get through?”
 “They can move swiftly—elves guide them. But they may be a day or two behind us.”
Rowan pondered this a moment. “Still nothing on Alexis or Lucien?”
“No. But that is no surprise. They will likely pass north of the Demon Hills.”
“We should send some riders ahead once we reach the edge of the forest, to see if they are coming, and when. But I think the remainder of our group should stay under the canopy of the trees until our friends from Corindor are closer. I’d prefer not to wait out in the open, now that we are nearing Veldoon.”
“I am sure my father would agree. We can send messengers back to be sure they reach our flank.”
Rowan smiled at that. “Maybe we can give one of Solek’s spies and eyeful when we step out of these woods together.”
They finished their passage through the elven wood two days later, veering west to shorten the journey for the Corindors. At dinner that evening, a more leisurely affair since they received word that they had another day or so to wait, Deron and some of the other leading elves held council with Rowan and Tala.
“You realize,” said Deron bluntly, “that we may be attacked as soon as we leave these trees.”
“Of course,” Rowan replied. "All we could do was gather our strength and try to take the fight to Solek. It is his to choose if and when he wants to meet us.”
“There is little doubt about the ‘if,’ ” Deron said. “I am sure the ‘when’ will be a time and place most appealing to Solek.”
“The Saber Pass would be the obvious place,” said Tala.
Roldon, one of the elven elders, agreed. “We will be forced into a moving column, and can be attacked from the cliffs. Any bottleneck is dangerous.”
“Is there no other way into Veldoon?” asked Rowan.
“Not for an army,” said Deron. “There are paths known to elves from the days of old through the mountains, but they may have been closed by time or Solek. And the cliffs along the sea cannot be readily scaled, even if we had the ships to reach them. Veldoon has always been blessed with powerful natural defenses against an invading army. It is no surprise that the Dark One would choose it as the place to set up his kingdom in Arkania.”
“Is it possible he means to draw us in?” said Adiel, another elder.
“What do you mean?” Rowan asked.
“Your plan to defeat him is desperate, but wise as well. If he can be forced to expend power, continually, he might be weak enough that there is hope for us. But he knows you have the nearly complete Sphere, and that to get the last piece you need to come to him. If he stays his hand…it may be so that we draw near enough that we can be finished in one swift stroke.”
Everyone contemplated that in silence for a time. Rowan then said, “We cannot know his mind. We must continue on as we have planned. I’ve no doubt that cloud was his doing, as were the blurs within. Word is the dwarves and the Corindors both faced the Dead Legion and the same cloud. He may not have unleashed his full fury on us, but he has certainly tried to slow us, wound us, and I believe keep us apart from one another. For the most part he has failed, and that will not sit well in his mind.”
“You have the truth of that,” said Deron. “He is a proud one. Your success with the Sphere, and the passing of armies to this point will stir his anger. If we are fortunate, he will act on that anger, and he may do so rashly and fall into a mistake.”
“Let us hope so,” Rowan heard himself saying. Strange, he thought, that he actually hoped they would be the target of the Dark One’s fiery rage. Truly, these were desperate times.
*          *          *
It is never easy for a leader to oversee a burial, but Alexis forced it upon herself. The goblins burned their dead, and the troll dead as well, but separately and with no ceremony. Alexis felt pressed to do the same, but instead ordered her warriors to take the time to dig graves, and then she watched as the bodies of the slain were lifted and gently placed, one-by-one, in their final resting place. Some she knew by name and others not, but she grieved over each, as friend to some and queen to all. Then the gruesome task of denying these dead to Solek was carried out, the severing of heads that had to be done, painful as it was to mutilate their own dead. When the task was ended she went personally to the goblin chiefs, to thank them for their timely arrival and support, both on this field of battle and the battles to come.
“Honor to fight with Lorgras,” answered Xoshan, Lucien’s new chief. “You kill many trolls. We help. Next time, maybe we fight first.”
“Next time we fight together,” Alexis replied, to which the goblins answered with grunts of approval.
They camped where they were for another day, seeing to the wounded and allowing a brief period of rest before they pushed on to the final stretch to Veldoon. The following day dawned warm and fair, the sun rising in a cloudless sky. Alexis breathed deeply of the late spring air, ignoring the subtle smell of decay that was always there now—a symptom of the disease Solek had brought into the world—and ignoring the newer smells of burnt flesh and upturned earth. It was a new day, and their quest continued. She did what she had to do, shaking off the past to focus on the future. She could not lead the living while mourning the dead. So her mind filtered what her sense of smell could not, and drew the air in, letting it fill her lungs while the sun warmed her face. Prepared now, she turned east, and signaled that it was time to move. She would not look back.
They passed beyond the end of the Demon Hills later that day, and the armies now formed a line of battle, no longer needing to move in a column as was necessary in the narrow gap between the Demon Hills and the Great Northern Forest. The land was flat and covered with pale green grass and a few wild bushes and trees, all of which were covered with little or no foliage. In the hazy distance the tops of the Black and Gray Mountains loomed, dark sentinels.
“We are early,” Alexis told Lucien. “We can advance in battle formation since we need not move as swiftly now. I will send riders south, to see if we can contact the others.”
“I tell goblin chiefs,” Lucien said. “Think they will do this.”
“Let me know if there is a problem. I don’t expect your people to take orders from me, but we do need to coordinate our efforts for this to be effective.”
“Goblins understand. When time to fight comes, have talk. Must fight together, as you say.”
“Good. If the others have done as well as we have, we’ll have a chance to pay Solek back for all the pain he has inflicted on us.”
Lucien nodded, but his eyes drifted past Alexis to the south. “What if they no come?”
Alexis leaned on her spear and shook her head slowly. “I’ve tried not to think about that.”
“Tala had Sphere. Need that.”
“We do, and more. Your army is powerful, but even the combined strength of the goblins and Lorgras will not be enough to push Solek.” She forced a smile. “They will come. They have to.”
“You right,” said Lucien.
Alexis could not tell if he meant it.
*          *          *
There was a time, all too brief, when the troubles that plagued Arkania were nearly forgotten. Under the shelter of the elven wood, where the leaves were a deep, healthy green, near a gentle waterfall where the stream was clear, clean, and cool, Tala, Rowan, Demetrius, and Corson were reunited. There was joy at being able to see each other again, alive and well, and happiness at their success in gathering these armies to fight the Dark One’s evil. They recounted their tales since their last parting, and when Rowan tried to state in the most humble terms possible that Duchess Onsweys had asked him to lead the Delvish forces, Demetrius smiled and said, “A wise choice.”
Corson was no less complimentary, but he did things in his own peculiar way. Dropping to one knee and bending low over Rowan’s feet, he said, “My liege!”
Tala saw Rowan’s reddening face and let out a hearty laugh.
“That’s enough of that,” Rowan said. “Get up. If I need a court jester, I’ll let you know.”
“As you wish, my lord,” Corson said in grave tones, although he could not stop his own smile.
That night the leaders gathered: Rowan for the Delvish, Deron for the elves, Gellan for the dwarves, Joss and Destan for the Corindors, Zald for the Westerlanders, and Chel for the Ridonians. Tala, Demetrius, and Corson were present as well to give counsel, as were several elven elders and important captains among the human and dwarven forces. They had all gathered under the same premise, and knew their goal was to move on toward the Saber Pass, to engage Solek’s forces wherever he decided to give battle, and to move the fight into Veldoon itself if possible. Deron suggested they risk removing the Sphere from its cloaking bag and using a finding spell. “The final shard must be collected, so we can defeat Solek completely, and the defensive spells of this wood might allow us to remove it briefly from its concealment without it being detected.”
All agreed, noting that Solek would soon enough be able to guess where the Sphere was, once they stepped beyond the edges of the trees.
“Should I?” Tala asked her father.
He nodded solemnly.
She placed the Sphere in her hand and cast the finding spell while all about her held their breath. A shadow passed over her face, and all knew what it meant, but it passed quickly. She knew what to expect, and hadn’t really thought Solek would allow the final piece out of his possession. Once done, Tala slipped the Sphere back in the cloaking bag. She sagged a bit, weakened by the magical energy she had expended.
Deron was there to steady her. He told her all was well as he helped her sit on the ground. “Take your time,” he whispered.
“I’m alright,” she said. “Solek still has it. He sits upon a stone throne in Citadel.”
This surprised no one. The Veldoon seat of power was the city Citadel, so called because of its defensive position on the coast. Unassailable from the sea due to the high, sheer cliffs that ran all along the Veldoon coast, the city was built with tall, thick walls and powerful fortifications. No one discussed how they might hope to assault the city, which they would need to do to reach Solek himself. They understood there were many perils to be overcome before they would need to deal with that problem.
“It is well,” Deron said. “Solek will need to expend more power to strike at us over such a distance, and I doubt he will allow us to enter his land unchallenged. If we hope to weaken him as we advance—which we have stated is our goal—then we should be pleased he is content to sit upon his throne, rather than taking to the field.” Deron spoke with such authority on the matter that no one would have challenged his comments, even if they had disagreed.
They decided on their plan of march, desiring to stay twenty miles or so from the foot of the Gray Mountains until they neared the pass, which would also keep them away from any unknown danger from the Demon Hills. The elves would march on the right, nearest to Veldoon, flanked by the Delvish, the Ridonians, the Corindors, and finally the dwarves on the far left. They would march close, with riders ready to send news of trouble coming from any direction so the entire force could be brought to bear on any enemy.
*          *          *
Four days of cautious movement had allowed then to cover half the distance from the edge of the Eastern Forest to the Saber Pass. The world around them was eerily silent, unnoticeable when they moved in force, but when one stood on the fringes of the camp or a rider stilled his mount some distance from the main body there was an emptiness that seemed just beyond perception, and the lone person found themselves yearning for human companionship, though they often did not know why.
Scouts returned that day, bringing tidings of the Lorgrasians and the goblins. They had found scouts from Lorgras, exchanged information on the positions of their armies, and then returned with the good news. The two sets of scouts had estimated the Lorgrasian/goblin force would arrive a day or so earlier than the group advancing from the south, but that assumed neither was hindered in their movement. As the armies closed on one another and their destination, the scouts could guide them to a link-up safely distant from the pass, such that they could arrive there together.
As night fell and they made camp, there was a lightness in their spirit, and voices grew a bit louder, jokes were told and songs were sung. They marched in the open, and had been unopposed for days now, even as they neared Solek’s doorstep, and now more strength was arriving from the west. More than one soldier speculated that Solek had already done his worst, and that victory would soon be theirs.
The leaders let their forces enjoy themselves within limits—and the lack of ale or beer pretty much ensured those limits would not be pushed. But those in charge, while relieved and pleased at the news from the west, had no delusions as to the certainty of victory. Solek would be heard from, sooner or later.
A loud rumbling was heard that night from beyond the Gray Mountains, a distant storm growling its threats. The sound stilled the singing and loud talk, and as eyes turned toward Veldoon they saw great black clouds in the far reaches of that land, rimmed with red as if they were ablaze. Suddenly stout hearts were quailed, and fear found a new home.
Rowan was not sure what to make of the storm, and Demetrius and Corson exchanged wary looks, remembering the acid rain that had fallen during the assault of the Dead Legion on Mill Harbor. Tala had ridden to visit her father and asked what he thought.
“He is angry,” Deron said. “He knows we come. Such open defiance he probably did not expect.”
Tala saw her father’s expression was one of mild amusement rather than concern. “It is well then?”
“He wastes his energy on a show of anger.” He wheeled and spoke loudly to any who would hear. “He means to make us tremble before his display of might, but I see it for weakness on his part. Be at ease. It is a dog barking in the night. His bite is fierce, but no more so than what we already have felt. He will find us advancing in the morning, not running away. Pass the word down the line—it will take more than this petty show to frighten us.”
There were some nods, and a few uneasy smiles, and Deron’s words were spread quickly through the assembled forces. The distant storm still drew their attention, but they would rest easier now, and would go forward as one at dawn.
Tala followed Deron into his tent. “You have changed, father. You surprise me.”
“I have not changed as much as you might think,” he said quietly, so as not to be overheard by those outside. “It is, I think, more of a temper tantrum than anything else, but we have his full attention now, and his wrath will be terrible.”
“Then why—”
“Fear will not help us. We are committed to go forward. As leader, I owe it to our people to keep their spirits up and their hopes alive, faint though I think they might be. When the time comes to stand against him, we must not flinch.”
“So you would give them hope where you have none.”
Deron did not reply, simply looked away as if he could see the blazing clouds through the fabric of his tent.
“And what of me?” Tala asked. “Would you take my hope away?”
Deron stepped to the opening of his tent, then turned back to face her. “Far from it. I expect you to have enough hope for both of us.” With that he left her alone to contemplate his words and the coming storm.
*          *          *
If anything, the clouds were darker and more foreboding in the morning, but they stayed distant, a black shroud of anger that Solek wore around his shoulders. The Gray Mountains rose bleak and drear, their name apt, and upon the jagged peaks could now be seen sentinels, winged beasts that were not spawned in this world. The humans could see them when they took to the air, black shapes similar in form to men, but with large membranous wings that carried them with easy, gentle motions. The elves, closer and with keener eyes, could make out their features, and while they might be similar to man or elf in shape, they were clearly from the pit from which the Dark One himself had issued. As the army moved so did the creatures, marking them. The winged beasts made no move to close upon them, apparently content for now to watch from their lofty perches.
Rowan pulled his Avenger sword an inch out of its scabbard, enough to see the faint white glow, then returned it to its place with a nod of confirmation.
Tala was riding next to him, and was no more surprised by the glow of the blade than he was. “Spies of sorts, I suppose.”
“But with no need of secrecy. They want us to know we are being watched, and that Solek knows exactly where we are.”
“No change of plans?”
Rowan shrugged. “No reason to. Looks like those things could keep up with us, and out of bowshot, regardless of where we go. Never had any real hope of sneaking into Veldoon anyway.”
“Not with an army,” Tala agreed.
For a time the armies moved in a silent, hunched-over shuffle, as if waiting for a blow to fall. But after a time they began to relax somewhat, seeing that danger, while there, may not have been as imminent as they had first thought. In a way it made for great theatre, winged demons with a burning black cloud blazing behind them, and broke up the monotony of a long day’s march. The creatures remained at night, hidden by the darkness but outlined by an occasional flare of flame or lightning, their black eyes always turned to the camps below. Despite a strong guard being placed each night, sleep did not come easily, and as the days passed a weariness began to settle deep into the bones of Solek’s enemies. The very air seemed to grow oppressive—hot and heavy.
Corson commented on these feelings one day. “I half wish those things would attack.”
“But not really,” Demetrius replied with a knowing smile.
“Not really,” Corson agreed. “But the waiting is starting to wear me down.”
“It’s affecting everyone. We should reach the Saber Pass tomorrow or the following day. I doubt we’ll need to wait much past that time for Solek to make a move.”
Corson smiled. “I guess I’d better be careful what I wish for, in that case.” He watched the winged creatures, those in flight tracing lazy circles before alighting again at a place further along the path of the armies’ march and taking up the constant vigil once again.
*          *          *
They had left the Demon Hills behind, a stark marker of bad memories, and come into the fields before the Saber Pass, the gap between the Black and Gray Mountains directly before them. Through the pass was the menacing cloud that swirled and boiled, Solek’s bottled rage ready to be unleashed. Even the goblins, for all their bravado, were subdued by the sight. Mists had tracked them for three days now, so they moved swiftly, all chance of surprise gone. There was no need to increase the size of the guard at night—it was already large, with plenty of volunteers since the attack of the hill trolls.
Alexis gave the cloud little more notice than she had given the Mists. She had come for war, and these were merely signs that Solek was prepared to give it. She rode proud and tall, and her horse, perhaps sensing his rider’s strength and resolve, strode forward fearlessly. Alexis knew her troops watched her, and she would give them no reason to think she was wavering in her chosen path, now nearing its end.
Scouts returned with news of their allies moving to join them from the south, contact only a day away if they made for one another, less than two if they both moved toward the pass. “We can mark their progress from here,” one of the riders added.
“How so?” Alexis asked, seeing no movement over the fields.
The rider pointed to the peaks of the Gray Mountains, where dark, shadowy shapes could be seen. From where Alexis sat they looked like birds and she stated as much.
“So they might appear,” said the rider, “but we are distant. Winged demons they are, and they stalk the southern armies.”
“These demons do not attack?”
“Not yet.”
“Just like the Mists with us,” she mused aloud. “The Dark One wants us to know he knows where we are. But I’ll take the fact that he stays his hand as a good sign, whether it is so or not. If he could take us now, before we join with them, he would. Since he does not, he cannot. A reminder that he is not all-powerful.” She came out of her reverie, to see the scout staring at her wide-eyed. “But still a formidable foe,” she added. “Tell our goblin friends what you have seen. We will keep on for the pass, and join with our southern friends at the foot of the mountains. There we will decide how best to proceed.”
The rider bowed and rode off to carry out her assignment. Alexis watched the distant shadows moving on the mountains, and saw that they indeed only moved north when changing their position. She smiled a soft, hopeful smile.
*          *          *
The armies came together two days later, less than a day’s march from the Saber Pass. They greeted one another—mainly as new allies, but in a few cases as old friends, while above them the Mists and winged demons watched. The storm over Veldoon still raged, the cloud flashing now and again with red-tinged lightning.
It is natural that when main forces of such bodies merge, the leaders come together to confer—to share news and make plans. This was Alexis’ duty, of course, and she had with her the goblin chiefs and Lucien. She had hoped the leaders of the other factions moving from the south would bring her quest companions along, so that she might greet them again. She was happy to see that the Corindor and Elven leaders did so, but was surprised to see Rowan alone for the Delvish. She spoke to the others first, and then moved to him, wanting to embrace him but feeling she could not—not here and now. She was queen and leader of Lorgras. “I am glad to see you well,” she said.
“And I, you, my lady of Lorgras,” he replied.
“The duchess?” Alexis asked warily.
“She’s fine…well, as fine as could be expected, but she wanted no part of leading troops in the field.”
“Then who—?” Alexis began to look past Rowan, as if someone would materialize there.
Rowan’s only reply was an awkward smile. He looked away, embarrassed by the pride he felt was showing through his poor attempt to mask it.
Alexis saw his expression, and understood. “The duchess chose well.”
“I am not of royal blood.”
“That matters little now, here in this place and time. We need leaders, not figureheads. The duchess understood that.”
Rowan gave a small bow. “I am flattered. We have been fortunate to make it here with minimal loss.”
“As we all have, I’m sure,” said Alexis.
Before they could say more, Deron called for their attention. “We are all well met here my friends, a last alliance to save Arkania.” He looked them over, men and goblins and dwarves and elves, their eyes bright, their faces strong and stern. “I regret it has taken this to bring us together.”
The others nodded and sounded their agreement, but Deron’s eyes found his daughter’s and there she saw something more: regret certainly, but perhaps an apology as well. He had remained apart from the rest of Arkania for too long, and his people with him, had started to get comfortable with the thought that the elves, in their secret place, were somehow above all the schemes and plans of the rest of the world. Now he understood differently. He just hoped it wasn’t too late.
“So now we are here,” Deron went on, “ready to oppose Solek one last time, to defeat him or to yield our world up to him if we fail. Am I correct to think all know of the Sphere?”
They did, but many asked to see it. Tala stepped forth and slid it from the bag. The hole left by the missing shard seemed a jagged wound. No one dared to touch it, choosing only to gaze upon it in silent wonder. When they were satisfied she hid it once again.
“Such a small thing to put all our hopes in,” said Joss.
“But made of wondrous material, the like of which I’ve not seen before,” said Gellan. “There’s magic about it, no doubt.”
“Are we sure we can’t defeat Solek by force of arms?” Destan asked.
“It is possible to kill Solek,” Deron replied, “but not to hold the Dark One. It is he who must be taken, if we are to reclaim our world.”
“Both taste goblin warblades,” stated Xoshan.
“I hope you are right,” said Rowan. “But we will have many battles before we get that chance.”
“And other obstacles to overcome that weapons will not help with,” said Alexis. “I have seen the evil magic our opponent is capable of. For this we must be ready.”
“We hope we can help with that,” said Deron. “Some of my people are skilled in the magic arts as well. They are old and wise, and would be of little use with a bow or sword, but they are here to do what they can. Even so, Solek has become powerful beyond what we once thought possible. We need to weaken him before we can assault him directly.”
“My understanding was that that was the plan all along,” said Destan. “To absorb his blows and deal with a less formidable enemy when we meet him face to face.”
“That’s right,” Corson said, meeting Destan’s eyes. It was he that had told Joss and Destan this would be the way of things. He hoped the others had proceeded under the same assumption. When he found that it was so, he let out a soft sigh of relief. One doesn’t convince generals to move an army under false pretenses and hope to be forgiven later.
They talked for hours, making their plans, and then ate together, for the first and probably last time as a group. Afterward there were only a few brief exchanges, and then they parted to return to their own camps, in order to prepare their troops for the coming dawn.
Demetrius and Corson lagged behind Destan and Joss, letting the two Corindor generals discuss strategy. They were little more than foot soldiers now, and it seemed odd to be playing a lesser role after all they had been through with the collection of the Sphere shards. They had each been offered a company to lead, and had accepted the honor. For Demetrius it was a position to which he was accustomed, to Corson a promotion of sorts.
“Any concern about leading tomorrow?” Demetrius asked, sensing the meaning of his friend’s unusual silence.
“Just that other lives might depend on my decisions. It’s one thing to be responsible for yourself, but for others…it kind of weighs on you.”
“You never really get that out of your mind. It’s actually a good thing. Their lives matter, and they need to know you know it. But death is inevitable in war.” Demetrius sized Corson up and smiled. “You’re ready. Been ready for a while.”
Corson looked away and muttered “Thanks.” When he turned back, he saw that Demetrius’ attention was focused squarely on the pass, shadowed now in the fading light of day. In the twilight the winged demons could be seen poised on the rocky ridges of the mountains that rose on either side of the Saber Pass. Beyond the pass was the black cloud, larger now, the red glow emanating from within, pulsing like a heartbeat.
“Tomorrow is going to be interesting,” was all Demetrius said, his eyes never leaving the pass.
 



 
 
Chapter 7: Saber Pass
 
The Saber Pass was an anomaly in the mountainous wall that surrounded Veldoon where the sea did not. It was so named either because it appeared as if some giant or god had cleaved the opening in the mountains to allow passage in and out of Veldoon, or because the path itself went straight except for a bend near the Veldoon side, so that it was somewhat shaped like a saber. Possibly it was some combination of both. The pass was nearly thirty miles long, and though it appeared to be several miles wide, the least rocky and therefore easiest passage was a swath roughly a half-mile wide down the center.
After much discussion the order of march had been decided upon. The elves would take the lead, at their insistence, expecting any magical attacks with which they were best prepared to deal would come from the far side of the pass. The goblins, always wanting the place of most danger and therefore most honor, had wanted to go in first, but reluctantly settled for the rear guard, in case the whole of the assembled armies was walking into a trap which would require an escape route to the rear be opened. This left the dwarven and the human armies with the middle places in the line, with little to do except watch for trouble on the cliffs that rimmed the pass. There was no safe way to traverse the pass, and they settled on the need to camp one night in it, rather than trying to race through it in one day, which would string them out even further, force them to start and end their march in the dark, and leave them exhausted at the far end even if they passed through unchallenged. Even so, sleep would be hard to come by with the enemy watching over them from the cliffs and peaks on each side, and it was expected that getting plenty of volunteers for the night watch would be easily accomplished.
They started just after dawn, the elves followed by the mounted Lorgrasians, while the others prepared to fall into line when the time came. The winged demons simply watched from the peaks, the occasional fluttering of their wings reminding those below that they were not gargoyle statues, but rather living creatures. Three Mists hovered over the entrance to the pass, making neither sound nor motion toward the armies below, silent sentinels on an unceasing patrol.
As the elves advanced, they noted that the number of winged demons was increasing, and that they now lined both sides of the pass from the entrance to as far forward as they could see, although their numbers were still dwarfed by the assembled armies making the passage, who were over thirty thousand strong. If this assembled strength of Arkania was only fighting the living in Veldoon they would have been a formidable force, and the sight of them streaming into the pass would have given many an enemy pause. But Solek commanded more than just the living, and none who marched knew whether they had the numbers to make Solek quake, or simply enough to be a nuisance that the Dark One would easily brush aside.
It was past noon before the goblins could march into the pass, and several hours beyond that before the rear guard could turn and look over their shoulders to see the walls of the pass behind them as well as ahead. The walls appeared to close in quickly as they went forward, and the opening at the entrance seemed an empty void, begging to be filled by some enemy.
Elves are light of foot and can move swiftly at need, and many of the Lorgrasians behind them were mounted. They checked themselves often, making sure they did not leave any large gaps in the line, though something inside urged them to hurry, to move through this place as quickly as possible. As the sun started to fall in the west, shadows stretched across the pass, and the watchers above were silhouetted against the sky, detail fading until they were simply menacing, dark shapes. A sound came then, a high wail that chilled them to their core. Only the wind, they soon realized. Somehow that fact didn’t bring much relief.
The high walls brought darkness earlier than what they had experienced on the open plains. Still, the elves felt they had covered well over half the length of the pass—closer to three-quarters, they thought. They pushed on a bit further, their sharp eyes letting them see even as the night shadows deepened. The wind howled continually, masking any sounds that might alert them to danger. Finally even they found it difficult to see well enough to travel safely, and realizing it would be worse for their allies, they called for the day’s march to end.
The wind was a constant companion as the deep of night fully descended, a scream that sometimes faded but never died. Sleep came hard that night for all but the hardiest soul.
Dawn finally arrived, and upon first inspection little had changed. The wailing wind still assaulted their ears, and the winged creatures and Mists maintained their vigil. But to the east, the rising sun was hidden by cloud, and not the deep black rimmed with red they had started to grow accustomed to. Instead, a lead gray blanket covered half the sky, the front of it straight as a razor’s edge and moving toward them swiftly.
It troubled all who gazed upon it, but none more so than those Corindors who had suffered the assault at Mill Harbor. Demetrius and Corson had both been there and the younger man was first to see the cloud. He pulled at Demetrius’ sleeve, choking back a curse.
Demetrius swiveled his head left and right, confirming that the walls of the pass had indeed remained in place during the night. He gauged the speed of the approaching storm. “No way can we outrun it back. We’re trapped here. Get a group of riders to spread the word forward and back. Look for overhangs, caves, anything that might be used as shelter.”
Corson’s face, already glum, dropped further. “I don’t recall seeing much like that yesterday. Certainly not enough for all these armies.”
Demetrius mounted his horse. “If you can come up with a better idea, pursue it. In the meantime, see what can be found.”
“Where are you going?”
“To warn the elves.”
He reached the front quickly, many of the troops mesmerized by the advancing storm and doing no more than milling about uselessly. He asked for Deron and Tala, and was directed to the very front of the elven forces. When he got there he found father and daughter conversing confidentially, while three of the elven elders were some distance ahead, facing the coming maelstrom. 
As soon as Tala saw Demetrius, she correctly concluded that this was the same atmospheric event he had described in his tale of the fall of Mill Harbor. “We thought as much,” she said after he confirmed that she was correct. “Some kind of acid fell from it?”
“Yes.”
Deron called ahead to the elders, a short burst of information conveyed in elvish. If they heard him they gave no sign, but he seemed satisfied that his message had been received.
“I’ve got riders spreading the word to look for shelter,” Demetrius said, “but that’s a slim hope.”
Deron agreed. “Our hope is there,” he said, motioning to the three elves, who now looked more old and frail then ever. It seemed the wind driving the storm was likely to blow them away. “Solek timed it well. We can only hope our own magic can stop his.”
“What are they trying to do?”
“They will attempt to shield us with defensive spells. We elves are strongest at that type of magic—defensive. We cannot hope to split the storm or dissipate it or otherwise drive it away—that would be pitting our strength directly against the Dark One’s, and I fear we would use all our energy in the attempt, and probably fail regardless. But once the drops fall from this cloud, they are no more magical than a regular rain, though far more deadly. Against the rain, not the cloud, we have a chance.”
“And if they fail?”
Deron gazed at him solemnly. “Then I hope your scouts find a very large, deep cave.”
They did not have to wait long. The wind they had heard since they entered the pass drove the storm hard, and the front raced at them. If they had tried to turn and flee…maybe a few on swift horses might have had a chance, but even that was a dicey proposition. As the front neared them, Demetrius could hear the elven elders chanting. He did not understand the words, but they were spoken more loudly and with more urgency as the danger neared.
The rain was visible now, a heavy sheet that covered the pass entirely and lumbered toward them, leaving no gap, no small hole through which they could hope to escape. It kicked up small clouds of dust where it first struck dry ground, and behind it small rivulets worked their way down the walls of the pass, combining to make small streams and waterfalls depending on the nature of the rocky cliff face. Above, the winged demons flew away, cackling and laughing—the first noise they had emitted. The Mists remained, apparently safe from the foul liquid their master had sent to kill those in the pass below.
The wall of water came at the elven elders, who stood their ground with hands lifted and voices raised. Just before it reached them it seemed to lift from the ground in a small but widening arc. As the front advanced the arc grew and covered those gathered in the pass, an invisible bubble protecting them from the deadly rain. Heads were uplifted to see the rain pour down and then roll aside, like watching a storm from under a glass roof. And like glass, the roof was fragile. No sooner had those below felt relief than they were gripped again with fear, such was the volume of liquid that fell, the sound like the thunder of the sea. If the elven magic failed, their lives would end.
The storm moved faster than word of what was happening. The protection outpaced the storm, carrying as far back as the goblins. Even without a full understanding of what was passing overhead, none doubted the foul source and nature of the storm, which could be deduced from the flight of the demons and the way the horses screamed and kicked as the front arrived and passed.
Demetrius stood silently, his eyes drawn away from the rain and to the three elders. Their voices trembled now and again, and he thought he saw one’s knees buckle. He started forward to help him stand, a reaction rather than a decision. Deron blocked him with an extended arm and a shake of his head. The elders, lost in a spell trance, should not be disturbed.
The storm’s end appeared in the distance, a line as precise as the front. It came on quickly, but the rain itself did not lessen or abate, and each passing second seemed an eternity. Demetrius could almost feel the strain the elvish mages were under, waves of raw energy emanating from them in steady pulses. He wished he could help them, to take on some of the burden, but all he could do was stand by helplessly and watch, for him the worst possible fate.
As the end of the storm passed, he let out an audible sigh of relief, but there was no such relief for the elves. Understanding, he turned, watching the storm recede into the distance. They were safe here at the front, but those in the rear were still in need of protection. Even after the storm had gone from sight and the sun started to warm the pass from a rare clear sky, the elders held on, their voices fading, their limbs trembling. Without warning all three collapsed, a signal that the danger was over or that their combined will had finally been broken.
Deron, Tala, and several other elves rushed to the fallen mages. Demetrius approached more cautiously, curious but suddenly feeling out of place. As the elves ministered to their fellows, Tala stepped away to talk to Demetrius. “Sharest and Adiel will be fine, with enough rest. Roldon…”
“Will he live?”
“It is too soon to tell. And we must move on now.” She pointed to the Mists, already fading from view as they raced back across Veldoon. “We want to be clear of the pass before Solek launches another attack. We hope he is as drained as our elders, but we cannot rely on that. My father asks that you pass the word back. We will have to sacrifice caution for speed.”
Demetrius mounted up. Before he left, he asked, “And what of them?” indicating the elders. “Won’t moving them make things worse?”
“We have no choice,” she replied, confirming his concern.
There was one bit of magic still to be used, though few would know of it. Deron, alone, led the combined forces of Arkania, walking twenty paces before the main army and casting a simple spell as he went to push the occasional puddles of acid aside, clearing a safe path. Most of the rain worked its way into the ground well before Deron arrived, leaving a dry surface and doing unknown damage to the soil.
Of what Solek was doing or thinking there was no sign. Neither the Mists nor the winged demons returned, and the sky over Veldoon remained crystal clear, the pure blue seeming out of place in this harsh land. If the travelers had time to ponder these things they might have taken them for signs of good or ill, each according to his own mindset, but they were too hurried, and were simply happy to be unhindered and unopposed.
The last vestiges of the acid rain were gone well before they reached the end of the pass, so when Deron stepped into Veldoon proper, he surveyed the place with Tala and several others by his side. A rocky path wound its way from the end of the Saber Pass into the heart of Veldoon, an ancient road formed by nature, which split a scruffy field of grass. It surprised no one that the grass itself was a vile yellow, oddly bright, like an active infection. They were hesitant to step on it, wondering what it might leave on their boots and feet, wondering what kind of foul crop might grow in such a land. The air held a bitter, acrid smell.
The elves continued down the path, but it soon narrowed and then vanished all together. Deron dropped from his horse, kicking at the grass with the toe of his boot. It had a wet, spongy feel to it, but he determined it would do them no harm. “More of the sickness we have seen,” he stated.
“Just closer to the source of the disease,” Tala added. She dismounted as well and led her horse into the sallow field. She was relieved that he followed her willingly.
Once the mouth of the pass was a mile or so behind them, they began to fan out, following their plan to move in a straight column only when forced to do so, knowing attacks could come from any direction at any time. The elves stayed front and center, but the others formed to the left and right, though slightly more to the rear with each new group, such that from above they moved in the rough shape of an arrowhead, with the elves at the point. These positions had been taken up while the sun drifted lower in the west, and they would spend the first night in Veldoon camped in the formation in which they planned to travel.
Word of what had happened in the pass—the danger of the rain and the salvation provided by the protective bubble—now found its way throughout the assembly. Rowan was the first of the leaders to arrive at the elven camp and inquire about the elders. He had spoken to Demetrius personally, so he had been given a first-hand account of what had transpired, and though he was told their was little he could do to help the elven mages, he prayed over them, and looked each in the eye as he offered his thanks.
Tala watched him from a distance, only approaching as Rowan moved away from the stricken elves. “There is power in your words,” she said. "I could see the life slowly returning to them, even as you spoke.”
“The power is not in the words or in me,” he said in humility. “If I can serve as a vessel, though, I am honored to do so.”
Uncertain how to respond, she changed the subject. “Casualties?”
“None in my group,” he said. “A few burned feet here and there I’ve heard. A few broken bones from trying to settle the horses was the worst of it.” He paused, then added, “Thanks to your people. I don’t want to think about what condition we’d be in now if not for these mages.”
“Then do not. We are in this together. Our skills, if we are lucky, will compliment one another’s. It is our best hope for victory.”
Alexis arrived then, unmistakable on her great white Lorgrasian horse. Lucien rode behind her, a constant escort now. They paid their respects to Deron and the exhausted elders, Alexis with words and Lucien simply by his quiet presence, and then joined Tala and Rowan.
“We survive another day,” Alexis said, “at what appears to be little cost to our main force. But what of your mages? Will they live?”
“I believe they will,” Tala answered. “The greatest danger is past.”
“Will we have their services again?”
“When they are able. They are spent now, but Solek must be equally drained.”
Alexis was not so certain of the truth of that, but considering that they stood here in Solek’s territory and spoke to one another in perfect health, she was not going to gainsay it. “Are we completely without magical defense? You have—”
Tala stopped her. “I have the skill of a child. My father has some of the art, as do a few others, but none planned for this to be a mage battle. We knew the Saber Pass was a grave danger, and a likely spot for an attack of some sort. It was mainly for that purpose that we wished the elders to be present, and we were fortunate. They have seen to our safe passage to this point, and have bought us time.”
“That they have,” Alexis agreed.
“Elves still need to march first?” Lucien asked.
Tala pondered that. “I will speak to my father. It made sense in the Saber Pass. Here in the open…we still have keen eyes, and strong bows.”
“But here we can use mounted scouts to great advantage,” said Alexis. “Perhaps we should take the point when we are ready to go forward in the morning. The flanking armies should send a cavalry screen out as well. Let us go speak to Deron.”
*          *          *
Demetrius and Corson sat with a small group around a modest campfire. They had no concerns about giving their position away—all were sure the Dark One knew exactly where they were. The question was what was he going to do about it, and when. They had cleared the pungent grass away as best they could, though any attempt to burn it was quickly aborted—it simply tried to kill the fire and gave off a thick, rancid smoke. They had made a small meal, no one needing to be told to ration the food or water. They were reasonably well supplied, somewhat by their own hands, more so by the stores of the elves, but no one knew if they would find acceptable food or drink while they were in Veldoon.
The talk around the campfire was muted, the darkness oppressive and the mountains which now rose to their rear like a giant gate pressing in on them. They talked little about what had transpired or what was to come. The more one thought about those deadly drops of liquid, held at bay only by an invisible barrier over their heads, the more chills went down the spine and the mind questioned what they were doing here. It made them feel overmatched and helpless. Instead they talked of home, of happy times past, and of their hopes for the future.
Corson let his eyes drift across the night sky, seeing the same constellations he had known since he was a young boy. He chuckled to himself.
“What is it?” Demetrius asked.
“The stars. Guess I thought they’d be different here, like Solek would have changed them too. I mean, I didn’t really ‘think’ it—I knew they’d be the same. But some deeper part of me just sort of assumed something would be different.”
“I know what you mean.” He looked up at the summer sky, the blue-white stars blinking back at him. “Maybe it’s a good sign. Solek’s reach isn’t infinite.”
“He’s not all-powerful either. He didn’t want us to collect the pieces of the Sphere, and he doesn’t want us here, yet here we are. The closer we get, the better I like our chances.”
Demetrius nodded, but added, “Keep in mind the closer you get to the sword arm, the more dangerous the sword.”
Corson laughed softly. “Always the optimist.” Seeing Demetrius rising to the comment, he held up a warding hand. “Don’t bother defending yourself. I know you’re right. But if our goal is to take the sword from his hand, we have to get close. We know it, and he knows it. He keeps trying to stop us, but we keep coming.” They sat in silence for a while before Corson asked, “Think he’s scared?”
“Solek? No. At least not like men get scared.”
“But he is a man. At least he was.”
“He was. If the Dark One left him, assuming he could even live without the dark spirit, yeah, he’d be scared. But the being he’s become… Angry maybe. Annoyed. But not scared. Not yet, anyway.”
“What about you?”
“I’m past that. Don’t get me wrong. I’ve been scared plenty before, but I’ve gotten kind of numb to it. Almost like I’ve accepted death is part of this game, and if it’s my turn, it’s my turn.”
“Well, I’m scared, but I’ve bottled that part of myself up and kept it buried. I do feel better with all these armies about, though. Don’t know that I’m ready to die just yet.”
“Very few are. I’m not. I want to see a ripe old age and bounce your kids on my knee.”
“What about your own kids? Don’t you want to settle down when this is over, find a good woman and a nice little plot of land somewhere?”
“Haven’t thought that far ahead. I’ve always thought you were more the marrying and raising a family sort. I’d settle for a comfortable chair and a good tale by the fire.”
“Well, if we get through this, you won’t lack for tales to tell.”
“None of us will.”
Overhead a shooting star blazed briefly and then died out, the fiery arc pointing the way to Citadel, Veldoon’s fortress city and Solek’s lair.
*          *          *
One day of blue skies was apparently enough for Veldoon. The morning was gray, and a chill wind swept down from the north, though it felt only pleasant considering the temperature was normal for June, that is to say comfortably warm. The movement for the day had hardly begun—the Lorgrasians going to the point while the elves fell back to their left rear, when the riders who probed ahead as scouts raced back into camp with shouts of warning. From her perch on her steed Alexis peered toward the horizon, seeing there a dark mass of figures which appeared out of the dawn dimness. Mounted and on foot they came forward, and their line stretched from left to right as far as she could see. They moved as men do, and for that she gave quiet thanks. The spear in her hand felt solid and real, a useful weapon against a foe that would bleed just as she and her people.
She formed her lines, wanting to gauge the enemy better before deciding whether to charge, stand, or try to flank them using the speed of her horses. The steeds whickered and pawed at the ground, knowing what was coming, while their riders waited with spears in hand and steel in their eyes.
The advancing army stopped within sight but out of bowshot. Their banners rippled and snapped in the breeze. The flags were not the Veldoon black and tan Alexis had expected, but rather were solid black with a blood-red tear—or was it a drop of blood—affixed on the center of the field. As she watched she could see that only the center portion of the army had stopped, the right and left flanks continuing forward, the marchers swinging as if on pivots from time to time so that their force could envelop the invaders. As strong and large a force as Alexis and her companions had managed to bring to Veldoon, this army was unquestionably larger.
As they neared she could see that indeed they were men, the men of Veldoon they would have been called in years past. But like the land the Dark One’s reign had changed these men. They had grown large and strong, but they were stooped as if burdened with some tremendous weight. Their brows were low and their hands gnarled, their helms, armor and clothes dark and worn. She wondered what she would behold when she looked into their eyes—a spark of rage and hatred or a dull lifelessness. She was uncertain which she would prefer.
“Warblades taste blood today,” Lucien said.
Alexis thought she heard a touch of eager anticipation in his voice. “As will spears and swords,” she replied. “Theirs as well as ours.”
Rowan saw what the Veldooners were doing and got his forces into line and tight against the Lorgrasians, angling his troops to try to refuse his line to the attackers. The riders from the Westerland had been in a flanking position on this end of the Arkanian Army, as the assembled group had started to call themselves, and Rowan had flagged Zald down, told him how he was planning to array his troops and asking him to relay the information to the goblins who were to his right and rear, so that they might form one unbroken line. The Westerlanders would ride on past the goblins, forming the very end of the line, holding it if need be, attacking if they could, always looking to exploit any advantage they might gain from being mounted. Rowan saw the goblins falling into proper position and allowed himself a small smile. He saw their flags—black and red, brown and orange, black and gray, purple and green, and the solid gray of the Allagon—and spared a moment to find Delving’s red and white. A young girl held the flag of his land, straight and true. She couldn’t be more than fifteen and had to be terrified, yet he didn’t doubt she would stand fast when the battle started. He felt his throat tightening and looked away, focusing on the banners again—the silver and white of the elves, the green and gold of Corindor, the blue and gray of Lorgras. Only the Westerlanders and the dwarves carried no standard, but the latter carried their axes and a smoldering fire in their hearts. A shame, he thought, that only in war could they all find their way clear to stand as one.
A shout came from the Veldooners, splitting the air like a piercing dagger. They screamed, brandishing their weapons overhead or smashing them against their shields.
“They’re coming,” someone behind Rowan said in a hollow voice. Rowan drew his sword and raised it skyward, waiting for the onslaught.
*          *          *
Demetrius glanced anxiously to his left. Joss had placed him to the far end of the Corindor line, telling him he had to hold his position—the far left flank of the Arkanian Army—at all costs. He had only fifty-three men under his direct command, and Corson another fifty to his right. The advancing Veldooners seemed an overwhelming horde, far outnumbering the Corindors and easily overlapping the end of their line. Riders from Lorgras had swept past, moving west. There they would circle back and strike the Veldooners from the side or rear, the goal being to pick the best moment to break up the attack, or to come to the rescue if the line was crumbling. But as the Veldooners closed, the horsewomen seemed woefully small in number as well.
Demetrius knew the shock of the first wave was the key. Could they stand against it? The Veldooners hit hard, confident and not yet bloodied, and this was their land, sickly though it might be, which they were defending against an invading army. Demetrius could feel it, even as he fought off the first blows, even as his sword cleaved an attacker and then another, could feel the weight of the attack threatening to sweep them all away.
Somehow they held. Many of them were scared beyond reckoning, but they were not ready to turn and run. If the Veldooners wanted this piece of land, they would have to earn it.
The attackers were grim of face and strong of limb, but what they had gained in physical strength under Solek’s tutelage they had paid for in speed and wit. They were clumsy fighters, no less deadly but with weaknesses a skilled warrior could exploit. The tumult of battle left Demetrius no chance to discuss tactics with his troops—he only hoped they were observant and quick learners. If they weren’t, this field would likely be their final resting place.
Unsuccessful in their first charge, the Veldooners retreated just long enough to re-form and press in once again, shifting further to their right to try to crush Demetrius’ flank. Demetrius pulled his remaining forces together, tightening his line, making sure they did not lose contact with Corson’s men. He caught himself glancing over his shoulder, expecting Corson to be there as always, ready to support him and to fight, but always doing so a step or two to the rear.  Of course, his younger friend wasn’t there. Rather he was to the right, encouraging his men, standing in front of them with his sword and sword arm soaked with blood. Despite all that was going on around him, Demetrius could not help but smile. The change in Corson, and in the man’s attitude about himself, was obvious.
The Veldooners soon pushed such reveries aside, hitting again, hard. As Demetrius lost men he gave ground, and soon he and Corson were commanding one smaller force, and could fall back no further without yielding the end of the line.
Lorgrasian timing turned out to be impeccable. Just when the Corindors were sure they could hold out no longer, the women riders charged in, scattering the Veldooners with spear and hooves. Pressed from both sides, the Veldooners broke, racing away to find a place to regroup. The riders chased them for a time, until turned away by archers that had been kept from the main attack for just such an occurrence.
“Steady!” Demetrius cried. “Hold here! Tighten up! Leave no gaps in the line!”
Corson moved close. The blood on his sleeve was drying, apparently not his own, but he had taken minor wounds to the left leg and forehead. He wiped the blood from his brow, trying to keep it from his eyes. “How are we doing?” he asked.
“Well enough for now,” said Demetrius. “The horses surprised them. That won’t happen again.”
Corson watched the Veldooners regain order and turn to face them once again. Their leaders shored up their lines and then stirred their hearts for a renewed assault, the effectiveness of the speeches evident by the look in their eyes as the panic left them. Their numbers were still clearly superior and they had been reminded of that fact. Corson sighed as one of their captains lifted his sword arm and shouted out orders. “Here they come again,” he whispered, barely loud enough for him to hear himself.
The battle went best for the defenders on the far right. The goblins, who had marched the longest of all the armies here, who had taken the rear position through the Saber Pass, who had suffered through the mental anguish of a magical assault of acidic rain that only other magic could thwart, released their pent up energy and rage on the Veldooners. The attackers may have known goblins were present in the Arkanian Army, but those in close contact with them clearly did not understand what to expect from them in battle. The goblins were ferocious and quick, brutal and merciless, and the Veldooners’ superior numbers were not nearly superior enough here. The Veldooners at this end of the battle swiftly fell apart, falling before the goblins’ warblades. In their bloodlust the goblin warriors might have chased their fleeing foes until they finished them, but their leaders kept discipline, loosing only a few to the chase. (And an odd sight it was, less than a dozen goblins pursuing thousands of armed Veldooners, who fled as if the numbers were reversed.) The victorious goblins wheeled, now hitting the Veldooners engaged with the Ridonians and Delvish in the flank. Here the Veldooners were having the best of it, but the sudden attack of the goblins threatened to sweep them from the field.
“The goblins!” Rowan shouted, raising a sword dripping with fresh blood. “Rally to the goblins!”
The Veldooners lost their momentum, and rather than driving to crush the enemy they were now trying to keep their lines together, pressed from front and side. Suddenly one of their leaders let out a roar, not one of admonition or command, but one of hope and victory. He pointed skyward and the Veldooners cheered as one.
Rowan turned to see what had prompted this instant reversal, and was greeted by a swooping black shape. Instinctively he dropped and rolled, then watched his attacker fly off. Apparently the winged demons that had watched them advance could do more than watch.
Hand-to-hand battles involving thousands of combatants are by definition chaotic, but where the winged creatures assailed the line the madness rose to another level. The demons, on average, were slightly larger than men, but their huge membranous wings made them seem much larger. They were fearfully strong, and preferred to grab a victim, rise into the air a hundred feet or so, then drop their load, swooping in again to repeat the process. They carried no weapons, but their sharp teeth and raking claws made them effective fighters at need, and they were lightening quick and just as fearless and ferocious as the goblins.
Rowan saw a demon snatch a goblin and soar skyward. The goblin, with an arm pinned, tried ineffectively to slash his tormentor with his warblade. After two failed swipes the demon swatted the weapon from the goblin’s hand. It tumbled to the ground with its owner close behind. Rowan turned away before the goblin met his fate on the unforgiving terrain. The demon came on again, but chose poorly this time. The goblin targeted realized it in time, but rather than fleeing he stood his ground, bringing up his warblade and slamming it into the creature’s midsection just as it reached out for the goblin. The two fell to the ground together, a blur of wings, claws, and steel. Finally the goblin rose, torn and bloodied but alive. He drove his warblade downward one last time to be sure his victory was complete.
And so the battle ebbed and flowed, the losses on both sides staggering, but the Veldooners and their foul brethren eventually gained the upper hand. They pressed the Arkanian Army inward, the right and left and center giving ground until they were pushed into a shrinking semi-circle. The Veldooners extended their own line, ready to completely envelop their foe except for some riders who had broken free before the trap could close, and who now frustrated the Veldooners with hit-and-run attacks. Many of these were Lorgrasian, Alexis leading the largest group, and the winged creatures now paid the riders the most attention, just as the elven archers had been most intent on bringing down the flying demons. Their aim was true, but they found their targets to have tough hides and the ability to take many arrows before succumbing to the damage.
Neither the arrows, nor the riders, nor the spears, staffs, and warblades, nor the valiant hearts of the Arkanians was going to be enough to see them through this battle. None put down their weapons and none fled, though as the trap closed there was little chance of escape. But hope dimmed, and doom like a dark cloud settled over them.
Through the raging battle Demetrius saw new arrivals coming from the north, and his already heavy heart sank further. The huge wolves of the Great Northern Forest had come, racing like the wind across the sickly fields. Called by Solek, he assumed, and more than enough to help the Veldooners and winged demons complete their day’s work in total victory.
Alexis’ heart, however, did not despair, but rather sang. She had kept her own counsel in one matter, and now she would see the fruits of her secret task. Whether it would be enough for them to win this fight…she would soon find out.
The wolves struck hard, and it was the shocked Veldooners that felt their raw power. The wolves were savage at the outset, and once they tasted blood they frightened even those they aided. They were no more than 200 in number, but they ripped through the enemy like a sharpened scythe, shredding and scattering their foes. Even the winged demons, who so fearlessly attacked the frenzied goblins, hesitated in the face of these raging beasts, and once the ground forces were routed, they flew away to the northeast, considering the battle beyond salvaging.
The wolves did not readily check themselves now that their blood was up, and many a fleeing Veldooner fell to their terrible pursuit. But eventually the Wolf King let out a howl of triumph that also called his pack to his side. He led them back to what remained of the Arkanian Army, his step spry and his head held high and proud. His eyes sought out Alexis, and once he found her he moved directly to her.
The Queen of Lorgras dismounted and knelt before the Wolf King.
“If you kneel in thanks, then you are welcome,” said the wolf. “If in homage, you should not do so, being a queen yourself. Either way, rise up.”
Alexis stood. Even at her full height she looked up at the great wolf. “It is thanks I give. I was not sure you would come.”
“The decision was swift, but our departure was delayed,” he said. He let his eyes drift over the field of dead. “For that I am sorry. In the forest, I and I alone command. But to depart, I would have agreement. Many did not want to become involved with this battle of men. But your words were true, I saw, and the evil threatening you threatens us all. You have already proven yourself by destroying the nest of foul insects in my domain. Some of the wolves, however, did not agree, and did not think an amicable parting to be in their best interest. They challenged my leadership.”
Alexis was sure what that meant, but she kept silent, wanting the Wolf King to go on.
“Obviously, since I am here, I met this challenge. But many a good wolf died, and others chose to flee rather than follow. Those true to me are here. The challenge cost us time, however, and we have been following your scent for several days now. We came as swiftly as we could, running day and night. I am sorry for your losses here today.”
“You have saved all that stand alive before you,” Alexis said. “I will not hear you apologize. I know what it is to lead and see your people divided. And I say to you that what you have done here today will not be forgotten.”
“Well spoken,” said the Wolf King. “But now you have dead and wounded to see to, and my pack is weary from their journey and the battle, swift though the latter was for us. We will draw off a way now and see to our needs.” He said this with an unmistakable hunger in his eyes, about which Alexis tried not to think. “Will you camp here tonight?”
“A mile or so away perhaps. Not on this part of the field.”
“We will rest now, and then see to your safety when darkness falls. You may have a well-earned, unbroken sleep tonight.”
Alexis bowed in thanks. The Wolf King bobbed his head in recognition of the gesture, then led his pack away with a howl that echoed over the field. No one doubted the sound would have sent a chill up even Solek’s spine.
Seeing to the dead and wounded was a grim and trying task. By the time full night fell, there were two large pyres burning, one of Veldooners, and one with the fallen of the Arkanian Army. The winged demons that had died were marked only by ashes where they fell, their spirits recalled to the pit and their corporeal forms collapsing and disintegrating without need of flame. There were no Veldoon injured—the goblins saw to that.
Death had visited both foot soldier and general alike. Destan had fallen, leaving Joss as the sole remaining Corindor general. Carlend, one of Alexis’ key lieutenants, had received a fatal wound as well. Gellan, who spoke for the dwarves, had been lifted high by a demon, which he slew with his axe before he plummeted to his own death. Ench, chief of the Salesh goblins, was gone, and Xoshan, who had succeeded Durst as Kabrinda chief, was severely wounded. The elven elders, too weak now to use their defensive magic, had simply tried to survive the battle. Sharest had failed and Adiel and Roldon were both injured, though neither of their lives was endangered. These two were among the most fortunate, for few had escaped with no hurt at all. Those who could walk and tend to themselves gave thanks to whatever god they worshipped or simply to the stars above.
Those more seriously wounded were another problem, one which could not be easily dealt with. They were made as comfortable as possible, but unspoken and understood was that no one could be spared to guard them—they would need to retreat as best they could, or wait here until the main army returned or some other fate came calling. Those who lead do not make such decisions lightly, but there was little choice in the matter, and debating it would have only made the empty feeling inside each of them grow until it threatened to swallow them. This was their only chance, and they needed to press on. They would march in the morning without looking back.
The smell of death did not dissipate during the passage of the night, and the new day was fittingly gloomy, with heavy, low, gray-black clouds slowly crossing the sky. Few words were heard in the camp, and those that had appetites consumed small breakfasts without enthusiasm. As they moved forward it was apparent something important had happened—they had melded into one army, the dwarves and elves and goblins and men still in small clusters as part of the whole, but no longer divided into distinct groups by race or home from one flank of the army to the other. Those leading—Alexis, Joss, Deron, Rowan, Zald, Yola—and their closest advisors rode together, ready to command their combined force. Only the wolves remained apart, pacing the marchers a short distance off the left flank.
Demetrius marched near the mounted leaders, happy to be alive but wishing for a horse of his own. He had been lucky to escape relatively unharmed from the battle, but the old pain from the earlier injuries had returned, and each step seemed to nudge a broken shard of glass buried somewhere inside his ribs. He thought he did a pretty good job masking the pain, and he wouldn’t think to complain, not with so many dead and dying, but a horse would have been a godsend. The mounts had fared no better than their riders in the previous day’s fighting, and were greatly reduced in number. The army itself, while victorious, had paid dearly for their gains.
Corson saw Demetrius studying their troops. “How many do you think we lost?” he asked.
“Too many,” Demetrius replied, being flip and serious at the same time. He gave the assembled force one last look, then went on. “More than half, I’d say. If we had thirty thousand yesterday, we have twelve thousand moving forward today.”
Corson absorbed that, then said, “I estimated the Veldooners at fifty thousand, not counting those flying things. I’d say their losses were worse than ours.”
Demetrius agreed but added, “The question is, was that all their strength, or do they have more in reserve? And we know Solek has other forces at his disposal.”
Corson sighed. “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about this. We’re still here and we’re still going forward.”
Demetrius offered a grim little smile. “Indeed we are.”
 



 
 
Chapter 8: The Dead Plain
 
For four days they marched, exhausted and footsore, while the weight of their losses settled over them like a stone hanging from their necks, bending their backs and challenging their wills. Of Solek’s plans or his minions there was no sign, but there was hardly any relief in that. There was a sense that this was no more than two tired fighters trying to re-gather strength before the next encounter. And while at a distance and unseen it appeared Solek could rest in peace, they were forced to push on with all possible speed—time both their ally and their enemy.
In addition to its natural defenses, there was one other anomaly about Veldoon that was commonly known, although only a few in the Arkanian Army had actually seen it. A swath of what was considered fertile ground encircled the inner border of Veldoon, and was called “The Belt.” The interior—“The Dead Plain”—was inhospitable to plants and living creatures alike, a wasteland rarely entered or even viewed. The army had reached the transition from “Belt” to “Dead Plain,” and those in the lead gazed out over the lifeless, rocky soil.
Rowan, sure he was thinking the same thoughts as the others, spoke first. “Are we going to find food or water in the Belt?”
“Unlikely,” Deron replied. “Not that we could trust for sustenance.”
“And our own supplies?” Alexis asked no one in particular.
“We’re okay for water for a while longer,” Rowan answered. He paused, then added quietly, “Food is no problem.”
Alexis did not openly react to the statement, which she knew to be true, though her stomach knotted. The horses, many of them Lorgrasian, which had fallen in the last battle would provide food for the living for quite some time. She knew when her empty stomach roared loud enough she would partake as well, but right now she preferred not to think about it.
“If we find water, no matter how foul, we should be able to use it,” said Deron. He waved his fingers, indicating he was speaking of using magic to purify it.
Rowan nodded. “Then I say we risk the Plain. It will save us weeks in travel time, and we need to keep pressing Solek.”
“Faster better,” Yola grunted. “Goblins move fast.”
“I don’t see any other choice,” Deron agreed.
Alexis clicked at her horse to tell him to start out. “Let’s be off then,” she called back without turning. A short time later the Arkanian Army had left the sickened growth of the Belt behind them, and tasted the dry dust of the Dead Plain.
*          *          *
Two days on the Dead Plain was enough to raise concerns over water to another level. Being able to purify it was the second hurdle; the first was finding it, and so far the Dead Plain was free of pond or stream. The dust their heels kicked up only made their thirst worse, and it was hot here and growing hotter, hot even for late June. Rowan felt a bead of sweat roll down the side of his nose, where he wiped it away. His mind wondered often to thoughts of water, but like everyone else he was careful to ration his supply. And, he thought, he was lucky. He was riding, a few feet further up from the dust and under far less physical strain than those who marched. He looked up at the sun, alone in the sky, clouds again nowhere in sight, not that they would bring much relief. He mused upon the fact that even the clouds appeared to serve Solek here, now that they labored across this arid place. The icy chill that had worked into his bones while he and his companions fought their way across Arkania in the dead of winter—a bitter, deep cold he was sure would never leave him at the time—seemed almost a pleasant memory now.
“Turning your face toward the sun like that will only make you warmer,” Tala said. A soft smile played on her lips, and she appeared comfortable enough—no signs of sweat were visible upon her person.
Rowan dropped his head. “Maybe you’re right,” he said. He bobbed his head up and down a few times, testing. “Yes, a degree or two cooler. Much better.”
She shrugged. “Just a suggestion. If we have to, we can get water.”
He looked at her, hopeful. “How so?”
“Adiel and Roldon.”
“The elders?”
“A spell,” she said with a nod. “Simple enough that my father or I could do it, but if we need a significant volume, it would need to be them. Hopefully it will not come to that.”
“It would use up a lot of energy,” he said, a statement rather than a question. “And leave us vulnerable.”
“Yes.”
“So is that why you seem cool and refreshed? Using a spell to keep hydrated?”
She paused, glancing at him to see if there was any bitterness in the question. She saw nothing that confirmed it, but exhaustion, heat, and thirst had a way of changing a person. “No. Elves deal with temperature variation better than humans, it seems. And I am not as comfortable as you seem to think.”
“Sorry to hear that,” Rowan said. He thought for a moment with a scowl on his face. “I think. Or maybe I feel better about not needing to be so jealous. “
Tala laughed. “At least you are honest.”
Further back, Demetrius and Corson walked side by side, the heat and lack of water subjects not to be discussed by mutual unspoken agreement. Corson could see that Demetrius was hurting again, a painful grimace just under the mask of complacency he tried to keep affixed on his face. “You know,” Corson said, “you can get a horse, at least for a time, just by asking. I could get you one.”
Demetrius shot him a warning look.
“I know, I know. Let it go.”
“Let it go,” Demetrius repeated. “Good idea.”
Corson looked him up and down. “I don’t think I can carry you for long, if it comes to that.”
“It’s not that bad, Corson.”
Corson faked an elbow to the ribs of his friend. The instinctive flinch sent a wave of pain across his face.
Demetrius looked at Corson as if the younger man had betrayed him. “I never said it didn’t hurt. But I can manage it, as long as you don’t keep taking fake shots at me.”
“Sorry,” Corson said without much conviction. He was worried about what this march was doing to all of them, Demetrius in particular, and what kind of shape they’d be in when they next had to do battle. He would have to keep Demetrius close, he thought, to watch over him. He didn’t recognize the irony in the thought, the reversal of roles since they had first set out, when Demetrius had tried to send him away to keep him safe while he, Demetrius, would try to deliver the shard given to him by King Rodaan to Prince Kalan.
*          *          *
After five days they guessed—hoped—that they were halfway across the Dead Plain. At least having reached that point, there was no more thought of turning back. Solek continued to stay his hand, and someone noted ruefully that he likely thought the heat and dust and thirst would do them in, and that he could simply watch and wait.
A light wind kicked up just after noon, halting everyone in their tracks. It was a foul breeze, blowing the dust in their eyes and bringing added warmth, like the blast from an oven when the door is open. But the smell was not of baking bread but of decay and rotten eggs. The wind swirled about them, then pulled away, lifting a spinning cloud of dust up towards the sky. The cyclone quickened and grew, the airborne dirt thickening until the funnel seemed a solid, writhing mass.
The Arkanians stirred and mumbled softly to one another or to themselves, nothing about what they were seeing, smelling, or feeling indicating the tumult in front of them was of this world.
The whirlwind ceased in an instant and the flying dust dropped to the ground. In its place stood a woman standing nearly twenty feet tall. She was arrayed as a warrior—thick, worn leather protecting her lower legs, torso and forearms, and a brass shield held in her left hand. In her right hand was a sword which blazed with a copper-colored fire. Her hair, at first glance a striking red, was of fire as well, and her eyes glowed a solid yellow, two burning suns. She was both terrible and beautiful, and all who beheld her were held sway by the contradiction. “A Blaze,” someone murmured in awe.
She spoke, her voice like distant thunder. “Return from whence you came. Turn back and you shall be spared. Step forward and you shall die.”
Hearts quailed, and suddenly their quest seemed far away and irrelevant. The voice held such authority that to challenge its owner seemed folly. All eyes remained on the form of the she-demon, but slowly, almost imperceptibly, many who saw and heard her started to inch backward.
“Go now,” she commanded, “or I will scatter your ashes to the wind.”
Beneath her, Alexis felt her horse take a half-step back, and then try to turn away. The reins tugged at her hand and pulled her away from the deep internal void she suddenly felt sure she was poised over. With an effort, she took her eyes off the Blaze and looked at her fellow warriors. Lost they were, lost in the beauty and terror of the she-demon, lost in themselves. The men were worse than the women, and while the animals were better off, even the wolves had lowered their heads in submission, and Alexis felt her own mount ready to head back to Lorgras, ready to do the Blaze’s bidding.
Alexis shielded the eyes of her horse and whispered into its ear. She raised her spear and gave a shout, and the horse charged forward. The steed, unleashed completely, was swift, but the she-demon had plenty of time to raise both shield and sword. The shield reflected the sun’s bitter light and the softer glow of the blazing sword and her fiery hair, the colors shimmering and swirling, a mesmerizing sight in its own right.
Alexis was distracted neither by the she-demon nor her shield. She tried to drive her spear into the midsection of the fiery warrior, but the blow was deflected hard by the moving edge of the shield. With an effort she kept her weapon from being ripped from her grasp, and managed to stay on her horse.
The Blaze was not content with knocking aside the spear thrust. With breathtaking swiftness the fiery blade flashed at the rider, sending her flying and cleaving her mount. The horse fell at the she-demon’s feet, gave a final shiver and expired. She ignored the horse, focusing instead on the rider.
Alexis tasted blood and dirt. Pain racked nearly her whole body—part of her right torso was numb, and that frightened her more than the pain. She tried to rise but could not. The she-demon was somewhere behind her, and Alexis heard a voice deep within urging her to get away, get away fast. But that voice didn’t understand that a large portion of her body was ignoring her right now, and gave no heed to the request to move. For her part, Alexis refused to look down at her own injuries. She was afraid of what she would see.
In most ways, Alexis’ attack had been rash and ill-advised. But as her broken body had sailed through the air, as the she-demon’s gaze had been averted from the assembled Arkanians, the spell was broken. Alexis’ body had hit the ground with a sickening thud, and a few seconds of horrifying silence followed as she stirred and tried to move. Then like a dam bursting, the Arkanians charged, coming as one to the aid of the fallen Lorgrasian queen.
The force and suddenness of the attack took the Blaze by surprise, but not so much so that she was unable to defend herself with shield and sword. She was powerful and swift, and many fell before her, but she was also vulnerable to arrows, swords, warblades, and wolves’ teeth, her greatest defense being the spell her gaze cast upon those opposing her. That weapon was no longer available to her.
The attack now came at the Blaze from all sides, even as dead and wounded piled up at her feet. Like an irresistible tide they pressed the she-demon, and like the tide often did, they eventually stole her balance. Even as she fell, she knew she would not rise again.
The Arkanians sought no prize in this fight, and would have none to claim. Just after the Blaze hit the ground, she vanished in a blast of hot air, which knocked over those closest to her. The blood from her wounds sank slowly into the dirt, hissing and sizzling as it did so. The dark patches were all that was left to indicate that she had been there—other than those who had fallen in battle.
Like everyone else, Rowan had stood awestruck at the sight of the Blaze, and had watched numbly as Alexis had been violently unhorsed. When the spell was broken, he thought first of Alexis, but could not reach her through the press of the frenzied attackers. Now that the Blaze was gone and the dead and injured were being tended to, he was able to find her. He winced at the sight of her injuries, an especially brutal slice on her right side that might have killed her already had not the heat from the flaming sword partially cauterized the wound. Her left leg was shattered. Her right elbow was grotesquely large, and the bottom half of that arm did not line up well with the upper portion. Lorgrasians had gathered around her, protecting and comforting one of their own and their queen, but something about the look on Rowan’s face caused them to draw back so that he could approach. As he did so, another sight, unexpected and in many ways as jarring as her wounds, struck him like a slap in the face.
Kneeling beside Alexis was Lucien. His head was bowed and his warblade was laid flat on the ground at her side. The goblin looked up at Rowan only long enough for the paladin to notice the tears brimming in his eyes.
Rowan dropped to his knees at Alexis’ side, opposite to Lucien. His own vision started to swim as his eyes watered.
She looked toward him, the pain further away now, receding like a ship on the horizon. She gave him a wan smile, then turned slowly back to Lucien. “I am happy to have called you friend,” she said to the goblin.
“Lady,” Lucien began. His voice sounded rough even to his own ears. “I failed you. I—”
“You have done much and will do more.” She lifted a hand and placed it on his arm. “Pick up your warblade. Fight on.”
Lucien let out two long, ragged breaths. He reached down, tentatively, as if his own weapon might bite him. Slowly he brought it up, curling his arms to hold it against his chest. “Solek’s blood or my life,” he said. It was a vow.
“Go with my blessing,” Alexis said. “Farewell.”
Lucien rose and backed away, leaving Rowan and Alexis as much privacy as two could share when surrounded by would-be mourners. Their eyes met, and the rest of the world dissolved away.
“And so we part again,” she said. “I’m not sure whether the first or last was more painful.”
“I do,” he said, stroking her cheek. “I’m sorry. I should have been able to act. We all should have. If we had only done so…”
“I nearly fell under the spell as well. And her magic was stronger against men.”
“Maybe so. That doesn’t excuse the price you had to pay to save us. If I had been stronger—”
“If you were strong enough, you could take on Solek and all his minions alone. You are what you are, Rowan. And what you are is more than most could hope to be. It is why I loved you. It is why I love you still.”
“And I you. Always.”
She closed her eyes and smiled. For a moment Rowan thought she was drifting away, but then her eyelids fluttered open again. “I wish we were able to say so, all those years ago.”
“You had a kingdom to rule. I am not of noble blood.”
“Not by birth, perhaps, but by action. I saw that in you. But you had a god to serve as I had a kingdom. I part with only the regret that we could not spend the days of our old age together, after the throne had passed from me to another. It was a dream of mine, one I kept secretly in my heart. But I was granted the gift of seeing you again, of spending long days and nights by your side. For that I will be thankful, even if it ends here for me, broken on a field of dust.”
Rowan took her hand and kissed it gently, ignoring the blood and dirt. Her hand was cold in spite of the heat of the day. His tears fell now, and he let them, without shame.
“Farewell,” she said, her voice a soft breeze. She closed her eyes and then fell still.
Rowan stayed there for a long time, not caring about anything else in the world, lost in grief. He prayed for her soul and that steadied him somewhat. When he started to rise he felt a strong hand help him up.
“I’m sorry,” Demetrius said. “I didn’t know…”
Rowan took in the nearest faces. Corson was there by Demetrius, as were Tala and Lucien, the entire company that had quested together now mourning their first loss. They guided him away as he spoke in soft, mournful tones. “We fell in love when we were young. I spent three years in Lorgras, in study and training. I did not know she was to be queen when she reached age twenty-one. If I had known, I would have…”
“Led a less full life,” Tala said.
Rowan had to admit that was true, even now.
“You were kept apart?” Corson asked.
“No, at least not by any hard and fast rule,” Rowan replied. “That made it all the more difficult. Because we knew it would be frowned upon by many, a queen and a commoner, and she was right to say my desire to pursue a paladin’s life played a role in our decision to part. When I returned to Delving, I never thought to see her again. Then we were fighting that Pit Demon, and who shows up to save us.”
“Small world,” Tala said. “You hid it well. Both of you.”
“We had a higher calling to fulfill. That much didn’t change. Maybe when Solek lay dead at our feet we would have had time to think of being together. Until then, it would have been pointless to discuss it. And she was still queen, and I a paladin.” Something struck him then, a quick thought. For an instant his face brightened but it faded even before he spoke. “I have some small healing power,” he said to Tala. “With the elders, would there be any chance—”
Tala’s face dropped, cutting him off. “I’m sorry, Rowan. Even we cannot bring back the dead.”
“I suppose not,” he said. “My Lord can, but only when he comes again.” He looked back at Alexis, glimpsing her face through the Lorgrasians who surrounded her, and saw there an expression of peace. He chose to ignore her crushed body. Suddenly a dark shadow crossed his features. “Solek can raise the dead as well, in a perverted way.” Slowly he drew his sword. “That cannot be allowed.”
Demetrius tried to stay him. “Let someone else do it.”
Rowan answered with only a dreadful, determined look, one even the Lorgrasians would not dare to question. The others backed away, and then turned away. They could not watch what needed to be done.
*          *          *
The funeral pyre was much smaller than that lit after fighting the Veldooners, but the sorrow was no less. Alexis was given a place of honor, a small separate pyre past which those who had known her filed to pay their final respects. The fire took her body and those of the others, a final irony considering the means of their deaths. The wounded were few; once one was bitten by the Blaze’s fiery sword, a sort of fire spread within and consumed the victim’s life in a short time.
Rowan mounted up and started away before the pyres had died down. Night was falling and they could not travel far, not safely, but he would be away from this wretched place before he would rest. If only the haunting memories could be left behind as easily.
Rowan had led them off without a word, and Deron stopped them for the night in the same way. Dimly on the horizon to their rear the dying pyres could be seen, casting a red-orange glow into the black night.
*          *          *
The next day dawned overcast, thick white clouds blotting out the sun and stealing some of the heat that beat down upon the advancing army. Since they had been near or in Veldoon, they had seen only clear skies with a scorching sun, ominous dark clouds, or worse. Today’s fluffy white clouds seemed odd and out of place, a reminder of home and of happier days.
Late in the morning one of the men of the Westerland came pounding up to the Arkanian leaders. He had been acting as a scout, and had found a hot spring less than a mile off their direct path. “It’s quite warm and smells of sulfur, but it’s the best we’ve found since we’ve been on the Plain.”
“It’s the only water we’ve found,” Zald noted, clarifying what his man had said. “Is there a significant flow?”
“There is, my lord,” the man replied. “And a small pool as well, though that water is stagnant.”
“Lead on,” said Deron. “If the source is usable we’ll want to move the army close so we can refill all our skins.”
They covered the distance quickly, hopeful expectation giving them an added push. The spring was just as the man had described it, the smell being the most notable feature. But the water was not too hot to handle, and the process of collecting and purifying it by spell, though tedious, progressed throughout the rest of the day. In the end they camped near the spring, and considered the loss of most of a day a fair trade for the water that refreshed them now and would sustain them in days to come.
*          *          *
While there was no feeling that the worst was now behind them, the water lifted their spirits and their legs on the march, and they covered more ground in the following two days than in the previous three. As they approached their goal each passed mile was a relief, but a sense of foreboding grew—what would oppose them next? At Adiel’s urging Tala risked a brief finding spell using the Sphere, to be sure they had not gotten lost—or been led astray by some undetected magic—as they crossed the barren waste.
“We’re on track,” Tala said, as she hurried the Sphere back into the cloaking bag. “And we are nearly clear of the Dead Plain.”
“How much longer?” Deron asked.
“A day or two to the Belt,” she replied. “One or two past that to Citadel.”
“At our current pace,” Rowan added, seeking confirmation.
Tala nodded. Everyone understood that the pace they were discussing was for an unopposed march.
The first sign that the easy movement would end came within the hour. Drifting toward them came six Mists, Solek’s spies. These were spared only cursory glances before all eyes began to scan the horizon for approaching enemies, given that the Mists had only served as eyes for the enemy and occasionally harbingers of coming trouble. Sure enough, while the shadowy figures circled the Arkanians a mass of shapes appeared, as if materializing out of the shimmering heat of the Dead Plain. As they neared, these figures were outlined against the dust they kicked up behind themselves.
Rowan called the Arkanians to a halt and gave the order to move into battle formation. He would have preferred to receive the approaching enemy from a defensive position, but there was nothing in this barren place to use for such a purpose, no sizable rocks or trees, no hills, no streams. Any attacking army here need not be at a disadvantage. It was with this thought in mind that Rowan spoke to the other leaders
“With those Mists in the air and this flat land there will be no secret movements. We should choose when the battle is joined, and use our riders to hit their flanks while our footmen strike their front. I believe they are all on foot.” He looked at Deron for confirmation of the fact.
“They are,” answered the elf, squinting despite his superior eyesight to improve his focus. “Odd creatures they are, like a cross-breed of men and trolls. They are tall and wiry, and move with a quick, shuffling gait. They have carved clubs for the most part, and a few have bows.”
Tala readied her own bow, but remained on her horse. She planned to take a few shots while her mount could be held stationary, then to join the flanking attack, switching to a short sword she had acquired from one of the elves that fell fighting the Veldooners. Her supply of arrows was growing perilously short, so she needed to make each one count.
The approaching creatures came forward in a broad line of battle. As they neared, Tala could make out their features. Their clothing was non-descript, faded tans, browns, and blacks, loose fitting and short in the arms and legs, as if they had grown long of limb while losing weight. Their eyes were solid white, with no sign of iris or pupil, their skin a drab gray, their hair dark and hanging down in long strands where it grew, which was only on the backs of their heads. Something else about them struck her as strange and it took her a moment to put a finger on it. Just as their white eyes made them appear blind, there was no indication that they had ears with which to hear. “Deaf and blind?” she asked herself. “Is Solek so desperate?”
If anyone tried to answer her rhetorical question, she could not hear it. From above, the Mists screamed, a high-pitched keening that spiked into the brain like a tiny dagger. Tala’s horse started immediately at the sound and could not be settled. He began to buck and kick wildly, tossing Tala aside in the process, and then, finding no relief, began to run blindly, trying to escape the piercing shrieks.
Tala barely registered the pain from a sprained wrist she suffered as she fell to the ground. She covered her ears while her face contorted in pain. Her eyes began to water, and seeing what was going on around her became difficult, but she forced herself to focus through the pain that radiated from her mind out through her body. The reaction to the noise was similar throughout the Arkanian Army. Men, women, elves, dwarves, and goblins tried to stop up their ears in a futile attempt to shut out the wretched screams of the Mists. Some were able to keep their feet, but many now rolled in the dirt, holding their heads as if they expected them to explode. The great wolves howled in agony, some even tearing at their own fur in their anguish. The horses flailed or fled, many into the eager arms of the advancing troll-men, who made quick work of the helpless beasts. Deaf these troll-men were, and ideal companions for this aural assault. Tala spared one brief look up at the Mists. They circled swiftly, the occasional arrow launched at them in a pointless gesture by one of the warriors below passing through them. She could almost imagine long faces under those black hoods, with mouths stretched into a long oval while the incessant scream poured out. There was no variety in the sound, no ululating or changes in pitch, just a single, lengthy note, an impossibly sharp splinter that worked its way deep into the brain and lodged there.
The second part of the attack hit, the troll-men closing ground quickly and striking at their distressed and somewhat disabled foes. Most of the Arkanians saw the attack coming and were able to defend themselves, however weakly. Tala shifted her focus to her personal plight, dodging a pair of clubs as two troll-men seemed intent on beating each other to claim her as a prize. Her limbs felt weak and sluggish, and only with an effort of will could she lift her sword to ward off a blow. Despite those empty, white eyes, the troll-men apparently were anything but blind. Either they could see, or they had some other way to sense the location of their targets.
Tala struggled to maintain her concentration, despite the fact that several creatures half-again her size were trying to dash out her brains with their clubs. The shrieking was so overwhelming that it demanded attention even when one was fighting for one’s life. Distantly she was aware of those doing battle around her, of many falling dead or wounded, of the blood spilled and the dust kicked up by the struggle. If only the sound would stop, she thought, even for a second, so she could get her bearings straight.
She dodged a clumsy blow and managed to strike an off-balance troll-man with the flat of her blade, not good enough to really hurt him, but maybe enough to slow him down. It hardly seemed to matter. Another took his place, looking at Tala with those strange, expressionless eyes, trying to crush her with his club.
The troll-man’s face suddenly took on a look of confusion. He raised his club and brought it down, swinging at empty air to Tala’s left, and losing his balance in the process. She rushed in and slashed him with her sword, his confusion changing to shock and dismay, then melting to numbness as he fell to the ground.
It was all Tala could do to focus her eyes. The shrieking of the Mists pounded at her relentlessly. She saw several troll-men finding their marks, but others striking at nothing, as if suddenly losing track of their prey. Most paid no price for their misses, the Arkanians so stricken by the screams of the Mists that they could take but little advantage of it. Tala held her ears during a small respite in her personal battles, and found what she was looking for—Adiel and Roldon had pulled back a bit from the battle and had managed to muster enough concentration to cast spells. Based on the sudden inaccuracy of the troll-men, she guessed they had cast a mirror image spell—where she stood one or more exact duplicates appeared in short intervals on one or both sides of her. It was a spell that took great skill to learn, and great power to use, and it was far beyond the level of magic she had ever aspired to. She wondered how long they could keep it up. The two elders had bought them time, but the clubs of the troll-men eventually found their intended targets, and the Mists’ screams had made many Arkanians incapable of fighting back, even given this temporary advantage. It crossed her mind that despite the white eyes, the troll-men could see, at least in some way, otherwise the spell would have had no effect.
In pain and frustration Tala let out a scream of her own. It was swallowed up by the wailing of the Mists such that it barely reached her own ears, but with it came a sudden burst of energy, which she used to brutal effect against the two nearest troll-men. In those few seconds she could see they were slow, clumsy fighters, easily dispatched if not for the debilitating effect the Mists were having on those who could hear them. But the penetrating noise stole the energy away almost as quickly as she built it up, and her arms and legs grew heavy once again.
She could feel her senses growing numb as well, the world a confusion of dust, blood, and flailing limbs and weapons. She tried to find a familiar face, but could make out none in the swirl of battle. Someone fell at her feet, a male elf, blood gushing from a wound on his arm, his own weapon lost or forgotten, his hands tearing at his own ears, trying to stop the incessant, searing noise. She grabbed his belt and slid him back a foot, just enough to avoid the death blow being delivered by one of the troll-men. Confused, the creature’s next swing was directed at one of the mirror images, whether Tala’s or the male elf’s it was unclear. Either way it missed and gave her a chance to try her sword again. She hit him, a glancing blow, not enough to kill him but enough to force him to retreat.
Distantly the sound of battle reached her ears, as if somewhere far away armies clashed, and muffled shouts and cries of pain carried over the Dead Plain to the edge of her perception. The sounds grew, slowly but surely. With dawning recognition, Tala looked up.
The Mist continued to circle overhead, but they had begun to fade, as if they were being worn thin, and the light from the sky behind them had begun to leak through their previously impenetrable black forms. As the sound of the battle’s tumult grew, the Mists continued to fade, the two events now clearly linked.
“They are weakening!” she shouted, her own voice a delight to her still-ringing ears. “The battle is ours! Rally Arkanians!”
The Arkanians did rally, their strength returning as the Mists continued to recede, now just a whisper of what they once were. The battle grew in intensity, both sides now lashing out at one another, the Arkanians gaining a brief advantage over the troll-men, who were still being misled by the mirror image spell. But just as the Mists vanished completely, their screams now only a distant echo, so too did the strength of the elven mages fail, and the spell was broken. Now the battle would be decided by strength of arms alone.
Lucien would not have believed sound could cause such torment. He had felt as if his mind was ready to split apart, had almost wished for it, for the end of the agony, and underneath that for the end of the guilt and shame he carried for Alexis’ death. Now released he fought ferociously, his warblade singing as it sliced through the air. The screams had dulled his senses, but now they were all heightened. He was in the midst of a goblin battle fury, and around him things slowed and he became a focused killing machine. Goblins in this state had been known to kill dozens of opponents, and at times fell dead themselves from what was bluntly called “Grash-ak-non,” loosely, an “exploded heart.” The warblade had become an extension of Lucien’s body, a fluid tool moving without need for conscious thought. The troll-men, fearless in most respects, backed away, indicating that they were not foolish. Lucien pressed on, the world reduced only to what was in front of him.
The goblins were terrible in their unleashed fury, but even they paled in comparison to the great wolves, who had been so helpless when the Mists pierced them with sound, their hyper-sensitive ears allowing in far too much of the disabling noise. Some had gone mad and attacked friend and foe alike, others had died from the unendurable pain, but most had lived, and these attacked with a ferociousness that made even their allies back away. In the end, it was the great wolves that broke the troll-men and decided the battle, and it was the wolves that could not be restrained from pursuing the fleeing enemy. As a blood-red sun sank in the west, not a troll-man lived.
Lucien stood apart from everyone, needing time to come back from the trance-like state in which he had been enfolded. He felt his heart banging in his chest, stubbornly refusing to slow for several minutes. He closed his eyes to shut out the world, but the iron tang of blood was still fresh in the air. When he allowed his eyelids to open again, he saw a black wolf approach.
“I remember you, Lucien,” the wolf said. "When last we met I said I would taste your flesh.”
“And I said you would feel warblade, Krellos," Lucien replied, but without malice. It seemed ages ago when they hurled such threats at one another in the Great Northern Forest, back when Lucien and his companions had been gathering the shards of the Soul Sphere. Back when Alexis yet lived.
The wolf looked at the dead scattered a short distance away from the goblin. “It seems your warblade has spilled much blood today.”
“As your teeth,” Lucien said, raising his blade in salute. “Appears fate makes us allies again.”
“This is so. Perhaps I will walk with you. If we cannot test one another, we can watch each other fight, and take our measure in that way.”
“Good plan,” the goblin said.
They both wore toothy smiles, friendly and threatening at the same time. Slowly they relaxed, knowing that for now they still fought together.
*          *          *
Demetrius sat a short distance away from the latest pyre, one he had helped build with the headless bodies of the dead. He could feel the heat from it on his back, and the foul smell filled his nostrils, but for now his legs refused to carry him any further away. He had never known exhaustion like this, so complete, deep inside his spirit as well as in his aching muscles and battered ribs. He looked up at the starry sky, thinking of nothing and of everything at once, his mind drifting with a will of its own. The image of a bed under a sheltering roof tried to come into focus, but he pushed it away. He thought he could sleep for a month.
He saw a familiar pair of boots stop by his right leg. Corson sat down with a low groan.
“Sounds like you feel like I do,” Demetrius said.
“Like a giant put me in a box and shook it around for a couple of hours.”
Demetrius’ laugh came out as a quick, exhaled breath through his nose. Even that sent a sharp jab of pain into his side. “You have an interesting way of putting things. But that’s probably a fair description, especially if there were logs and boulders in the box.”
“Some spear and swords, too, for good measure.”
Demetrius nodded. “And still we have to consider ourselves fortunate.” He indicated the pyre with a slight turn of his head.
“I know.” They were quiet for a while, then Corson said, “You didn’t need to help move the bodies. People know you are still healing
from injuries.”
 “As are many. We have to do what is needed, like the soldiers that we are. Do you see the way some look at us?”
“As if we are kings or lords, or maybe wizards or ancient mages.”
“Yes. Because we are among those that gathered the shards. In their eyes we have become special because of that.”
“We were tested by Solek and live to speak of it. They hold us in awe, despite the injuries we bear, despite all the evidence that we have not been marked by some higher power to win this ultimate battle.” After a pause he added. “Despite the fact that Alexis fell.”
Demetrius nodded solemnly.
“Do you think Rowan feels a higher power wills us to victory?” Corson asked. “His faith seems strong.”
“It is, but it’s being tested. I’m sure if you asked him, he would say victory will be ours if it is the will of his God.”
“Why would any god will evil to win?”
Demetrius shrugged. “Gods are gods, not men. Perhaps evil exists to temper and refine men, as a fire does to metal. Some will be stronger for it…”
“Others will be broken.”
“That is the way of it,” Demetrius agreed with a sigh. “Right now I feel like one of the broken. Old. Worn out.”
“You’re not old.”
“I’m forty-one. Far different than I was at twenty, or even thirty-five. Wiser perhaps, more wily in combat I hope. I need to be. I’m slower, and not as strong as I once was.”
“You were injured nearly to the point of death, and since then you’ve marched halfway across Arkania and survived several battles. That hardly indicates you’ve lived past your usefulness.”
“Still useful. But less than I wish to be. Then again, I'm happy to have only a minor role in things now. We played the heroes and are still here to tell of it. Now we will see if the groundwork we laid will bear fruit.”
“We draw ever closer to our goal.”
“And grow weaker with each step. We lost a quarter of our strength today. I’d say fewer than ten thousand remain.”
“But the enemy weakens as well.”
“We can hope.” Demetrius saw the grave look on his friend’s face and spared him a smile. “If he could have finished us by now, he would have.”
Corson’s spirits lifted a bit at hearing such words from his friend and mentor. Demetrius had always been quiet and close, but his injuries had made him more so, and occasionally gloomy as well. All things considered, if “gloomy” was the worst that could be said of someone sitting here on the Dead Plain, marching toward the said-to-be-unassailable city of Citadel, with a funeral pyre of dead brothers-in-arms blazing at their backs, then that person must be keeping themselves together mentally. “By the way, you’re forty-two.”
“What?”
“You turned forty-two a few weeks back. Sorry I didn’t get you a gift.”
“I’m sure you’ll make up for it next year.”
I hope I get the chance, Corson thought. He looked to the northeast, toward Solek’s unseen seat of power. There the Dark One waited for them, plotting. Corson could only hope they had planted a seed of doubt in his evil mind.
*          *          *
Rain arrived late the next morning and lasted through most of the day. Once past the initial fear that it was of the dangerous variety conjured up by Solek—a more frightening prospect in that Adiel and Roldon were so exhausted from the battle with the troll-men that they had to be carried on litters—it was most welcome. While no substitute for a bath and a cake of soap, it washed away enough of the accumulated dirt and blood they had collected while traversing Veldoon that they started to feel themselves again. Water flasks were refilled and the hot sun gave them a day off. All things considered, it made for a day that could almost be termed pleasant.
The sun was back the next day, and not altogether unwelcome. Once the falling rain had served its purpose, it left a person feeling uncomfortable in soaked clothes. Today they would dry out.
They reached the end of the Dead Plain around noon, the sickly grass of the Belt a welcome relief from the dust that had choked and blinded them for most of the last ten days. Here the grass was brown and brittle, and it gave beneath their feet and crumbled to nothing. It appeared the Dead Plain would soon extend further in this direction.
Late that day they found some semblance of a road, rutted and unused for an age, overgrown with scrub brush that was as brown and brittle as the grass. Tala cast her finding spell and pointed north along the road, which would lead them to Citadel. They proceeded in the silence of their own thoughts, as if speech and laughter were driven away so close to evil’s current dwelling place in Arkania. Word spread that Tala had guessed they still had two days march ahead of them, and that relaxed them a bit. It wasn’t yet tomorrow when they would face their ultimate battle.
The ground yielded little in the way of shelter from the elements or spying eyes, the land still flat and featureless. They camped in the open, with fires locating them for any who wished to know exactly where they were. The guard posted was large in number, and when not on duty many kept a vigilant watch of their own. They could feel the oppressive weight of the Dark One’s malevolent gaze pressing upon them.
Rowan had taken a light meal with some of his men, after which a messenger requested his presence in Deron’s camp. He followed the messenger back, a short journey, and was welcomed into Deron’s tent. The elf was just finishing his own meal, and offered Rowan his hospitality, limited though it necessarily was.
“I thank you. I have already eaten.”
“When this is done, we will have to sit down to a true feast. We will have earned it, all of us.”
“I think my stomach would rebel at what I used to consider a normal meal,” Rowan said with a wan smile. “It stopped grumbling over small portions some time ago.”
“Then I envy you,” Deron said, even as he set aside his worn and soiled plate. “Mine still reminds me of its displeasure.” He changed subjects, getting down to business. “How are your men?”
“As well as could be expected, and not bad considering. They’ll fight, they’ve shown that.”
“That they have. As have all gathered here. I was pondering whether we should send scouts ahead.”
“Normally, yes, but I hate to send any off alone. We’ve proven strongest together, when we support one another. Perhaps if the land is more friendly to our purposes as we near Citadel...”
“I fear it will not be so. The city sits on the sea. It is unlikely there will be any hills or forests to disguise our approach, not that surprise is a real possibility for us.”
“Do you think Solek will come out to meet us in battle?”
“Would you?”
“Unless I was sure of victory, I would fight from behind my walls.”
“And he will think the same,” Deron said with a nod. “We should hope he does not come out. It would be an ill omen.”
“How are Adiel and Roldon?”
“Weak. Spent. But better able to help us than yesterday, and they’ll be better tomorrow and the day after. It would be best if we could wait a week, but that would give Solek time to rest as well. The closer we draw to him, the less we can afford to let that happen.”
“Then we press on, as swiftly as we can.”
Deron agreed.
“Should we call the others to discuss things?”’
Deron shrugged, then shook his head. “They look to us for leadership.”
Rowan was taken aback.  “You I understand. But me? Why?”
“Your sword. Your courage. It is there for those who wish to see it, and most have. Men recognize leadership in others before they admit it to themselves, unless they are vain or arrogant. You are neither.”
“I suppose meetings matter little,” said Rowan, deflecting the compliment. “We either go on or go back. Not much of a choice.”
“At least that makes it an easy one.”
A few minutes later Rowan took his leave and stepped from the tent, and there he found Tala waiting, silhouetted by the campfire that blazed behind her.
“You look tired,” she said.
“No more than anyone else. It ends soon, though, for good or ill. For that I am happy.”
“ ‘Happy’ is not a word heard much these days.”
“Too many have fallen. The price of this quest has been high, and will grow higher.”
“And the price if we had not undertaken it?”
Rowan yielded to her logic, though his heart remained heavy. “Far worse. I do not question what we have done. It was the only reasonable choice. I only wish less was asked of me, and…” He looked away, unwilling to let his eyes meet Tala’s.
“She died a noble death.”
He turned on her swiftly. “Is there any such thing?” he asked, his voice harsher than he intended.
Tala touched the cross stitched on his shirt. “Your faith would tell you so. Alexis died so that we might live. Surely you understand the meaning in that.”
“It could have been someone else. It didn’t have to be her.”
“It could have been you is what you mean.”
He gazed at the horizon, seeing nothing. “I should have been quicker. Stronger.”
“You have done what you can, and more than most. You have faced death, and would have gladly died for your fellows a dozen times over. You have rallied your people when their hearts failed, led them when you did not wish for the responsibility. And you will do so again.”
He nodded but did not speak.
“We will need all that have survived in the coming days to be present physically and mentally. You have mourned her passing, and will do so again, hopefully in fairer days. But now you must show strength, even if you do not feel it.”
“I will,” he said in a whisper. He cleared his throat, forced a smile, and spoke in his normal tone. “I will.”
“I would ride with you tomorrow, if you would have the company. Perhaps we can speak of more pleasant times and places.”
“Tomorrow dawns brighter,” he replied, accepting her offer. He bid her good rest and departed.
She watched him go, continuing to look in the direction of his camp even after he was out of sight. She had enough worries of her own to worry for him, but she couldn’t help it. Sleep would come hard that night, and when it did it would be haunted by dreams of pain and death.



 
 
Chapter 9: Island of Fire
 
At least on the surface, Rowan’s spirits had lifted when the new day dawned. He rode at his usual place at or near the head of the column, sitting tall and confident in the saddle with his chin up and his face bravely facing whatever might lie ahead. He was not of royal stock, but those who followed him into battle took note of his bearing, and gathered what hope they could from his unbowed posture.
Tala was pleased to note the change in outward appearance, and knew better than to question how he felt beneath the surface. She found herself struggling to suppress a yawn.
“Rough night?” he asked.
“Bad dreams.”
He nodded gravely. “They plague us all. Tricks of our own imaginations, or images sent by Solek perhaps. I, for one, am thankful I can only die once. In my dreams, it can be several times per night, usually with great suffering. It is much the same with the others.”
“Your people share these things?”
“Speaking of them in the light of day they often seem silly, and we are reminded that they are indeed dreams and nothing more. Though in these days there’s no laughter over them, even when the sun is up. They strike too close to reality. Some believed they were having visions of a dire future.”
“ ‘Believed’? They do not think so now?”
“Not openly. Too many have had the same dreams. Kept to himself, they haunt a man. Shared, they lose some of their power.”
“My people are much closer with such things,” Tala said. “My ancestors used to consider nightmares a sign of either a weak or overactive mind. We know better now, but still tend to keep these night visions to ourselves.”
“I’m surprised,” Rowan said. “I would have thought elves beyond such thinking.”
“We are an ancient people, but all races have their quirks.”
Rowan laughed. “I see I should redirect this conversation. I need not hear what quirks you would assign to humans.”
“It might fill the day,” Tala said with a grin. “Help pass the time.”
Rowan shook his head. “I’ll pass. Save it for the journey home. It’ll keep me from thinking too much of myself if we win this battle.”
The day was overcast and mild, pleasant for early July. But an eerie silence pressed in on them, the sounds of their own shuffling feet and paws, the beat of the horses hooves on the hard ground, the metallic clink of armor or a pot against a pan, whispered conversation—the sounds of an army marching in enemy territory—seemed unnatural and out of place here. They saw no living creature, no small animals scurrying off at their approach, no birds in the air. All around them, everything was dead or dying, and they, the living, knew that death wished to embrace them as well.
Before the sun reached its apex, towering forms appeared some distance ahead on the road. It gave the Arkanians but little pause, as these soon showed themselves to be great statues, used to mark the place where the roads from south and north joined to form a single road east to Citadel. As they neared, the true majesty of these sentinels was revealed, the master work of artisans from some long forgotten time. The statues were one each of a man and a woman, each wearing a long, flowing robe and a laurel wreath on their head. They faced west, their backs to the city, and each held their arms open wide, as if to welcome and embrace any visitor who passed this way. The carved faces were noble and proud, perhaps a king and queen whose names had been lost through the passing of the ages. Certainly they bore little resemblance to the current denizens of Veldoon.
The towering height of the stone figures became more real as the Arkanians approached, and could only be guessed at. Even those on horseback would need to reach upward to touch the statues’ ankles. It was likely that the tops of the stone heads of these figures were 200 feet or more off the ground. How these figures came to be here was a mystery they had no hope of solving. As the lead elements of the advancing army reached the point where the north road met the south, they turned east to follow the new road, and to pass between the stone guardians. All eyes rose to take in the behemoths, and up close they could see that the new ruler of this land had left his mark here, just as he had on the dying land about them.
On the chest of each figure there was carved a pentagram. It had been hewn roughly into the rock, no pretense being made that they were part of the original work. Where the figures had been etched the stone was a lighter gray, but as the lead elements of the army gazed upon the marks they darkened and began to run, a liquid of some sort filling first the pentagram and then spilling over to flow down the front of the carved man and woman. The liquid was dark where it bubbled up into the pentagram, nearly black in color, but as it ran it was clearly a deep red. No one doubted what it was. The statues' eyes began to well up as well, and tears of blood soon trickled down their cheeks.
“Solek marks us,” Deron stated plainly, as if he was commenting on the weather. “Nothing more.” He led the way past the towering guardians, sparing them only one quick glance as he passed beneath their outstretched arms. Silently the others followed, many watching the statues with undisguised fear, expecting them to spring to life and strike down the invaders. Even once safely past, many heads turned to see if an attack from the rear was coming. Other than the blood that now pooled around the statues’ feet, all was normal.
As the statues faded in the distance behind them, eyes began to strain forward, looking for the fortress city they meant to assault. The day grew warm and a summer haze settled over the land, reducing visibility and stealing any chance that they might glimpse Citadel from a day’s march away.
The miles passed and they continued to move unchecked. Zald wondered aloud if Solek allowed it “to bring us close, the easier to strike us down.”
“If it is so, we will find out soon enough,” replied Deron. “If we turn back now, we have lost all.”
Zald said no more on the subject, but he was hardly put at ease by Deron’s words.
As they traveled further east, sparse trees began to appear just off the road, individually at first, then in small groves, and finally in something that might be called a forest. But the trees were barren and lifeless, good for burning but providing no shade or fruit. Rowan was studying this dead wood, wondering how far into it his sight could penetrate, when he spied several small wooden structures a short distance ahead. His breath caught in his throat for a second, and when he was finally able to speak, he commanded a swift halt. He urged his own mount forward for a better look.
Several dozen figures were there, some crucified on crosses, others impaled on thick pikes, some hacked apart and left on the ground, their blood staining the soil. There were men and women, even a young child, dwarves, elves, goblins, and wolves. But it was one figure that held Rowan’s total attention. Upon a group of three crosses three figures had been crucified. Their blood, still fresh, poured from the wounds on their hands and feet. The center cross was a bit higher than those to its right and left. Upon this cross hung Alexis. In addition to the nail wounds, her right side had been pierced, and on her head had been paced a crown of woven thorns. A small sign hung over her head, which stated: “Alexandra, Queen of Arkania.”
Rowan felt as if his heart was going to hammer its way out of his chest. Tears welled up in his eyes and spilled out. He let them go and felt a sob rack his body. He started as a hand touched his arm.
Tala had followed him, as had Deron, Zald, and Yola, the latter three having stopped a few paces back. Each wore their own mask of pain, revulsion, and rage. Tala, however, seemed composed. “It is not real, Rowan. It cannot be.”
“I know. But I—”
“Her body was consumed by the fire. Not even the Dark One is capable of bringing her back. It is not her. It is not anyone.”
Rowan opened his mouth to speak, but another voice interrupted.
“Why did you let me die?”
When Rowan looked up at the sound, he found that he was staring into Alexis’ blue eyes. Those eyes, like the voice, held nothing but accusation.
“I didn’t let you die,” he stammered. “I wanted to save you. I—”
“You let me die. Now I will suffer forever.”
Rowan shook his head and looked away.
Tala spoke into his ear. “She is not there. I recognize some of the others here as well. All fell earlier. Maybe when we pass everyone will see those they most miss. We must not tarry here. They are phantoms. They can harm us only if we allow it.”
“Do you see her?”
Tala paused, then said, “Yes.”
Alexis’ form let out a cry of anguish. “Can no one come to my aid? Have all forsaken me?”
Rowan moved as if to go to her. Tala stayed him, then readied her bow and nocked an arrow.
“No, wait!” Rowan tried to divert the weapon, too late.
The arrow flew true, straight into Alexis’ midsection. If she felt it, she gave no sign. Tala pointed to where the arrow landed, some distance away. “Do you doubt my aim?”
Rowan pulled himself together. “No. It was true. It is as you say, a phantom only. Solek must not be content to haunt only our dreams. Now our waking moments are his playthings as well.” Rowan turned his back on Alexis’ image and took a deep breath. “If he means to frighten us off, we will see to it that he fails. And if this is all the strength he has left…” Rowan called the main body forward. “Eyes straight ahead! There are foul images here sent by the enemy to weaken our resolve. But it is he that weakens. Hold your heads high and march past these empty displays!” The other leaders joined him in spreading encouraging words, and while the marchers could not resist looking as they passed and their faces grew pale at what they saw, they obeyed orders and tried to file by quickly to put the gruesome specters behind them.
The presence of the main body elicited more life from the images, each calling out for relief from their torment. Many of the living heard their names called by loved ones, but those hesitating were swiftly urged on by their companions. Lucien managed to keep his eyes forward. He sensed Krellos looking off to one side, and the wolf emitted a low growl but kept moving. Corson couldn’t help himself, and he studied each of the foul images with growing disgust. The final one he recognized, the girl he hoped to marry. He let out an involuntary gasp. Demetrius laid a hand on his back and pressed him forward. “Ignore it,” he said.
“But it’s—”
“An image from the darkest part of your mind. Leave it here. Don’t carry it forward. It will only distract you.”
“I’ll try,” was the best Corson could promise.
Only when all were safely by did the leaders move on, ushering the army away. After a time they moved to the front again, none sparing a backward glance, even though the haunting voices chased them, angry for attention and crying out their doom.
*          *          *
Citadel did not come into view that day, but there was a sense when they made camp that they would reach their destination tomorrow. They had marched past dusk and for a time at night, torchlight their only guide, trying to put a few more miles at their backs and shorten the next day’s journey. There were no complaints about this, no grousing about being tired or wanting to eat. This close to their fate, be it good or ill, they wanted to be done with it and put a stop to the endless questions that each silently pondered but none could answer.
A guard was set that night as a formality. Very few were able to rest, fewer still to sleep. Demetrius had lain for a time but had given it up as fruitless. He was unsurprised to find Corson awake as well. Lucien was standing with him, the goblin having sought out his old friends to help pass the night. Demetrius clapped a friendly hand on Corson’s shoulder and greeted Lucien. “It is good to see you well.”
“And you.” The goblin’s face hardly showed warmth, but Demetrius had known him long enough to know the words were sincere.
“Can’t sleep?” Corson asked.
“No. Did you even try?”
Corson shook his head. “I’ll give up a night of sleep to avoid the dreams. Can’t do that every night, but I figure we’re close enough…”
Demetrius eyed Lucien. “What about you? Plagued by nightmares too?”
“Yes. Not real, but make angry with no enemy to fight when awake.”
Demetrius nodded, deciding not to ask if bad dreams could leave a goblin shaken or frightened, as they often did to a man. He guessed the truth, and that such an admission would not pass Lucien’s lips. “Where is the wolf I’ve seen you with?”
Lucien pointed to Krellos, who stalked slowly back and forth some distance away. His black fur made him difficult to see, but his yellow eyes flared with reflected fire light whenever he turned his head toward them.
“War makes for strange friends,” Corson commented. “I thought you two would just as soon kill each other as fight together.”
“Krellos brave fighter. Not good joke like you. Tonight I need joke, so come here.”
Corson laughed softly. “Glad I’m bringing some value to our little expedition.”
The goblin saw something in Corson’s face or heard it behind the words, a defensiveness under the carefree mask. “I joke too. You good fighter. Lucien has seen.”
Corson inclined his head in silent thanks.
“We’ll all need to be good fighters tomorrow,” Demetrius said. “And maybe a bit lucky. I hope Rowan is praying hard tonight.”
“I said a few myself,” said Corson.
Demetrius lifted an eyebrow. “I didn’t know you believed in the Savior.”
“Not sure I do, but an extra prayer won’t hurt. Depending how things go, maybe I’ll end up being a convert.”
“Sounds to me like your trying to bribe a god,” Demetrius said with a smile. “Give us victory, and I’ll believe in you.”
Corson shrugged.  “We do what we can.”
“What about you, Lucien? Do your people worship a deity?”
“Some. Most honor ancestors and dead warriors.”
“And what do you believe in?”
Lucien smiled and held forth his warblade.
Corson said, “Let’s hope it gives you what you want tomorrow.”
Lucien’s smile grew more feral, much like Krellos’, as he pictured bloody victory in his mind.
*          *          *
Rowan had not given a lot of thought to what weather he would desire as they reached Citadel. He had never seen the place, had no sense of the ground or how they would attempt to attack. He was happy for the thickening though sparse trees, which would provide wood to build ladders if needed, and perhaps a bit of cover, though he thought that pointless, at least as far as hoping they might sneak up on Solek. When morning came with a light overcast, he accepted it, just as he would have any other condition that seemed natural. What they had been dealt would allow them to see but be easily seen. It would not allow them to attack with the sun behind them and in the eyes of their enemies, but would not make them toil under its blazing heat. It would not give them the cover of heavy rain, but would keep the road dry and easy to traverse. All-in-all he was pleased, especially by the fact that Solek had not chosen weather of his own liking. He spared a few seconds to muse on how much the single bout of acidic rain—and the story Demetrius and Corson told of their first encounter with it—had affected him. He had not seen the two men from Corindor in several days, and even then was only able to exchange brief greetings. He prayed for them, and for all assembled here, who today could face their ultimate test. He prayed for victory, if it be God’s will, trying to push away the insistence in his own mind that it must be his will. How could it not be? But Rowan had learned that God sees much more than man, and that even in a situation such as this, when the fate of the world seemed in the balance, God might see some future events that deemed Solek should carry the day. An unbidden question flittered through his mind: Was Alexis’ death what God wanted? If it served the greater good, perhaps it was. Could he, Rowan, have made that choice? He doubted he would have had the strength to do so. But he was only a man, not God. With an effort, Rowan kept his heart open to the Savior’s will, and asked only that he, a simple man, might be his vessel.
The Arkanian Army had been battered and abused, but they stepped off spryly that morning, as if they were just starting out on their journey. The promise of peace lie at the end of this day, either in victory or in the endless sleep of death. As had become the norm there was no laughing or singing, and the fear was still there in each of them, gnawing at the mind, but for the most part they were composed and the look on most faces was one of grim resolve.
The forests beside the road remained, thickening in places but still just dead wood. The road grew wider and smoother, and only turned to the right or left on rare occasion. The sickly, pale grass had few spots to grow, only an odd patch here and there being visible.
They had covered several mile since breaking camp when a low, distant rumble came, not so much audible as felt in the bones. Deron held up a hand and the army came to a halt, silent without needing to be told. The air about them felt heavy, a portent of a coming storm. All about them was still. Even the insects, if any were about, were quiet.
Rowan looked at Deron, a silent question. Should we continue on?
Deron held up a finger. Wait a moment.
Time stretched out, and a sense of unease grew. Something was coming. Deron shook his head, shrugged, and pointed down the road. His horse stepped out and the army followed.
They passed an uncomfortable half-hour, booms and deep groans emanating from somewhere ahead, coming louder and more frequently. “I think if I don’t soon know the source of those sounds, I’ll go mad from what my imagination is conjuring up,” said Zald.
“You will get your wish soon enough,” Tala said. “We are drawing nearer to it.”
“If it’s some sort of creature or demon,” Rowan observed, “it must be an awfully big one.”
Zald shook his head and laughed. “Your imagination is working too, I see.”
Their progress became slower, a natural caution growing inside them as the noise grew louder. From behind the leaders, amongst those that traveled on foot, came an exclamation. “The ground shakes!”
Tala was the first to dismount, the other following in kind. She put a hand and an ear to the ground and waited. As a low growl sounded in the distance, she rose with a nod. “It is coming from below, all right. And the ground does tremble.”
“What we do?” asked Yola his voice dark and angry. The goblin preferred enemies that could be fought with a warblade.
“What can we do?” Rowan replied rhetorically. “We cannot pass easily anywhere but this road. Those woods, though dead, would slow us and spread us out.”
“And make us easy targets,” said Deron. “A single strike of lightning would soon set the whole thing ablaze.”
“Then the road or turn back,” said Tala. She jumped on her horse again and pressed onward. Another boom came, loud, echoing across the landscape. Her horse started at the sound, but she soon steadied him with a caress and a few whispered, soothing words. She kept her head forward, afraid to look back lest someone see doubt or fear on her face. The die was cast, and this road would lead them to their fate.
The sounds continued to grow louder, though no more frequent. No longer was it necessary to be on foot to feel the ground move; even those mounted could feel the vibrations. The horses became more and more unsettled, and soon the riders were all on foot as well, leading their disturbed mounts by the reins.
As the miles slowly crawled by the sounds no longer came solely from before them. Although not easy to distinguish, those with better-trained ears pointed out that the various rumblings sometimes came from the right or left of the road, and even from the rear of their current position.
“Is it too much to hope that it is some natural phenomena, and that we will soon be past it?” Rowan asked.
Deron said nothing, simply looked down the road ahead, perhaps to a place beyond where the world spoke in a deep thundering voice.
Tala replied, “We can hope,” but her tone betrayed her true feelings.
As if in reply the ground shook furiously, bringing her to her knees and throwing the army into chaos. Only a few had experienced an earthquake before, and none had lived through one of this magnitude. Where they could keep their feet the horses began to run wild, and many of their two-legged companions wanted to do so as well, overcome by an urge to flee, but none knowing where to flee to. It seemed as if the world was coming to an end, and all anyone could do was cling to the ground and hope it would soon be stilled.
Demetrius lay prone but kept his head up to see what he could. Corson had dropped next to him, his face with a look that said “Now what?” Demetrius gave him a reassuring pat on the arm, a human touch that said “I’m here, and we’ll get through this together.” Suddenly Corson grinned, pointing. Demetrius followed the gesture to see Lucien some distance away, standing stubbornly with his warblade’s tip planted in the ground, using the weapon to help him keep his balance. Krellos crawled near the goblin, his ears flat and the fur on his back standing on end.
“I’m not sure whether I want to see him keep upright or fall on his rear end,” Corson shouted to be heard over the din. “Think all goblins are as stubborn as him?”
Demetrius sought out the green-skinned amongst them and found many, like Lucien, trying to keep their feet. He wondered if they all had tried to do so, and it was only those with the best balance who remained upright, winners of a morbid game. “I’d say Lucien’s pretty normal,” he replied, hoping Corson could hear him.
A great rending sound tore the air, and the ground beneath them jerked convulsively. Trees and rocks were hurled upwards in places and in others sank and disappeared. The earth was torn asunder some hundred yards in front of where Rowan lay, the road and woods vanishing and a gout of flame rising to take their place. The dry wood of the trees that remained soon caught fire, and Rowan knew it would spread quickly given their dryness, and in so doing would envelop the Arkanians on both sides. He wheeled about, opening his mouth to call for a hasty retreat, but his voice caught in his throat. Some short distance behind the rear elements of the Arkanian Army there was another great tear in the land, from which poured flames just as hungry as those to the front. He looked right and left, seeing fire had sprouted back in the woods on either side. He had no doubt the chasm had completely surrounded them.
He found his feet, the ground no longer trembling. The noise had abated, but this change went mostly unnoticed due to the roar of the fire that sprang from the bowels of the earth, and the pop and crackle of the trees as they were consumed. Deron and Tala were soon with him.
“This gorge has opened all around us,” Deron said.
“I know,” Rowan replied. “Do your elders possess any magic that might quench the flames in the trees?”
“I do not think so,” Deron answered. “Tala, ask them what they might be able to do.”
“They are not yet recovered from the battle with the troll-men and the Mists,” she reminded him.
Deron nodded, his face calm and patient despite all that was happening around them. “The question I wish posed still remains.”
Tala raced off to search for Adiel and Roldon, to see what hope they might be able to give.
Rowan shouted an order to any who might hear. “Cut back the nearest trees! We need as much space here as we can make!” Soon most were at work, trying to pare back the forest, working with an effort born of fear and desperation. The dwarves’ axes were of great value in such a task, and the wood gave readily to the sharpened steel, but the fire spread rapidly nonetheless.
“Going to get a little hot in here,” Deron said.
Rowan thought to add “like an oven” but he stayed himself. He stepped forward to peer over the edge of the newly formed canyon, Deron following close behind. It was at least two hundred feet across, but it might as well have been a mile. They could not hope to leap or fly across such an opening, and even if they could, the flames which rose from unseen depths would likely cook them alive as they traversed the divide. The fire occasionally flared so strongly that it formed a solid wall, and even when the raging blaze took a momentary respite, waves of searing heat made the air shimmer. Through this the ground across the divide appeared to be a mirage, a safe haven conjured up by fever dreams.
A fierce burst of fire shot up before them, racing toward the sky. Rowan raised a shielding arm reflexively and backed away several steps. When he lowered it, he saw distant figures through the inferno. It only took a few seconds for him to recognize them for what they were, but he could not yet tell whether they were bringing doom or salvation. He grabbed Deron’s sleeve and pointed. “Dragons!”
“I have never beheld them,” Deron said softly, his face showing a sort of awe, his voice nearly lost in the chaos.
“Can you make out the colors?”
“ ‘The colors’?”
“Yes. I can’t tell at this distance. Are they black, blue, and red, or rather copper and bronze?”
Deron took a moment, his vision limited and the air distorted by the flames. “Blue. Green. One is orange.” His voice was tight. He had started to remember details of the story his daughter had told.
“No metallic colors?”
He shook his head. “No. I am sure of it. We have a new problem, right?” He hoped to see anything but what he did on Rowan’s face, which had gone swiftly pale.
“A big problem. We have to spread the warning, though I’m not sure what we can do. They are difficult to fight, and we can’t hide or scatter.”
“Solek planned this well,” Deron said with grudging admiration.
They started back at a run, shouting as they went. “Dragons! Dragons are coming!”
Demetrius felt a chill as the cry reached his ears, in spite of the heat all around him. He had been helping to clear away trees, trying to expand the size of what they hoped would be a safe pocket in the circle of flame. Now he stopped, as did those with him, and all looked to the sky. Someone pointed east and then he saw them, a red and a green in the lead.
“Just as well,” said Corson. “I was afraid I might be getting a blister trying to cut these trees down so fast. Those things hurt.”
“Dulls your sword, too,” Demetrius replied, trying to catch some of his friend’s feigned indifference to the incoming beasts.
“What do you think, stand in the open or get in the trees?”
“Be an easy target or try to hide in a forest fire? Nice choice.”
A dwarf near them, who had been hewing the trees with breathtaking efficiency, responded. “I’ll chance the open ground, though I hear their breath is fierce.”
“It is,” Corson acknowledged.
“And would not a dwarf—or a man—in the trees be doomed anyway? If the wood around you burns, so do you, even if the dragon misses you.”
“He makes a good point,” Corson said to Demetrius.
Demetrius nodded but said, “Try to stay spread out.”
They stayed clear of the road itself, but moved away from the burning wood. There was little order now to the Arkanian Army. The leaders had no interest in pushing everyone into lines that would simply make good targets for the dragons, although a few elven bowmen gathered in a rough line on their own, as did some spear-wielding Lorgrasians. For the most part everyone was fending for themselves, just trying to survive until an escape route might become apparent. The fire drew inward to their right and left, the trees quickly catching as the flames progressed through the woods. Those that tried to shelter in those trees, hoping to remain unseen, were soon forced toward the temporary safety of the road. As the dragons neared, the horses, already near panic, went berserk, smelling the flying creatures. Some raced into the blazing wood, and some even leapt from the newly formed cliffs, their jumps far short of the other side. These met a fiery doom in the darkness below.
Warning cries rang out as the first dragon, covered with red scales, reached the penned-in warriors. Arrows rose to meet it in its descent, but they bounced off, ineffective. The beast was soaring past Rowan when it pulled its head back slightly, a motion Rowan recognized from his earlier encounter with them. “Move!” he screamed to those in its path, many of whom stood bravely with weapons drawn. Some scattered at his command, others—not hearing or comprehending or just too slow—did not. The red monster shot forth a gout of flame from its mouth, searing all who were unable to get clear of the area, then rose into the sky to wheel and make another pass. The dead lay smoldering on the ground, while the injured cried out in agony.
None had failed to see what had happened. When a blue dragon swooped down next the Arkanians scrambled madly to be away from it, but the dragon was swift and could alter its course instantly, and the white ice it poured out of its throat claimed a fair number of victims.
A brown followed, lower, sailing through the flames rising from the newly-minted canyon. The fire did not appear to bother it in the least. The first two dragons had been content to strike a central portion of those trapped, but this one had decided to try the army’s front, or at least the group which had advanced the furthest down the road. Deron raised his bow, trying to get a shot at an eye, just as he had done when the first two neared. Rowan gently took his arm. “This one’s coming for us. Hold.”
The elf nodded his understanding. “Right or left?”
“We’ll split up. I’ll go left.” The perspiration beading on Rowan’s forehead collected and slid toward his eyes. He flicked it away. Just before the brown exhaled its foul gas, he leapt to the left while Deron sprang right. He rolled and looked up, propped on his elbows. The brown was already far past and rising into the sky. Through the cloud of gas it had left behind he could see that Deron was alright—at least for now.
Lucien had stood in a crouch since the assault had begun, ready to spring to safety if necessary, or attack if the opportunity presented itself. Krellos stalked around him, his ears up and his head on a swivel. “This is maddening,” the wolf growled. “If we cannot bring them to ground we cannot fight them.”
“Teeth no good against scale,” Lucien observed.
“Perhaps I could find a soft spot,” the wolf replied.
The first blue had come nearest to them, but not near enough to make them move. Lucien had at rough count identified three red, two blue, two green, and a brown, but it was hard to tell if that was all there were. That number was more than enough, he thought. Now he saw something new, an orange dragon, half again as large as the others. For now it appeared content to circle high above the action. He remembered the black dragon, Belthros, who had led these dragons until he had been killed by the golden dragon Valya, who had also died in the fight. Lucien wondered if the orange was the new leader.
“Green,” Krellos observed, calling out the next descending dragon, this one coming in over the trees to their right, trying to use the burning woods as a screen to disguise its approach. This one came near to them, spewing acid at a small cluster of dwarves a few feet away. Its belly remained out of reach even at the lowest point of its flight, and then it was safely past, leaving two dead and two maimed dwarves in its wake.
Lucien ground his teeth in anger while Krellos continued to prowl impatiently.
Tala had found Adiel and Roldon and had started back toward Rowan and Deron when the dragons arrived. She had quickly split the two elders up, knowing one dragon strike could kill them both if they remained together. She found two elves to watch after Roldon, while she stayed with Adiel. She indicated the others should advance to the front from the left, while she and Adiel would go to the right. At all costs they were to protect the elders.
Adiel had recovered more swiftly from previous exertions than Roldon, and could walk at a reasonable pace without assistance, though running might be pressing their luck. Tala and her charge neared the front just in time to see Rowan and her father apparently frozen as a brown dragon bore down on them. A scream of fear and warning died in her throat as she saw them tense and then spring aside as the brown attacked. She grabbed Adiel’s elbow and said, “Come on.”
“You have news?” Deron asked as she approached.
“Nothing can be done about the fire,” Tala said. “But we may be able to escape.”
Deron turned to Adiel with a hopeful look while Rowan joined them.
“We should be able to span the chasm in a way similar to that which we used to hold off the rain in the Saber Pass.”
“An invisible bridge,” Rowan stated.
Adiel nodded.
“Do you have the strength?” Deron asked.
Adiel paused. “Together, Roldon and I should be able to create it, and maintain it for a time.”
“How long?” asked Rowan.
“That is impossible to say. I would think we will be able to hold it as long as we must.”
“I do not doubt you would hold out to your last ounce of strength,” Rowan said, “but the dragons complicate matters greatly. If we group together at all, we make a juicy target. If we spread out, we will need more time to cross.”
 “And once the dragons see anyone escaping the trap—even one or two—we are sure to get their attention,” Tala added.
“Staying here and dying does not seem like a good option either,” Deron stated.
“Hard to argue with that,” Rowan replied. “Let’s give it a shot. If we can get a few across and fanned out, perhaps we can divert some of the dragons and buy some time for the main group.”
Tala turned to Adiel. “Do you and Roldon need to stand together to do this?”
“No. Work together, yes. But we can take up positions opposite one another, across the main road.”
Rowan looked around and asked, “Where is Roldon?”
Tala spotted him, being led and supported physically by the two elves. “Here he comes.”
Rowan lowered his voice and addressed Adiel. “What can you do if he falters? Is all hope then lost?”
Adiel paused before answering. “Let us hope we do not have to find out.”
“Tell me when you’re ready,” Rowan said. “I’ll go across first.”
“Let me go,” said Deron. “I might be able to aid the magic some from the other side. You can funnel our troops across as it seems wise to you.”
“So be it.”
*          *          *
Corson had had two close calls, one with a green and one with a red, the second of which actually started his cloak smoldering. He had stamped it out, hesitated, then put it back on. He saw a brown come in for a follow-up pass seconds after its first one. Its breath attack exhausted for the time being, it reached with sharp claws as it soared over those scrambling to get away. Corson watched in morbid fascination as it took a horse and lifted it easily into the air. The poor beast kicked and neighed helplessly until the dragon released it, allowing it to fall into the fiery chasm. Seeing it plunge to its death made a fresh knot develop in Corson’s stomach. “Why does that seem an ill omen?” he asked himself aloud.
Demetrius heard the question and replied. “The dragons have no interest in feeding. They are here only to kill, which likely means they do so at another’s command.”
“Solek.”
Dragons were coming from all angles now, hoping to catch their victims unaware, but their own size worked against them, and no more than two of the creatures could make a pass at one time. Foul smells filled the air, burned flesh mingling with the dragons’ own stench.
A group of Lorgrasians working as a group were the first to down a dragon. A blue, perhaps flying a bit low, was bearing down on a small pack of wolves when eight of the female warriors launched their spears, six slicing through the beast’s membranous right wing. The blue careened out of control, spewing its icy breath in an arc as it crashed to the ground. It was set upon immediately, but was nowhere near devoid of defenses. It thrashed its neck and tail, sending bodies flying away, then regained its feet.
Demetrius considered it his good fortune that he had not been among the first group to assail the downed monster, most of whom now were nursing injuries, some hurt beyond help. A few had even been flung into the burning wood, there to meet their doom. He closed with a second group, Corson at his side. The blue was surrounded but weaved its head and tail back and forth, waiting and watching for the next who would dare approach. Feints were made, and several spears and arrows were launched, a few causing some discomfort but most doing little real damage. The blue raised its head and let out a hideous roar/scream, the sound of which stalled for a moment the convergence of those closing upon it.
Panicked now, the blue charged, easily knocking over those directly in its path, but allowing warblades, swords, and even wolf fangs to slash at its side.
The blue cleared those clustered about it, flapped its wings a few furious beats, and then wheeled about, realizing that it was now trapped. Before it could charge its advancing foes again, an elven arrow found its mark, piercing the dragon’s left eye. In fury and agony the dragon raced forward, lashing out at whatever it could reach with its snapping jaws, its breath weapon either forgotten or unusable.
Demetrius, like many to the beast’s left, took advantage of its partial blindness to step near and drive his sword under its scales. 
The dragon sent another dozen flying while it flailed, but the damage had started to accumulate, and the dragon’s tormentors grew bolder. The blue fell to its knees. Further encouraged, its assailants pressed their advantage.
Corson had actually stepped back, the press of those trying to get to the dragon becoming more of a danger than the weakening beast. Just at the edge of his awareness he heard someone give a muffled warning. Something inside urged him to look skyward.
The big orange dragon, once content to guide the smaller beasts from high above, was now nearly upon them.
“Move away!” he screamed. “Another dragon comes!”
Some heard and heeded his warning; some did so because of similar cries that swiftly followed, Demetrius among them. Others, not hearing, not comprehending, or simply carried away by bloodlust, continued to hack at the fallen blue.
The orange came at them like a thunderbolt, its great wings stirring the air into swirling eddies and fanning the forest flames. It opened its mouth and vomited forth a molten stream like lava tossed from a volcano. All who were in its path—dwarves, elves, wolves, goblins, men, even the downed blue—were quickly brought to ruin.
*          *          *
Lucien had seen the blue knocked from the sky, had taken a few hurried steps in the direction of the fallen beast, and then checked himself. The downed dragon was quickly encircled by hundreds of angry warriors who were happy to finally have something at which to strike, and pressing himself through them to try to get at the blue with his own warblade made no sense. Instead, he looked to the Lorgrasians, hoping those who still had their spears could reproduce the feat on the next dragon that came near. But he, like the Lorgrasians, could only watch in horror as the great orange dragon bore down and issued forth destruction. It would take many spears to lay that one low.
Krellos let a low rumble play in his throat as he scanned the sky. “Our hope fades. First the big orange, and now there are far more dragons.”
“ ‘More’?” Lucien repeated. He looked up and indeed found at least another dozen winged creatures in the air, but as he scanned them hope did not die in his heart, but rather blossomed anew. “Watch,” he told his furry companion.
Krellos had already noted with surprise that the attack runs had not recommenced after the orange’s, and now he could see the reason why. The newcomers were attacking the dragons that had been tormenting the Arkanians. Flames of various hues, gas, ice, acid—these flared and flashed as the dragons made war upon one another. Where breath assaults failed teeth snapped and claws ripped. The orange had noticed what was happening as well and ignored the Arkanians as it soared to join in the dragon battle.
For those on the ground, the danger had not passed. The fire in the woods crept closer on each side, and assorted deadly substances still fell from above, failed attacks of acid or lava pulled down by gravity to seek victims below. The action in the sky was so fast and furious that it was hard to follow, and the descending liquids less easily avoided than they might have been in less hectic and confused times.
Adiel and Roldon had finished casting their spell just as Tala spotted the metallic dragons racing in from the east. A muted cry of triumph escaped her lips.
Rowan’s mouth hung open an instant upon seeing such unexpected aid, but once the dragons engaged in battle he jumped at the opening presented. “How many can the bridge hold at once?” he shouted.
“I would chance as many as possible while we have this opportunity,” Deron replied. “It is less a question of weight than of time.”
Deron started across while Rowan called out orders for the army to move forward. Deron stopped halfway across, making himself a spectacle for the others. He seemed to be floating in mid-air, and while flames licked at his feet they were turned aside and he remained unharmed. The fire was the only way to mark the edges of the invisible bridge, and Rowan and Tala positioned themselves a few feet inside the edges so as to funnel everyone safely onto the magical escape route. Once he saw the lead elements begin to cross, Deron ran to the other side and readied himself to push them on once they reached him to ensure no bottleneck would develop. He looked around the approaching army to Adiel and Roldon, the former relatively pale but the latter nearly white and perspiring profusely. “Hurry!” he cried to those nearing the end of the crossing. “Step away and move down the road! The dragons may yet return!”
Reaching the far side of the chasm, even without the dragons flying about, was no guarantee of safety. The road continued on some three hundred yards before it bent to the left, and it remained flanked by woods on both sides. These trees, as had those in the center of the trap, had caught fire, and the blaze had spread at least to the bend in the road, likely beyond. Even so, there was a palpable feeling of relief when one reached the far side of the magic bridge, a feeling that safety might indeed be just around the corner.
Demetrius was far enough away from the invisible bridge that he had no sense of what was happening toward that front. But he was one of the first to note a general movement forward, and as he faintly heard the shouts that they were to advance, he added his own voice to the urging that the army move while the dragons did battle in the sky.
“What’s happening?” Corson asked.
“Don’t know. Hopefully they’ve found a way across.”
They moved forward less swiftly than they might, the fire to each side narrowing their path, too many people trying to get to the same place at one time. The army, for the time being, had lost some of its discipline, but who could blame them, Demetrius thought. He turned and saw those behind him pressing forward, filling gaps whenever possible in an effort to shorten the time needed to get off this fire-enclosed island. The Arkanians were making themselves easy targets. If the evil dragons won their duel now and turned their attention back to those below… He shivered at the thought, then fought off the urge to push those who slowed in front of him. He blew out a long, steadying breath, releasing the panic that was trying to build inside him.
“Look out!” someone yelled.
Demetrius’ head shot up immediately, though the warning had not indicated from which direction the danger came. Careening toward them came a copper dragon and a red dragon, holding each other in a deadly embrace, their wings useless as they snapped and clawed at one another. As if they were one creature they spiraled down, neither willing to release the other so both could stop their dizzying descent.
Other warning cries joined the first, but there was too little time and too little room for those still earthbound to move. As the two great beasts crashed, their fall claimed a dozen victims. The shock of the impact knocked them apart, the copper rolling three times while the red had its head and forelegs hit the ground too hard, sending it flipping over onto its back.
The two gained their feet at roughly the same time and eyed each other, exhausted but bound to fight until at least one was dead. The red flicked its tail and slapped a pair of goblins that had wandered too close. Demetrius heard the sickening sound of bones breaking as they were thrown aside like insects.
The dragons started to circle and most of the Arkanians moved away to stream forward once again, thinking of nothing but escape. Demetrius hesitated and then stood his ground, being jostled by those hurrying past.
Corson had not moved either. “We should help,” he said, verbalizing what he knew Demetrius was thinking.
“As we can,” he replied. “The copper is an ally, as surely as the goblins and wolves we travel with.”
“Well said,” intoned a gruff voice behind them. It was Lucien, and Krellos was by his side.
They were not the only ones to think such thoughts. At least a hundred waited and watched, while the dragons hissed and feinted. Perhaps sensing its growing peril, the red tried its wings, but the right one was useless. It bounded toward the copper, then pivoted and blew a quick breath of flame at a small group of men and dwarves, many of whom had no chance to react before they were consumed. The action had the desired effect on the gathering mob, causing some of those encircling the dragons to back away, and the rest, at least for a moment, to freeze in place. But the copper saw its opportunity when the red turned its head, and sprang forward to grip its opponent’s neck with its teeth, which it then worked past the scales and into the flesh beneath.
The red struggled to find the leverage needed to cast its foe off. Its tail, legs, and wings thrashed and flailed, hoping to beat off its attacker or even to throw off its balance. But the copper had its feet set as firmly as its teeth, and it absorbed the blows with grim determination.
How long the red could have lived in such a predicament was unknown, but those who considered the copper dragon a friend and ally now had the opportunity they sought. For the price of a lot of bruises and a few broken bones, the Arkanians by turns charged in to slide weapons or teeth under scales, and the life slowly drained from the red monster. As its thrashings slowed and finally ended, they stood back, and the copper gave its neck several great shakes. Satisfied, it released its foe, then breathed a controlled blast of orange-green flame on its head, ending any question of whether the red might still live.
“Thank you, friends,” the copper said. “Now go.” It leapt skyward, flapping its great wings—one of which appeared damaged but was obviously still useful—searching for another opponent.
For a moment Demetrius stood watching it. He looked at the slain red, and then at his sword, which was painted with its blood, just as Corson’s sword, Lucien’s warblade, and Krellos teeth were. He shook his head and blinked his eyes, as if waking from a dream. “Come on,” he said, leading the way.
They were now among the rear elements of the Arkanian Army. As they neared the chasm, Demetrius saw others rushing across, and wondered how a bridge could have been fashioned over such a fiery gorge in such a short period of time. Then he saw Roldon, looking as if he would certainly collapse if the two elves at his side withdrew their support. He stepped out of the main group to get a better look at those passing across, his eyes growing wide as he saw their running feet supported by nothing.
He heard a familiar voice, Tala’s, urging everyone forward. She waved with one hand and held the other out like a barrier, defining where it was safe to cross. Their eyes met for an instant and they exchanged a quick smile, old friends happy to know they both were alive and well. Then with a growing pit in his stomach but no visible hesitation, Demetrius moved onto the bridge.
He knew looking down was a mistake, but he could not help himself. For a few lingering seconds he floated over nothing, the bottomless black void pulling at him, and his knees weakened. Flame shot up and fanned out beneath him. He could feel the warmth of it—warmth but nothing more. Unsteady now, he pried his eyes away from the mesmerizing pit, forcing himself to stay centered on those in front of him and on the road on the other side. He found himself, like those around him, pressing toward the center, afraid to wander too close to the unseen edge. It slowed them, but it was unavoidable. No one was willing to move to the side and risk walking an invisible tightrope over such a precipice. Demetrius thought of Adiel and especially of Roldon, how weak and frail they had become and the energy they had to be expending to hold this pathway in place. Thinking about that was nearly as bad as looking down. He gauged the distance to the other side and guessed it was fifty paces away. To occupy his mind, he counted them down.
Once the last of the army was on the bridge Tala waved Rowan onward, then went to Adiel. The elder sensed her presence, even with his eyes closed. His face was pinched and strained, the visage of one holding a great weight over his head with nowhere to set it down. “Go. Roldon too,” he told her. She knew better than to question him.
Tala signaled to the elves holding Roldon that they should start across. They did so, carrying their charge easily, as if he weighed little more than the frock he wore. She took one last look back at Adiel, then ran across, finding her way unhindered. On the other side Deron waited with Rowan. Just as she arrived she saw Roldon’s chin dip to his chest as he slipped into unconsciousness.
“Carry him forward,” Deron told his attendants, “away from this fire. He can do no more here.”
“Can you hold the bridge for Adiel?” Tala asked her father.
He shook his head with a pained expression. “He knows.”
“But what can we do? We cannot just leave him.”
Rowan had been watching the dragons battling above them. He could not be sure who was winning, but the center of the fight had moved to the south, which he took as a hopeful sign. As long as the foul dragons could not attack the land-dwellers he assumed the good dragons must be at least holding their own. Now the questions Tala had asked her father penetrated his consciousness and brought his thoughts back to more immediate concerns. “Can he not walk across on his own?”
Deron gestured back across the gorge. Adiel sat cross-legged on the ground, his body relaxed and his face composed, but he looked only at the ground, avoiding eye contact with those whom he had helped save. “I did not think he could hold the spell while he moved, or while he was moved. He is spent now, his work done for this day. We must go on with out him.”
“We can’t just leave him,” Rowan protested. “The fire is all around…the dragons may return.”
“And how do you propose we retrieve him?”
Rowan sighed in response, a short, angry snort. He looked to Tala for support, but she turned away.
“We do not condemn him to death,” Deron said. “If we win this day, we will return and perhaps Roldon will be able to help him then. Or the dragons that aid us might prove victorious, and may deign to carry him across the void. But for now we must go on, or all Adiel and so many others have worked for will be lost.”
Rowan turned away and stood looking at the exhausted elf across the way, while flames roared before him and to each side. He heard Deron and Tala start to move off down the road, the sounds of their passage subtle under the roar of the fire. Finally, grudgingly, he followed.
 



 
 
Chapter 10: Citadel
 
Rowan caught up to the two elves and they reached the bend in the road together. Beyond, it was as if they had found a new world. The trees quickly thinned and vanished, meaning the fire that had blazed about them faded as well. Past this, an open field stretched to the cliffs that fell off to the ocean, the grass a deep brown bordering on black. The surviving members of the Arkanian Army had cleared the road past the trees, forming a loose line of battle on either side of it. All eyes seemed fixed on the same point ahead and to the left: Citadel.
The fortress city of Veldoon rose in all its strength and majesty above the dying land. Stone and mortar were both black, adding to the ominous look of the place. The outer wall rose thirty feet above the ground, and extended on the front face to over six hundred feet wide. Behind this wall were four circular towers of varied sizes and heights. The shortest and broadest of these was in the center, and it extended twenty feet above the outer wall. Towers flanked this central one left and right, the right one ten feet higher than the center, the left fifteen. To the rear a fourth tower shot skyward, the main section rising at least sixty feet above the next tallest tower, and a narrow portion, just large enough for a winding stair with a small room at the top, continued on another forty feet. It was not hard to imagine this topmost section being lost in the clouds when the weather was right. The road led to a large drawbridge, which to no one’s surprise was closed at the moment. From the walls were draped large banners with the new standard of Veldoon—the black field with the red tear—and atop the highest tower flew a flag of the same design.
Rowan, Tala, and Deron took a moment to study the city, then walked forward on the road to take their customary lead position. Zald of the Westerland was there, as was the goblin Yola and Myrna, who had become the field leader of the Lorgrasians. The Wolf King, seeing these three approach, trotted over as well, and spoke first.
“So, we near the end of our journey and the most difficult task. My kind does not assault fortified cities, but even if we did, I fear I couldn’t say how to take this one.”
“Legend has it,” said Zald, “that it has been tried many times, but no attempt has met with success.”
Rowan listened to these comments without stirring, maintaining a neutral expression. He saw confusion and despair beginning to settle into his companions as a chill gets into the bones. As the silence grew, gazes began to drift downward, the first subtle signs of defeat. “Perhaps,” he said, “we need not take the city.”
“Go on,” Deron said.
“We have come for Solek, not Citadel. If my guess is right, he will be in that high tower.”
“Should I check?” asked Tala, her eyes going from Rowan to Deron.
Rowan nodded yes. Deron added, “Only a brief glimpse.”
Tala took the Sphere from the holding bag and cast the finding spell. In an instant she was done and sliding the Sphere back inside, but even such swiftness did not help her avoid the exposed feeling she was now encumbered by. She wanted to hide the feeling, but her face gave her away.
“What’s wrong?” Rowan asked.
“He is in the tower,” she answered, avoiding the question, “just as you thought.”
“And?”
 “And what?”
Deron answered. “The fact that he was where we thought he would be would not drain the life from your face.” He offered her a patient, paternal smile. “Please, my daughter. Share what you know.”
She gave in with a sigh. “He knows we have the Sphere. I could sense his gaze, like a splinter of ice in my mind’s eye.”
Rowan thought on this. “Maybe we could use that to draw him out.”
“Seems he likes to send others on such errands,” Zald observed.
“We have come this far,” Deron said. “He will wait for us to come the rest of the way. If we cannot reach him behind those walls…it will be simple enough for him to take the Sphere if none of us live.”
“How attack?” Yola asked. “Warblades no good on stone.”
“We might salvage some of the wood in that forest to build siege towers or ladders,” Zald suggested.
“How long until the elven mages recover?” the Wolf King asked. “Could they not cast the same spell that just saved us, to allow us to bridge our way directly to the tower?”
“In time, yes,” said Deron. “And an excellent idea. But it may be days or weeks, perhaps longer. They are worn out to the point of death, and Adiel is not here. Time is a luxury we do not have. Solek must be spent now as well. If we could get at him now, there is a chance that he—”
A shadow passed overhead, and all looked up to gaze upon the dragon flying past. They relaxed a bit when they saw its scales were of glittering gold. It wheeled casually and then dropped gracefully to the ground before them.
Tala stared at the dragon with an astonished look. “Valya? I thought—”
“Valya remains dead, Tala of the elves. I, Galway, rule now.”
Tala gave a bow, remembering Galway as one of the bronze dragons that had carried her and the others from Misty Island back to the mainland. “My congratulations, and more so my thanks for your aid. You and your kind have saved us again.”
“For now. But if my guess is correct, you plan to attack that city.”
Tala smiled shyly, and had to fight not to look away from the dragon’s piercing gaze. “We must. We have come too far to turn away now.”
“I understand,” said the dragon, “and I would offer our service to you, if it might help.”
“We would continue to be in your debt.”
“I know, as you do, that the dragons were entrusted to guard the Sphere. In that we failed. What we do now we do to repay the debt we already owe you and the rest of Arkania.”
“Then let us say rather that our accounts are settled, and we simply fight as allies against the evil plaguing our world.”
“Well said!" Galway exclaimed. “Now, tell me, have you worked out a plan for your assault?”
“We were just discussing that,” said Rowan. “We do not need the city, only Solek, who is in the highest chamber of the tall tower. We believe he is vulnerable now, having expended much energy to try to stop us from reaching this point.”
Deron picked up the explanation. “We could build ladders or siege towers, or wait for the elders of my people to recover sufficiently to cast spells allowing us possible entrance, but if we wait Solek will be strong again.”
“The wood would not be good for such a use. It burns too easily, as you have seen. As far as your mage…” Galway shook his head.
“What happened?” Deron asked in a voice barely above a whisper.
“You no doubt took note of the orange dragon.”
Everyone nodded glumly, fearing what would come next.
“She is Laza, their queen. After Belthros died, only a few of the males dared challenge her. They were quickly dispatched and she began to rule, at least amongst her kind. Since they were here, it is obvious that they still do the Dark One’s bidding. Once we saw them leave we followed, expecting some such mischief. We forced them to retreat, but Laza, as a last, spiteful act, returned and found your mage alone, left on the island of Solek’s creation. I was right behind in pursuit, but…I am sorry.”
“We would have all met the same fate if not for you and your kin,” Rowan said.
Galway dipped his head slightly in appreciation, then returned to the subject of Citadel. “I expect several dragons to return shortly, while the rest see to it that Laza and the others return to Bone Island. It may not be much, but we would be willing to carry a few of you—those we carried before—up to the base of the tall tower.”
“Even there, what could five or six do against the all Veldooners inside the walls?” asked Zald.
“The rest of us would need to march on the city,” replied Deron. “To hold their attention.”
“The dragons flying in won’t be noticed?” Zald retorted with a laugh.
“Of course they will. But if we have the city’s defenders engaged, fewer will be able to react before our group has a chance to reach Solek.”
“I can also promise what help we can give holding back any that try to reach the upper tower in pursuit,” Galway said, his eyes glimmering like jewels, a certain well-directed malice shining through. He then marked Rowan and Tala and asked, “Are the others with you?”
“Three of the four,” Tala replied. “One fell as we crossed the Dead Plain.”
“She was Alexandra,” Rowan added. “Queen of Lorgras.”
“My condolences,” Galway said. “Far too many noble hearts have fallen to Solek’s desires.”
“Then let us see if we can end that today,” Rowan said.
Demetrius, Corson, and Lucien were brought forward and were ready before a small group of dragons returned, all bronze adults of decent size. Counting Galway there were two more than were needed, but rather than choosing new riders, these would act as scouts and would provide cover as the others tried to land on the battlements at the base of the narrow section of the high tower.
“You will have to hold on to our scales, as we have no saddles,” Galway said. “We will see to it that you do not fall.” His gaze turned to Tala. “I would be honored to carry the bearer of the Sphere.”
“The honor would be mine,” she said. While the others mounted the great beasts, she turned to her father. “There is no time for a proper farewell,” she began.
He held a finger to her lips. “Say not that we will part here forever, but only for a short time, until the task is done.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek, then embraced her, whispering, “I am proud to call you my daughter.”
She smiled, blinking away the tears that were trying to form in her eyes, then hugged him again. By the time she had climbed onto Galway’s back, Deron had resumed the mantle of command. “Stay here for a time,” he told them. “Until we can reach the walls and draw them into battle. Then move swiftly. We will hold there as long as we can.” With that he drew his sword, which had remained sheathed during their previous battles, as he preferred the bow. He pointed it at Citadel, gave a cry, and marched forward. The Arkanian Army followed, wishing the dragon riders luck as they filed past.
The walls of Citadel came to life as the last hope of free Arkania approached. The battlements were lined with grim-faced, low-browed Veldooners, scores of archers prepared to attack at a word from their commanders. Deron took up a position he believed to be just out of their bow range, but perhaps within that of his own archers, who had better weapons. The Arkanians arrayed themselves in line of battle, their banners of many colors flapping in a stiffening breeze. As the last of the Arkanians moved into position, the two opposing forces stood regarding each other silently, only the wind creating noise as it whistled and rippled clothes and flags.
“Should we call a challenge?” Zald asked, his voice lowered as if those atop the walls might hear.
“Not yet,” Deron replied. “Let us see if they blink first.”
They did not have long to wait. A fair-sized demon—just over ten feet tall—appeared on the wall. He fixed his gaze on Deron. “You have traveled far, and through many trials and toils, in order to pay tribute to my master. Have you brought gifts?” The Veldooners laughed at the taunting words of their demonic overlord.
“We have,” Deron answered, unfazed. He held aloft his sword. “Right here I have something I would be happy to give him the opportunity to become acquainted with.”
“Perhaps we should open the gate?” the demon asked. “Invite you inside for a feast?” More laughter rained down from above.
“As you wish,” Deron replied. “Though I hoped you might have the courage to come out of your hiding place and face me in the open.”
The demon pulled back as if slapped. A shadow crossed his features, but then faded. A leering smile started to play on his lips. “I’ll await you here, elf-lord. You will receive my special attention when the time is right. For now, I’ll see to it that your group gets a proper escort.”
From the rear came a noise of scratching and clawing, as if thousands of rats were scrabbling up walls or cavorting on the roof of a house. But this sound came not from the side or above, but from below. The slick, black grass rustled and fell aside as small mounds of dirt were pushed up by bony hands. Openings formed and from them the dead rose. Their numbers were vast, greater by far than the Arkanians and the city’s defenders combined. These had been buried with their weapons, so that when reanimated they were ready to do battle as the Dead Legion. As they left their earthly tombs they formed for attack, easily encircling the Arkanians.
Deron only spared the swiftest of glances at the rising Dead, fearing some attack from the city if he turned his back too long. As the Dead started forward he ordered the back of his current line to turn and face them.  “Hold here!” he shouted. “They will look to push us toward the city walls, where we will be easy prey.”
“We could break through,” Zald said. “They are strong and numerous, but slow of limb and mind.”
“Escape is not our hope,” Deron said, turning his eyes skyward.
*          *          *
The dragons and their riders had taken flight soon after their friends and allies had begun their last march for Citadel. They flew away from the fortress city, Galway having explained that they had likely already been seen from the high tower and should at least try to give the defenders the impression that the only assault would come from those on the ground. “A useless gesture perhaps,” the golden dragon said, “but nothing will be lost by doing so.”
Rowan was just about to question the time they had been flying away from their goal, fearing they may have wandered too far and would be late in returning, when Galway wheeled about in a slow arc. He beat his great wings in an ever-increasing tempo and rapidly gained speed. Rowan, like the others, had ridden dragons once before on this quest, but had done so over the sea. Now, flying low over the ground, he truly understood just how fast these beasts could move when they desired speed.
Corson had thought he had a good grip on his mount’s scales, but once they raced toward Citadel it felt far more tenuous. They flew directly over the island created by Solek’s magic, the bottomless gorge still spitting flames, the trees mostly consumed now. The bodies of the dead littered the ground. He had not realized how many had fallen there. Reflexively, his grip tightened further, and as the wind and the buffeting of the dragon’s wings pulled and pushed him, he felt the scales he held pulling hard against the sinuous tissue underneath. “Sorry!” he yelled, unsure if the dragon would be able to hear. The dragon flew with his nose down and neck fully extended, his head some distance from the rider on his upper back.
The dragon turned to peer at his rider. “Just do what you must to hold on. It may get a bit rougher up ahead.”
Lucien kept his eyes straight forward, the warrior studying his enemy before engaging him. He could see the tumult beneath the walls of the city, the Arkanians pressed on all sides by what had to be the Dead Legion. The Veldooners on the walls were simply watching for now, but they were poised to strike if the Arkanians were pushed back within easy bow range. The city seemed to lurch toward the airborne riders, such was the speed of the dragons, and the battle below passed swiftly from sight. Now the dragon upon which he rode soared up, arrows racing to find him and his goblin rider. A few clacked harmlessly against the scales covering his belly, the rest simply fell short of their mark. Lucien had been holding on with a single hand, his grip firm and sure. As the dragon started to fly evasively, Lucien used both hands and leaned close, as if hugging his odd, oversized pet.
Demetrius had taken in the developing battle with the same warrior’s eye that Lucien had. He saw Deron’s only hope of long-term survival was to try to break through the Legion’s line and escape, and he also saw nothing in the disposition of the Arkanian forces that indicated he was trying to do that. They would hold as long as they could, buying time for the dragon riders. Silently he urged his mount to greater speed, even as it turned away, a score of arrows zipping through the area he would otherwise have occupied. Something huge flashed past—one of the riderless dragons, charging in where his mount had been forced to veer away. Demetrius glanced back to see him reply to the arrows with a destructive breath of flame. The war had officially reached the walls of Citadel.
Galway slowed, curled left, and then wheeled up into the sky, giving Tala a perfect view of everything happening beneath and on the walls of Citadel. Slowly he circled the great city, waiting for the right moment. The higher they went, the more restless Tala grew.
“We cannot defeat Solek from up here!” she called.
Galway’s flying had seemed to be almost casual. He curled his neck to draw his head near to Tala. “We can only land one at a time on the high battlements, and then only after it has been cleared of enemies.”
Tala pointed as the first of the scout dragons spewed flame on the city’s defenders, killing many and sending others running for cover. “We need to drop in right away once the space opens. See, the Veldooners return.”
“For a brief time. They will learn the folly of that soon enough. The Veldooners were as stout as any other race in battle. Solek has made them larger and stronger, but they have little will to fight. Only fear drives them on. They will abandon the area swiftly if pressed.”
“Then we must land just as swiftly.”
“We will. But the others will go first. There will be further opposition, which they need to deal with.”
“I can help them do that.”
“You carry the Sphere. You must be protected.”
“Others can carry it as well as me.”
“That is so, but none but you carry it now. Your companions will lead the way. You will follow.”
Something in Galway’s tone said the discussion was over, and Tala became very aware of how dependent she was on him at this moment. She feared no treachery, but she understood his was the final say as to when she would be allowed to set foot on the battlements of Citadel. She sighed and waited with growing anxiety.
*          *          *
Deron was developing a strange admiration for goblins. They complained little, marched swiftly, and when battle was called for they set to the task with a grim zeal. They were, in many ways, ideal for this situation—fighting the Dead with a fury, uninterested in creating a hole in the line simply to escape. The great wolves were a boon, too, scattering the bones of the Dead with their mighty paws and ruthless jaws. If Deron didn’t know better he would think he saw something akin to fear in the hell-lit eyes of the Legion.
Zald reined up next to Deron. He was one of the few who had been able to keep his mount calm enough to escape the island of fire. “We fight well, but we are too few in number. They are pushing us back.”
Deron looked up and saw the dragons pass overhead. He turned away, knowing his daughter was up there, but not wanting to see her. If he did, he feared his focus on his own task would be lost. That mistake would cost lives. “We must hold,” he told the Westerlander, “or die trying.”
“We shall die if we must, but we can hold longer if we pull back and tighten our line.”
“That will bring us closer to the wall.”
“I did not call it a solution, only a different way to delay. Perhaps your archers can keep those on the wall from having too easy a time with us.”
Deron thought it over and said, “It will be as you say. We will need to fall back rapidly, so that we can reform.”
“Will the goblins retreat in the face of an enemy?”
“If they are sure we are not breaking off the fight, I think they will. Find Yola, and tell him what we plan.”
From above came screams of fear and agony as the dragons began their assault. “Hurry!” Deron called to Zald. “We must move now while the wall’s defenders are distracted, even if it means leaving the goblins and wolves to fend for themselves.”
Zald dashed through the battlefield, calling for the goblin leader.
*          *          *
Corson’s dragon was the first to actually alight on the walls of Citadel. Like the scouts it swooped in breathing fire, but rather than pulling up it spread its wings and touched down softly on the stone roof. Corson leapt off, his sword immediately out and ready. He spun to offer a quick word of thanks to his mount, but the dragon was already away.
The height of the tower upon which Corson stood was such that it seemed a breeze was always blowing. Corson was grateful for it, for even with its presence the stench of death was still in abundant supply. Charred remains of what had been—he assumed—Veldoon soldiers littered the area. A pair of wooden barrels burned near the wall. The stone itself felt hot under his feet.
Corson quickly assessed his surroundings. He was on a round roof roughly eighty feet in diameter. From where he stood, he could see a large, heavy door in the roof, likely easier to open from the top than the bottom. Before he could begin to hope to cut off any enemies by blocking this egress to the roof, he saw the top of an open stone stair opposite this closed door, rising directly against the outer wall. The high tower of Citadel was before him, circular and twenty feet across. A wooden door with metal bands was at its base—surely the entrance to a stair that would ascend to the very top, and to Solek.
He heard the tramp of heavily shod feet on the stone stair, and moved to the opposite side of the roof. He strayed a bit too close to the battlements, and was reminded to keep down by a pair of arrows that flew past his head.
Lucien’s dragon deposited him next, simultaneously sending a jet of flame down the stone stair. The blast either killed those coming up or made them stop, as the sound of their footfalls ceased. Lucien found Corson and ran over, crouching beside him. He peeked over the battlements to see what he could.
On the field below the battle raged, the Arkanians fending off the Dead Legion while retreating toward the base of the city wall. The wall’s defenders, for the most part, seemed focused on the sparring armies and the airborne dragons. If there was great concern about Lucien and Corson being here near the high tower, he saw little sign of it other than a dozen or so archers who looked for targets on this higher level. The roofs of the other towers were as busy as the top of the city wall, but here catapults were being readied for use. He turned rearward and saw the sea extending to the horizon, peaceful and calm, unaware of the turmoil just past its edge. He could not see the cliff upon which the city sat, but he got some sense of its height by noting how much further away the sea was than the ground.
Spotting the door to the upper tower, Lucien leaned close to Corson. “Door open?”
“Didn’t get to try it yet.”
“I try now.”
Corson held him in place with a firm hand. He indicated another dragon coming in. “Wait a moment for the others. You can lead the way if you want, but we do this together.”
The dragon carrying Demetrius came next. It swerved late, taking a score of arrow hits on its lower scales rather than giving them a chance to bite at its wings and its rider. It landed awkwardly, and Demetrius half-leapt, half-fell off its back, and then rolled clear. His mount gathered itself, flapped its mighty wings twice, and then pushed off with its legs. Before it rose two feet into the air, a giant bolt, larger than a man, shot through it, skewering the beast from right shoulder to left ribcage. A wretched cry of shock and pain left its throat as the momentum from the bolt drove it over the tower’s battlements. It fell from sight, trailing smoke and fire.
Demetrius crawled to the edge and peered over. The dragon lay far below, battered and broken, its subtle movements clearly its last. He saw the Veldooners close on it and then turned away, unable to help and unwilling to watch further. After he collected himself, he scrambled over to join Corson and Lucien.
The Veldooners had little time to celebrate their success. A crew of ten operated what looked to be a giant crossbow. As they struggled to put the next bolt in place, they sensed a great shape moving toward them. One of the scout dragons, aware now of the danger, reacted before the crew could reload, and before they truly knew it was coming it was upon them. As the dragon soared skyward once again, only charred corpses and a burning machine were left to mark those who had felled its kin.
The elven archers were having some success against the less talented bowmen on the walls, but they were in a poor position—lower and exposed. The rest of the army, led by the goblins and great wolves, were holding their own against the Dead Legion, which was struggling to bring its advantage in numbers to bear. The Dead were stacked up, twenty to thirty deep in some places, and only those in the front were actually engaged in combat.
The Wolf King was one of the first to notice a new threat from the city above. Catapults, unseen from the ground, began to deliver their missiles, huge boulders and stones, and occasionally, and much more devastatingly, huge sacks filled with oil that had been set aflame. When these burst, all near them were soon ablaze. The falling material did not distinguish friend from foe, and the Dead took as much damage as the living. While such friendly fire might cause a human army to break off their attack and seek refuge, the Dead simply pressed on undeterred, focused only on the killing they had been tasked to do. The lack of a self-preservation instinct made the Dead that much more deadly a foe.
“Push forward!” the Wolf King roared. “If they strike us from above, they must strike their own as well.” He knew the further intermingling of the armies would not slow the catapult assault, but at least this would take out as many of the Dead as possible. His teeth tore into the rancid flesh of a foe, and he rent his opponent apart with his might forelegs. A sword struck him a glancing blow—just another wound to add to the others already carved into his flesh. He batted his attacker aside, then took a quick glance skyward before springing to finish him. The dragons continued to circle and swoop in on the walls above, breathing fire. Silently he urged them and their riders to hurry. The Arkanians couldn’t hold out here much longer.
Rowan’s dragon had been ready to land when Demetrius’ mount was hit. The dragon pulled up, and for a moment Rowan feared it would flee, but the dragon simply approached from another angle, and did so swiftly. Rowan jumped to the stone roof as the crew that had killed Demetrius’ dragon was being roasted. “The stairs,” he called to his mount as he crouched low.
“I saw them,” the dragon replied as it took flight. “I’ll take care of them.”
Rowan scrambled over to his companions as the dragon gained some altitude, then turned and dove. Fire flew from its throat onto the stone stair, where, from the air, both it and Rowan had spied a group of Veldooners cautiously making their way up. Rowan could not see whether the fire ruined them or simply slowed them, but either way it gave those on the roof a few precious seconds to act. As soon as he spotted Galway bringing Tala in, he led the others to the wood-and-metal door of the upper tower.
As Galway landed the other dragons pressed their attack, providing as much cover as possible. By sheer luck, a great stone, meant to be flung onto the battlefield below, struck one of these flying beasts, sending it crashing down in ruin. But the rest kept the Veldooners at bay and the crews away from their catapults and giant crossbows, which were set alight whenever possible.
Rowan had tried the door even before Tala’s feet had touched the stone roof, and found it held fast. Lucien brushed him aside and pulled with all his goblin might, with no better success.
“Step away,” Galway said, seeing their struggle. Once they were clear, he blasted the door with golden fire, and then turned to smash it with his tail. It blew inward as he struck, shattered to a hundred pieces. “Good luck, my friends,” he told them as he took flight.
Lucien was through the opening an instant after the door fragments touched down. Inside was a small landing, dimly lit, and a stair spiraling upward between an outer and inner wall, both of stone. From somewhere above torchlight descended to light the way up, though the stairs quickly curled out of view. Lucien started up, his warblade drawn and ready, his pace aggressive but not reckless.
Corson was next in, followed by Demetrius. Rowan wanted to take the rear in case there was danger there, but did not want to push Tala up the stairs and into potential peril while he hung back. “Stay close,” he told her as he drew his sword. They both paused at the brightness of the white light the Avenger blade cast on the gloomy stair, then moved on to keep pace with the others.
As the stair wound upward, it was easy to lose track of how far they progressed, unable as they were to see either the entrance to the high chamber above or the landing below. Somewhere near halfway up, Lucien sensed a subtle shift in the light and in the smell of the air. He held up a hand, warning the others to slow. Quietly he ascended, one step at a time.
An opening in the inner wall revealed that a room had been built here. Lucien could make out little from where he was, but he assumed the place to be for guards to lie in wait, such that none could ascend the tower unchallenged. Whether it was currently occupied he could not yet tell, but he proceeded under the belief that it was. He inched forward, silent as a shadow, more of the inner room being revealed as he did so. He saw the toe of a leather boot, the wearer of which was clearly situated with his back to the wall, just inside the entrance. He could almost picture a Veldooner there, holding his breath, sweat on his brow, a weapon gripped tightly in white-knuckled hands.
Lucien turned to Corson and whispered as softly as his goblin voice allowed. “I go in. Rest go up.”
Corson nodded that he understood, but when he passed the word to Demetrius, he changed the plan slightly. “Lucien and I will hold them here. The rest of you continue on.”
Lucien slid to the inner part of the stairwell, then climbed three more steps. The owner of the boot, perhaps sensing the approach of an enemy, had withdrawn further to his right and was out of sight. When Lucien was within a foot of the opening, his back pressed to the wall, he could see no one in the room. He glanced once at his companions, who had closed with him, made sure they were ready to move, then returned to his task. He took a firm grip on his warblade, then slapped it against the wall so that one end of it would be visible to the room’s occupants. A quick hail of arrows ensued, a few clanking off the goblin’s weapon, the others hitting the far wall and clattering to the steps.
Lucien sprang immediately to action, his warblade working the instant he was in the room. The Veldooner who had shown his toe was the first to fall, followed soon after by the guard to his right.  Lucien saw three others on this side of the room, all already backpedaling as they fumbled for their swords, having dropped their bows at the sight of a charging enemy. He wheeled to check the far side of the room, and was surprised to find Corson there, already engaging one of five Veldooners, who also, at least for the moment, were caught off balance. He saw his other companions slip quickly past the opening and further up the stair, meaning if necessary he and Corson could fall back through the doorway and try to hold on the steps. For now, while he had the advantage, he pressed the fight. If he could put these three down quickly and reach Corson’s side…
The next Veldooner in line had barely parried Lucien’s first blow, but the power of it knocked his sword from his hand. Lucien wasted no time in bringing the other end of the warblade around for the kill. But the blow never landed. Something large and heavy struck him from behind, sending him face first into the wall. He kept his feet, and saw as he turned that he had been struck with a wooden bench, which had knocked the Veldooner he was trying to finish unconscious and sent the other two on this side of the room scrambling for cover.
His assailant let out a bellow of challenge. The result of some foul experiment perhaps, the creature was similar to a Veldooner, only larger, more powerful, and with features born of demon seed. Horns protruded from its bare shoulders, chest, and back. Its hands were bent like claws, as were its feet, for which, apparently, no suitable boot was available. Its eyes blazed with the red glow that all Arkania had become far too familiar with. Unlike its human counterparts, the man-demon had thought to conceal itself behind a table and a few barrels of mead, rather than waiting out in the open. The obvious pleasure it took in its surprise attack quickly diminished as it saw that the goblin had absorbed the blow with little sign of injury. It issued its challenge, then snapped off a leg of the table to use as a weapon, tossing the rest of the furniture aside as if it were made of paper.
Corson was vaguely aware of what was happening behind him, but he had enough to deal with right in front of him. He had wounded one Veldooner, and was holding his own against the second, but the others were trying to flank him now, and he had limited space to maneuver. The room was small, and the creature behind him was moving between his position and the room’s sole exit.
Corson backpedaled slowly, fending off blows, his eyes darting from one opponent to the next—a message that he was aware of them and that they should proceed with caution. Whether it was that quick look or just their nature, the Veldooners were slow to move, even with a five-to-one advantage in numbers.
Behind Corson the man-demon and Lucien closed with each other, Lucien’s warblade biting into the wood the beast used as a weapon and lodging there. The two struggled with one another, a test of strength. As powerful as Lucien was, he began to give ground. Sensing an opportunity, the remaining Veldooners on Lucien’s side of the room began to creep closer to the goblin.
Corson knew he had to act now. He feigned a lunge, holding his attackers in place for a moment, then darted toward the opening in front of which the man-demon was squarely situated. The creature stood with its left leg forward and its right back, working for leverage against Lucien. Corson took the quickest path out, rolling through the man-demon’s legs, and slashing with his sword as he did so. The blade sliced into the straining hamstring of the forward leg, sending the beast to his knees as Corson slid clear.
As the man-demon lost its footing, its strength and balance vanished as well. Lucien’s warblade came free of the wood and separated the creature’s head from its shoulders. The body fell to the ground in front of the doorway. Lucien leapt over it and took up position on the ascending stair with Corson. “Thanks,” he said.
“No problem,” Corson replied.  “Think we can hold them here?”
Lucien nodded. “Afraid to come out without big friend.”
“I know the feeling,” Corson said with a smile.
*          *          *
Demetrius ascended at a smooth, steady pace. He ignored the muffled sounds of battle rising up from behind him, ignored the fact that his friend was likely fighting for his life. His focus needed to be on what was before him, literally and figuratively. The torches that lit the way had gone out past the guard room, and if not for Rowan’s sword they would have climbed in darkness. But the paladin’s blade cast off such a light that Demetrius’ shadow, advancing before him, was well-defined.
The stair ended at a small landing before a heavy wooden door, which appeared to be brown or black in the sword-light. The door was ornately engraved, swirls and delicate arcs placed by an artisan who surely had been employed in happier days. A large metal ring was on the left side of the door, which could be used to pull it open. Demetrius could not see a locking mechanism, but assumed the door could be bolted from the inside. He waved at Rowan and Tala to keep low, then reached out for the ring, his sword raised and ready to strike. Just as Demetrius’ fingers touched the metal ring, the door blew outward, shattering into several pieces. Demetrius was thrown clear, flung against the outer wall with a sickening thud and then dropping to the hard stone steps.
Rowan had no time to spare a look to see what had become of Demetrius. For an instant he had thought the door had been booby-tapped, but now he could see that it was not so. Filling the door was a dark-gray demon, its huge fists still posed where they had shattered the door. A wisp of black smoke curled up from its fanged mouth, as if some inner fire had been stoked. Its muscular body, horned at the joints, was covered with a thin, glistening layer of a jelly-like substance. Its red eyes blazed as fiercely as Rowan’s sword.
The demon came forward, its long toenails clicking on the stone. It stood a good three feet taller than Rowan, who remained several steps down, his sword before him, his right hand touching the wall to gauge where it was. For all its size, the demon was quick and sure-footed. It leapt onto the stair, forcing Rowan to move down and to the right, and then swung a mighty forearm aimed squarely at the paladin’s head. Rowan ducked the blow, and the demon’s arm smashed the stone wall, sending a small shower of rubble through the air.
The demon reached for Rowan with its other hand, its fingers closing on his shoulder while the palm fell on his chest, touching the cross embroidered there. With a snort of pain the demon pulled back its hand, which smoked where it had touched the cross.
Rowan tried to strike while his foe was distracted by the burn, the Avenger blade vibrating in his hand in expectation of tasting demon blood. The demon blocked Rowan’s sword arm with its injured hand, then found Rowan’s throat with the other. With frightening ease it lifted him off the ground and slammed him back into the wall, pinning him there.
The force of hitting the wall nearly knocked Rowan unconscious. The demon’s face swam in front of him, grotesque and distorted, and then everything started to go dark. He felt the clawed hand tighten, a vice on his throat, choking the life from him. His right hand pawed uselessly at the demon, while the left started to go slack. He sensed the sword slipping from his hand, felt the vibration lessen. Distantly he heard Tala’s voice, screaming his name. Something inside him awoke, a drowning man fighting for one last gasp of air before he was pulled under forever.
The demon had its face inches from Rowan’s, those terrible glowing eyes boring into him, its breath hot and foul. Rowan forced himself to smile. The demon cocked its head to one side, trying to understand this strange creature it was killing.
Rowan brought the sword up, striking the demon just under the ribs. An ordinary sword would have cut the monster but done little permanent damage. But Rowan wielded an Avenger blade, the sword of a paladin, forged in times beyond the history of Arkania. The blade hummed and tore through the demon as if it were no more than thin paper. The sword exited the demon through the opposite shoulder, near the neck. Rowan felt the grip that held him lose its strength, and the red eyes dimmed. The demon fell, cloven in two parts, dropping Rowan to the stairs.
Rowan regained his breath and his feet. He looked at the sword, which showed no signs of having just been through flesh, blood, and bone. If anything the white light was purer and brighter. He turned back in time to see Demetrius waving Tala onward. She touched his brow gently, smiled, and then ran to Rowan.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
“Well enough,” he replied. “Demetrius?”
“We will get him on the way back.”
Rowan nodded his understanding. It would be just the two of them. He eyed the open doorway, took a deep breath, and led the way up.
A soft yellow light, faintly visible from the stairs, illuminated the chamber. Rowan was torn between the desire to sheath his sword, the light of which made him feel exposed and far too easy a target, and the need to be prepared for who—or what—awaited them in the upper chamber. He already knows we’re here, he reminded himself. He held the sword before him and stepped through the shattered remains of the door.
The atmosphere in the room was thick, pungent with the smell of decay and death. Oil lamps with dirty glass covers cast a muddy light that struggled to illuminate the whole chamber. Two windows which in the past might have given breathtaking views of the city and the sea had been covered with stone, the outline of the newer additions still apparent as the older stone had blackened over time. Shelves and a pair of tables held sheaves of paper and bottles of various sizes, some empty and others filled with strange powders, leaves, or roots. Closer to the center of the room a brazier held a few embers from a dying fire, and near it a large crystal ball sat atop a pedestal, its top surface covered with dust. The roof was high—maybe fourteen feet from the floor—and was barely visible in the meager light of the lamps. On the floor a large pentagram had been drawn in uneven lines, and within the figure the stone had a subtle, shifting color—yellow, orange, and red—as if a fire burned within the rock.
Beyond the brazier was situated a throne of stone, a simple square seat hewn from gray rock flecked with black. Upon this throne sat Solek. His eyes were closed and his bearded chin was on his chest as if he slept. His hair was gray, long and unkempt, as was his mustache and beard. He wore a robe that might have been white once, but was filthy with dirt and stains. His skin was deeply wrinkled, and his visage was worn and haggard, no peace there even in repose. His hands were thin and frail, the fingernails long, thick, and yellow. Blood, still wet and bright red, trickled from his nose and the corner of his mouth, coloring his facial hair. If Solek was aware that Rowan had entered the room, he hid it well.
Tala stepped into the room and touched Rowan lightly on the shoulder. “Be careful,” she whispered.
Rowan did not need to be told. Solek’s near-death appearance hadn’t stirred any false confidence within him. With his sword held before him, a weapon, a light, and a warding device, he moved toward the throne. Before he finished his first step, the pentagram flared brightly, and a clawed hand reached out, trying to grip the stone floor. It seemed a disembodied appendage, melding into the stone floor just below the wrist. A second hand rose up, joining the first in trying to find purchase and draw the as-yet-unseen body upward.
Rowan lunged forward and brought his sword down on one of the hands, slicing through it easily. The remaining portion pulled back, trailing black blood, and vanished through the floor, as did the other hand. Rowan noted that the sword had penetrated into the stone as easily as if it simply sliced through the air. He drew the Avenger blade above his head, and then slashed down on the pentagram, still half-expecting the shock of metal hitting unforgiving stone. Instead it went into the floor without resistance and he started to lose his balance. Tala grabbed his arm and steadied him. He turned the sword with little effort, made a quick back-and-forth slash perpendicular to the first, and then completely withdrew the sword.
Tala looked over his shoulder at the figure drawn on the floor. The stone was simply gray now, no fiery shades tinting it. The pentagram’s outline remained, and she could now see in the white fire cast by Rowan’s sword that it had been drawn in blood. The stone itself was scored where the sword had penetrated it, leaving the shape of a cross which had closed the door to another plane and sealed it.
Rowan and Tala now turned their full attention to Solek, who had still not stirred. Rowan pointed to a spot a few feet to the left, where they could get an unobstructed view of the throne. Tala slid over to the point and nocked an arrow in her bow, ready to let fly. Rowan circled to the right to keep out of her line of sight, then approached the slumped form on the stone chair. He froze a half-dozen feet away as Solek slowly lifted his head and his eyes fluttered open.
Those eyes were solid back, no sign of any iris, and possessed an almost tangible hunger that contrasted with the rest of his worn-out form. He turned his head a bit so that he could regard Tala fully, and when he spoke to her his voice had an echo to it, a shadow speaking from unimagined depths. “You have done well. Have you brought the Sphere as I commanded you?”
“I do not answer to you,” Tala said, her voice betraying her with a slight tremble.
Solek laughed, a deep, evil sound. “All answer to me, now or later. It is only a matter of time.”
“We do not,” Rowan said, “and will not.”
“Bravely said, paladin. You may take longer to break than some, but break you will. Are you aware that the she-elf was bidden to bring the Sphere to me? You are just an added prize.”
“Seems you fought quite hard to keep us away.”
“A trifle, meant to show your so-called army that they stood no chance. But the she-elf, my agent among you, was to come to no harm until she delivered the Sphere to me.” He raised a hand, causing Rowan to back up a half step, but he simply held an open palm toward Tala. “Give me the Sphere, and receive your reward.”
“You have nothing that I want,” Tala said, her voice now as taut as the muscles which kept the bowstring pulled back. “We are here for the final shard, not because you desire us to bring the Sphere to you.”
“You are here because I allow it. Your destruction could have been accomplished with ease a dozen times over, but you have proven your mettle. Serve me now and live.”
“Even if I had to die a thousand deaths I could never be your servant,” Rowan said.
“Ah, yes, the Savior,” Solek said with a sneer. “And where is he? Surely he is not here. Have your prayers struck me down, brought you peace and security? It is I who deign to walk among mortals, I who strike them down or raise them up to be kings and queens. Sit at my right hand, Rowan. Be my captain and I will give you kingdoms to rule.”
“Why do you waste time with such words? If you could truly give and take as you say, you would not need to ask for my allegiance. There is only one with such power, and you are his enemy. He will see your ruin in the end, and despite your lies and bravado, you know the final fate prepared for you.”
“You are a fool, paladin,” Solek answered, his voice rising in anger. “You will be struck down, and you will be mine.” His tone lowered, softer but full of threat and malice. “You will suffer by my hand for all eternity.”
“You can strike down my body, but my soul belongs to another, and no power you possess may claim it.”
Solek gathered himself as if to rise, and Rowan pointed the sword at him. The blade was lost in the blinding white light it cast. Solek slumped back into his seat and sighed. “It matters not. Strike me down, an old, frail man, and tell yourself you have won. But to me a thousand years are but an instant in eternity. Men will never change. They yearn for power and they forget the past. Cut me down, brave paladin. I am defenseless. Claim your hollow victory. But know that some day what has happened will be forgotten, and I will return, more powerful than ever.”
For a moment Rowan simply held his ground, studying the defiant look on Solek’s face. When he finally acted, it was not with the sword, but rather with his empty hand. He slid his fingers about the cord around Solek’s neck, and pulled out the small amulet that hung from it and was hidden beneath his robe. Inside the faceted glass the final shard was held, giving off its faint yellow-green glow.
Solek did not resist, only staring at Rowan with those bottomless eyes. When Rowan yanked the cord and it snapped, Solek lowered his head, beaten. He took a few deep breaths, almost as if he was falling asleep, then with an effort lifted his face. Fresh blood poured freely from his nose. As he raised his eyes the black was gone, leaving eyes bloodshot and yellow but far more human. He coughed hard, a small spray of blood escaping with each racking spasm. He wiped the blood from his lips with the back of his hand and then said, “Leave me now. Let me die in peace.”
“And why should you have such a reward?” Rowan asked. His voice was deep and dark. And wrong.
Tala shivered at the menace she heard in Rowan’s tone and words. “Rowan, give me the shard.”
“In a moment. I will deal with Solek first.”
“Once we complete the Sphere he can do no further harm. Look at him. His treacherous alliance with the Dark One has left him a worn out shell.”
“In that you speak truth. But it is because he was weak that he is like this. He is pathetic. The strong will have the victory. The strong will rule.”
“Rowan,” Tala said. “Listen to yourself.”
“The time for talk is done.”
Tala called his name again, louder, as Rowan pulled back his sword arm. He ignored her, instead driving the blade into Solek’s heart.
The old mage grabbed at the hilt of the sword and the hand that held it, and then his hands fell away. He opened his mouth, the teeth red with blood, but his strength fled before he could speak. He slumped to the arm of the stone throne, dead.
Tala closed her eyes for a moment, the bow she held dropping a bit as her arms went slack. “Why?” she finally asked. “There was no need to do that.”
Rowan wheeled on her, his blazing sword before him. “You are weak, just like Solek,” he said. As he let the sword drop to his side, she could see that his eyes had a red glow. He smiled at her, a cruel, malicious look.
Tala’s bow was back up in an instant, leveled at Rowan’s chest. “Toss me the shard, Rowan.”
He advanced a step. “Give me the Sphere.”
Tala tried to slide backward, but the wall soon met her back. Her hand strained against the bow, which was pulled fully taut. “Rowan…do not make me do this.”
“Make it a good shot,” he said, his tone taunting. “You’ll only get one.”
“Come no further!” she cried, trying to put on an air of command.
Rowan moved in without hesitation, his sword rising up.
Tala fired. Rowan’s sword flashed left, and the sound of metal-on-metal rang in the room. The deflected arrow clattered harmlessly off the wall and onto the floor.
Rowan was on her instantly, batting the bow from her hands. She let it go feebly and sank to her knees, feeling the weight of all they had fought through to get to this point come crashing down upon her. So close, she thought in some distant part of her mind. So close.
Rowan’s hand slid around the back of her neck, his grip inhumanly strong. With his thumb he pressed upward on her chin, forcing her to look up at him. The amulet Solek had worn still dangled from his hand, and it now rested against her chest.
“You could have been a queen, and ruled by my side,” he said, his voice angry.
“Served at your side,” she corrected. “Your promises are all empty.”
“Those who defy me die. That is a promise I will keep.” He raised the sword, while his hell-lit eyes seared her soul.
As her vision blurred with tears, Tala looked up at a man she had come to admire and respect, a man she might have loved under other circumstances. Now Rowan was no more than a shell, abandoned by its previous owner when the Dark One decided to make it his home. She cried for him more than for herself and all Arkania, now lost beyond all hope.
If there was any belief that her tears would bring mercy, it died swiftly. If anything, it seemed to please the man with the bright sword. He smiled broadly, and the blade gleamed so brilliantly that Tala squinted against its light. As he brought the sword up to a striking position above his head, she whispered fiercely, “Fight him, Rowan.”
“Rowan’s gone,” he replied, and brought the sword down with all his cruel might.
The blade easily sliced through skin and bone, and a severed hand fell to the ground—Rowan’s. He flung the sword away and cradled the stump under his good arm, and then fell to his knees and doubled over. In a voice that sounded as if he was at the brink of death he said to her, “The Sphere! Hurry!”
She pulled the cord loose from the dismembered hand and studied the amulet frantically, looking for a clasp or some other way of opening it. Finding none, she struck it against the stone floor, holding the cord so she could swing it like a whip. On the fourth try she heard a faint crack, a sound echoed more loudly on the fifth attempt.
“Hurry!” Rowan urged through clenched teeth. “Oh, please hurry!” He lay on his side now, and convulsed twice, sweat pouring off his brow.
Tala left the amulet on the ground and brought her boot down upon it. It gave beneath her with a satisfying crunch. She knelt and picked the shard out of the shattered pieces of its container.
Rowan let out a scream of anguish.
Tala’s hands trembled as she fumbled to open the cloaking bag. Sphere and shard both emitted the eerie green glow, calling out to one another. She heard the sound of a sword being picked up off the stone floor, and then ponderous footsteps approaching, but she refused to look up. Her palms slick with sweat, she placed the final shard into position on the Sphere.
It was as if she held a small sun in her hands, so dazzling was the illumination of the Sphere as it was restored. She turned away to protect her eyes and to find Rowan, whom she knew was close.
He stood before her, holding the sword in his good hand while blood flowed from the opposite arm. He seemed stunned, his face slack and his mouth open. He drew in a breath and emitted a scream, a deep, dark, terrible noise that Tala knew was not of Rowan or of this world. For an instant Tala felt a sensation of pure emptiness, the horror of staring into the abyss. A hatred blacker than anything she could imagine probed at her mind, threatening endless torment, promising revenge.
Her hand went slack and the Sphere rolled to the ground. Its color ebbed and faded. At the same moment Rowan’s sword lost its luster and clattered to the floor, while Rowan himself collapsed.
*          *          *
Deron wiped blood and dirt from his eyes. Any sense of command had long since vanished in the melee beneath the walls of Citadel. It had simply become a question of individual survival, the relentless waves of the Dead Legion and the raining death from the bowmen and catapults doing their slow, sure work. Escape might not even be possible now, so disorganized had the Arkanians become. If not for the dragons assaulting those on or behind the city walls it would have been much worse. But several dragons had been taken down, and the arrows, stone, and burning oil had begun to fall more regularly again.
Deron shouldered his way past a pair of Lorgrasians to cut off a member of the Legion angling toward them from the side while they were being pressed from the front. He reached his destination in time, and prepared to meet the falling hammer the dead warrior had poised over its head as it ran. But the blow never fell. The skeletal warrior collapsed like a marionette with the strings cut. One of the Lorgrasians uttered an exclamation of surprise, and Deron saw that the Dead that opposed the females had also dropped. Shouts and cheers broke out all up and down the line. The Dead had fallen.
Deron cast his gaze on the walls above, a smile of hope playing on his lips. He wanted to believe it was over, that Solek had been defeated and that Tala was safe. The attacks from above stopped as well, another good sign, but he told himself to remain calm and wary. He would know soon, but these next minutes would each take an eternity to pass.
*          *          *
Lucien had decided the Veldooner guards would either remain cowering inside their room or would come out in a rush. He figured if it was the latter, he could handle them until help arrived. He sent Corson up to see if he might aid the others, with a strict command to call for him if his warblade was needed. Holding the rear would mean little if those at the front fell.
Corson found Demetrius slumped on the stairwell, clearly injured. His friend waved him on, and Corson went, knowing he could do little to help Demetrius unless they were to have ultimate success in the high chamber. Warily he ascended the rest of the stair and peered through the shattered door of the upper room.
He saw an old man he assumed was Solek—hoped actually, since the man was almost certainly dead. He slipped into the room and then saw Tala, weeping softly over Rowan, whose head was in her lap. The paladin was pale, and blood covered the front of his shirt and pants. The stump of his right arm was wrapped in Tala’s cloak, which had turned a dark brown near the wound and was tied tightly there with a cord—the one which had held the final shard in place around Solek’s neck.
Tala motioned to the Sphere, which sat on the ground near her knee. It seemed dull and plain, emitting no light of any kind, unlike when the shards were fused together. “It is over,” she said. “He is trapped again.”
Corson felt little joy at the news, such was the pained look on her face. “Rowan?”
“He lives for now. He has lost a lot of blood, and suffered deeper wounds which may prove fatal.”
“What can I do?”
“Get Lucien. We will need to carry Rowan, and Demetrius will need help walking as well. If we have to fight our way out…”
“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Corson replied as he wheeled about to retrieve Lucien.
*          *          *
There was no need to fight their way out of Citadel. The Veldooners wandered about like lost children, their weapons discarded and forgotten. The former guards drifted out onto the stair, and when they spared a glance at any of the outsiders there was no hostility in the look, but rather a gentle plea for help. When Corson asked a few Veldooners milling about near the city gate to open it, they did so without resistance or comment.
A cheer went up from the Arkanians as those who had felled Solek emerged from Citadel. Deron ran forward, heedless of any possible danger from the walls above, to embrace his daughter. Tears of pride and relief filled his eyes, and he did nothing to hide them from her. He cleared his throat and was able to croak out, “Has the Dark One been taken?”
In response she patted the cloaking bag that hung from her belt. The half-formed smile quickly faded from her face as she looked upon Rowan, who had been lowered to the ground.
“He is injured,” Deron stated, following her gaze. “He will be attended to.” He gave a signal and a pair of elves came forward to begin ministering to the fallen paladin.
“It is not the wounds to his flesh that worry me,” she said. “The Dark One fled Solek’s nearly spent body and entered Rowan. It was then that Solek died, run through by Rowan’s sword, an act that was not of Rowan’s will. The Dark One moved to slay me then, using Rowan’s form.”
“You were forced to cut his hand off? Surely in self-defense. No one would blame you if—”
“Rowan cut his own hand off, sparing me and delivering the final shard to me. For an instant he overcame the Dark One in the battle of wills, but only for a moment. The Dark One had regained control when I completed the Sphere and pulled his foul spirit from Rowan’s body.” Her gaze returned to the fallen paladin, who was ghostly pale, his breathing shallow and ragged. “I cannot imagine what it would be like to fight such a being for control of your mind.”
“And your soul,” Deron added. “Though I imagine the strength of Rowan’s faith is what allowed him to emerge from beneath the Dark One’s shadow, even if ever so briefly. He is strong, as is his will to live. If anyone can pull through this, Rowan can.”
Tala wanted to believe her father, but the look on her face cast nothing but doubt.
*          *          *
Despite the lack of apparent hostile intent from the Veldooners, the Arkanians did draw away from Citadel’s walls, and as night was nearing those not seeing to the dead and wounded began to light fires and set up camp. Deron was able to pry Tala away from Rowan’s side, assuring her that he would be well cared for, and reminding her that their work was not quite finished. He led her to a spot a short distance apart from the camp, where Lucien and Corson waited, along with Galway, the golden dragon who had born her up to the base of the high tower.
“We have yet one more decision to make,” said Deron. “What do we do with the Sphere?”
Corson wore a puzzled look, glancing at those gathered. “Kind of a small group for such a big decision.”
“It is best this way,” Deron replied. “Those who bore the burden of collecting the shards and the leader of the dragons that came to our aid. The others trust this group to do what is best, and they were made to understand that the fewer that know the final fate of the Sphere, the better.”
Lucien looked at Galway. “Dragons guard it?”
“We were asked to do so before,” said the golden beast. “All this ruin and death about us had been caused by our failure in that task.”
“Can it be kept in the Eastern Forest?” Corson asked. “The elven magic that protects that wood could shield the Sphere as well.”
“For a time, perhaps,” Deron replied. “But I would not willingly hold such an object. I fear it would corrupt any who would dare possess it over long years.”
“Then it cannot be possessed,” said Galway. “It must be hidden.”
“Hiding places can be found,” Lucien protested.
“Then it needs to be somewhere no one would look,” Corson said.
“The sea,” Tala suggested. “As far away as it can be carried, even to the edge of the known world.” She glanced at Galway.
“I will carry it as far away as my wings can manage,” said the dragon, “if that is what you ask of me.”
Deron nodded. “It is our best hope, for us and for generations to come.” He addressed Tala. “Add some rocks, then tie up the cloaking bag tightly. It will sink to the bottom of the sea, and if Arkania is fortunate, it will never be seen again.”
The others agreed, and Tala soon had the bag prepared. Galway took it in one of his great claws, and then bid them good-bye. “Farewell, my friends. May we meet again in fairer days.”
They saluted him as he took to the sky and departed, the last light of the setting sun glinting red off his scales. He passed over the cliffs that bordered Veldoon by the sea, then turned north, picking up speed and soaring out over the ocean. The burden of Solek, the Dark One, and the Sphere faded as Galway vanished in the distance, and their hearts and minds began to turn to thoughts of the journey home.



 
 
Chapter 11: Farewell
 
Two days later they began the long march back. They were as well supplied as could be hoped for, the stores of Citadel full of bland but palatable food, which they had ready access to. Water was abundant, and carts, along with the beasts needed to pull them, were taken or built to haul the supplies and the wounded. The Veldooners provided no further resistance, and before the Arkanians departed Deron assigned a half-dozen elves to oversee them and the city for a time, so incapable did the inhabitants appear to be at tending to their own needs. There was naught but pity felt for the poor brutes, who had been damaged, probably beyond full restoration, by the Dark One’s presence. The saving grace was that they took well to their new mentors, and worked with a will when put to a task.
Demetrius was one of the lucky ones—if it was appropriate to use such a term—who was able to ride. His injuries from the demon-smashed door were strangely similar to those given him by the wyvern, though to the left side of his body rather than the right. Now that Demetrius was past any life-threatening circumstance, Corson found this fact highly amusing, and feigned compliments to his friend on having the foresight to present his uninjured side to the door before it crashed into him. 
Lucien walked near them, mostly in silence, as was his way. He had found the black wolf Krellos among the dead, and had buried him personally. He had spoken softly over the mound of dirt in his own tongue, paying homage to a kindred spirit and warrior, and had appeared to be nearly as affected by the wolf’s death as he had been by Alexis’. The emotion had passed from his face quickly, and now he carried himself with his usual stoic expression.
Tala spent much of her time near the cart upon which Rowan lay. The paladin had slept non-stop since the tower—in no small part due to the efforts and desires of his elven healers. Some of the color had returned to his face, and the wound to his arm was healing as well as could be hoped for at this early stage. Tala spoke to him often in soft whispers, and even offered an awkward prayer to the Savior in whom Rowan had put his faith.
There was brief consideration given to dividing the group, some to cross the Dead Plain to recover those wounded in the first passage, the rest to traverse the longer but less strenuous Belt, but in the end they knew they should remain as one. They took their time, short marches with frequent stops to combat the July heat, and they made camp early and broke it late, getting what rest they could. Invariably the wounded were overjoyed and shocked at the arrival of the survivors of the battle at Citadel, and listened with rapt attention to the tale of their victory. But noted too was how few returned—an army that numbered thirty thousand when they entered Veldoon would go home with fewer than five thousand alive, and many of those injured.
Rowan regained consciousness four days after he had his encounter with the Dark One. He spoke almost no words for several days, but took food and water and soon marched for long periods rather than using the cart. Tala stayed near, always ready to lend a helping hand, or an ear if one was required, and for his part Rowan seemed to appreciate her presence. It was not until the third day after he had awoken that he said anything concerning the quest they had carried with them into Veldoon.
“You need not tell me,” he said, “but I am curious as to what has become of the Sphere.”
“Galway took it, to drop it into the sea. We left it in the cloaking bag and filled it with rocks. If we are fortunate, it will rest at the bottom of the sea forever, undetectable by eye or magic.”
“Who knows of this?”
“Corson, Lucien, my father, Galway of course, and now you. Demetrius was told as well. Beyond that, it is best no one knows. And only Galway will be able to say exactly where he released it.”
“And the currents will make even that knowledge inaccurate.” He nodded, satisfied. “I think it was a wise decision.”
For a time they proceeded in silence, the sun warming them from behind thin clouds. “I am sorry,” he finally said, still looking off into the distance.
She scowled, confused. “For what?”
“I nearly killed you.”
“The Dark One nearly killed me. Your part was to spare me, despite the cost to yourself.” Her eyes fell to the stump at the end of his right arm.
He caught the glance and held the wound up before his own eyes. “I’ve not really thought of it much, actually. A small price to pay for what was gained.”
“But you paid a larger price, did you not?”
He stared away at nothing, long enough that Tala began to wonder if he would reply. When he spoke his voice was distant. “When he entered my body, there was a chilly despair, a black emptiness beyond my ability to comprehend. His will is so powerful, his anger and hatred of all that is good and pure so deep… It would be easy to get lost forever. I almost pity Solek now.”
“Except he freed the Dark One, and took him in by choice.”
“Likely thinking that his own will could contend with that of the foul spirit. A fatal mistake.”
“For more than just Solek.”
“Yes,” Rowan said in a whisper, his thoughts drifting to all that had met with ruin because of Solek’s desire to rule all…his thoughts drifting as they so often did to Alexis.
“The Dark One said he would return,” Tala said, “that any victory we gained would be only for a time.”
“He is the father of lies,” Rowan replied. “He hopes he will again be free of his prison one day, but it is no more than hope. If he could foresee the future, he would still be sitting on his throne in the high tower, and we would be…”
“Not here,” Tala finished for him.
“Not here,” he repeated with a smile. It was the first he had worn since the high tower.
*          *          *
It was near the end of August when they reached the Saber Pass. Neither man nor beast had hindered them, and with each passing day the nightly camp became merrier, and new songs were created and improved to tell the tale of their battle with the Dark One. But a hidden shadow crept into each heart, even as the belief that they would escape with their lives grew stronger—what would they find when they returned to their own lands? Hunger and want this winter, certainly, but beyond that what would next spring bring?  The sickly blackened grass of the Belt was a constant reminder that all Solek had wrought had not been set right, and it served often to sour their spirits.
Time healed the wounded that were destined to be well again, but there were several who were beyond help. These were buried outside the camp each night, the summer heat refusing to allow them to be carted home. Demetrius regained his strength and could even laugh at Corson’s jests without wincing in pain. Rowan grew used to his new limitations and regained much of his former good cheer, but those closest to him often noted a cloud would cross his face as his thoughts drifted to the past, and he would shake himself as if from a stupor to return to the present.
It was a three day journey through the Saber Pass, unhurried and burdened as they were. Many an eye went to the top of the walls of the pass, expecting some last spiteful assault, but none came. As the cliffs gave way to the fields beyond, a murmur passed through the army, gasps of surprise and prayers of thanks. The fields were covered with grass as green and long as any had ever beheld. Flowers added splashes of yellow, white, purple, and blue. Birds passed overhead, calling to one another, and the trained eye could spot rabbits and deer in the meadow. “The poison of the Dark One recedes from Arkania,” Deron said, daring to speak aloud what they all hoped.
The company remained together two more days—as long as they could without anyone detouring far from the shortest route home—but when dawn broke on the third day they knew the first of their partings must come. The Ridonians and elves would travel southeast, the Lorgrasians, dwarves, Westerlanders, goblins, and wolves west, and the Corindors and Delvish southwest. There were many tears and promises of eternal friendship, and the morning grew late before the different factions set out on their own courses. As if by unspoken agreement, Corson, Demetrius, Lucien, Rowan, and Tala lingered to exchange their farewells, the group together for what none would call but all believed was the final time.
“So,” said Demetrius, “we’ve come to the end of a long road together.”
“One could not ask for better brothers and sisters in war,” said Rowan, “or better friends.”
Lucien drew his warblade and saluted the others with it. He pounded his chest three times with his fist. “Goblins no good at sad talk. But you all friends. Need help, send message. Lucien come.”
“I’m sure you would,” Rowan answered with a grin. He added the traditional goblin wish of good life, “May you and your children have many great victories.”
Tala wrapped her arms around the goblin in a hug, which Lucien returned awkwardly. Somewhere beneath his green flesh he flushed red. “Thank you,” she told him.
As soon as Tala stepped aside, Corson made as if to give Lucien a hug as well. The goblin held up his warblade to ward him off. Corson laughed deeply. “Have no fear, my sensitive friend. If I wanted to embarrass you I would draw my sword and teach you how to fight.”
Lucien tried to feign insult but failed. He flashed his toothy grin. “Practice small one. Maybe someday you fight as well as goblin child.” Then to the surprise of all, Lucien did embrace Corson, a quick gesture that touched them all, especially Corson. This done, he gave them a final wave and departed.
Tala hugged Demetrius and Corson in turn, and then looked to Rowan. The two men from Corindor stepped away, as if suddenly interested in studying distant mountains.
Rowan and Tala embraced for a time in silence, then Tala whispered, “The elven wood is a place of healing. If your burden is heavy, you will find rest there.”
They parted and he saw the tears in her eyes. “I must winter with my own people. There will be much to do. But when spring blooms, I will come.”
She smiled, knowing Rowan was always good to his word. “I will be waiting.” She turned and went to her father, who waited a short distance away at the back of the elven procession. He saluted Rowan and then wrapped an arm around his daughter’s shoulder as they began their final march home.
Rowan let his gaze linger on them a few moments, then shook himself from his reverie. “My friends,” he called to Demetrius and Corson, “it appears I have the good fortune of your fellowship for a while longer.”
“The good fortune is ours,” Demetrius said as he started to move towards him. He looked back and saw Corson fixed to the spot where he stood, watching the elves march off. “What is it?” Demetrius asked. 
“Nothing,” Corson said with a short laugh. “Just thinking how odd life is. We’ve known little but trial and sorrow since we met Tala and Rowan, then Lucien—and Alexis—and yet at our parting I feel only sadness.”
“As do I,” said Demetrius. “Friendships formed through trial are held the closest in the heart.”
“So they are,” said Corson. “Guess we did okay, for a ragtag little group.”
Demetrius smiled. “Come on,” he said, starting off again. “Let’s go home.”
 
The End.
 



 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
 
Dave Adams lives in central Pennsylvania with his wife, daughter, and son. He has had over twenty short stories published in various magazines, mainly in the genres of fantasy, science fiction, and horror. This is his second novel.
 
 



Table of Contents
Chapter 1: The Queen of Lorgras
Chapter 2: New Allies and Lost Friends
Chapter 3: Shadows and Shadowlands
Chapter 4: Home
Chapter 5: Fights and Fog
Chapter 6: Gathering
Chapter 7: Saber Pass
Chapter 8: The Dead Plain
Chapter 9: Island of Fire
Chapter 10: Citadel
Chapter 11: Farewell


cover.jpeg
‘The Soul Sphere: Book 2

The Final Shard

David ). Adams






images/00001.jpg
The Soul Sphere: Book 2
The Final Shard

David ). Adams

»





images/00004.jpg
=

[ Westem

¥ b

o
=

The Far

South
(Onexplored)






images/00005.jpg





